
ABP AND DIGITALISATION: 
NEW MARINE PILOT 
EXCHANGE SOFTWARE, EMPX

“EMPX NOT ONLY BRINGS ABOUT A SIMPLIFIED 
VERSION OF A PAPER-BASED PROCESS, BUT IT 

ALSO IMPROVES ON THE EXCHANGE.”
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As the UK’s leading ports group, 
with 21 ports across England, 
Scotland and Wales, Associated 
British Ports (ABP) is paving the 
way for the digitalisation of ports. 
Already working with partners 
internationally, ABP is forging 
ahead with digitalising processes 
on the landside, quayside, and on 
the water. 

Over the last few years, ABP has 
accelerated the digitalisation of 
its operations. In April 2021, ABP 
partnered with Verizon Business, 
launching the UK’s first private 
5G network at a port, creating a 
secure network at Southampton 
for customers and operations. In 
2021, ABP worked with INFORM on 
a new Terminal Operating System 
(TOS) at the Port of Southampton. 
This operating system has been 
underpinned by the success of 
Southampton’s private 5G network, 
making it more reliable with access 
to better bandwidth and more 
accurate in terms of stock control. 

As a private network, the 
connection also improves security, 
as it can only be used by the port 
and port customers. Not only 
does it provide a more secure 
network, but it also enables 
real time decision making for 
supervisors, which in turn creates 
more efficiency through these 
quick decisions. It also increases 
operational real time transparency, 
which improves the supply chain 
efficiency. Real time data is 
available at all times, accessible on 
any device on the network. 

Meeting the needs of its 
customers is at the heart of 
ABP’s digitalisation. At the Port of 
Southampton, the UK’s number 
one export port for the automotive 

sector, the installation of 5G was 
critical in enhancing the customer 
experience. Through ABP’s use of 
5G on our journey towards greater 
digitalisation, we are also aiming 
to make more use of our private 
network for engineering and 
maintenance projects at our ports 
using drone technology to capture 
this data. 

Private 5G networks, like the 
one ABP has at Southampton, 
ensure commercial drones remain 
connected for greater situational 
awareness, as well as using 
more accurate positioning to 
avoid collisions. It also helps with 
analysing data. Data captured by 
drones is large in quantity, and 
usually requires equally large 
amounts of processing. 5G makes 
both of these processes fast and 
secure, whilst also making sure 
that the data is instantly available 
to those who need it. For example, 

if shed maintenance data is 
collected by drone, the information 
will be ready for Operations or 
Engineering teams to use to start 
forming a plan of action for any 
required maintenance. 

At ABP we are working 
towards ubiquitous connectivity 
across our port estates, blending 
terrestrial (5G and 4G) and satellite 
connectivity technologies to 
provide uninterrupted connectivity 
for our colleagues and customers, 
on the port, at sea and into the 
hinterland.

For the last year, ABP’s teams 
have been working with Ports of 
Auckland, who have developed 
and designed a new professional 
standard for master-pilot 
exchange, called eMPX. Tested 
across ports in both Australia 
and New Zealand, ABP is the first 
European port to deploy eMPX. The 
solution is focused on improving 
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the outcomes of the exchange, 
enhancing the complete process 
and bringing consistency to both 
Master and Pilot.

eMPX not only brings about a 
simplified version of a paper-based 
process, but it also improves on the 
exchange. Developed by the pilots 
and masters who use it every day, 
it has been designed to include 
everything that they need. Building 
on the knowledge and experience 
from active pilots, who use the 
waters each day, the information 
gathered for the master is also 
stored digitally, which means it can 
always be accessed and reused, as 
opposed to starting from scratch. 
Pilotage plans can be shared via 
email ahead of the pilot’s arrival, 
instructing Ship’s Masters on 
correct procedures for the port at 

the right time, before the pilot is 
needed.  

