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Where is SeaSupplier now?

DECK HEAD

SeaSupplier, the Stolt-Nielsen e-procurement subsidiary formed from the merger between PrimeSupplier and OneSea, is making leaps and bounds. We had a little chat 

BODY

SeaSupplier currently has 6 shipping companies using the system, including Stolt Nielsen, original founders, Teekay Shipping, Seabulk and Royal Caribbean Lines, the most recent signup. 

The company expects to have ten users in total within the next month or so. “The volume has increased dramatically over the last couple of months,” comments Terry Kearney, marketing director. “We’re in the final stages of negotiation with several large customers, including two in Asia and several in Europe.” 

The business currently has 36 staff in total, of which only 3 are in marketing. All of the others are Technical orientated. 

Whilst most companies would establish regional offices so it could have the benefit of a regional sales force, SeaSupplier takes a different tack, installing regional Technical implementation teams in Oslo, Piraeus, Houston, Singapore and Bermuda, with a head office in London. “Everybody is really associated with the IT or business process side,” comments Mr Kearney. 

SeaSupplier charges its customers in a fee per ship and a consultancy fee. Suppliers are not charged. The company has rolled out its business so far by targeting mainly shipowners, with the expectation that all the suppliers they use will accept electronic orders made over the system. It looks to sign three-year contracts with shipowners. 
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The background

SeaSupplier was originally established as PrimeSupplier, wholly owned by bulk shipping giant Stolt Nielsen, building from Stolt’s in-house purchasing system, which has been in active use for over 6 years.  

Last summer PrimeSupplier merged with e-procurement company OneSea, with investors including Bergesen, V.Ships, Teekay, Acomarit and Worldwide Shipping, and was subsequently re-named SeaSupplier.  

Following the  merger , Stolt has the majority  holding, with the remainder being held by the original OneSea investors. The steering committee of SeaSupplier has representation from all of the shipowners involved, providing input on how the system is developed.

Shipping companies can of course be reluctant to use a service that is owned by a rival shipping company. The upside though, the company says, is that having an established shipping company as a dominant owner increases the stability of the business and perceived stability. It is, of course, Stolt’s reputation at stake if SeaSupplier fails to deliver. 
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Software development

A number of different software modules have been developed, including for connectivity to suppliers and contract management. The modules can fit in around a shipping company’s existing systems and fill the gap. 

The company has been continually developing its software, and currently has three different supplier modules available. “The needs of suppliers are quite diverse,” comments Mr Kearney. “They have different scale operations, different types of business and different levels of systems sophistication.” 

“Some suppliers are involved in high dollar transactions over a limited number of lines; others are involved in medium to low overall dollar value but high number of lines in each purchase orders.” 

“If a supplier does not have the technology to go beyond a web browser, we are happy to design that,” he says. “But in many cases, the supplier wants a more sophisticated approach.”

Some suppliers SeaSupplier has worked with have already built a technology interface to work with one specific shipowner customer, and builds up integrations with other purchasing networks and shipowners behind it. 

Other suppliers have developed their technology to something more robust and durable, in order to do business with a SeaSupplier shipowner. “I expect that the interfaces will continue to be upgraded as more and more volume goes through those pipelines,” comments Mr Kearney. 

“One of the reasons we’ve been successful with suppliers is that we’re not pushing them into changing their business unless they want to,” he comments. “We’re a ladder for them on the IT side but we’re not shoving them up the ladder.” 

If shipping companies wish to consolidate  their purchasing power, SeaSupplier is  building a consortium software model, which allows groups of shipping companies to purchase as a group entity. 

Much of the software work revolves around database development; it is working with Royal Caribbean Cruise Lines to develop and rationalise the database for its entire fleet. “Our database group is fully booked for the next three years,” he comments. 

SeaSupplier has invested about 100 man-years of effort into rationalising the IMPA (International Maritime Purchasing Association) catalogue of ship supplies. “The IMPA catalogue is an excellent initial platform,” he comments. “For anyone starting their journey down the online path, that’s one we wholeheartedly approve of.” 

However the IMPA catalogue doesn’t serve everyone. Many shipowners want a way of electronically specifying the quality of goods provided, which is much more difficult. 

The scale of work involved in deployment of the system depends on the size of the customer. Smaller shipping companies, which do not already have systems of their own, can be up and running with SeaSupplier in just 40 days. 

The task of deployment is larger for companies which already have sophisticated systems of their own, although they represent a bigger commercial opportunity, SeaSupplier says. 
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Linking to other systems

So how far is SeaSupplier going to integrate with other ship supplies trading systems, such as iShipExchange, MarineProvider and ShipServ? 

“I think the long term view is that the exchanges will eventually all be using the same format and the same technology,” comments Mr Kearney. “There is already a high degree of co-operation amongst the companies, otherwise it will not work.” 

The SeaSupplier interfaces all use the open XML standards, which means that the software can be used to communicate with other trading networks and systems. It has already built interfaces with Oracle, JD, SAP, AMOS, Maximo, ABS-NS, ShipNet and MMS systems. 
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Consultancy 

A major part of the service offering is explaining to customers how much they can save using e-procurement, and showing them how to do it. 

A consultancy organisation has been established within SeaSupplier, headed by Terry Kearney, which works on business process design, assisting shipowners with their own contracts or connecting them to purchasing consortiums that SeaSupplier is part owner of. 

With every contract it signs with customers, a calculation is made about the expected savings that can be made, which SeaSupplier tries to stick to. “There are commitments being made to the customer’s board of directors, and they come with estimated cost reduction,” he says. “That is what they want to track.” 

The main saving SeaSupplier can achieve for its customers, it says, is in reducing the price of supplies. 

SeaSupplier is a shareholder in MARCAS (Marine Contracting Association), which negotiates contracts in bulk for 411 vessels, with owners including Teekay Shipping, World-Wide Shipping Agency, the V. Ships Group, Lasco Shipping, the Marenostrum-Sopenata Group and BP Shipping. It is also a shareholder in SNOCO, a purchasing consortium built up by Stolt Nielsen. 

Providing shipowners with a tool to consolidate purchasing power and incentavise suppliers into reducing prices throws SeaSupplier’s business model into sharp contrast with that of rival ShipServ’s, which stated from the outset that it did not see its role to change the market, merely to facilitate business electronically.  

SeaSupplier acknowledges, however, that shipowners rarely use the contracts they have negotiated with suppliers. “We have found that contract utilisation in the marketplace today is normally below 15 per cent,” he says. 

The secondary saving is in logistics and operational cost, the cost of supplying products and services to the ship. “In some cases freight cost can exceed unit cost for a specific shipment,” comments Mr Kearney. “We definitely get involved in freight cost reduction.”

The third cost saving is the cost of redoing work, reducing the administration involved in putting together purchase orders through an electronic system. 

