HUMAN RESOURCE AND INDIAN SHIPBUILDING INDUSTRY

Dr S C Misra, Professor

Department of Ocean Engineering and Naval architecture

IIT Kharagpur

INTRODUCTION

Indian shipbuilding industry is in a depressed state.  I wonder if any of us even remotely connected with shipbuilding, can recall a better state for Indian shipbuilding industry in his professional life. Internationally the world has moved from a mixture of capitalistic and socialistic pattern of economy to a largely market driven society. This has also happened in India. Technology and market changes have affected many industries. New industries and businesses have emerged and some uncompetitive old ones have perished. But the Shipbuilding industry is more or less in a STATIC state. This paper tries to analyse the meaning of globalisation and in this context, the employee employer relationship, communication and Information technology and lastly, the features required of the human resource involved in the Indian shipbuilding industry.

GLOBALISATION

The term globalisation[1]  has been described for commercial activities as ‘ world-wide economic integration through trade, financial flows, technology spillovers , information networks and cross-cultural currents’. One of the critical requirements is the supply of human resources to meet this need in quantity and quality. It is necessary for the human resource involved in this globalised business and industrial activity to have skill and knowledge applicable globally. This is amply demonstrated in the shipping industry. Resolution of the 29th Joint Maritime commission of the ILO[2] states ‘the emergence of the global labour market  for seafarers has effectively transformed the shipping industry into the world’s first genuinely global industry, which requires a global response with a body of global standards applicable to the whole industry.’ Consequently, all maritime rules and regulations involving labour or technology, exercised by Port State Control Authorities are of international standard. The business environment is also not bound by national economies. The availability of trade and routes are dectated by the market and profitability is governed by sound economic analysis. This may explain why large number of small ship owners in India prefer old second hand ships at throw-away prices which is evident in the large percentage of old ships in the Indian fleet. New ships, unless available at cheaper prices and available quickly, will not be demanded from the supplier, i.e., the shipbuilder, which is so in India.

Globalisation also means removal of Governmental restrictions and control. This is necessary to cater to the global market. Over the last ten years, many of the Governmental restrictions on industry and trade have been lifted. It also means removal of Government subsidy and market preferences, removal of restrictions on import and export and freedom of capital acquisition and management. In short, the Government’s role changes from a contoller to a facilitator and regulator (i.e., maintenance of technical and operational standards). For shipbuilding it means search for national and international market on global competitive basis without Government subsidy. This is a very severe requirement for long term survival of the shipbuilding industry which cannot be met unless coupled with advanced shipbuilding practices.

Techno-globalisation or trading in technology across national boundaries is a natural outcome of the above scenario. It means that technology can be purchased for a price from anywhere in the world. This is distinctly different from  trading in products. Tehnology can be of various types such as design methodology, process of production, changes in a standard process, information technology, software for design and analyses etc. Traditionally a major part of technology used to be skill based, i.e., could be carried out in a straight procedure by the workman after adequate training. But in the present scenario of rapidly changing technolgy and competition, the demarcation between skill and knowledge is fast disappearing and the workman/manager is frequently asked to take cognitive decisions for improvement and trouble shooting. Pro Kuo says that it is now common to address issues in the context of globalised economy and to recognise industrial competition will be focussed on knowledge. What this means is that, to be successful in a knowledge-based economy, there has to be continuous innovation in products and services which must in turn be supported by investment in skill, knowledge, creativity and education[1].

Technological knowledge has a shelf life of three to five years in the present technology growth scenario which highlights the value of education and training.

Knowledge has become a tradable commodity and perhaps the most profitable in the present day. To survive in this scenario it is not only  necessary to buy knowledge where ever it is available, but also to sell knowledge to customers across the globe. In the Indian context the profitability in knowledge trading is clearly evident from the success of the IT industry. However in case of shipbuilding, knowledge, if required, is only purchased but not sold to outside. Our educated engineers and scientists run the knowledge based consultancy and other services in economically advanced places such as Singapore, Dubai, Hongkong and even China. It is sad indeed that the same scene is not visible in India. It is obvious that knowledge cannot be continuously acquired and traded without the support of higher level education of good quality supported by research and development. Prof K L Chopra, former Director of IIT Kharagpur has advocated technology-patriotism, to advance the case of knowledge acquisition and trading. This patriotism has to be with individuals at all levels, with groups and with institutions. This can , not only buildup a knowledge base across the country, but also develop higher cognitive capabilities at all levels and build up leadership in business and technology.

