
They say that the only thing that doesn’t 
change is change itself. The only way 
to survive is to adapt. How businesses 
adapt to changes in a global economy 
determines who will be left standing 
when the dust settles. It happens in every 
industry, from banking to building, and 
the marine industry is no exception.

BATTLING GLOBAL CHALLENGES
The shipping industry has enjoyed steady 
growth since 2008, regardless of the 
global recession, growing at over 8% in 
2010, before peaking in 2012. The marine 
industry seemed a safe bet for years to 
come as operators added capacity and 
updated fleets in parallel to growing 
customer demand.  

This expansion, at the peak, led to 
widespread overcapacity in an industry 
which is now also battling a downturn in 
global trade and a decline in commodity 
prices, all of which is resulting in fierce 
competition within the shipping market. 
The Baltic Dry Index fell below 400 at the 
start of this year, compared with 4,000 
in 2010. This drop is almost as dramatic 

as the price of oil, which has dropped to 
below US$30 a barrel. 

The competition is also being 
intensified by new players in the market. 
While Europe still dominates as a ship-
owning region, with close to 45% of the 
world’s fleet, the Asia-Pacific is boosting 
its investment. In 2015, its share of the 
global vessel fleet grew from just over 
30%, to 40%. 

The impact of the economic slowdown 
will reverberate across the marine industry 
and is creating a clear need to manage 
costs - optimising operations for vessel 
operators, and constructing more efficient 
vessels at prices which are sustainable for 
shipbuilders. For offshore operators, we 
have already seen an estimated 20-30% 
cost reduction achieved both through 
project changes and through the supply 
chain, but more is needed. Alongside 
these challenges, the industry as a whole 
will be preparing for an impending skills 
gap, as a high proportion of skilled workers 
reach retirement age over the next five to 
ten years.

However, what initially seems like 

a bleak state of affairs is actually an 
incredible opportunity for the marine 
industry. A new set of innovations presents 
the chance to work more efficiently, 
collaboratively and cost-effectively than 
ever before.

THE DAWN OF DIGITAL
The Internet of Things is the tech industry’s 
current buzzword. Everything is becoming 
connected to the Internet, from fridges 
to thermostats, allowing consumers to 
operate devices from their smartphones 
and read the relevant data. When applied 
to the marine industry, the possibilities 
for efficiency gains are significant. The 
Industrial Internet is the Internet of 
Things, but on an industrial scale. It uses 
similar technology to connected fridges 
and thermostats, but instead applies it to 
containerships and engines and big data 
and analytics. In a period where efficiency 
is key, the insights and data accessible 
through the Industrial Internet should be 
seen as invaluable.

Interconnected devices harness 
enormous amounts of data to form a view 
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of the bigger picture. From a centralised 
control room, operators can see, in real 
time, the health status of their ships, right 
down to individual engines, systems and 
other components. Operators can make 
informed decisions based on data as well 
as receive warnings of potential failures 
before they strike. This kind of information 
can even enable a shift from plan-based 
to condition-based maintenance, thereby 
reducing downtime.

With so much financial pressure on 
operators, it is important to keep a vessel’s 
downtime to a minimum. It is estimated 
that a single drill ship loses an average 
of $12 million a year due to downtime, 
and even a 10% reduction can have a 
significant impact.

WINNING FROM THE START
In order to increase a vessel’s efficiency, 
steps must be taken right at the start of the 
design phase. Advanced software means 
that operators can work with shipbuilders 
to model how a ship will be used and 
design it accordingly. By simulating the 
environmental conditions, along with 
route patterns and details about a vessel’s 
intended use, designers, engineers and 
operators can work together to map 
out ship equipment configurations for 
optimised power and fuel usage, securing 
cost savings at the earliest stage possible. 

To be truly efficient, advanced 
manufacturing processes need to be 
combined with data from the Industrial 
Internet to feedback product operating 
and performance information into the 

loop. Harnessing this data can help 
improve product design and selection 
meaning that vessels will be fit for 
purpose. It can also improve supply 
chain efficiency, with parts ordered when 
they are needed, improving quality and 
reducing waste. 

Of course with all these devices 
connected to the Internet, it’s important 
to have one common platform as the 
foundation. GE’s Predix platform is 
the hero that powers all of GE’s digital 
assets. Designed specifically for industrial 
applications, it has the capability to 
capture and analyse the high volume of 

machine data, allowing operators to use 
data faster, securely and more efficiently.

ENGAGING THE GLOBAL BRAIN
While the Industrial Internet provides the 
data, it still takes a human mind to make key 
decisions. Data analytics enables issues to 
be identified and flagged immediately so 
operators can take emergency corrective 
action in an instant.

This is where the real benefits of the 
Industrial Internet become apparent, as 
engineers back onshore can diagnose a 
problem and offer a fix before it begins 
to affect a ship’s productivity. Moreover, 
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if the issue can’t be solved remotely, it is 
possible to match ship positioning with 
the location of ports, repair facilities 
and spare parts depots to expedite 
maintenance and repairs, thus reducing 
downtime and third-party service costs. 

Digital collaboration can also help 
address the third challenge faced by the 
industry – the skills shortage. For example, 
remote monitoring allows an engineer to 
analyse and diagnose multiple ships at 
once from a centralised onshore control 
centre. This reduces the need for multiple 
specialists to be on board vessels.

MAKING THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION A 
REALITY
The marine industry is ready to ride a 
wave of opportunity. The benefits of going 
digital are obvious: increased efficiency, 
reduced operational expenditures and fuel 
burn, reduced downtime, improved safety 
as well as being more environmentally 
friendly. It also helps mitigate a rapidly 
approaching skills gap. But it will require 
the industry to roll up its sleeves. It will 
require retrofitting existing equipment 

with sensors and digital controls; 
investment in new digitally enabled 
equipment; and incorporating digital 
capability into design, manufacture, 
operations and maintenance.

It will also require a shift in the way 
operators work. Decisions including 
investment, procurement, capacity, 
expansion, market growth and positioning 
can become more data driven. Openness 
will also become more important as 
knowledge-sharing becomes the norm, 
allowing for greater collaboration to drive 
cost-efficient partnerships.

Some economists argue that the 
innovations brought by digital innovation 
will not match the productivity-enhancing 
power of the original industrial revolution. 
However, with the oil and gas industry 
representing about one-third of global 
economic output, cost savings would 
have a significant impact on the global 
economy. While it would require work, 
GE believes that digital innovation will 
lead to an even more powerful industrial 
revolution than ever before. Will you join 
us in leading it?
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