
Nobody who has been involved in the 
shipping, port and terminal industry 
could have missed the surge in focus 
on digitization and automation that we 
have seen over the past few years. 2017 
especially saw these topics take front and 
centre stage at virtually every industry 
conference and gathering, not to mention 
at C-level and board meetings within the 
industry itself.

Here at the beginning of 2018, it might 
be a good time to pause to take a look at 
what has actually been happening in the 
past year, why it happened and what is in 
store going forward. 

DIGITAL DEVELOPMENT
From the obvious perspective, we have 
seen an increase in the amount of 
automated and digitized tools which 
are being implemented either for own 
internal purposes, or for the purposes of 
providing new functionalities and options 
to customers and other stakeholders. This 

ranges from automated equipment in 
terminals, increased sensor arrays onboard 
vessels, as well as a multitude of digital 
initiatives brought forth by the container 
shipping lines aimed at cargo owners and 
freight forwarders.

When one questions why this is 
happening, the answer appears similarly 
obvious: the introduction of these new 
technologies ensures reduced operating 
costs, higher performance, and it holds the 
promise for even greater gains to come in 
the future.

There is nothing wrong with the obvious, 
but, in order to get a better understanding 
of where the industry is in the digital 
landscape, it is instructive to contemplate 
some of the deeper drivers behind this 
development.

IOT AND DIGITALIZATION
First of all we need to distinguish between 
automated hardware – some would say 
Internet of Things (IoT) devices – and 

the process of digitization. The hardware 
boom has been driven by sharply declining 
prices for hardware combined with the 
fact that much of the technology used for 
automation is not solely developed for 
the maritime industry, but is leveraging 
technology also developed for other 
industries (such as self-driving cars and 
automated industrial equipment). In this 
context, we are seeing a genuinely new 
drive of automation within the industry. 
But the longer-term value of this is 
closely connected with the approach to 
digitization.

On the topic of digitization, the answer 
is not quite as clear-cut. In this context, 
digitization covers handling and the 
exchange of information between shipping 
lines, shippers, consignees, authorities, 
ports and so forth. Looking at many 
of the initiatives which have risen into 
prominence in 2017, two important aspects 
come to fore. The first one being that the 
clear majority was not started in 2017. 
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They were instead launched in the 2012-
2016 period. This indicates that despite 
the seeming sudden rise in digitization, it is 
the result of several years of preparing the 
groundwork for these concepts.

Secondly, and as importantly, it is 
hard to see genuinely ground-breaking 
new concepts amongst these. That is, 
of course, a provocative statement, and 
one likely to be disputed by virtually all of 
said companies. And naturally, every new 
concept has elements that will differ from 
previous incarnations of the same idea. 
But essentially, all these ideas have been 
launched before in the heydays of the dot-
com bubble in the 1990s before the 2008 
financial crash hit. With a few exceptions, 
such as Inttra and CargoSmart, none of 
these made much of a lasting impact.

However, this is besides the main point 
in this context. The important part is that 
fundamentally the rise of digitization seen 
in 2017 does not have technology as its 
main driver. Technology is usually what is 
being talked about, but the critical thing 
which we have begun to see changing 
is the industry’s view on how to use the 
technology.

PARADIGM CHANGE 
The experiments of the late 1990s and early 
2000s did not fail due to technology. They 
failed because the industry approached 
the implementation of the technology 
from a less than conducive angle. Put more 
simply, those trialling new technology 
essentially clung to two beliefs. One was 
that each company should develop their 
own technology, and the differentiation 
in technology would lead to a competitive 
differentiation as well. But as customers 
desire interactions with multiple maritime 
companies, this approach was less 
than efficient. The other was that many 
companies embraced the notion that 
digital systems should only be launched 
when they were ‘ready’, in turn making 
it almost impossible to change them 
afterwards should the users not appreciate 
the new tools.

What we have seen during 2017 is a 
shift in both of these mindsets. Many of 
the concepts which were launched into 
prominence in 2017 span across multiple 
stakeholders at the same time. This shows 
an approach wherein it is now recognized 
that customers do want choice, and 
attempting to fence customers in through 
the use of proprietary technology might 
prove counterproductive. Secondly, we 
are increasingly seeing the launch of pilot 
projects wherein not only the tools, but 
also the business models, are not fully in 
place yet. Instead customers are invited 
to participate in the further testing and 
development. 

This alternative approach shows that 
despite technology grabbing the headlines, 
the digital agenda in container shipping is 
increasingly being commercially driven. 

BACK TO AUTOMATION
From an engineering perspective it is 
hard not to be impressed at what can be 
achieved in terms of autonomous terminal 
design and unmanned vessels. But if we 
look forward to 2018 and beyond, we will 
likely see, to an increasing degree, the 
digital and automated agendas merge, with 
the commercial focus of digitization taking 
the forefront. Automated equipment will – 
even more than what is currently the case – 
be evaluated on the basis of whether it can 
drive actual business value. And herein lies 
an important point: It is not sufficient that 
a certain piece of automated equipment 
can be shown to have a savings potential. 
The implementation of that equipment 
must also be accompanied by a change 
in associated business processes, as 
otherwise the value remains theoretical.

The lessons learned from digitization 
over a decade ago is that commercial value 
must be the driver, otherwise projects 
will peter out and the business processes 
are quite simply not being changed. 
In the realm of terminal automation, 
this is already making itself clear, as 
the predominance is a focus not on full 
automation, but on automation where 
there is an actual beneficial business 
case associated with process changes. 
In the case of autonomous vessels, it is 
equally likely that the focus will shift more 
to smaller coastal vessels and barges, 
whereas futuristic large autonomous 
deep-sea vessels might take more of a 
back seat.

2018
For the digital agenda, 2018 is the year 
when the many concepts that sprung into 
bloom in 2017 are to be truly tested in 

the market. This also means that by the 
end of 2018, it will likely become crunch 
time for many of these. Did the concepts 
stand the test of the market in terms of 
commercial value, or will they be running 
out of investment funds  After that, the 
scene is set for 2019 to be the year where 
the successful concepts begin to grow in 
earnest. Hence in terms of digitization and 
automation, 2018 can at best be described 
at the end of the beginning. 
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