Alfa Laval joins e4marine

http://www.e4marine.com

e4marine, the e-procurement company owned by ship supplier Unitor, has partnered with ship supplier Alfa Laval and technology company Cap Gemini in a bid to create a “common and generic solution” for electronic trading for maritime ship supplies, called MTS, or “Marine Transaction Services.” Wärtsilä has also already integrated with the system.

e4marine is making the bold marketing pitch that the other e-procurement companies in the market, including iShipExchange, MarineProvider, SeaSupplier and ShipServ, are in fact biased towards shipowners, and e4marine is in fact the only “balanced” trading system available on the market. 

“Over the past two years, the marine industry has been looking for an infrastructure which supports delivery of balanced benefits for the players in the marine market for e-commerce, with open access to all users and which utilises a common and generic solution to enable electronic trading,” its press release says.  

“Until now, this infrastructure has not been available to the market.”

“The existing e-procurement solutions only deliver benefits to the buyer community,” asserts Peter Stotley, e4marine’s CEO.  “On the supplier side, we have  an increasing cost.” 

“The objective is not to create an organisation which necessarily makes huge amounts of money; the idea is to distribute the benefit of e-business to the buyer and supplier community,” he says. 

Mr Stotley asserts that e4marine does not aim to force shipping companies to use its own portal, and is already talking to other e-procurement companies with a view to putting together integrations. 

“I think the one thing that’s important is for both buyers and suppliers is the issue of choice,” he says. “If that particular buyer wishes to use a different portal 

they should be able to do that.”

e4marine is not trying to replace the role of MeCA in producing its own generic common platform for the maritime industry, he asserts. “I think MeCA has a role to play,” he says. 

“MeCA is a little toothless, but I think the idea of creating a standard communication protocol is a good initiative. I’m willing to support it.”

e4marine was launched in May 2000 amid very low key publicity; maritime software company Xantic initially had a 22 per cent stake, with company employees holding 10 per cent. 

The company was frequently derided at conferences as being just an extranet for Unitor; whilst it often mentioned shipping companies, including Acomarit (now part of V.Ships) using the system, no other suppliers were announced to be using it (until now). 

SUBHEAD

The only balanced system? 

The idea that e4marine is the only “balanced” e-procurement system on the market is obviously a highly contentious issue which other e-procurement companies would disagree with strongly, most of which have made a great deal of effort to be balanced. 

Paul Østergaard, CEO of e-procurement company (he prefer to call it a ship supply management company) ShipServ, says he believes that e4marine’s approach is very similar to ShipServ.

“We see this as an endorsement of our success,” he says. “They advocate the same strategy, i.e. a balanced approach which takes account of the needs and benefits of the whole supply chain.” 

“We would, however, disagree that this has not been done before. This has been ShipServ's whole approach.  We have paid as much attention to the needs of suppliers as we have to those of the buyers. 

“This is underlined by our strong relationships with our supplier customers such as MAN B&W, Wartsila, Hamworthy KSE, Hempel, Ove Wrist, Fuji Trading.” 

“We believe they will have a very hard time catching up - even their consultants seem to think they need needs 12 months just to put the organization and product range in place to execute on this vision."

 “Our hardened market experience from having 25 shipowners and 180 of their suppliers signed up and making real transactions on a daily basis means that we have a substantial head start.”

“They postulate neutrality but will a platform owned principally by two suppliers be sufficiently independent/neutral to attract other suppliers especially in the case of their competitors?”

SUBHEAD

MeCA

The development casts an interesting light on the role of the Maritime E-commerce Association (MeCA), which must simultaneously continue its work to promote maritime e-commerce and develop standards, while allowing all of its membership to engage in a nasty capitalistic battle as shipping companies and suppliers decide which of them they want to work with.

Shipping companies still do have complex decisions to make about which portal or service to sign up to, with at least five companies offering services to integrate shipowners with suppliers: e4marine, MarineProvider, iShipExchange, ShipServ and SeaSupplier. 

There is no easy way to make the decision and it is still very hard to compare the technology of one company with another. 

These five companies do all appear to have fairly solid businesses and any shipping companies with a strategy of waiting to see which of them survives could now take the view that this wait is over. 

Shipping companies are likely to make the decision on the basis of the varying companies behind each system, the different subscription / transaction fee / consultancy charging plans being offered, and which shipping companies and suppliers are already integrated with the systems. 

Both e4marine and Unitor are signed up members of MeCA and have confirmed their commitment to it; they have also indicated that they support MTML, the electronic data communications standard. 

MTML was originally based on the International Maritime Purchasing Association (IMPA) data standard, an organisation which takes great pride not being biased towards either buyers or suppliers. MeCA is currently working on version 2. 

It is easy to foresee and end-game whereby all suppliers and shipowners choose a service to work with, and then all of these companies integrate their systems together, using the electronic standard Marine Trading Markup Language (MTML).

However so far there has been little integration between the e-procurement portals; while it is relatively easy technically, the business issues are much more difficult to work out due to the complex negotiation over which business takes which share of the transaction fee. 
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