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Battling to manage boxes

DECK

Three companies are fighting it out to offer online services for managing empty container boxes

BODY

When a container has carried its cargo to the destination, the box is normally brought back empty or left sitting wherever it ends up. This is an enormous waste because there might be another carrier with a cargo who can use it.

There is enormous potential for an online service to manage this exchange, matching carriers with cargoes in one direction with carriers with cargoes in the other, so both carriers save the enormous costs of moving empty containers.

This internet opportunity has not gone unnoticed. In fact there are three companies competing to help you manage your empty boxes: Greybox, InterBox and SynchroNet. 

Greybox was the first system to be set up, growing from and still owned by container leasing giant Transamerica. The company relies heavily on a team of human staff in offices around the world, known as "Interchange Co-ordinators," which try to identify interchange possibilities and tell people about them by human means (such as telephone and e-mail). 

Interbox was originally established as a standalone online exchange, matching carriers who can exchange containers. They can specify financial incentives to encourage transactions to be made, for example moving a container from an area of low container demand to an area of high container demand.

SynchroNet can be described as the "hi-tech" system, based in Silicon Valley, California. Rather than try to draw customers to a website as Interbox does, it tries to connect the SynchroNet system as much as it is able into shipping line computer systems. It can alert customers to possible interchange opportunities with pop-up boxes on their computer desktops. 

The most difficult issue, all of these companies acknowledge, is actually getting people to use the systems once they have agreed to be members. It is proving one thing to get a company to sign up to use the system and another for it to actually exchange containers on the site. Some companies only actually follow through with as little as 10 per cent of exchange opportunities that the sites identify. 

It will take time for people to get comfortable using the systems; it will take time for people to feel secure trusting a third party internet company to look after their equipment. 

In this respect, Greybox, Interbox and SynchroNet are not competitors. They are all working together to try to push back yet another information technology frontier in the maritime industry. It could take a while. 
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InterBox 

By Blair Petersen, 

commercial vice president

"InterBox is a secure, neutral, web-based marketplace where members reduce container fleet management costs while improving asset utilisation.  A service of San Francisco-based International Asset Systems, InterBox enables container owners, operators, and transport service providers access to a dynamic, global business-to-business exchange where they can search for and transmit surplus or deficit containers and container vessel slot capacity to cost effectively source and reposition equipment.  

"InterBox completes transactions directly through a real-time offer/counteroffer process in an on-line marketplace.
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Background

"International Asset Systems was founded in 1998 by a team of container industry veterans and e-commerce pioneers who saw the potential container logistics cost savings and efficiencies that an on-line container exchange would bring to the industry.  After 18 months of market research, customer interviews, industry focus groups, architecture design and technical development, InterBox went live in March, 1999.  

"InterBox has experienced rapid market adoption and transaction growth thanks to the tangible cost benefits and efficiencies enjoyed by its members.  At present (late June 2000) the InterBox membership includes 79 of the world’s global shipping lines, regional carriers, intermodal operators and container leasing companies, who collectively control approximately 65 per cent of the world container fleet.

SUBHEAD

Explaining the mechanism

"InterBox members log on via any web browser to post their surplus of or need for containers or slot capacity.  These postings contain information about container type, location, transaction type (one way, interchange, lease or slot exchange), dates available, equipment condition, quantity, and monetary incentive.  Similarly, members set criteria and search for positions complementary to their own.  

"A member then accepts or counteroffers on one of the solutions presented in the search results.  InterBox identifies the parties and supports transaction fulfillment through automated messaging, tracking and reporting for the parties involved.

SUBHEAD

The transaction model 

"InterBox is a real-time, 24/7 marketplace.  The surplus and deficit postings coming across the InterBox password-protected portal are live opportunities, not hypothetical matches.  A basic tenet of the marketplace Rule Book, endorsed by all members, is that postings and the resulting transactions are binding.  Fleet managers using InterBox are therefore dealing with real opportunities in a real marketplace providing real cost savings. 

"The InterBox market mechanism creates new opportunities for members by aggregating a member’s existing ITALICS and potential ITALICS interchange partners, globally.  InterBox supports transactions in over 26,000 locations which enables fleet management cost savings in traditional ports and transhipment centres, as well as logistically expensive inland locations.  Search criteria can be regional or location-specific, adding to the efficiency of using InterBox.

"The InterBox offer/counteroffer on-line negotiation process ensures that the market price of a transaction is based on its logistical value to the members involved.  This market approach enables shipping lines and other container owners/operators to trade not only on complementary container surpluses and deficits but also on differences in cost structures. This widens the potential transaction base and increases the opportunity for cost savings.