The present industrial and occupational scenario can be summed up as follows from Prof Ashoka Chandra’s lecture[3]:

(1) Continuous shift of work activity (based on employee pay packet?) from agriculture to manufacturing and lately to service sector where demand for services are on the increase.

(2) There is a discernible shift from traditional blue collar jobs to more supervisory white collar jobs particularly in the service sector.

(3) There is a trend showing reduction of unskilled and semiskilled workers and rise in supervisory or white collar jobs requiring higher level education having decision making capabilities.

(4) There is a shift from occupational grouping of professionals to skill based grouping which goes across various occupational sub-groups.

(5) There is a trend towards decentralised production leading to decentralisation of work force concentration.

 Some other visible changes as a result of the above are as follows:

(1) Job rotation, job enrichment, job enlargement, job sharing etc. based on education and in-service training.

(2) Flexible working hours, friendly work environment, work at home concept.

(3) Part time, contract workers, leaseing/contracting work to outside etc.

(4) Desire of young professionals to rise quickly leading to frequent job changes.

From the above it is obvious that for efficient and effective business concerning a product or service, the emphasis is on the quality of human resource. To take full advantage of globalisation it is necessary to continuously acquire human resource of the right knowledge level, retain it and upgrade the quality by continuous education and training. 

EMPLOYEE EMPLOYER RELATIONSHIP

To be competitive it is necessary for an organisation to be a performance leader[4], i.e., provide standards of product and service equivalent to that of the competitor. This leadership can be achieved through continuous improvement. The need for this is enhanced because the customer needs are continuously changing and the competitor’s standards are continuously improving. Therefore adequate scope must be provided for beneficial change through gradual improvement leading to reduction of cost and improvement of quality level. This can be achieved thorugh the plan-do-chck-act(PDCA) cycle incrporated into the system.

A breakthrough, on the other hand, is a type of improvement characterised by a dynamic, decisive movement to a new unprecedented level of performance. Though many people may have creative ideas for improvement, these may be impractical or conflicting with other requirements. Therefore, often an industry uses control to detect and correct adverse changes and adheres to set standards preventing change. Thus, at an extreme, ‘control’ means a static situation which is very often garbed by statements like everything is under control, but a dynamic leadership can be utilised to encourage utilisation of skills and creative ideas in design, marketing and other spheres through selective and judicious control. This can be implemented by keeping in touch with improvements in technology, changes in market trends and new ideas in managerial concepts. Needless to mention, education and continuous in-service training at all levels plays a vital role in this concept.

From the above it is obvious that the individual employee, the employer’s policy and the employee employer relationship play a vital part in the organisation being a performance leader. In a recent publication[4] on total quality management it has been advocated that employee employer relationship is a customer supplier relationship which works both ways. The employee is a supplier of skill and knowledge to the customer-industry which utilises it on its financial and material resources to generate value added services or products. On the otherhand the employer is the supplier of psychological, material and professional fulfilment to the customer employee. This relationship has to be very well understood in the context of customer satisfaction. If this can be well attained in a successful business organisation it can achieve performance leadership.

INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION

Effective interaction and conmmunication within the industry and outside(customer, sub-contractor, regulating bodies etc.) is necessary for organisational success. In the past, communication was taken as a managerial skill which depended on adequate training and personality traits. But in the present technology based society, there are many communication channels and it can be adequately backed by knowledge.

 Earlier, computers were extensively used to pass managerial information from the employee departments to the higher management through the establishment of a ‘management cell’. Computer and information technology has subsequently improved sustantially to gather, store, retrieve and update information of all kinds quickly and make it available to large number of users for design, commercial, production and other activities. An integrated information system is necessary for effective communication. In a large and complex industry like shipbuilding, a well design Information system for quick information transmission and utilisation is the need of the hour and we have been advocating a well designed Product model  for this purpose. This requires not only hardware and software, but also adequately trained human resource to design, make, implement and maintain the information base which should use all the modern technologies such as networks and web based systems.

Interpersonal communication is as important as the IT system advocated above. Prof Kuo makes a very interesting observation in this regard[1].As regards the reality of work environment, recent careful analysis of how graduate engineers actually spend the hours of their working day has revealed how much time is devoted to the following spectrum of non-technical activities: attending meetings, studying reports, telephone conversations, sending and receiving e-mails, explaining work to clients and collegues, making presentations, doing market researches, entertaining existing and potential clients, attending conferences and training courses. It is not unusual to find that these activities take up between fifty and seventy percent of their time. Communication skill is therefore as vital as technological know-how. 

