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Boundless opportunities
by Martin Wallgren, Group Chief Information Officer, GAC

Shipping is one of the last sectors to be transformed by technology, falling behind other laggards such as 
banking. In part, this is because vessels are expensive assets so investing in digitalising them comes with 
higher risks than other sectors, like automotive. Moreover, changing to a new system, or a bundle of them, is 
always harder than creating new ones from scratch. Shipping’s long and rich heritage has created a type of 
technical debt. It makes it tempting for maritime companies to choose a simple, more limited, and immediate 
solution rather than adopt a more transformative and costly approach that would future-proof the industry.

O ver the recent years, the maritime 
industry has evolved, includ-
ing shifting shipping execu-
tives’ priorities. As a result, the 

perception of digital transformation has 
changed from an intangible, futuristic con-
cept to being an absolute C-suite priority.

Previously, industry discussions 
focused heavily on big data. Then, broader 
conversations started coming into play, 
incorporating other technological devel-
opments, such as Artificial Intelligence 
and drones, with the potential to impact 
digitalisation in shipping significantly. 
The perception of the role of data in the 
sector’s transformation has also pro-
gressed, seen now as critical.

We have recently analysed our entire 
freight services system by assessing each 
step, removing redundant elements and 
integrating and connecting high-quality 

data to make information f low more suc-
cessfully. It has helped put data at cus-
tomers’ fingertips and enabled real-time 
reporting, allowing to address problems 
before they become critical. The project 
was a practical example that pre-existing 
data becomes more powerful, unlocking 
further insights when collated in a digi-
tal system.

Shifting priorities  
and remaining barriers

In 2017, a PwC survey showed that 
fewer than 10% of maritime industry 
respondents believed digitalisation had 
changed their business markedly in the 
last five years – far behind other sectors, 
including high-tech, where the figure 
was around 25%. However, today’s ship-
ping aligns far more closely with digital 
transformation, and the industry is more 

willing to explore its possibilities. Indeed, 
a growing majority of the maritime com-
munity now believes it presents boundless 
opportunities for the sector. This new col-
lective mindset places shipping in a more 
favourable position to realise the tremen-
dous potential that it offers.

The COVID-19 pandemic has acted as 
a catalyst. When social distancing regu-
lations came into force, digitalisation 
met the urgent need to continue shipping 
operations and make the supply chain 
more resilient whilst minimising physi-
cal human interaction. More importantly, 
it demonstrated that the maritime sector 
has the capacity and ability to change if 
it must – and understands the reasons 
to do so.

Despite the sector’s growing willingness 
to embrace digitalisation, some barriers 
remain nonetheless. A recent survey of port 
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authorities and operators worldwide con-
ducted by the International Association of 
Ports and Harbors (IAPH) flagged some of 
them. The findings revealed that the biggest 
hurdles for digitalisation and electronic 
data exchange were coordinating multi-
ple stakeholders in port communities and 
establishing legal frameworks.

True digital transformation
The coronavirus pandemic has put the 

urgency of digitalisation into the spotlight. 
The situation has shed new light on the 
stark differences between the relatively few 
‘smart’ digital-ready ports and the rest of 
them – the majority, which still mainly rely 
on paper-based interactions. Every port has 
different capabilities, and, consequently, 
adoption is highly uneven.

Digitalising the ports sector is even 
more challenging because many digital 
experts, especially start-ups, lack experi-
ence of working ‘on the ground’ in ports 
and at sea. Therefore, many digital sys-
tems need substantial further develop-
ment when adopted before they generate 
considerable value to users.

Ship agents have always been a conduit 
between ship and port. Now, in an increas-
ingly complicated digital age where trust 
and relationships are vital factors, agents 
could play a new role in lowering entry bar-
riers and supporting overarching efforts to 
make the digital transformation accessible 
for everyone in the shipping community.

New digital technologies can also bring 
a new level of efficiency to port operations. 
For example, GAC’s recently developed  

a crew change module which uses machine 
learning to transform the crew sign-on 
process. The module, thoroughly tested 
during the crew change crisis triggered by 
COVID-19, automatically reads passports 
and scans them for crucial information 
then fed into a secure database. As a result, 
this crew change module has boosted effi-
ciency and improved turnaround times and 
accuracy by reinventing what previously 
was a manual process.

In the future, this system could be 
expanded to provide a single secure digi-
tal ID system for seafarers throughout 
their journey to and from their vessels of 
work – covering hotel bookings, f lights 
accommodation, and more.

The digital transformation of ports, how-
ever, goes well beyond systems and technol-
ogy. The human element is essential. New 
solutions are useless if those using them do 
not understand them, specifically how they 
directly benefit and optimise their work. 
Digitalisation through systems can only 
take you so far. True digital transformation 
requires the participation of people knowing 
how to make the systems work.

Shipping companies must proactively 
support their people through upskill-
ing, training, and changing the corporate 
mindset about the role and implications of 

digitalisation on what they do. Without an 
early and sustained commitment to train 
and encourage the next generation of dig-
ital experts to get involved by working 
in partnership with the pioneers, digital 
transformation is a non-starter.

Trust and collaboration
The digital transformation of the port 

and shipping sectors, and the wider mari-
time industry, has proved highly complex. 
With the involvement of multiple stake-
holders at all levels being a requirement, 
from senior executives to port crews and 
seafarers, collaboration and trust are cru-
cial for the whole endeavour to succeed in 
the first place.

Bringing key stakeholders together 
requires trust. Therefore, when facilitat-
ing digital transformation, it is likely that 
the shipping industry will turn to the estab-
lished businesses that it knows and under-
stands. Recognised global players with  
a long track record are well-placed to play 
a key role. The need for coordination will 
incentivise partnerships with companies 
that offer an overarching view and exper-
tise on digitisation. Having local insight 
will also be necessary to understand and 
improve the status of digital transforma-
tion at global ports. �

The GAC Group is a privately-owned company specialising in 
delivering high-quality shipping, logistics, and marine services 
to customers worldwide. Emphasising a long-term approach, 
innovation, ethics, and a strong human touch, GAC offers a flexible 
and value-adding portfolio to help you achieve your strategic goals. 
Go to www.gac.com to learn more.
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