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Everybody talks about the importance of content in maritime e-business but no one has really worked out what it is

BODY

There is an obsession with content in e-business circles; content is what draws people to the website and causes a deal to happen. So we hear. But it is a rather obscure subject matter.

In the maritime industry, there are several different takes on content. We might be talking about news, the sort of thing you get in Lloyd's List or TradeWinds. We could be talking about a supplier's catalogues online. We could be talking about the latest bunker prices. 

The big question is working out what brings people to your online business and encourages business to happen. If you can't get people to your site on the back of its e-commerce facilities alone, then you need to look at how you use content. 

SUBHEAD

Various different models

Its probably easier to look at the various content services which are already available.  

Sellers can provide sales information, talking about what they have available and why people should buy it. The internet makes it possible for sellers to provide much more information about their services than they can through traditional sales channels. It creates opportunities to differentiate services from those of competitors. 

Then we have operational day to day decision-making information and tools. This includes weather reports, pricing information, vessel movement data and operational news. There are many different online tools (known as application service providers) which can fit into this category, such as the Purplefinder vessel tracking tool or the Celarix shipment management tool. 

Finally, we have a wide range of information available which, while not essential to day to day business, is more use over the long term. This includes feature and news articles, market reports, vessel databases and company directories. 

Content services are not necessarily something you have to buy in from a content provider or pay someone in your office to create. The network effects of the internet make many other models possible, such as online conferencing or lists of items for sale from different companies. 

SUBHEAD

The sci-fi scenario

In a few years, it is conceivable that we could obtain virtually anything we want online at our fingertips. Within a few seconds, we can find a supplier of rope in Colombia and know exactly what they have in stock; we can find out how much rope is onboard each of our vessels and what time they will arrive in the port.

We can see exactly how much it will cost to ship a cargo from Bangkok to Istanbul and how long it will take. We can find out if there are any qualified ship's captains available for work in Malta. We can find a supplier for an obscure engine part. You can find out exactly what time your ship left port, or find out if a company you have never done business with before is trustworthy. 

For now though, all of the content services available online are geared towards what people are prepared to provide and what people are prepared to pay for. As we all know the amount of maritime information at our fingertips is increasing exponentially but it's not necessarily the information we really want. But there is certainly more useful information being made available all the time. 

SUBHEAD

What is a website?

The point is, the concept of a website (as in such and such dot com) is about to cease to exist in business to business markets. If we are dealing in a one to many arena, such as Amazon dot com selling books to millions of customers, then the website model makes sense. But in the shipping industry, business transactions are typically small numbers of companies dealing with small companies, and the one size fits all website model is not the most practical.

Take for example, a shipping company that has twenty clients, of which it deals with five continuously. It makes little sense to produce the same website for everybody. It makes far more sense to produce separate internet offerings for each of these clients. Such an offering is commonly termed an "extranet," as in, private online offerings for all the companies you do business with. 

And what are you going to display on this extranet? Naturally, you will want to compile information which relates to your specific business relationship with that client. For example, you might want to explain where your vessels are which carry that client's cargo, or you might want to display information about the markets for vessels carrying that kind of cargo. You might want to explain how much money you are spending on operating the vessel.

Technology is about to become available which allows you to piece together content from different sources and deliver custom content to each of your customers. Your computer system knows exactly who is looking at the site; everything you receive from your content providers is neatly tagged so you know exactly what it is. So, it becomes possible to create custom pages for everybody.

Imagine you are a crane manufacturer and somebody is looking on your site with a view to buying a crane in a certain Argentinian port. You can immediately provide this potential customer with all the useful information you have available, perhaps telling them what cranes other Argentinian ports have purchased and what the latest developments in container cranes are. Knowing about the customer's facility, you can tell them which crane would be most suitable. 

