How thirc-party ship managers are coping wit

Chance for them to
increase strength
and competitiveness

AS we enter the second
quarter of 2009, it is clear
that Singapore has been sig-
nificantly affected by the fi-
nancial crisis - both eco-
nomically and as far as the
shipping industry is con-
cerned.

There have been many
headlines on this but what
has not really been dis-
cussed is how Singapore’s
large and still growing ship
management sector is ad-
justing its strategy to en-
sure it can be protected and
even developed through
these tough times.

Generally speaking, Sin-
gapore is one of the harder-
hit economies in the region.

As far as the shipping in-
dustry is concerned, the
dry bulk/container segment
is taking the lion’s share of
the pinch but the whole in-
dustry is affected.

Third-party ship man-
agement is responding to
owners’ needs for reduced
operating costs by scrutinis-
ing every expense onboard
as well as in the manage-
ment office.

As always, when the go-
ing gets tough, the tough

get going, and for the.

third-party ship manage-
ment industry, this is no dif-
ferent.

The industry will come
out on the other side of the
current financial turmoil
with the best companies
stronger and the weak play-
ers smaller, or perhaps just
gone.

Governments around
the world are stepping in to
try and stem the tide of the
financial crisis and, here in
Singapore, the government
has been proactive in try-
ing to assist companies and
families getting through the
Crisis.

The shipping industry
has already received assur-
ances that everything will
be done to ensure there is
no long-term, lasting dam-
age to the sector which has
grown So rapidly in the past
10 years and is now a cor-
nerstone of the Singapore
economy.

_From an industry per-
spective, we want to ensure
that the gravity of the situa-
tion is clearly understood,
and there is mounting evi-
dence that an appropriate
response from the compa-

nies, organisations and the
government is being put in-
to practice.

This economic crisis has
in fact affected different sec-
tors of the shipping market
in different ways. It is hard
to judge the net effect on
every sector.

The crisis is, more than
anything, an owners’ crisis,
but it has, of course, verti-
cal implications in the sup-
ply chain - not least down-
stream to-
wards sup-
pliers of
goods and
services to
the owners.

We have

can provide in order to save
on daily running costs.

So it is a situation of
higher volumes but with
prices under pressure sim-
ply because of the strong fo-
cus on costs - and that re-
quires successful managers
to balance on a knife's
edge, where already thin
margins have to be tightly
controlled in order not to
lose out.

These are challenging

This economic crisis
has in fact affected
different sectors of

not seen di-‘ the shipping mark&t in

rect con-
tracting by
banks that
have taken
over dis-
tressed as-
sets but it
may be only
a matter of time before that
happens.

Ironically, third-party
ship management may actu-
ally see an increase in vol-
ume resulting from the
downturn, as owners look
to the economies of scale
that third-party managers

different ways. It is
hard to judge the net
effect on every sector.

times but crises like these
also throw up opportuni-
ties. We believe the best
ship managers are able to
use the current market con-
ditions to improve their
strength and competitive-
ness.

External pressure is an

excellent opportunity for
any service provider to
sharpen its focus, and we
are certain that Thome and
groups like ours will accel-
erate the continuous im-

provement process and de-

liver even higher quality
and safety standards, and
also higher productivity.

The segment of the mar-
ket in which we operate
will appreciate that and I
think an even stronger “fit"
between our customers and
Thome will evolve, to mutu-
al satisfaction of both.

We, as managers, cer-
tainly live in very changed
times from just a year ago
and many of us are grap-
pling with problems today
such as distressed assets or
ships being arrested - one
consequence of the down-
turn,

It is a fact we must face,
that the recession may lead
to some of our principals’
vessels being arrested.

A ship arrest can hap-
pen for many reasons. For
example, the charterer of a
vessel fails to pay for bun-
kers - but it is mainly due
to economic difficulties
faced by the owner.

We are making efforts to

reassure our seafarers that
they should keep their calm
in case a vessel gets arrest-
ed and we are explaining to
them that they personally
are not under arrest.

The crisis has also
thrown up other opportuni-
ties for managers. The best
managers are using these
times to boost training and
education, and we are
pressing ahead with our
training programmes as
normal.

This year, Thome has a
major training and skills up-
grading programme at our
training centre in Manila
and this is something our
group will not compromise
on.

After all, the future has
not been cancelled; it has
only been delayed a bit,
and when economic growth
resumes in the world, we
want to be ready with quali-
fied capacity to participate
in the boom in transporta-
tion that will follow.

There are other commer-
cial opportunities for the in-
novative ship manager.
Thome has been able to as-
sist our principals in other
areas too, such as in the ar-
ea of lay-up.
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We have received inquir-
ies from all over the world
about lay-up services and
facilities, and we have re-
cently taken the step of se-
curing safe lay-up zones in
the region for owners wish-
ing to mothball their ves-
sels.

It is a service which re-
quires much expertise if it
is to be done correctly and
securely, and our group
has seen an upsurge in this
kind of inquiry in the past
few months - not surpris-
ing given that some reports
suggest that up to 2,000 ves-
sels globally could be
placed in lay-up this year.

Thome Ship Manage-
ment is one of the sponsors
of Sea Asia, a three-day con-
ference and exhibition
from April 21 to 23, as part
of Singapore Maritime
Week this month.

This event is co-organ-
ised by the Singapore Mari-
time Foundation and Sez-
trade. For details, go to
Www.sea-asia com

This article was
contributed by Capt Bjorn
Hojgaard, managing
director of Thome Ship
Management, Singapore



