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DECK 

Way back in February 1999, while the business world was buzzing with talk of the internet, I was taking a shower. Not an unusual occurance - and one that would be unremarkable as such - but as the warm soapy water cascaded off my somewhat under developed body I was struck by a remarkable thought:

The world wide web, this new technological wave that was reportedly about to crash over traditional business and wash away conventional thinking and business practices; this wave so powerful that it’s undertow would literally erode the age-old foundations on which the shipping industry had done business, may present an opportunity.

If the internet was supposed to be this great tool for sharing information globally then, perhaps, what the world needed was a website that would enable me, and others like me, to locate and date the daughters of ship owners. 

While Bill “Millenium” Livanos was secretly dreaming up MaritimeDirect, the complete shipping portal, I envisioned the complete maritime dating portal, one that would feature photos of eligible young ship owners’ daughters, their vital statistics and most importantly their fathers full fleet list (for dowry purposes) including vessel types, DWT, engine type, yard, year built and any long term time charter attachments. 

A perfect application for this new internet, the fusion of technology and tottie! On arrival at the office I immediately purchased the name for my new venture: www.shippingbabes.com. It was the 17th of February 1999. 

SUBHEAD

Risk of kidnapping

About a week later it dawned on me that a website that listed eligible young ship owners’ daughters with their fathers net worth was probably not the best thing to publish on the internet for a number of reason, not least the risk of kidnapping, and therefore it would be much more amusing to use this new site to poke a little light hearted fun at an industry that on occasion takes itself just a little too seriously.

And so ShippingBabes was born. Over the past three years we’ve written hundreds of scurrilous, occasionally amusing articles, taken thousands of photos of shipping people in the act of social intercourse, thrown wild parties, spoken at conferences, got sued, threatened, mailciously maligned in the Greek tabloids and written up in the shipping press. We’ve played practical jokes, been thrown out of bars and strip clubs and generally misbehaved in the pursuit of what we like to call “progressive shipping journalism.” 

Above all though, I hope we’ve entertained at least some of our audience some of the time. What we do was never about the technology though. Yes, we write and speak about it,  but it is simply the delivery system. 

What the internet enables us to do is to publish to the entire global shipping community without the restrictive cost of printing and mailing a publication around the world. It allows us to constantly update and change stories, publish photos of parties the day they happened and write about and publish news as it happenes. We think that’s pretty cool! 

SUBHEAD

Misguided 

At the height of the shipping internet hysteria there were a number of people in the maritime sector who said that this technology thing was just a fad and that it would all “blow over”. That our business would not change the way it has always operated.

They went on to say that the internet would never work for shipping and that there were a lot of misguided people wasting inordinate amounts of money. That their motivation for  building online maritime business platforms was purely for a big IPO payout. That their claims of streamlining our business, making it more transparent and providing savings of 30 - 40% ( I still to this day don’t know where these savings were supposed to come from?) were pure fantasy.

After the dot com implosion of the last year and as maritime online companies scramble to find new directions and stay afloat as their cash evaporates faster than a transatlantic fuel oil cargo there is a misplaced “I told you so” attitude coming from those shipping technophobes. 

A lot of the models and business plans of the start-ups were fundamentally flawed and poorly conceived from the start (not ours, we never had one). Developments in global technology and the massive amount of money spent in research and development have produced tangible products and applications that touch our industry on a daily basis (excluding adult web sites).  

SUBHEAD

Technology in 1994

When I came ashore and joined a ship brokerage in 1994 the technology tools we used were much simpler than the extensive armory available to  brokers these days. Back then we had very costly Reuters terminals on our desks to allow us to send instant messages to our co-brokers and at the end of every day post our fixture reports and open tonnage to those who had access to our pages. 

We had a DOS-based telex system that allowed telexes to be viewed and sent from the desktop. Faxes had to be sent by hand and there was no e-mail. Every message, in and out, was printed three times on 7 ply carbon telex paper running through large and costly printers and distributed by hand to each broker, operations and accounting person.

Reported fixtures were written in pencil in spiral bound note books, which had to be ruled by hand. To disseminate  this information to other brokers at the desk it was shouted out as it was picked up over the phone. Telex and voice rates for international calls were incredibly high.

Mobile phones, not as widespread as today, were analogue, the size of bricks and with bad reception at the best of times. Palm pilots would not be introduced for another three years. Position lists were saved as text files, printed out and faxed to clients.

SUBHEAD

2002

And now, in 2002, we have Yahoo and AOL instant messengers, e-mail with attachments, dynamic vessel questionnairs, owner’s positions and vessel specifications on their web sites, brokers delivering fixture reports and analysis via the web, global mobile phones with text messaging;

Extranets, mobile computing and internet, dynamic instantaneous sharing of information across intranets and extranets, packet data to vessels rather than costly telex, web enabled WS/TCE calculators, blackberry and palm pocket sized organisers to receive and respond to e-mail;

Purple Finder online vessel tracking, online post fixture files, BOL’s, bunker purchasing and freight futures trading, online shore based recruitment and breaking maritime news stories with photo’s 24 hours a day online from TradeWinds and Lloyds List, to name but a few. 

All these developments that enable today’s maritime professional to be as connected to his or her sector of the business from the pool of the Nafsika at the Astir during Posidonia as if they were back in Oslo, London, Tokyo, New York or Athens. Not to mention the healthy dose of humour, shipping social commentary and compromising photos from  MaritimeWired / ShippingBabes.

It’s been an interesting voyage, which, while powered by tremendous developments in technology, was really never about the technology. We are shipping people not computer people, it’s about working smarter through the use of proven technology tools. It’s 2002 and though we don’t have flying cars, personal jet packs or household robots, we do have some pretty cool gizmos to help us get our job done while at the same time getting a tan, playing golf, yachting, gardening or chasing Shipping Babes. Now if only the freight markets would improve we could really start having fun!
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Johnny M. Kulukundis
Johnny (Shippingbabes@hotmail.com) is the founder and editor of MaritimeWired.com (previously ShippingBabes.com). He has spent the last eight years employed in the business of renting boats, prior to that he was at sea for two years working on tankers. He recently left the U.S. tanker brokerage firm of Charles R. Weber to  pursue “the next big thing”. Though he is the first to admit that has absolutely no idea what it is.  

