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DECK HEAD E-shipbrokers SeaLogistics looks pretty sure of surviving the rough waters of shipping e-business, starting up 4 major charterers and 13 major shipowners as equity participants 
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BODY

Online shipbroking company SeaLogistics.com enters business with a powerful array of equity partners. On the charterer's side, Koch Industries, L.G. Caltex and Coastal have equity and Texaco is described as "having keen interest." On the shipowner's side, A.P. Moller, Bergesen, Teekay, I.M. Skaugen, OMI Corporation, Osprey, Liberty Shipping, Leif Hoegh, Worldwide, Acomarit, IUM, V.Ships and KG Jebsen all have equity.

This position has not been achieved overnight. All of the shipowners are equity participants in e-procurement company OneSea. OneSea recently found its way into shipbroking with a merger with Webmar, an online shipbroking company based in Houston, forming OneSeaDirect. The merger between OneSea and Webmar was a natural one, since most of the shipowner investors in OneSea also took equity in Webmar.

Now this company has merged with SeaLogistics, also based in Houston, with OneSeaDirect taking a 50 per cent stake.

The combined company will initially target the petroleum tanker broking industry, which should pave the way for future expansion. It already has about 40 staff including contract workers. 

Like all the other online shipbroking sites, it wants to offer a "life of the voyage" service, including market information, vessel profiles, online transacting, voyage tracking and management services. "There's going to be fixture report position lists and things that are necessary to complete the deal," says Brad Browning, CEO. "We think that content is going to be important for people to make decisions. They can look at market conditions and trend analysis."

SUBHEAD

Clicks and mortar 

Having such strong real world relationships takes SeaLogistics above your standard internet company. The fact that shipowners (through OneSea) and charterers have equal stakes in the venture will undoubtedly increase the site's appeal as a neutral trading environment, not biased towards either buyers or sellers.

Having so many companies onboard at the outset will also make it much easier to roll out the service. Rather than have to work hard convincing charterers and shipowners to try the service out, these companies are already on board, so it becomes an easier matter of creating a service that is useful to them. The site will be conducting business as soon as it is launched. 

SeaLogistics is particularly keen to expand the charterer interest in the company. "We are looking to have very broad and deep support from the charterer community," says Mr Browning. "They will ensure that we are building the site for the industry." 

The charterer community behind SeaLogistics, the company claims, together accounts for about ten percent of the international spot tanker market. The shipowners behind SeaLogistics own about 10 per cent of tankers. This is a very good basis to set up a site in tanker broking. 
 

Although the initial rollout of the site could well be highly focussed on the equity participants, the site will be open to everybody. "It’s a lot more than an extranet," says Stig Sevaldsen, president.

SUBHEAD

A LONG HISTORY

SeaLogistics believes that it already has a start over other leading online shipbroking sites, including ShipDesk and LevelSeas, by having business conducted over the site in early summer this year. The system has been under development since early autumn 1999, when Webmar was first established.  

"There's an awful lot of efforts that have gone into the business requirements and building out the systems that can really support the business," comments Mr Browning. "Its not as simple as going and grabbing some off the shelf reverse auction platform. You have to emulate some characteristics which are particular to chartering a vessel."

Stig Sevaldsen, president, has a long career in the shipping industry. He was founder of SynchroNet marine, an online service for matching empty box containers; he stopped working for SynchroNet in autumn 1999 to found Webmar. 

Brad Browning, CEO, describes himself as more of an internet veteran. For the last four years, he has been involved with a business to business start-up; he also cofounded online service InfoNow. He worked with McKinsey as a maritime consultant. 

SUBHEAD

Is this a monopoly?

One thing which is bound to stir the emotions of the maritime industry is whether OneSea has gone to far. Whilst it could well emerge as a leading maritime procurement site, also having a stake in a leading shipbroking site could prove to be too much for the maritime industry to stomach. On the other side however, there could be strong synergies between procurement and chartering, with benefits for all parties involved. 

"OneSea.com owns OneSeaDirect," says Mr Browning. "But logistics is a separate entity to procurement. These are just two companies that happen to share some shareholders especially on the shipowner's side. Arvid Bergvall [CEO of OneSea] might be involved as a shareholder in SeaLogistics."

SUBHEAD

Fitting in shipbrokers

Whilst most people agree that online shipbroking will eventually happen, nobody really knows how yet, with most commentators waiting for somebody to come up with a model which really works before they commit to it. "We would certainly agree that no one has the full and final answer," says Mr Browning. 

Like all online shipbroking sites, SeaLogistics is very keen to stress that it is a tool to help shipbrokers. "We're not out to eliminate shipbrokers," says Mr Sevaldsen. " We want to see how they can fit in with this system. We're talking to several companies."

"People thought when online stocktrading was coming that was the end of the stockbroker," he says. "We're now looking at the re-intermediation of the stockbroker. They're looking at roles for value add."

He suggests that shipbrokers must find new roles for themselves. "We are working with that group of companies to understand what the new roles will be and how things will evolve," he says. 

