TITLE The missing link

DECKHEAD People have been trying to create seamless logistics systems for years; could the internet finally enable this dream to become a reality? Digital Ship looks at two companies that are trying to provide the missing link

After e-commerce took off, the first thing that pioneering dot.coms learned was that they could not operate in isolation. For all the talk of non-existent inventories, quick response times and free delivery of products, it became obvious that e-commerce wasn’t about glamour. It wasn’t about the fluff and the zippy graphics that the user saw on the computer screen or the high profile CEO with his philosophical pronouncements. It was about the nitty-gritty, profoundly prosaic logistics network that underpinned all of the front-end acrobatics. 

Many deals and alliances must be formed behind the scenes in order to ensure that a product or a commodity lands on the doorstep of the person for whom it is intended. The maritime e-procurement companies know this. ShipServ and ShipVertical are just two of the companies that have sought agreements with freight forwarders in order to provide their customers with easy access to the next link in the value chain. 

Companies like GoReefers and DealLogistics are using the internet to address this need. They don’t need to provide the link; they are the link.

CROSSHEAD GoReefers

In July 2000, GoReefers announced that it intended to provide the reefer industry with an efficient online logistics solution. The company was founded by four reefer specialists from Seatrade Reefer Chartering: Joris Bakker, Jeroen Vermeer, Peter Jedeur Palmgren and Lars Gunnar Larsson, previously president of Cool Carriers and general manager of Seatrade Reefer Chartering. The team claimed to have 60 years of reefer experience between them. 


In October 2000, the company announced that it had teamed up with Orion Shipping, the reefer broking company formed by three former Klaveness Chartering brokers, Espen Harr, Morton Saetre and Peter Oyen. At a time when most chartering portals were still talking about disintermediating the broker, GoReefers brought a broking house in to help work business through the online cargo exchange and to generate market information.


And in March 2001, it finally launched its cargo exchange platform, in association with Network Chartering. “I knew the GoReefers guys from a previous life,” says Mark Stennett, managing director and co-founder of Network Chartering. “We worked together at Seatrade. They saw what we were doing with Network Chartering and realised that we could fulfil their cargo exchange element. But their plans are well beyond that. They want to move into the full supply and logistics chain, of which the cargo exchange is an element.”


Although the Cargo Exchange is the only part that is up and running so far, GoReefers intends to offer several more services in the future, including a Business Lounge, for the provision and exchange of information, including a reefer directory, an events calendar, a jobs section, stock prices and currency tables; a supply chain management module, for arranging the onward transport of perishable cargo, either as spot bookings or under service contracts; a so-called Reefer Plaza, an online shop for reefer-related products and services; and of course, a Global Customer Support facility. 


The supply chain management module is due to be launched by mid-2001, and the Reefer Plaza should be open for business at the end of 2001. 


In the meantime, the Cargo Exchange is hosting 400 users – brokers, owners and charterers – and currently has more than 300 cargoes and 25 ships posted on its boards. The whole point of the system, says Stennett, is to provide users with an insight into the market, as well as the chance to contribute to it by posting cargoes and vessels. 


“The interesting thing about what GoReefers is doing,” he says, “is that they’re saying you have to post to a broker, so there are some rules. Brokers can re-post to the marketplace, which is a sort of a cut-down version of what Network Chartering was about. Everyone can post or give access to their information to everyone else, based on certain controls.”


The Cargo Exchange module was rolled out in an astonishing four months, from start to finish, and for far less money than other chartering dot.coms are spending to build their platforms. “We could have done it faster to some extent,” says Stennett, “but as we developed, we expanded the scope a little bit. We moved a bit further towards the final model than we originally intended to.”


The “final model”, according to Stennett, will be a peer-to-peer type of system, which will allow companies doing business together to share data with each other seamlessly. “We’ve given them the architecture, the foundation to build on to it, so when it comes to that model, we just invoke it, if you like.”


But at this point, he says, “you post to the broker you choose, and then the broker posts to the market in general. At all stages along the post, the owner of the information at any point controls who sees it, so you can maintain one-to-one relationships.


