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In recent years, there has been much talk 
within the maritime industry about the 
inevitable shift towards Industry 4.0—

the ushering in of the fourth industrial rev-
olution to one of the world’s oldest and most 
crucial industries. For all parties involved 
in shipping supply chains, the realisation of 
Maritime 4.0 provides very real possibilities 
for making the movement of goods across the 
world’s oceans and waterways a more effi-
cient and less labour-intensive undertaking. 
In recent years, in working to actualise the 
goal of 4.0, there has been welcome progress. 

The benefits of cloud-based solutions have 
gained considerable traction for all of the 
right reasons and a wide range of web-based 
applications are making day-to-day opera-
tions much more efficient, reliable and trans-
parent for many organisations. Internet of 
Things (IoT) capabilities onboard ships have 
been applied by some with varying levels of 
success, and a considerable amount of work 
has been undertaken by industry authorities 
to begin regulating and standardising IoT in 
practice. We have also seen great progress 
being made in the automation of processes in 
port, and better use of big-data systems across 
a wide range of operational areas both at sea 
and onshore. 

Overall, there is now a growing accept-
ance that the future of maritime is going 
to be led by increased digitalisation and 
automation. But there is a long way to go, 
yet. Unfortunately, the Covid-19 pandem-
ic has made this reality abundantly clear.  

While some port communities have seized the 
opportunities that new digital technologies 
and the integration of digitalised processes 
can deliver by developing into “smart” ports 
in recent years, many others have not. They 
rely on personal interaction and paper-based 
transactions as the norm for shipboard, ship-
to-shore interface, and wider supply-chain-
based exchanges. The same is true of compa-
nies—some shipowners, operators, managers, 
agents have leveraged digitalised, integrated 
solutions across their operations; others have 
not. They rely on paper-based processes, or a 
disparate set of IT tools and shoe-horned ap-
plications to go about their business in a piece-
meal way. Those ports and businesses on the 
‘have not’ side of this divide were left exposed 
and disproportionately vulnerable when the 
world demanded a new way of working. 

This is not just armchair commentary from 
a software house; demonstrating the signifi-
cance of the issue and its impact on both mar-
itime communities and national economies, 
The World Bank and the International Asso-
ciation of Ports and Harbours (IAPH) have 
co-authored a report on the issue: ‘Accelerat-
ing Digitalization Across the Maritime Supply 
Chain’, published in January 2021. The report 
highlights how Covid-19 underscored the im-
portance of a need to digitalise maritime, to 
realise Maritime 4.0, in order to make global 
supply chains and economies more resilient. 
It also warns that this evolutionary require-
ment poses an existential threat to a consider-
able proportion of maritime-linked commu-
nities, and maritime organisations. 

The report analyses numerous technologies 
applied already by some from the world’s 
leading port and maritime communities, in-
cluding big data, the internet of things (IoT), 
fifth-generation technology (5G), blockchain 
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solutions, wearable devices, unmanned air-
craft systems, and other smart technolo-
gy-based methods to improve performance 
and economic competitiveness. It describes 
how the collaborative use of digital technolo-
gy can help streamline all aspects of maritime 
transport, from cross-border processes and 
documentation to communications between 
ship and shore, and it lays out a roadmap for 
making this the new-normal. 

But achieving this will remain a pipedream 
for most. If the fundamentals are not in place 
first, the divide between the digitalized ‘haves 
and have-nots’ will only grow more pro-
nounced. Laying firm foundations is a move 
that rests in the hands of individual compa-
nies and service providers. If they want to be 
able to compete in future, they must upgrade 
their IT capabilities, to move us all closer to 
a point of readiness, while enabling them to 
adapt to the pressures of today. In short, ship-
ping companies must ensure they are using 
reliable, integrated software solutions in the 
administration of their business and oper-
ations—solutions that are available to them 
now. 

The good news is that pushing the entire ship-
ping supply chain toward a new baseline of 
IT capability through the more widespread 
use of digitalized and integrated IT solutions, 
is very achievable, and affordable. Twenty or 
so years ago incorporating integrated technol-
ogy into business was only the prerogative of 
the very large shipping companies. 

Today however, options such as Softship’s 
ALFA, LIMA and Softship.SAPAS packages ca-
ter to the business processes of liner and port 
agents of any size. These solutions offer com-
plete integration using a modular ‘packaged’ 

format enabling users to pay for what they 
use, or select the modules that they require, 
and integrate them across every business 
department or function through to create a 
single, unified system. Such solutions auto-
matically captures data, standardise process-
es, ensure additional checks and balances, 
and enable people to work from any location. 
Because these solutions are developed by a 
third-party provider, they are also continu-
ously adapted and upgraded to keep in pace 
with developments in technology, regulations 
and risks. 

With a sturdy IT environment in place that 
is capable of adapting to the changing world 
around us, companies of any size can contin-
uously evolve within a digitalising maritime 
eco-system, nobody needs to be left behind in 
the journey towards Maritime 4.0. 
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