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Whisky or the web?
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There’s nothing like a good whisky to help negotiate freight rates, argues Barry Parker
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BODY TEXT

Several months back, I described an evening at my favourite haunt in New York, where the Oban was freely flowing. Of course, cognoscenti of good whiskeys will know the venue, Keens Steakhouse, located in the shadows of Macy’s and Herald Square, and serving more than 100+ beverages from Scotland. 

I was pleased to dine there with the CEO of one of the maritime companies that is not only alive, but doing well, while he was visiting New York. 

From studying the bottles behind the bar, during our lengthy conversation about the role of electronic marketplaces serving maritime markets, it became evident to me that the higher priced Scotches are actually aged in previously used wood casks imported from American distilleries. Upscale watering holes provide good evidence that Americans place a premium on all things with a British (or Scottish) accent. 

The whisky trade is very indicative of the maritime internet: Europeans importing American concepts such as the internet, with American venture capitalists, in turn, drinking up the whole maritime thing, which is a very Euro-centric business. Keens is great because it cures the homesickness, and jetlag, of the London visitors, and enables me to pretend I am back in the UK.

SUBHEAD

Conflicting business models

A recurring question for discussion at Keens, or in this column, concerns the competing business models for online maritime businesses. The evidence is still conflicting and far from conclusive. 

Indeed, the maritime e-commerce scene is a thick murky fog. Booking freight, insurance, and bunkers are still the province of the old world; limited electronic trading is being done, but there are no profit centres, only cost centres. 

Independent sites, not tied to established players, particularly those with earlier visions of themselves at the hub of a massive exchange, continue to whither. One such high profile neutral site, GoCargo, which had attracted venture funding notably from financiers like Goldman Sachs, and from large cargo interests including Cargill, was sadly forced to close its doors as financiers refused to extend additional credit. 

Extranets, private nets, or consortia, on the other hand, seem to be the way forward. By the way, the definitions of extranets and private nets became tangled and blurred early on during last year’s dotcom frenzy. 

Ironically, GoCargo was on the cusp of launching a CRM (customer relationship management) application that promised to actually empower shippers of containerised cargo with the functionality of a private net. 

This is indicative of a trend noted months ago, where builders of putative exchanges (that offered “personalization” features) switched gears to bring their technologies to large players but on a bespoke basis. 

These private trading networks (PTX, a term coined by AMR Research), whizzing information (conforming to newly emerging “standard” protocols) over TCP/IP, are peeking out of the e-commerce fog. 

Hopefully, GoCargo’s legacy, the Navipact module, will end up in the hands of a vendor with a similar vision of helping shippers navigate through their own murky fog.  More likely, it will end up in the hands of one shipper, or perhaps a consortium, that can benefit. 

Shippers of containerized cargo will also be aggressively courted by INTTRA, based in the New York area, and GT Nexus, run from the often fogged-in San Francisco Bay area, both of whom will be contextually delivering aggregated information from multiple shipping lines to customers in ways not imagined until this past year. 

The greatest value of this content, for both internal efficiencies and for external dealings with customers, will accrue in the execution phase, administering bookings after a service contract has been made.  

SUBHEAD
Bulk shipping

Meantime, in the bulk shipping industry, where disparate processes have proven impossible to integrate, those usual suspects still standing are continuing to struggle. We continue to be just as excited about XML as we were two years ago when we described a world of electronic chartering and e-followup after the fixture. 

Now, software companies such as Silverstream, Webmethods, and others, offer high-level tools that allow developers to build real connectivity, using XML, and EDI in some cases. 

The best CRM implementations have centered on the post fixture, or “execution” phase of transactions, a lesson that should be ingrained into the maritime dotcom psyche. Leave the dealmakers to agree prices and terms in places like Keens- on the web at http://www.keenssteakhouse.com. 

With the ability to achieve complex information system and application integration right out of the box (if you believe Bowstreet, another vendor), the corporate website takes on more importance than before. 

One way or another, websites will become the portal into many applications, with linkages glued together with tools of the type described here. But every part of the business will need its own brand of XML. 

And the emerging battle will concern the question of which standard to use, and who should write it. More on the standards wars later.

SUBHEAD

Leading industry websites

In 1995, the first maritime websites were launched. Now, six years after these online brochures came online, Internet Shipping Group did a survey of the leading industry websites, concentrating mainly on tanker and several drybulk sites, in which they tried to objectively answer the questions of “who has a good site?” and  “what makes it good?” using a numerical rating scheme. 

Not surprisingly, some of the top liner sites scored at the top of our list, buoyed by their electronic booking, and track and trace capabilities. Tanker sites were all over the map but still came out above dry sites. 

Connecticut-based Heidmar, with a site at www.heidmar.com, and Eletson, a Greek based competitor on the web at www.eletson.com, came out noticeably ahead of their peers. 

Yet even these winners are still in the early stages of providing a complete information view for customers, peering through fog, if you will. 

One of the most informative tanker sites on the net, albeit without the private client areas that would boost its rating, is Teekay’s venue at www.teekay.com. As Teekay is one of 33 shipping leaders who have invested in LevelSeas, I am watching closely, along with many of the readers, to see exactly how the existing site is stitched together with the consortium’s portal. 

SUBHEAD

Standards for communication

Do companies like Maersk, for example, stop efforts to add their own versions of e-commerce functionality in an environment where the e-business model becomes “business as usual”?

After all, in a world of well-known data interchange standards, then each site can build middleware to link its closely guarded in-house information to the outside world. Information could be exchanged, only as necessary, avoiding the need, say, for a secretive trading company to share any information beyond that needed for smooth voyage execution. 

Of course, those universally accepted standards don’t exist in bulk shipping. The container market is closer to a standard, perhaps using existing EDI schema, with XML translators lopped on top. 

Consider that the bulk shipping market exposes XML developers to the supply chains of dozens of industries. Unfortunately, ship chartering may be a subset of document schema built to serve the broader needs of shippers moving that particular material.

Just as clever manipulators scheme to control the agenda (or write the minutes) at a business meeting, or hold the credit card during a session at Keens, those who wish to exert a strong influence on the course of their market niche should think about exploiting and broadening their political clout by promulgating the XML standard for their piece of the shipping pie. 

In the business of moving oil, one commodity rather than dozens, I have suggested that one of the leading shipowners’ associations could take the lead in developing and promoting the document type definition for tanker chartering, including vetting (approvals, questionnaires, and inspection reports). 

Indeed, we even offered to pitch a consulting proposal to help them get the propeller turning.  The momentum generated from the crude oil trades will then provide steerage way for efforts to control the standard for petroleum products and maybe some easier chemicals. 

While others may be attempting a similar initiative, ultimately the owners’ association will wish to get into the act.  Those with support, as measured by deadweight tonnes, within their trades should get to work now on leading the standards charge, and avoid the inevitable acrimony later on if others beat them to it.

