
U n l i k e  t h e  c o n t a i n e r  t e r m i n a l 
environment, where using a terminal 
operating system (TOS) is a standard 
prerequisite, the bulk and general cargo 
sectors are so operationally diverse that 
the market place for TOS systems is still 
not clearly established. A survey of the 
sector would reveal numerous terminals 
using spreadsheets, others using in house 
or bespoke packages and a few using 
proprietary systems from established, 
specialist providers. Because of this 
diversity few software companies have 
been able to establish a global footprint, 
although the industry ’s understanding 
of the advantages of using proprietary 
software is finally beginning to change.

Bulk cargo inventory is measured 
in many ways at many points along 
the supply chain and can change due 
to spil lage, moisture loss/gain and 
accidental co-mingling. Inaccuracy and 
inconsistency in weighing equipment and 
draft surveys plus the possibility of losses 
through poor recording of paper weigh 
tickets has created an environment where 
terminals are often nervous of sharing too 
much information with their customers, 
and therefore the benefits afforded by 

standard EDI messaging, automatically 
scheduled reports and other information 
exchanges have been resisted.

Integration is the key
For prospective TOS system vendors to 
deliver wholly successful solutions into 
the bulk sector it is necessary to follow 
two key tenets:
• Integration with weighing and 

automation systems provides robust, 
true, real time data without human 
intervention or error

• Data needs to be converted into 
useful information and delivered to 
the people who want it, when they 
need it to better do their job

Using this as a basis for how a system 
is delivered provides c lear tangible 
results for the terminal operator and 
their customers. As well as the obvious 
reductions in administrative workload and 
improvements in customer information, 
the real returns on investment are gained 
by uti l is ing information to reduce 
demurrage and increase operational 
efficiency. By monitoring vessel loading/
unloading tonnes per hour and stoppage 
events, then comparing these to the 

contract terms for the activity, a terminal 
has a c lear view of its commercial 
position. Decisions to change the process, 
add overtime shifts or other resources 
are made on the basis of clear factual 
information and not “finger in the air” 
supposition. Retrospective analysis of 
this data also allows the terminal to 
understand the root cause of performance 
losses and drive a culture of continuous 
improvement.

Other less tangible returns are the 
prevention of stock losses or cross 
contamination of cargo, and although 
these can be difficult  to quantify 
financially, any prevention of customer 
claims for this type of event is significant. 
For example, a grain terminal handling 
multiple product types would be faced 
with a potentially huge c laim if it 
accidentally mixed genetically modified 
cargo with non-GM. 

The glass ceiling
The term “glass ceiling” is often used 
to describe the human disconnection 
between engineering and IT departments 
within organisations. IT managers know 
that real time data would improve the 

TOS systems 
in the bulk sector

David Trueman, Sales Director,  
DBIS, Doncaster, UK

166   Edit ion 66: May 2015 www.por ttechnolog y.org

DRY BULK AND SPECIALIST CARGO HANDLING 



performance of their business systems, but 
don’t know how to reach it. They are also 
reluctant to allow automation systems 
to reside on and connect to their IT 
infrastructure because they fear that this 
will reduce their resilience to viruses and 
so forth. 

Conversely engineers have the data but 
don’t understand IT systems or the value 
of the data to the business. Therefore the 
data may be used to improve uptime and 
maintenance routines, yet remains at the 
engineering level. Operations and senior 
management want the data but lack 
awareness of the ability of these systems 
to connect together. Therefore, the “glass 
ceiling” remains and the business fails 
to benefit from the improvements this 
connectivity would bring. 

It is also reasonable to suggest that 
consultants often fail to understand 
the effectiveness of integrated systems 
simply because IT systems and the 
commercial needs of the business are 
rarely considered by the design engineers 
at the construction phase of a terminal. 
Often weighing systems are omitted from 
the design to reduce capital investment, 
leaving terminal  operators  unable 

to accurately measure the stockyard 
inventory or the unloading progress of 
vessels and trains. Weighbridges, critical 
to the management of many agri-bulk 
terminals, are often purchased by civil 
engineers with no consideration given 
to the integration capability required 
to allow a terminal to operate without 
manually entered, error prone weight 
records.

Conclusion
D e s p i t e  t h e  s e c t o r s  t r a d i t i o n a l 
amb iva l ence  towards  p rop r i e t a r y 
software solutions, the bulk market is 
finally realising the benefits of moving in 
this direction are too good to be ignored. 
The provision of a robust auditable 
inventory, improvements to operational 
efficiency and subsequent reductions in 
demurrage costs go hand in hand with 
minimising administrative tasks to 
provide a tangible return on investment. 
However, there is still much to be done 
to bring engineers, IT specialists and 
management professionals to the level 
of understanding required to ful ly 
optimise systems through collaborative 
integration.
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