Why port agents should start looking to the cloud
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In an already slow to adapt industry, a port agency is perhaps one of the most reluctant adopters in the
maritime space of technological innovation. While spreadsheets and e-mails are commonplace, equally, so
are handwritten workbooks and post-it notes. Intelligent software solutions linked to the cloud and coupled
with mobile technology platforms are available, but uptake is slow. That needs to change.

T

his is particularly true for the humble port agent. They are the link
between ship and shore and often
used as the “fixers” by the vessel,
owner, port, or charterer. They are called
upon to book the berth, arrange cargo operations, clear customs documentation, facilitate crew changes, ensure spare parts are
delivered, plus a whole host of other activities that a modern ship needs in a port.
Their network of stakeholders is vast,
extending into many areas. They are
required to maintain relationships with
numerous agencies and gather, store, collate, and share large quantities of information. Simultaneously, they need to monitor progress for the many ships that they
are currently looking after, account for all
expenditure and remember to re-bill their
clients before cash flow dries up.
Some large agency networks have developed bespoke software and communications
solutions to manage this vast quantity of
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information, but the majority of port agents
are just too small to make this investment.
Is it safe?
A cloud-based solution, put simply, is
the delivery of computing services over
the Internet. Cloud providers charge customers for these services in a similar way
people are charged for their household
utilities. We all use these cloud-based services both consciously and unconsciously
every day. Whether it is an online service
to send e-mails, listen to music, watch
films, store documents or files, it’s very
likely that cloud computing is the technology making it possible (and doing it
at a fraction of the cost of the more traditional services, think of postage and
e-mails, for instance).
There is no denying the speed and costcutting benefits of cloud solutions, but is the
technology safe? This seems to be the big
question and might be a reason why only
around 10% of the world’s data is currently
stored online. The short answer is yes – it is
safe – if you are using a reputable solution
provider. Cloud service providers are fully
aware of the security risks inherent in cloud
computing. While your business might not

have the luxury of industrial level security
and monitoring, a cloud service provider
does. Amazon is so confident in the quality of its web services subsidiary, Amazon
Web Services (AWS), the organisation runs
its entire multi-billion-dollar business on
the AWS cloud platform.
Whilst the robust security that cloud
providers such as AWS offer to businesses
allows them to outsource their data to a
third party, these same businesses cannot
completely outsource their responsibility for data security as well. Many recent
high-profile data breaches have resulted
from internal, rather than cloud-based,
issues. In some instances, employees have
downloaded a virus to the company’s
in-house hosted system after opening a
concealed email; others have charged a
malware infected smartphone on their
networked computer. As we move further
into the digital age, it is vital that businesses explain and thoroughly educate
their employees on these risks.
Ready for this?
At this point, an inevitable question
will be on the lips of many reading this
article: if cloud solutions are so safe,
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Port calls

A user-defined database to store and retrieve the huge amounts of information required
to service the ships when in port
Softship.SAPAS stores tariff information and calculates accurate costs
This facility combines vessel information with external costs such as pilotage, berthing,
and bunkering to accurately estimate the cost of a port call
The software manages all activities (vessel, crew, port authorities, customers, suppliers,
and more) required while the ship is in a port. It creates a checklist, statement of facts,
and a disbursement account that can be presented when the vessel departs

cheap, and time-effective compared to
on-premises systems, why are there not
more cloud solutions available and why
isn’t everybody using them? The answer
is that it is still relatively early days for
this technology, and conservative industries, such as shipping, will always be slow
adopters. But this is changing.
Maersk had just partnered with
Microsoft’s cloud computing service,
Azure. This happened after the NotPetya
cyberattack crippled the organisation last
summer. The attack would likely have not
happened had Maersk’s internal system
software been up to date, a facility which
cloud solutions provide automatically.
It is no surprise that in reaction to this,
Maersk has gone to considerable lengths
to upgrade its digital resources and processes, partnering with IBM to digitize its
supply chain and avoid such costly mistakes in the future.
The need for the shipping industry to
understand not just the benefits of using
cloud software but the dangers of not
using them, go wider than simply protecting against cyberattacks. With commercial ships growing larger and port times
remaining relatively stagnant, port agents
are under increased pressure to complete
their duties at speed, with most making
very small margins. One significant mistake could conceivably close a port agency’s business. Therefore, it is no surprise

that port agents choose to undertake more
meticulous checks that create longer port
stays, to avoid costly mistakes as a result
of carelessness.
The critical link
At Softship, we employ cloud solutions to power our Softship.SAPAS software (Tab. 1), which was the first cloudbased software solution for port agents.
This web-based software offers our port
agency clients a platform to complete all
of their extensive list of tasks quickly and
on a pay as you go basis with no upfront
costs. Port agents can access Softship.
SAPAS by simply logging in to the software through a mobile phone or tablet.
This means they can manage all port call
processes through a simple, intuitive, and
easy to use platform – at any time and
from any location, which is paramount
for agents who spend the majority of their
time on their feet in a port.
We developed this technology because
port agents provide the critical link
between the charterer/owner and the

port as an integral middlemen, and as
such are well positioned to create cost
and efficiency savings for their customers. However, most agents are small companies that run their businesses on phone
calls, spreadsheets, and notebooks – as
they’ve always done. Unfortunately, while
these small businesses are experienced
and highly capable of delivering critical
services in their local ports, in an increasingly digitalised industry, this type of
agency business is under threat.
Cloud-based IT solutions, thankfully,
provide a means for levelling the playing
field in the ship agency segment, because
they are accessible and affordable and can
be tailored to the individual needs of each
ship agent. Softship.SAPAS allows the
agent to manage efficiently the wide range
of activities required when a ship makes
a port call. Importantly, Softship.SAPAS
is available from any Internet-connected
PC, tablet, or smartphone, making it completely portable for agents who are on the
move most of their time.
Look, sound, and deliver the future
We listened carefully to the needs
of port agents when we were designing
Softship.SAPAS, and we are confident that
this tool will go a long way to help them
manage their daily activities and present
a professional image to their customers.
We have ensured that it is easy-to-use and
requires no training or software installation. There is no upfront cost, and agents
only pay for what and when they use. With
the help of a tailor-made software and the
benefits of the cloud, they can look, sound,
and deliver the same professional, valueadded service in port as many of their
much larger competitors.
Although the shipping industry has been
slow to take up new technologies, more companies are increasingly keen to use cloudbased systems to address their operational
and communications needs. In an industry
which is inherently global, the cost, accessibility, and security benefits of joining the
cloud are becoming too clear to ignore. Most
importantly, the cloud provides the smaller
port agents an opportunity to continue doing
what they do best and to thrive in the new
era of digital shipping.


Founded in Hamburg in 1989, Softship, part of the Wisetech Global
Group, offers a number of software solutions to the international
maritime industry. Its portfolio includes the LIMA, ALFA, and
SAPAS software suites, packages, and associated applications for
liner shipping carriers, liner agents, and port agents. In addition, the company provides a
wide range of business management tools that allow shipping executives to fully analyse
their commercial and operational activities. For more info please click www.softship.com
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