SUBHEAD

Aggregating content

Pretty soon, there will be an enormous range of content providers in the maritime industry, and you will be able to pick and choose which of these services you use. For example, a shipping company could tell its clients where the vessels are, using the Pole Star Purplefinder vessel tracking service. A port could tell its clients the latest bunker prices in the port, using data from a site like Bunkerworld. 

At this point, there are plenty of content services on the internet, but you generally have to go to the different websites to peruse them. For example, there are a number of databases of vessel information online, such as those provided by Lloyd's List and Fairplay; but at this point, you have to go to the Lloyd's List and Fairplay websites to see them. But all this will change.

Software giant Microsoft recently announced plans to invest enormous amounts of money in building software tools and interoperability standards to help people aggregate content from different providers. It will become very easy to look at information from different information providers all at the same time without going to their separate websites. 

SUBHEAD

An economic model for content

There are already a great deal of content providers in the maritime industry; at this point virtually all of them are entirely geared towards print publishing. This includes Informa, publishers of Lloyd's List and a number of magazines; Drewry, which publishes a number of reports; Clarksons, which produces a number of market reports; not to forget Compuship magazine. 

There has been much experimentation already with putting the content online. Clarksons has produced Clarksons.net, a compendium of information generated by Clarksons brokers around the world and its in-house editorial staff, including a range of shipping news and research information.

The problem at this point is developing a revenue model to recoup the enormous costs of creating these content services. In the world of old-school publishing, it was easy; people paid to buy the magazine or report. But in the online world, this model is not so good. People are extremely unwilling to pay to view content; no-one has managed to recoup the cost of generating content with online advertising; this means that the only possible model is if the cost of generating content is recouped by business transactions it generates. 

At this point, the amount of online transactions actually taking place is extremely low, and there is very little money to pay for online content services. The only money available is speculative money, people making investments in online trading sites which they hope to recoup when trading begins. 

SUBHEAD

I-Shipping

I-Shipping, the company established by Internet Shipping Group, aims to build up a business supplying a range of different content and software tools to shipping and internet companies, to incorporate into their websites and extranets and supplement their business processes. 

In a way, I-Shipping is approaching the business in the opposite way to MaritimeDirect. I-Shipping plans to provide a wide range of different content services, which other people can put on their sites. MaritimeDirect's model, by contrast, is to attract people to the site MaritimeDirect.com.

I-Shipping's business plan places great emphasis on encouraging people to talk back to the internet, rather than just providing them with information as passive consumers. It plans to build many different communities and discussion groups, where people from various industry sectors can meet, talk and do business. It will also stress tools to enable "connectivity" among portals and extranets, where the borders are exceedlingly blurred

I-Shipping also places emphasis on encouraging people to understand what they can do with e-commerce tools, and helping the maritime industry make the transition into the electronic environment. "Our emphasis is on trying to help shipowners use the best of the net," comments CEO Paul Gridley. 
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MaritimeDirect is building up a maritime content service as a "destination" website, at www.maritimedirect.com  
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The site, already active, is aimed at the maritime industry across the board; it provides both information about shipping markets and port information.

The market information is useful to people involved in the business of shipping, with separate sections for tankers, dry bulk and container markets. The port guide caters more for operational staff, providing information about service suppliers in the ports, weather and operational information and port fees. 

Compiling and updating the data on MaritimeDirect's site is of course a colossal activity. The company already employs around 40 staff in its offices in Madison Avenue, New York, working full time to compile the site; leading the content side of the business is Dr Phil Rogers, previously managing director of Simpson Spence and Young Consultancy and Research Ltd. Supporting offices are planned in Tokyo, London, Singapore and Piraeus.

The ultimate aim of MaritimeDirect is to provide such an enormous constantly changing database of free information, some changing hourly or daily, that people in the industry will find themselves using it several times a day. MaritimeDirect is striving to produce information which is useful to different people in the profession during the workday. Then the company will be in a very good position to earn money.

