
When Port Technology’s Container 
Terminal Automation Conference drew to 
a close in April, 2017 two key discussion 
themes that had emerged from many 
presenters and delegates were disruption 
and collaboration: Disruption to business 
models and collaboration between 
stakeholders across the supply chain. 
Both are seen to be critical in keeping the 
marine industry moving forward. This paper 
discusses how advanced we are on that 
journey, and whether it’s even the marine 
industry we’re operating within.

Just over a year ago in mid-2016, I 
contributed a technical paper for Port 
Technology that referenced a conversation 
I’d had with Gerd Leonhard, a renowned 
‘Futurist’ who offered some very interesting 
insights into the future of the marine 
industry. 

Back then, Gerd predicted a number 
of things for the sector. Among them, 
he talked about the need for ‘hyper-
collaboration’ – built on the idea that 
different stakeholders have different 
strengths – making partnerships throughout 

the supply chain and across industries 
profitable and indeed, necessary to survival. 

He predicted that smart ports will 
become part of smart cities: holistic eco-
systems that are automated, data driven, 
integrated and green. He anticipated huge 
change to business models, across the 
supply chain. 

With vessels, ports and hinterland 
transport becoming part of a connected 
eco-system, a ‘shipping OS’ would be 
needed – a common platform with shared 
standards, where data access will be as 
important as data ownership.

ASSESSING THE SITUATION TODAY
Twelve months later, this vision is becoming 
a reality much faster than I think many of 
us anticipated. In 2017 so far, we’ve seen 
logistics shaken up. We’ve seen Amazon 
rapidly expanding its own infrastructure. 
We’ve seen the tie-up of Maersk and 
Alibaba, as well as Maersk and Blockchain. 
We’ve seen Wartsila automating on-board 
procedures, as well as more progress 
towards autonomous ships and drones. 

Who knows how many other revolutionary 
partnerships or technologies will have 
emerged between the time of writing this 
and publication? 

In order to better understand and get a 
holistic view of what is happening across 
the industry, we recently commissioned a 
piece of independent research rounding 
up the latest resources, views and 
applications within the port automation 
space. The report is called ‘Use of Big Data 
in the Maritime Sector’, and we use the 
term maritime, rather than marine, very 
purposefully. 

RETHINKING OUR INDUSTRY
In a recent keynote, Frank Coles, CEO 
of Transas, talked about distinguishing 
between ‘shipping’ and ‘maritime’ 
sectors. Maritime meaning ships and ship 
operations. Shipping meaning the end-to-
end transfer of cargo, whether by sea, rail 
or air.

Shipping is brilliantly adept at taking 
advantage of new technology. Maritime – 
not so much. We’ve not got the pleasure of 
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being in the shipping industry, we’re in the 
conservative maritime industry and it needs 
shaking up, urgently. 

Retailers are already disrupting shipping 
by taking greater control over logistics: they 
are moving from last mile delivery to first 
mile – and the first mile is supposed to be 
the remit of maritime.

Of all the partnerships and expansions 
of the last year, Amazon Logistics+ holds 
the most potential impact for the maritime 
industry. Unlike AliBaba, who does not yet 
control its own infrastructure - Amazon 
Logistics+ is built on the premise that 
– given the volume of goods it controls 
– it can move cargo most efficiently than 
traditional logistics companies. 

eCommerce companies lease planes and 
airports, why not vessels and ports too? We 
are a critical part of the first mile of shipping 
– and we’re being disrupted. We’re the 
last piece in the new eCommerce business 
model.

RETHINKING OUR ROLE 
Our job as "port technologists" should 
not be as "fender suppliers" or "crane 
manufacturers": our objective is to 
facilitate movement as smoothly and cost 
effectively as possible. To do this, we need 
to collaborate, to develop common systems 
and processes.

We must never forget our job, ultimately, 
is to make the delivery of products to 
the end customer as quick and efficient 
as possible. If we’re seen as a hindrance 
or unnecessary expense, our customers 
will find a way around us. It is already 
happening and to stop it understanding 
customers is vital.

We need to understand the customer 
business models and key drivers to 
improving their operations. We then need 
to adapt our businesses to suit – making use 
of technology, data and collaborating with 
new partners.

Amazon and others of its kind gaining 
control of the supply chain remains the 
challenge – one that will inevitably include 
further, as yet, unimagined technologies. 
Once these hugely digital players are in 
the game, they will want to bring more 
advanced technology port side.

But we have to act quickly and be aware 
that the key to this will be collaboration 
between all stakeholders, acceptance of 
new technologies and deep customer 
understanding. Despite all this, I remain 
convinced that traditional players can still 
be valid in ports of the future, whatever the 
next iteration of the business model is. 

HOW DO WE EVOLVE?
We evolve by looking at what we as the 
marine sector already have that shipping 
does not: asset data, performance data, 

and data that will allow us to implement 
efficiencies that shipping companies, so 
far, would not be able to. As connectivity 
becomes commoditized, suppliers are 
beginning to reinvent themselves as service 
businesses – Trelleborg included – we need 
to transform ourselves to become more 
than simply product suppliers. This means 
making use of digital technology and data to 
help accelerate customer performance.

However, everyone doing this separately 
isn’t enough. We need open APIs, shared 
standards and data normalization. We need 
to start sharing and integrating now – as 
the maritime industry – to compete against 
shipping. 

At Trelleborg, we are focusing a lot of 
effort on making use of the data we can 
collect, not just from our own traditional 
suite of products – but also from other third 
party assets, be that ships or other port 
equipment. To do this we have to develop 
standards and protocols for collecting data 
and storing data.

A SUPPLIER PERSPECTIVE
That brings me to SmartPort, Trelleborg’s 
answer to the need for a standardized way 
to collect and store data. It’s essentially a 
technology platform that connects port 
operations, allowing users to analyse asset 
performance and apply data insights, to 
improve day-to-day decision making. 

We know that many businesses are now 
looking for ways to evolve their offerings, 
and in doing so, are beginning to build 
more technology driven solutions. Serious 
players in the market are already developing 
equivalents, knowing they will need a 
platform for collaboration in future. Our 
tech stack, the hardware, software and data 
management infrastructure we’re using, is 
the fundamental building block in how we 
are moving forward with our business and 
how we will help our customers improve 
their operations. The most important part is 
that the API structure enables collaboration 
with third party systems and third party 
assets.

Historically, Trelleborg has supplied many 
products for the port environment, from 
fenders to mooring equipment, from Ship 
Performance Monitoring to Navigation and 
Piloting systems: each of which has their 
own sensors fitted. By adopting SmartPort 
architecture, all of these systems can be 
brought under one cloud-based system.

This then allows us to develop apps that 
can access asset data, interrogate it and 
present in useful ways, to allow customers 
to make more effective decisions through 
deep, accurate insights. And that’s just our 
data – collected from places and sources 
we’re already installed in. What we need 
is for all available data to be formatted, 
collected and stored in a common way.

Then we need to multiply it exponentially, 
across multiple assets and organizations. 
With standardization across data collection, 
formatting and storage, true collaboration 
across the supply chain will be possible. 
Then we can really develop a holistic 
Maritime OS, to truly compete with the 
shipping industry. 

The ability to collect, analyse and action 
data has already become critical, and will 
only become more so. Data generation and 
analysis will be king, and the architecture 
that empowers collaboration between 
smart assets will be critical. Those that act 
now to gear up for the era of collaboration 
will give themselves the chance to become 
part of the new ecosystem, and, ultimately, 
part of the Maritime OS.
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