
 Container Management — September/October  2020 — 49 48 — September/October  2020 — Container Management

T he shipping industry has always been hungry for 
more transparency. The need to know where a 
container is and when it will arrive at its destination 

in order to help companies better manage their assets has 
been the driver behind Internet of Things (IoT) technology for 
years. When almost all of the world was put on hold in early 
March, and demand for certain commodities skyrocketed, 
the industry became ravenous for this information and IoT 
did and continues to do its part to keep the industry well fed.

Shippers had to get creative in the initial chaos to ensure 
that their goods reached their destination at a reasonable 
time. Varying degrees of lockdown measures across different 
countries saw some shippers have to change routes, method 
of transportation or shift to a different operator entirely. 
Bertrand Späth, co-founder of Kizy Tracking, said: “As soon 
as you start having an operator that is not reliable anymore, 
like in a pandemic setting, or if you need to change operator 
then you need an IoT solution in order to keep the quality 
level you require.”

Founded in 2014, Kizy Tracking does things a little 
differently than most of the IoT solutions available on the 
market. Utilising cellular network and Wi-Fi to connect and 
send data, Kizy’s device is stored inside of the cargo itself 
rather than installed onto the container. It is small, roughly the 
size of a thick credit card, simplifying the return process when 
a customer is finished with it as it can fit inside an envelope. 
Kizy also prides itself on being cost effective as it does not 
require a customer to install extra infrastructure in order for 
its devices to work.

This year the company has had to retire its first tracker, 
the K1 tracker, as the device is limited to 2G. Its newer 
solutions make use of 3G/4G, which Kizy believes will 
continue to be a strong player in global connection. The fast 
pace of technology is one of the main challenges that IoT 
developers face. Take mobile phones, for example, that can 
become almost obsolete a few years after being purchased. 
IoT solutions, on the other hand, can be expected to last 
decades. This puts a lot of weight on developers’ shoulders 
when it comes to choosing the right technology. Späth said: 
“If you bet on the wrong technology, then you basically give 
up hardware for nothing.”

Cellular is one of the three main technologies endorsed by 
the Digital Container Shipping Association (DCSA) for vessel 
gateway connectivity, the other two being Bluetooth and 
LoRa. There are many other solutions on the market, some 
of which were thought to be the future of IoT in the past but 
are now being phased out. In the age of alliances and vessel 
sharing agreements (VSAs), the containers on a ship can 
each have many different technologies while some may have 
none at all. This poses a challenge for IoT providers, shippers 

and carriers alike.
Emerson, a veteran in reefer monitoring, has focused on 

Bluetooth. In support of its customers’ digital journey, the 
company has opted for an ‘evolutionary’ approach to its 
IoT solutions. Niels Prebensen, senior product manager at 
Emerson, explained: “When we talk about an evolutionary 
approach it means that with the installed base our customers 
have, the investments that they’ve made over the past five, 
10, 20 years, are well-positioned for the future, where we will 
continue supporting existing investments but we will also help 
transition, in a non-disruptive manor, with the new technology 
which now, for us, is Bluetooth.”

Bluetooth was Emerson’s desired option as it is consumer 
driven. As long as people’s smartphones continue to use 
Bluetooth, the companies behind it will continue to invest in 
the technology which has the added bonus of being a more 
economical alternative. Emerson’s numerous tests both at 
terminals and on vessels have shown that the bandwidth 
offered by Bluetooth is on par with Wi-Fi systems, without 
the subscriptions needed to run other technologies such as 
cellular base stations and LoRa. Prebensen said: “The big 
task is really to enable it in these difficult environments on a 
container vessel where there’s a lot of metal but we are seeing 
fantastic results so far, so we’re definitely on the right path.”

Two years ago Emerson launched a solution designed to 
simplify automated monitoring on vessels where VSA and 
alliance co-sailing agreements are in place. This has been 
received well within the market and the technology provider 
boasts over 20,000 portable modems sold and hundreds 
of fixed infrastructure systems. The company also offers 
a handheld walk-by system that can collect data from the 
reefers using Bluetooth and helps to create a digital record. 
COVID-19 restrictions have seen a higher demand for the 
REFCON portable system in order to support crew members 
stuck on board vessels.

