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Walking around Mayfair after the recent IQPC E Business Conference, some detailed metal sculpture depicting Serengeti wildlife in an upscale safari outfitter’s window caught my eye. 

As all sculptor wannabe’s know, the “Lost Wax Process” is used create highly detailed representations of objects. So, when I heard that a software house called “Lost Wax” had been selected to implement the Virtual Baltic project, I was thinking that they craft a wax model of the chartering process, surround it with a ceramic negative, and then pour hot metal inside to create a positive cyber image of that old institution on St. Mary’s Axe. Will it capture a new business process, or cast the old one in copper and silicon? 

SUBHEAD

Who gets shot first? 

The recent IQPC Conference, which I chaired, illuminated a number of issues that will face maritime E Business in 2001, and beyond. One theme running through the event was whether some consolidation would occur, and, if so, whether some of the existing marketplaces would end up as mounted trophies of big game up on the wall, as we move into 2001. 

Views expressed at the conference traverse a complete spectrum from massive central exchanges, at one extreme, to the ultimate many-to-many model as dictated by a Napster-like Peer to Peer constellation. 

SUBHEAD
Doomsday

A few vocal Baltic members have derided the new generation of cyber shipping companies and have rejoiced at every rumour of dotcom road kill. The estimated number of bulk shipping related dotcom companies is approximately 140, with roughly 40 of these aimed at the chartering markets. 

The IQPC Conference had its share of doomsday prophets, predicting extreme consolidation and an online shipping world dominated by a handful of net-based outfits. One panellist in an informative session, moderated by Digital Ship’s editor, Karl Jeffery, described the present financing climate for maritime internet companies as “…a Norwegian winter….” 

One of the large players, and presumably a survivor due to deep pockets and gold-plated backing, Levelseas.com, gave a very impressive and well received presentation at the conference. It too is hunting for new shareholders, to broaden its base. 

Yet, its public relations flacks (not surprisingly from the venture capital side, not the shipping side, which gets high marks for credibility) recently succeeded in getting Levelseas into Business 2.0 Magazine, and talked of their forward vision of  “…a single global marketplace to manage [shipping] information…”. I respectfully must disagree with their vision.

SUBHEAD

Infinite virtual networks

Instead, I would like to suggest a scenario of infinite virtual networks, not unlike the human networking technology already perfected and in full swing even when the Olde Baltic coffee house was still on Leadenhall Street. 

A number of the “failing” maritime companies will happily morph into the extranets (effectively nodes in a distributed network) for some old world charterers or owners. Those brokers with IT smarts will graft some of the dotcoms onto their existing information systems, with an emphasis on serving their customers, ie the principals, and then perhaps using Virtual Baltic (or maybe one of the hubs championed by the shipping software houses) to exchange information with other brokers. 

But, there will be many nodes on the network, and numerous hubs. Meantime, some new network hub sites are coming onto the scene, some of which will be seeking to take commissions where ships and cargo are matched. 

There may be many sites; but some of them especially the latest crop, are well done. If the future is indeed winter, it may still be warm enough for hunting down nice extranets- or being hunted. At least one speaker suggested that he intends to keep busy merging companies- including to both cyber to cyber, and clicks and water. 

This view is entirely consistent with the liner industry, and its move to multiple portals into individual carriers. Indeed, a great deal of dialogue at the E Business conference concerned the best ways to integrate multiple information systems and how to offer customers personalized windows into carrier databases to shippers. 

The view also is also consistent with the second wave of portal launches that began around the time of the big gathering in Plymouth in October of last year. Some of the new sites are tending to be regional and perhaps, dare I say it, specialized; a notion also consistent with distributed and object oriented computing. It is also consistent with sensible business- go with your comparative advantage and with what you do well. 

SUBHEAD

Multiple channels

A realisation is emerging that the internet will offer multiple channels for companies to reach customers. For example, a speaker at the IQPC conference from CP Ships company ANZDL indicated that the carrier’s database would be opened to customers through both its “My ANZDL” personalisable portal, and through the Global Transport Network (GTN) portal (where CP Ships as a member). 

For CP Ships, having been cobbled together through acquisition of a half dozen medium tier lines, portal-mania, and the systems integration that GTN membership will bring, is a happy circumstance. These are sell side aggregators of the type described in last month’s article, on the prowl and looking for new members. “We are a community, not a dot com,” was how a top executive at Inttra portal (the rival to GTN) explained it. 

Several years ago, the liner industry saw huge alliances, and I always questioned whether the alliances would lead, in fact, to actual mergers, because the information systems could not be integrated. Now, XML has come on the scene and offers promise of virtual linkages among disparate systems. 

The multiple portals are a fact for the many virtual companies that are beginning to emerge. As a reminder, “portal” is derived from the Latin word for “door”. Houses and offices often have multiple doors; this too, will be the norm, not the exception, for customer relationship management (CRM) interfaces.  

In the liner business, there is no talk of “central” exchanges, but some lines are considering whether to pull their CRM software in from erstwhile competitors. Indeed, the possibility of a brisk licensing trade in portal software among carriers exists.  

SUBHEAD

The central hub

Back at the Baltic Exchange on St. Mary’s Axe, there are visions of a central hub. The Baltic Exchange was indeed a shipping hub, in the heydays of the big game hunters now depicted in lithographs and oil paintings in the smart Mayfair shops. Amazingly, with the Virtual Baltic implementation, an opportunity may exist to reposition this venerable institution as a cyber hub, at least for parts of the market. 

The Lost Wax consultancy has spearheaded a number of application service provider (ASP) implementations for UK financial institutions. The ASP model is particularly apropos for the many medium and small tier brokers who comprise Baltic membership. 

The tricky part will be the liasing the Baltic’s hub with the windows based systems of three dominant shipbroking software vendors in essence protecting their well deserved franchise. I hope that the sculptors at work will also remember that the artistic landscape includes dozens of silicon-framed e-marketplaces where raw materials (the stuff that pays the freight) will be traded. 

Once again, I would implore the Baltic Exchange to install a LAN in the eating areas, with American, UK, and Continental power mains and phone jacks. The practice of calling out the daily indices as they are posted around 1300 Greenwich Mean Time is terribly quaint, but not in tune with a virtual shipping hub. 

The Baltic coffee house of the 1700’s (which actually was a marketplace for tallow, a close chemical cousin to wax) represents a prototype for what could be the shipping’s best club/ internet café in the world, where brokers could bring in portable computers. Trying to be a community, rather than a dotcom, is the watchword. 

SUBHEAD
Knotty standards 

.  

The IQPC conference dealt with the increasingly knotty issue of standards- a word that is sometimes, but not always, an anathema, to the maritime industry. 

Before the conference, SpecTec and ShipServ teamed up to explain MMTL, an XML standard for marine purchasing. During the conference, we also learned that LSML (LevelSeas Markup Language) will soon be rolled as a proposed standard for ship chartering. 

In the 2001 maritime space, with low barriers to entry and a can do attitude towards imitation, I would expect that we will see wars of duelling standards, as the herd sees a new watershed (hoping it is not a mirage). 
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