"Adding to the depth of the on-line market is the InterBox membership itself, which represents a wide range of container owners/operators and transport providers (global shipping lines, leasing companies, shipowners, intermodal operators, short-sea lines, and caboteurs), each of whom adds opportunities to the market.  Transaction counter party risk is eliminated through the InterBox Member Preferences feature whereby members set trading criteria to control with whom they trade.
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Exchanging vessel capacity 

"Part of InterBox is the slotXchange module, an on-line marketplace for vessel slot capacity that enables InterBox members to search (or post their need) for empty vessel slot capacity, or to post containers that they wish to move empty.  Other members, liner service operators and shipowners, can then use slotXchange to find these (or post) opportunities to both take advantage of last minute space on scheduled calls and to fill vessels that might otherwise sail in ballast.  SlotXchange allows on-line capture and 24/7 negotiation of all the terms for empty move transactions. 

"SlotXchange transaction participants benefit from improved utilisation of their member assets: vessel slots and containers.  SlotXchange provides incremental revenue for the vessel since this module of InterBox enables last minute filling of slots that would otherwise sail empty, and gives those in need of empty container repositioning an ability to capture vessel space availability and economically move their equipment."
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Greybox Logistics Services

By Peter Owen, ISIS Communications

"Greybox Logistics Services (GLS) is the originator of internet based container interchange services.  Its Global Interchange Service, more familiarly called ‘Greybox’, has a current monthly average of over 3,000 completed interchanges and has established a way of doing business that container operators accept as standard when seeking to overcome repositioning problems.

"Apart from a well-established pedigree, Greybox has the advantage of having trained and pro-active people, conveniently located in key regional centres, who work with state of the art systems to help customers find logistics solutions.  It provides insurance for equipment on interchange and offers an indemnity to the lessor line against loss. 

"The pricing policy is transparent and comprehensive. There are no ‘hidden extras’ when dealing with Greybox.  US$25 is the all-inclusive interchange rate for both donating and receiving line.  In addition to this inclusive pricing policy, Greybox is unique in offering its customers discounts for proactively registering and concluding solutions via the Internet facility.  

"Finally, Greybox, through other GLS service products, offers additional and more varied solutions to the problems of repositioning.   These include matching surplus vessel slots and with empty container flows and a comprehensive container fleet management service.

 “We have a state-of-the-art internet based computer system that is a perfect tool for enabling lines to reposition their container equipment in most cost-effective ways but, in using this tool to its full potential, it is people that make the difference.”  

"The Greybox on-line system is second to none in providing a medium through which communication of all essential imbalance information can be assembled.  Lines can make available precise details of the type and location of their container surpluses and shortfalls.  

"The information can be updated instantly, forecasts of future positions made and matches recognised and acted upon centrally for any part of the world.  But as the most experienced solution provider in the market Greybox has learned that knowledgeable and proactive facilitators are essential to make the programme work to its full potential.  And, what’s more, manage the additional value-added service that makes Greybox unique.

When it comes to making technology work towards the customer’s primary commercial goal of profit enhancement, then human understanding is irreplaceable.  The essence of Greybox’s success in creating interchange solutions, both in the past and certainly in the future, is communication. The role of Greybox’s Interchange  Coordinators (ICs) is to stimulate that communication in a variety of ways. 

"By working with the shipping lines and learning more and more about the specific needs of the customers, the IC can identify solutions to the logistical problems created by the need to reposition empty containers.  

"As the ICs build up a picture, on a global scale of the imbalances involving more than one line, lateral ideas can produce solutions not available to one line in isolation.  Part of the attraction of the process, and an essential attribute of Greybox’s personalised approach, is that the various pieces of customer information remain confidential.  An assurance that participating lines value highly.  The IC has the role of ‘honest broker’.

"Territory managers are located around the globe: Europe/Africa in London; Asia/Pacific in Singapore and North/South America in Chicago.  ICs are located in these offices reporting to the territory manager.  

"Internal communication is regular and comprehensive, not just through electronic means but with scheduled conference calls linking the offices daily.  As lines' requirements are global, for instance, a line with European management enacting pick ups in the US for Asian redelivery needs co-ordination in all three regions.  

"The Greybox co-ordinators ensure the process works throughout its geographical extent and speak to the lines personnel in each location as required. 

"But the Greybox people don’t just make sure that equipment matches identified by the system happen they bring significant added value as well.  Greybox people liase with depots, they ensure surveys, where necessary are completed and results relayed, they bill the box receiving lines and credit the box donating lines and they police redelivery agreements.  

"Where other equipment matching services just provide the IT infrastructure and leave the ‘deal-making’ and operational detail to the two lines involved, Greybox people administer the whole process from pick-up interchange to drop-off interchange.