US-based AT&T’s IoT solutions have also seen high 
demand throughout the pandemic, especially in the early days 
of lockdown measures. For example, the company helped 
to move and keep track of ventilators from the US national 
stockpile over to hospitals. Gail Wong, AT&T’s IoT product 
manager, noted that utilisation optimisation has been key 
during the pandemic. With less employees on site, and those 
that are on site having to stay six feet apart, it is important to 
be able to automate and manage workflows. Wong said: “By 
giving them a better a view of where they’re at, they’re not out 
and about trying to find a container. They know exactly where 
it is. Moreover, being able to manage your assets allows for 
efficient workforce planning as trailers and containers arrive 
and depart distribution centres.” 

The company offers a range of IoT solutions for both reefer 
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Betting on the best horse
When it comes to supplying transparency, Internet of Things (IoT) technology providers 
have to make smart decisions in choosing technology, Lacey Jones reports

and dry containers including battery-powered devices, re-
chargeable devices and solar-powered devices with more 
than 70m connected IoT devices across its global network. 
Despite global economic uncertainty still looming, AT&T has 
high hopes for its upcoming product launches. 

The first, to be launched in the third quarter of 2020, is a 
cargo volume sensor that is able to detect how full a particular 
trailer is. The aim for this device is to help customers with 
their asset utilisation as they can see when their trailer is 
30% or 50% full, for example, and can advertise the space 
available.  While on their journey, drivers can be notified of 
an available pickup and accept the shipment if the original 
customer has opted in to a small delay for a discounted 
shipping rate.   Wong said: “The cloud-based shippers, make 
twice the shipment fee, the driver makes twice the hauling 
fees and customers receive a discount in shipping fees.  It’s 
a win-win for everybody and the environment.”

The second product is a reefer monitoring device, which 
has been developed with one of AT&T’s customers and is now 
being adapted from a non-standard product into a standard 
product. This is expected to hit the market in 2021. Not only 
will the device work over cellular, the device can be paired to a 
satellite baystation that broadcasts 700MHz LTE connectivity 
throughout the ship at sea.  AT&T can use an existing cargo 
ship satellite connectivity or supply an AT&T satellite connec-
tivity.  It will utilise a baystation, made by a company AT&T 
majority owns, to transmit to the satellite. Wong explained: “It’s 
kind of like what we do for cruise ships right now. If you’ve 
ever used your cell phone to surf or talk at sea while cruising, 
that’s AT&T.  Using that same technology, I can now take 
this baystation, which is probably as big as my laptop, and 
install it within six hours on a cargo ship to monitor refriger-
ated containers.”

AT&T’s IoT devices offer connectivity in near real-time and 
check-in when there’s excess movement or temperature 
degradation. When working with a customer, Wong used to 
conduct onsite days, however, virtual immersion days continue 
to have the same beneficial effect.  These meetings allow AT&T 
to understand how IoT can be applied and benefit its business 
workflow.  Not only is this just for operations users but the 
technology provider invites C-level executives, data scientists 
and other business entities to understand if operations improve 
efficiency five-fold and how this benefits the other groups.  

For instance, how can marketing benefit from knowing 
available space in containers or how can the right manpower 
be allocated during seasonal times?  This method allows AT&T 
to learn what problem the customer is trying to solve and 
develop the use case based on standard principles. It is an 
important step in IoT, as Wong put it: “I can tell you everything 
about the asset, what the data means but how does it apply 
to you in your normal day?” 

COMING TOGETHER
The question of efficiency is not just limited between IoT 
companies and their customers, however. IoT providers have 
been very vocal about the need for standardisation in order 
to make the industry more transparent and efficient. Emerson 
is actively engaging in this notion. Prebensen said: “Despite 
COVID, the industry has really come together and through 
multiple forms taken standardisation seriously and, while the 

industry has always done that, it has become actionable.” The 
Container Owners Association (COA), of which Emerson is a 
part of, is working on standardising the way data is exchanged 
through a Unified Data Model (UDM). Utilising its experience 
from over three decades, Emerson is and will be further 
adapting its products with these changes.

The UDM model aims to secure a standard way of defining 
reefer data as the COA looks into what data should be 
published, what data should be readily available and what 
should be private. Prebensen added: “We want to make it 
easier for our end users, the shipping lines, container operators 
and owners to integrate and consume the data into their 
systems without worrying about necessarily whose device is 
it and what technology it is but always ensuring that there is 
this minimum level of integrity in the data they’re consuming 
in their systems.”

Späth believes that the future is in connected solutions with 
open API that are able to communicate and speak among 
different solutions. There are several initiatives aiming to 
achieve this at present, including Flexport, and Kizy itself 
tries to create connected solutions by collaborating with 
partners as much as possible. Späth explained: “I don’t think 
that somebody that tries to close its customer in a closed 
environment has a future.”
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