HUMAN RESOURCE AND INDIAN SHIPBUILDING INDUSTRY

As has been discussed above, human resource is a very important component of any quality based industry which is globally competitive and successful. It is well known that happy people can contribute maximum to the company. This happiness comes out of a feeling of worthiness or a feeling of being wanted. The characteristics of human resource can be listed as follows in this context:

Commitment

Comprehension


Competence


Continuance


Correction


Communication

These characteristics are self-explanatory and we discuss them further in the Indian shipbuilding context.

The first and foremost item deciding about the quality of human resource is the so-called pay packet inclusive of perquisites. The shipbuilding profession provides a very unattractive salary structure to young professionals who can earn much more in other employments. This gets more pronounced when this packet is compared with similar professionals in sister concerns such as Classification Societies or Shipping Companies. The result is, the shipbuilding industry does not get the most talented recruits. This affects the commitment of the employee who is least motivated towards better work standards. The commitment of the employee gets affected and he utilises office time and equipment for job searches. Is it possible for the shipbuilder to think of providing invisible(but costed) benefits such as cash incentives, better work environment, facility to work at home beyond working hours, flexi-time, family facilities, regular training and facility for acquiring higher qualification and capital sharing though employee stock option plan etc.?

It is frequently heard from the Indian shipbuilder that he would prefer to have a mediocre engineer rather than a talented one for fear that he may leave the job anytime. Unfortunately the shipbuilder is unable to cope with this global trend of job changes for young and dynamic professionals. Continuance , mentioned above does not mean that of the employee but of the job. The regular jobs of an organisation should be so standardised that a new person can pickup the job easily and contribute immediately after recruitment. Movement of personnel is essential for an organisation to bring in continuous new blood with new ideas for improvement.

Young professionals are very energetic and the company should channelise this energy for productive activity by encouraging new ideas, creativity and recognition. Any new concept is always associated with some risk of failure. A quality system must be developed to test and analyse all new concepts and modify as required. But still  a low probability of failure may remain. It is nacessary to remove the fear of failure from the minds of the employees. This requires a strong commitment from the management which includes (a)support for research and development and (b)to take certain risk by implementing new concepts.

There was a time when production improvement required high investment in terms of big huge machines, buildings and such facilities. But today, it is possible to achieve a lot of progress by using modern IT and management techniques. The company must ensure good work environment if it wishes to implement modern techniques which are primarily based on the right human resource. 

Education and training have been emphasised as the most important part of human resourcr development in this paper. As has been mentioned earlier, a person must have proper comprehension and competence to do the job at hand. It may require just-in-time(JIT) training. A person is frequently required to sit in groups and discuss multidisciplinary subjects. It is necessary for him to have adequate breadth of knowledge. At the same time , to be a performance leader, he must have specialist(depth) knowledge in a particular field. This may require specialised training or higher qualification. It is now frequently required to have adequate knowledge in broad areas of management, finance and quality. Further, technology has a limited shelf-life now-a-days.  Therefore the requirement of regular training for all cannot be ignored anymore.

Requirement of education and training is also changing. Prescriptive nature of teaching/learning , where the prescriber or teacher lays down what is to be taught (do as you are told), is inadequate for the above purpose. There must be more interaction between the teacher and the taught. Even teaching methods have undergone modification and a lot of variety is available now:


Class room approach – direct knowledge transmission


Design activities – system concept and group activities


Project work – individual activity with creativity


Workshop and on-site training – practical knowledge/skill


Self learning – multimedia with visuals and virtual reality tools


Distance learning – web based learning process

Since the sea faring profession is international in nature and IMO is the watchdog for maritime activity, a regular training program has been implemented through STCW convention. The result is there for all to see. The Indian seafarer is in demand all over the world. unfortunately no such pressure is there to train the personnel of the shipbuilding industry. So the onus is on the shipbuilding management to have a commitment for education and training for overall improvement of the industry.

CONCLUSION

The oft-used terms globalisation and privatisation have been discussed in detail and it has been suggested that shipbuilding industry has to become internationally competitive if it has to globalise itself. The author has opined that this is not possible if adequate attention is not paid to human resource aspect which is to implement modern technology, have modern communication systems(IT) and skills and also support R&D. The employee employer relationship is vital to  the growth and development of any organisation, particularly in the context of performance leadership. A few suggestions have been made for maintaining high quality human resourcr. One of the important items emphasised in this paper is higher education and training, the implementation of which depends on management commitment.
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