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Kittiwake leads with lube oil testing e-commerce
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Supplying 70 per cent of the world’s merchant fleet, with 70 per cent of orders coming in over the internet, Kittiwake represents what is surely the world’s greatest maritime e-commerce achievement. 

BODY

Kittiwake Developments supplies lube oil and water testing kits to 70 per cent of the merchant shipping fleet. The company integrates its entire computer system together, covering design, health and safety, production and delivery. 

Testing kits are put together as the orders comes in. Staff putting the kits together receive details about which parts are required from the computer system, when they pick up the order. 

The remaining 30 per cent of orders which don’t come in directly through the website (Unitor still sends its order into Kittiwake by fax) are then typed into the same online system. 

One of the main benefits is cutting back on the number of staff needed to process orders; with the e-commerce system, 2 staff can process 1000 invoices a month. 

The website also has a formidable knowledge base, with information about how to use all of the equipment. 

Kittiwake is a relatively small company, with just 24 staff members based in one facility in Littlehampton, UK, although it exports to 64 countries, mainly catching vessels at ports around the world. Delivery of the kits is mainly by DHL. 

Its core business is providing fuel and lube oil sampling kits for the maritime industry. There are kits which can test out fuel and lube oil onboard vessels themselves and kits for taking samples of oils, which can then be tested in laboratories on shore. 

There are tools to measure oil cloud point and viscosity onboard the ship, some of which costs half the price of the nearest competition, the company claims. 

One unique thing about Kittiwake is that all the product research and development is handled at the same facility in Southampton, UK, with additional research being funded at UK universities in Bath, Birmingham and Manchester. 

70 per cent of profits are ploughed back into research and development; of the 24 staff members 12 are involved in technical work, including mechanical design, electronic design, IT, materials science, chemicals development and creating manuals. 

Altogether the company takes responsibility for design, quality assurance, final manufacturing, storage and distribution; it has ISO 9001 for design, manufacture and distribution. Orders received by 4.30pm will be out of the warehouse that day. 

Many of its orders are received via intermediaries; ship supplier Unitor is a major customer, as are many of the lube oil suppliers. 

Kittiwake operates websites for other lubricant companies, including Shell.

Chris Leigh-Jones, managing director of Kittiwake, founded the company with two other engineers in 1992. He currently serves as chairman of the International Bunker Industries Association (IBIA), and previously served as IBIA’s vice chairman and chairman of the technical committee. 

SUBHEAD

Expanding the range

It is now looking to expand the business beyond the marine industry, which led it to produce test kits for water testing, in power and water treatment plants. It already has 600 different water testing products. 

A recent new product launch was DigiCell, a tool for measurement of the total base number (TBN) of oil onboard ships. The tool was designed and manufactured by Kittiwake, using a number of inexpensive components, for example a mobile phone display as its screen. 

It uses the argument that it has built up a great degree of skill over the years in getting parcels to ships on time, so it can make sure packages arrive on time for customers. 

