TITLE Boring but necessary

DECKHEAD It’s refreshing to see the internet companies being forced to make business sense, argues Barry Parker

Around New York’s Silicon Alley and London’s Clerkenwell, mainstream business pundits are now heralding the revival of the ‘Old Economy’. Their maritime cousins, Conconnect.com and Shippingbabes.com, have both suggested that many of the ‘New Economy’ style market entrants have already choked on their own hype, or are fated to do so. 

This year, the Superbowl, that American icon of corporate largesse best known for great parties and exorbitant advertising rate cards, will see a handful of dotcom TV advert spots, in dramatic contrast to last year’s outright domination by dotcom commercials. Similarly, the recently completed holiday celebrations were subdued compared to the launch parties held for new Internet sites just a year ago. 

Of course, my shipping buddies will attend ITALICS any ITALICS party where liquid refreshments are available, confirming that we are oblivious to change. But to those who are alert enough to notice, the B2B Internet has returned to sensibility – this is boring, but necessary.    

At Conconnect.com, where we used to pitch Venture Capitalists (VC) on slow days on behalf of newly born companies, we now just concentrate on fixing ships. VC investors who inflated the dotcom bubble are now demanding profit streams before funding new investment, which eliminates venture capital as a funding source for shipping. There is talk of a Peter G. IPO- but there are oil tankers to be financed, not websites. Older established companies moving onto the web will get funded instead. 

It’s no surprise, then, that Strategic Software and Dataworks, already dominant profitable players in broking software, continued to raise money. In the same vein, The Baltic Exchange, one of the oldest players around, now flush with cash, could afford a headfirst dive into its web enablement project. 

In the Liner world, suddenly one hears about Maersk or APL (leading their respective charges at INTTRA or GTN), rather than independent dotcom outfits who were all the rage last year. Interestingly, GTN’s ‘platform’ was a dotcom company only two months earlier. No launch parties for the latest crop of web entrants – they are existing businesses extending to the web.

On the maritime internet it is not surprising that there have been some casualties. Late last year, Equilinx, a procurement engine lacking sponsorship from industry players, was forced to shut its doors. In early January, ShipDesk, which was building an ASP for shipbroking and post-fixture, was turned over to liquidators. 

At some of the survivors, domain experts skilled at marketing but not data mapping, were moving on.  My email inbox is buzzing with several rumours every day of some portal about to shut down or merge. 

My fellow warriors seem more vulnerable these days, in stark contrast to their Press Release-style bravado of headier days. What are the ingredients for success? There is a magic cocktail of the right market contacts at high levels, business process knowledge, tech savvy/ project management, and of course financial backing that lead to victory. Like some well known drinks, the ingredients are well known. The proportions, however, are not. 

After tasting all the drinks, trying to assess the proportions of secret sauce, there is a real question as to whether maritime portal-mania was a bad dream, particularly in regard to purely independent companies. Indeed, all my broker buddies are smarting worse than usual from their hangovers. However, this will be a temporary state. Over the longer term, after dotcom branding efforts have been abandoned, many portals and maritime ASPs will quietly morph thru alpha and beta tests to become indistinguishable from existing companies’ information systems.  

In some cases, fledgling marketplaces will be swallowed up by bigger fish. The maritime internet is already looking like an extension of incumbent companies’ systems, with principals including their intermediaries. Industry pundits are claiming that the veterans have beat off the dotcoms, but that’s incorrect. The dotcoms have insinuated themselves seamlessly into the landscape.

In the bulk world, it is no surprise that LevelSeas is moving towards what some observers have described as a dominant position on the maritime internet. With highly competent people now at its helm and the endorsement of big and established businesses on both the owner and charterer sides, a big company confronting e-commerce choices for bulk freight would have a hard time ITALICS not ITALICS including LevelSeas in its portfolio of pathways onto the maritime net. 

I will be interested to watch how some LevelSeas investors with top flight websites, for example Teekay and AP Moller Bulk, manage the transition to e-commerce on their own sites. Will these sites, and others, revert back to brochure-ware? Will the sites’ inchoate business functionalities (including vessel descriptions, questionnaires and private areas for clients) simply link deeper into LevelSeas?

Conversely, in the Liner Business carriers must find good reasons for ITALICS not ITALICS hooking up with one of the big gateways. For integrators of divergent systems and for software solution providers with some web-based capabilities, the ascendancy of LevelSeas, GTN, INTTRA and perhaps CargoSmart (OOCL’s offering) will create great opportunities to sell around the edges of a more standardised middle. 

We have repeatedly supported the fragmented marketplace model and  rejected the view of one single dominant electronic exchange for the industry; however, we also easily envision certain fragments  being bigger than others. Bigger swimmers can attract money, but they also leave material in their wake that can feed others in the chain. Not a bad state of affairs.

SUBHEAD
Varied models for procurement 

On the procurement front, we have seen varied business models from participants providing venues for bunker sales. One of the success stories on the scene is www.bunkerworld.com, the earliest entrant to online bunkering, which has attracted a community of users and is now enhancing its ability to deliver specific information beyond its staple news and prices. Bunkerworld began with a directory focus and has nicely balanced the trading side with providing information. 

Also worthy of note is www.smartbunkers.com, which has a well designed marketplace complemented by timely news and prices. The site was the brainchild of a regional supplier, which took its own trading model and broadened it to provide general applicability in the form of an exchange for the industry at large.  

www.oceanconnect.com, tied to some of the biggest oil sellers and shipowners, is methodically signing up suppliers in strategic ports on all continents and has generated activity and throughput for its investors and for others who transact in selected ports. 

But the latest bunker ‘entrant’, Exxon Mobil, at www.exxonmobilmarinefuels.com, is simply a boring electronic inquiry form, albeit with eye catching blue graphics; it’s hardly a VC-funded marketplace. A year ago, at least one shipping VC investor was sighted chasing the Exxon Mobil guys around. With all the glamour gone why would she have bothered, we must now wonder?

While the maritime net went from sexy to mundane, and traditional roles were being re-examined, our friends in advertising circles were lamenting the slowdown of advert sales. 

After all, big spending media planners from outside our business made laughing-stocks of themselves with placements that showcased their non-knowledge of the business, albeit while lining trade mag coffers. 

Consoling at least one ad salesman one evening over a rare Oban, I pointed out that, happily, a number of companies are now advertising their extranets. This is still a commodity business with little to differentiate the big guys from the little guys and the bad from the good. Back in the good old pre-Net days, print adverts featured photos of customer service reps on the phone, so now, a picture of a personalised page peers out of a screen. We call it CRM now, but little has changed. 

On the subject of print magazines, I am now canceling subscriptions to some of the mainstream offerings that I had taken to learn all about the Internet. The fusion of the Net with business-as-usual means that publications like ITALICS Digital Ship ITALICS are relevant and will garner readership and therefore will sell advertising space. 

Brightly coloured non-industry specific rags like ITALICS Fast Company ITALICS (stale evangelism for the Dotcom age) and ITALICS Wired Magazine ITALICS (a tech icon turned into a Condé Nast lifestyle offering) are off my list. 
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