"Uniquely, Greybox gives all its customers monthly logistics plans.  These are produced by ICs based on the structural (or regular on going) imbalance patterns that a particular line experiences.  The plans suggest solutions to these regular imbalances that can, at the time be offered by the Greybox system.  

"In addition the system will automatically alert a user of possible solutions through e-mail.  If the solution concerns a structural imbalance the alert will be sent whenever the solution occurs.  If the remedy is fixing an ad hoc requirement of a customer the alert will be sent up to a week after the users posting date.  

"Shipping lines are being encouraged to post their own imbalance positions instead of telephoning them through to their local Greybox Co-ordinator.  

There is now a $5 discount on the interchange fee of $25 for every box that is matched from 'self input’ information.  A further incentive of $5 discount is also on offer if a potential match is suggested by customers themselves and the deal is concluded.  These moves are aimed at increasing the efficiency of the system and, as volumes rise, allowing the Interchange Coordinators to spend more time on their value added service roles.

SynchroNet Marine

By Stephen Banbury, director, marketing and business development, SynchroNet

"International carriers, container manufacturers, US domestic intermodal marketing companies (IMCs) and stack train operators (STOs) send SynchroNet their movement and balance data for all the ports in the world in which they do business. 

"This data is pooled and analysed to enable the SynchroNet’s online community members to view opportunities to reduce costs on empty positioning through controlled equipment exchanges. SynchroNet finds synergistic matches with other online community members who have different balances and different needs throughout the world.   

"SynchroNet’s competitors do not have the ability to proactively offer up reciprocal matches on a mass volume. SynchroNet uses algorithms, which ensure that every time a match is made that it is a reciprocal “win-win” match. Containers “borrowed” are from a member who has a surplus in that area, and whose containers are returned to a specific port where that member has a deficit. This technology implementation is unique to SynchroNet Marine.
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Confidentiality and neutrality

"An exchange must remain neutral and balance the competing interests of all its members. The ability to provide an open, fair and transparent market for all its online community members is a key element of SynchroNet’s exchange’s value proposition and enhances the exchange’s ability to attract business.

"Neutrality and security of the SynchroNet exchange are paramount.  Carrier members send SynchroNet very important information, competitive analysis, balance and movement data, that members do not want to share with their competition. The SynchroNet system is so sophisticated that it allows members to post only the opportunities that make the best business sense, not all opportunities.  SynchroNet members can customize the opportunities they wish to post so SynchroNet has a much richer offering with more qualified and “real” deals. 

"With SynchroNet’s Cooperative Access System (CAS), members know by whom their equipment is to be used and where their equipment is going.  SynchroNet’s exchanges are then negotiated online in a real time, live environment, between supplier and receiver directly; the party’s identities are never hidden. 

"The equipment interchange contract is not between SynchroNet and the supplier and/or receiver but rather between supplier and receiver. This cuts out the middleman and provides secure, confidential contract negotiations between the two parties. 
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More opportunities

"Before the CAS, companies would pick up the phone, post opportunities on a bulletin board system, send faxes or email back and forth in the hope that someone within their limited contact network might have a similar operating requirement.  However, the bulk of exchange opportunities would go unrealised through this hit-or-miss manual approach.  

"Even today, SynchroNet customers, who for a long time have attempted to broker interchange deals on a manual basis, are surprised at the number of opportunities recognised by the CAS.  In many cases, deals were recognised between two parties who had existing phone and fax relationships, but who were unable to fully realise opportunities in hundreds of additional trade lanes.  

"With SynchroNet’s unequalled data pooling technology, SynchroNet customers can now view every potential available exchange opportunity in order to save money in a wide variety of locations, while effectively communicating the necessary details of each transaction through the CAS.
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More of our benefits 

"SynchroNet currently charges a single transaction fee for container matches. For example, on an international route, SynchroNet charges $30 per container per member for the transaction. That is $60 per container transaction fee compared to the $400 - $800 USD for empty repositioning.  For those customers who would prefer an alternative, SynchroNet also provides a licensing fee in lieu of the transaction fee.

"SynchroNet offers personalised in-house installation, training and 24/7-customer support. In this particular phase of our business, as SynchroNet is growing our account base, SynchroNet is working extremely hard to make sure all of our customers are satisfied.

"An Account Manager from the Client Services Department is assigned to each SynchroNet customer.  The Account Manager works closely with the customer to maximise CAS system utilisation and complete cost saving transactions in the most expedient and efficient manner possible.  This department’s organisation enables streamlined interaction with customers, and gives SynchroNet the ability to expand service options offered to its customers."