“It’s a reefer chartering platform at the moment. You look at the market and you can offer online. You start the negotiation process with an offer.” But, Stennett is quick to add, “The point is that you negotiate with a broker exactly like you do today.”

The overall philosophy of GoReefers, says Larsson, is built around perishable goods. “We’re not aiming to go beyond that, but we intend to cover the whole logistics chain from farm gate to supermarket and enable people to optimise their chain, to choose their ‘free choice logistics’ to enable them to choose the logistics they wish,” he explains. 

“The reefer market is very volatile,” says Larsson. “There is a peak season and an off season, particularly with fruit, which is a low value cargo, where logistics is 40 per cent of the landed cost, so it becomes very important when you are trading fruit that you are aware of the cost of it. The market therefore lends itself pretty well to a market information model, in order to give customers and operators updated real-time information.”

GoReefers’ ultimate aim, says Larsson, is “to open up an industry which has been fairly closed and has required a lot of detailed special know how to be a part of to enable people to understand the market far better”.

CROSSHEAD Creating the chain

In  many ways, the partnership between GoReefers and Network Chartering makes sense. Both appear to be no-nonsense companies, they’ve both successfully avoided generating hype, and they are both broker friendly. “We do think quite similarly on these fronts as the GoReefers guys,” says Stennett. “It’s much better to work with a company who thinks the same.”


Along these lines, GoReefers has also established a working relationship with a fresh produce trading platform called FruitLine.com. FruitLine’s online marketplace was developed in association with the Swedish and Danish produce companies ICA Handlarnas AB, Lime Frukt & Grönt AB, Everfresh AB, C Disselkoen BV, Hagé International BV and Van Dijk Delft BV. 


“The relation with FruitLine is that we both believe that the full and successful implication of e-commerce in the reefer industry requires both e-trading (FruitLine) and e-logistics (GoReefers) in a synergetic relation to be useful and efficient,” says Larsson. “Thus we do have a common goal and consequently the strategic partnership is just about that, having an open and creative dialogue to enhance the reefer business on the web.”

CROSSHEAD DealLogistics

DealLogistics, a relatively new start up, is taking a different approach. The company, though relatively new, is not a start up in the traditional sense. It is affiliated with DealCommodity, a company which operates two commodities trading platforms, one for cotton (DealCotton) and the other for steel (DealSteel). DealLogistics will provide transportation, insurance, inspection, financial and legal services to DealCommodity’s participants and others. 


The other aspect which differentiates DealLogistics is its geographical focus. The company is aiming to aggregate logistics services in Eurasia, especially in the Commonwealth of Independent States, the former Soviet Union (Uzbekistan is the world’s second largest cotton producer, after the United States). 


The platform itself will consist of a number of elements, including a communications tool, a directory service, ‘private corridors’ which will enable partners to communicate with each other easily and privately, electronic documentation, online quotation and booking facilities and security, financial and consultancy services. 


“We cover all modes of transport,” says Dominik Hesse, managing director of 

DealLogsitics. “We look at rail freight, trucking and containers. Everything, basically, aside from air freight.”


What DealLogistics is not, however, is a chartering platform. “I think it’s very difficult to put chartering online, which is why we’re not doing it,” says Hesse. But he’s not just another one of the naysayers. Hesse was previously with failed chartering platform ShipDesk, so he has a firsthand perspective on just how difficult it is to come up with a good system and to gain acceptance from the market. 


What DealLogistics is trying to do is “to knit the jigsaw together purely for the shipper,” according to Patrick Lynch, head of business development. This is the key aspect of the company: its ability to link up with DealCotton and DealSteel. Information can flow easily from one to the other, making it easy for users of either platform to take care of the fulfillment aspect of their transactions. With all the talk of integration in other sectors of maritime e-business, DealLogistics should be an attractive proposition, especially as DealCotton and DealSteel users will have an incentive to use the system. 


DealLogistics will be formally introduced to the market during the (name of) conference, taking place in Moscow from the 22nd to the 24th of May. 
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