James Clark, ABP’s Technical 
Authority Marine, who has been 
working alongside the ABP pilots 
and the Ports of Auckland said: “It 
has been great working with Ports 
of Auckland to develop this new 
software for ABP’s pilots to use. 
ABP welcomes ships of all shapes 
and sizes into its ports every day, 
so not only does the eMPX simplify 
the process in terms of a paper to 
digital process, but ABP will now 
be in a better position to send 
the ships information about their 
planned passages ahead of time. 
It all contributes to better bridge 
resource management, whilst 
also providing our customers with 
better information in a much more 
efficient way.”

For eMPX, one of the most 
important aspects of the trial with 
ABP was working with the pilots 
directly. In Southampton, the 
eMPX team worked closely with 
one of the Southampton pilots, 
Simon Lockwood. He said: “The 
package that eMPX offers with 
this new master pilot exchange 
streamlines our planning process 
hugely by collating information 
from numerous sources, combining 
them all in a user-friendly way. 
Everything is available at the touch 
of a button, and its presentable 
format is conducive to a thorough 
Master-Pilot exchange. For pilots 
like myself, it’s about more than 
just reducing paper, it’s about 
driving consistency in our planning 
and information exchanges. 
The team at Ports of Auckland 

ABOVE 
Pilotage schedule

“PRIVATE 5G NETWORKS, LIKE THE ONE ABP HAS AT SOUTHAMPTON, 
ENSURE COMMERCIAL DRONES REMAIN CONNECTED FOR GREATER 
SITUATIONAL AWARENESS, AS WELL AS USING MORE ACCURATE 
POSITIONING TO AVOID COLLISIONS.”
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has worked diligently with us 
to tailor the programme to our 
needs, whilst incorporating many 
of our suggestions for further 
development of the tool for other 
users across the world. The 
amazing work they do will continue 
as we continue to roll out the eMPX 
tool to our pilots based in the 
Humber and Wales & Short Sea 
Ports regions.”

For ABP, working with Ports of 
Auckland on software like eMPX 
is game-changing in terms of 
digitalisation. ABP is an essential 
partner for its customers and 
having reliable technical data that 
is readily available at the touch 
of a button, to send to Ships’s 
Masters, has changed the way its 
marine pilots think and plan. eMPX 
is an innovation that will increase 

productivity and safety whilst 
encouraging digitalisation amongst 
existing processes. The solution 
has enabled an easier, safer and 
more streamlined process for 
customers’ ships to navigate 
through the waters around ABP’s 
ports, as well as more efficient 
ship-to-ship operations, allowing 
it to continue in its mission of 
Keeping Britain Trading. 

BELOW 
eMPX at work with on 
ABP Southampton’s 
Marine Pilots

“THE PACKAGE THAT EMPX OFFERS WITH THIS 
NEW MASTER PILOT EXCHANGE STREAMLINES 
OUR PLANNING PROCESS HUGELY BY COLLATING 
INFORMATION FROM NUMEROUS SOURCES, 
COMBINING THEM ALL IN A USER-FRIENDLY WAY.”

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Harm van Weezel was appointed 
Chief Information Officer of 
Associated British Ports in 
February 2019. Harm joined ABP 
from Welcome Break, the largest 
UK motorway services operator 
where he was Chief Information 
Officer since August 2016. During 
his 20+ year IT career Harm 
has held a number of senior IT 
leadership positions with EDS/
ATKearney, Accenture, Tesco, 
Mars and WPP. Harm holds a 
Masters Degree in Business 
Administration from the Erasmus 
University/Rotterdam School of 
Management.

ABOUT THE ORGANISATION
Associated British Ports (ABP) is 
the UK’s leading ports operator 
with 21 ports and other transport 
related businesses creating a 
unique national network capable of 
handling a vast array of cargo. The 
company contributes £7.5 billion 
($9 billion) to the UK economy 
every year and supports 119,000 
jobs. ABP’s current investment 
programme promises to further 
increase its contribution to regional 
economies around the UK.

Today’s Supply Chain

www.porttechnology.org EDITION 123  |  45


