
A terminal operating system (TOS) is 
the heart of any cargo terminal operation 
and a well-chosen, implemented and 
managed system can deliver a lifetime of 
efficient cargo management. Selection 
and deployment of this complex piece of 
terminal equipment is amongst the most 
demanding projects any terminal operator 
will ever undertake – it is the heart 
transplant for a terminal. This article 
briefly outlines the key stages and some 
best practice guidance for delivering a 
successful TOS project. 

Selecting a TOS
The notion of buying your first (or even 
another) TOS needs to be a well-thought 
out and documented analysis that will be 
the foundation of successful procurement 
and, later, delivery. Below are the key steps 
to selecting the ideal TOS for your terminal: 
1. Form a vision: Work on the business

case and why you really need a TOS. 
Consider the future vision of what
your operations will look like. That
vision is important to know and to
drive towards throughout every step

2. Understand the requirements :
The typical failing in any TOS
project is the client not having a
strong grip on what is needed at
a detailed level – poor awareness
of any special requirements at this
stage can have significant impact on
later operations. When choosing a
TOS one should explore every dark
corner of the terminal operation
and document everything the TOS
needs to manage. It is vital to be
able to explain to potential suppliers
what you need in as much detail as
possible – if you cannot ask for what
you need, you will not get it, so take
advantage of the broad experience

that TOS vendors can bring and 
be open to new processes and 
approaches to terminal management

3. Explore the market: Once you have
a grip on requirements, it is time
to start to look online at market
options and put together a long
list of potential options. Take care
to check for vendor reference sites,
especially if others in your region
are handling similar cargo types and
volumes

4. Run a selection process: There are
many ways to manage selection and
procurement, but given the value of
spend and risk inherent in all software
projects, be sure to have a fully
documented ‘Request and Proposal’
audit trail to refer back to during the
delivery stage. Use the responses to
the requirement documents to refine
down a short-list of vendors who
can probably deliver what you need,
then hold a series of workshops to
get a good in-depth feel in how the
products and suppliers operate – do
not skimp on this stage – a good
product demonstration and review
should last half a day

F ina l l y, we igh  up  the  supp l i e r 
capability, product functions, business 
change, and the pricing to make a well-
informed decision. 

Implementing the TOS 
The warm feeling of the sales process 
will quickly evaporate as the challenge of 
learning, testing, modifying and supporting 
a multi-faceted 24x7 system becomes real. 
A deep and thorough implementation is 
the most important stage – even the best 
choice of TOS can be poorly delivered. 
The key steps regarding implementation 
are listed below: 

1. Lead a team: A TOS implementation
project is a significant task, so be sure
to gather the right people willing to
assign plenty of hours to enable you
to take a leading role in the project.
The formation of new work roles,
pulling in those with operational
experience, and utilising people-skills
is especially useful in implementation
projects. A broad and motivated team
is vital to extract the best from the
supplier and TOS product

2. Make a realistic plan: Apply a
Project Management methodology
of course, but be realistic and
chop up the project into several
phases spread over time.    Have
some targets to push towards,
but prioritise quality over speed,
as what ’s deployed in the project
will stick for many years to come.
Remember to assess risk – a ‘big-
bang’ approach carries significant
potential for failure

3. Test and evolve: The implementation
process will drive significant change
in the port operations which you
must positively embrace. Initially,
time should be spent learning. Next,
it is time to test the TOS functions
in fine detail, partly to flush out
any faults (and there will be some)
but also to use these new functions
to evolve the business process.
Document the changed business
process, paying special attention to
the wider community of customers
and stakeholders. If the project
includes customisations and new
features – most do – then pay special
attention to the quality and testing,
maintaining the original vision when
assessing inevitable compromises

4. Support your people: Documenting,
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training and caring for the whole 
terminal  team is  v i ta l  for  an 
implementation success; the team 
needs to feel able to approach 
the new system with a positive, 
informed and confident attitude. 
This only comes from project team 
investment. Be structured about 
training and, to make sure it is taken 
seriously, deploy an assessment and 
certification approach, engaging line 
management to support or guide any 
weaker team members 

5. Go-Live: If enough effort has been 
invested in the previous stages, the 
Go-Live will go smoothly, but there 
are always surprises. Ideally, take a 
parallel run approach to minimise 
risk, but this is not often possible 
or sustainable, so be bold to push 
forward and support the operations 
team around the clock as they really 
only now get to understand the new 
system and processes

Maximising the TOS 
Immediate ly  af ter  Go-Live, there 
will be a prolonged phase of support 
and, probably, more phases of delivery, 
building up the functionality. During 
these early stages, productivity is likely to 
dip and errors blossom, but keep pushing 
onwards to get those benefits from the 
original vision. The key steps in utilising 
the TOS are displayed below: 
1. Keep the team together : Your 

project team should morph into a 
longer-term TOS support team and, 
ideally, drive forward general process 
excellence into the future

2. S t re t ch  the  TOS: Once  the 
foundations are established, try 
further extensions, techniques or 
features in the TOS that may have 
been side-lined before. Build up 
peripheral systems and interfaces – 
maybe more EDI, KPI Dashboards 
and interfaces – always driving up the 
efficiency and breadth. Sometimes 
small extensions and changes to the 
software can provide great value, but 
also try to take a steering role with 
your TOS supplier as they evolve 
their future product roadmap. You’re 
long-term partners now, so work on 
getting mutual benefits

3. Police the operation: There is a 
strong urge to slide back to old 
methods amongst parts of the team, 
so regular audits, retraining and 
sometimes staff role reassignment 
are needed to ensure quality stays 
high. A TOS relies on the quality of 
human input and seemingly ‘small’ 
errors can have significant impact 
on business efficiency; for example, 

loading a vessel with 5% of exports 
misplaced in the yard will obviously 
damage productivity notably

4. Use data: A new TOS has a vast 
quantity of data that can be used to 
analyse and measure every aspect of 
terminal operations – every lift, every 
truck visit. Dive into this data, using 
either the TOS-provided reporting 
tools, or a separate data warehouse, 
to identify and address areas that can 
be improved. This data can be used 
to enhance business monitoring and 
to form real-time KPIs and targets 
to share across the terminal and drive 
up daily performance

Share the benefits: Some aspects of 
TOS benefits can also be used to share 
with customers or local regulatory 
bodies, further improving overall local 
supply chain productivity and, hopefully, 
customer loyalty to the terminal. Sharing 
of stack views for client cargo, weekly 
truck waiting time profiles, work queues 
for inspection can all benefit the overall 
cargo community 

Continuous evolution: All terminals 
have similar problems and evolve coping 
techniques, so meet when possible and 
share ideas and approaches for resolution. 
TOS user  groups are  par t icular l y 
important to create collective leverage for 
product or supplier enhancements

These are only the highlights of best 
practice in delivering a TOS project, and 
many are common sense, but this guide 
should help those newly embarking on 
a project to build a new heart for their 
terminal operation. 
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