"Initially what we're trying to do is get the confidence of the maritime profession in the information,"  comments Bill Livarnos, founder of MaritimeDirect. "As we introduce systems to buy and sell things, they can try it out slowly and see if it works.  They can see that this way of doing business can handle all their needs, it is able to produce a more efficient and more cost effective way of doing business. Some people may adapt rapidly to doing business over the internet, others might be a bit more cautious."

There are many possible revenue models for MaritimeDirect. "One source of revenue will be from advertisments, because people believe that the viewers are perhaps a target for the things that they want to sell," he comments. "You can have interactive advertising, for example, the advertiser can go to a person who is using the medium to do their work, and offer them an opportunity to buy and sell as part of their workday."

The target market for MaritimeDirect, he says, is people with hands-on roles in the industry. "We have a specific policy, our target is those people who have to go to work and sit at a desk with their telephone and workstation and try to source goods or services for their business far away from where they're sitting," he says. "Sometimes, maybe, you have to do business about things far away, where you don't know the contact details, it’s a search that you have to go through. The search doesn't produce the complete information." 

MaritimeDirect has not ruled out offering online shipbroking services. "Shipbroking is certainly something we're considering," says Mr Livarnos.  "I think that the internet will change the way shipbroking is done. I think shipbrokers, charterers and so on will benefit from the internet, mostly because it’s a very powerful technology. It introduces very powerful new possibilities."

Shipbroking is unlikely to be an initial target, though. "I think there are other parts of the industry which are less efficient than shipbroking and in more need of the internet," he says. "This includes location specific procurement, procuring insurance, if you have to buy some repair service in a place where you're not familiar with."

SUBHEAD

A patent controversy

MaritimeDirect recently aroused controversy in the industry, by announcing that it was trying to patent its technology. Pundits argued that whilst no-one has ever offered a site like this one to the maritime industry before, the idea of offering information to the maritime industry is hardly a new invention.

MaritimeDirect counters that what it is trying to patent is the technology behind the site, the way it brings information onto the site from a variety of different sources and the various transaction models it has, which have not yet been revealed. 

"The reason we applied for a patent is because venture capitalists have invested a lot of money in the technology and we wanted a way to give it protection," says Mr Livarnos. "We do believe a lot of what we have developed through technology, as well as some of the processing for future transactions, is new. In order to really hold up, the patent has to be something really novel."

SUBHEAD

As the site evolves

It is unlikely that MaritimeDirect will continue in its current incarceration as "MaritimeDirect.com." As the usage of the system picks up, it will be able to generate custom home pages for users within the site, taking them directly to the information that they need straight away. It is totally feasible that MaritimeDirect will supply the information to other sites, working in reverse; for example, it could supply its port information services to a port, so the information can be incorporated into a port website.

The way the information is gathered could also evolve in a number of different ways. Right now, the bulk of the information is compiled and posted on the site by the company's in-house team of journalists and staff. However it is possible that this will expand, with the company posting information generated by other content providers, or also with other companies providing their own information; for example, ports could automatically supply information about which vessels are in the port at any time. 

The possible evolution of the site is very exciting, but also complex in many ways. The site is keen to provide the widest possible availability of all kinds of maritime information from a single source; it will have to do this with a variety of purchasing information services, obtaining free information services and creating the information in-house.

There are many information services that can be bought, for example weather information for ports around the world. But the question has to be asked about MaritimeDirect's budget. Whilst it has not revealed how much funding the site has, the funding must have limits, and the company cannot possibly in a position to purchase every single available information source.

Also, generating the information will require the co-operation of many different companies, not all information providers. For example, it would be good if the company can provide information about port activity, generated by ports around the world. But how can MaritimeDirect persuade ports to provide this? 

If MaritimeDirect was established as the leading online information resource, then it is possible that ports would see it as in their interest to provide information free of charge. But at this point, MaritimeDirect is not in this position; it may be able to pay ports to provide this information, but whether it has the budget to do this, or if ports would provide the information in return for payment, is a tricky issue. 

