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SmartBunkers’ less cluttered, easier to use site

DECK HEAD

Bunker procurement site Smartbunkers has revamped its website. We found out a little more

BODY

Marine fuel e-procurement company Smartbunkers has revamped its website to offer improved request for quote functionality and online chat. The site was developed by New York internet company Razorfish, which counts Ford, NatWest and Nissan-Europe among its clients. 

The functionality and process has been cleaned up and made easier to use, following extensive market research. “One of the things that people told us very firmly was that if they were going to use it had to be easier to use,” says Darren Waters, sales and marketing manager.  

“We ran about a dozen usability tests,” he comments. “We invited buyers and sellers to come down and filmed them as they were working with our old site. We learned an awful lot and put that in.”

Smartbunkers is very proud of its speed of development. “There are some sites in the maritime business that are still trying to get their platforms running,” he says. “Here we are, exactly a year on from when we started (June 1st, 2000) with our version 2. 

The online chat enables buyers and sellers to talk to each other in realtime (so long as they are both simultaneously logged onto Smartbunkers.com). 

Although the online chat has not been tested yet, the company believes it could be useful for the more complex aspects of a transaction. “90 per cent of a deal is pretty straightforward,” says Mr Waters. “This enables people to handle the other 10 per cent, negotiating the finer points.”

The new version of Smartbunkers can be integrated into people’s existing back office systems, so they do not necessarily have to go into the Smartbunkers.com website. 
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Lining up the players

Bunker procurement online is a competitive arena. There are just three main players, Smartbunkers, OceanConnect and Bunkerworld, battling it out between them.

Looking a little deeper, there are clear differences between the players. Bunkerworld is focussing more on content than transactions, providing a very useful mass of bunker-related information online which bunker sellers can then advertise against.

OceanConnect, by comparison, focuses on both the transaction mechanism and providing content, with its popular daily “Marcogram” column by Michael Marco, vice chairman of McQuilling Brokerage Partners.

It recently formed a partnership with bunker brokers Clarksons, to provide “old school” bunker broking experience to support OceanConnect’s internet capability.

Smartbunkers, by comparison, focuses almost exclusively on the transaction mechanism, and states specifically that it does not want to be seen as an information service. 

Rather than work in partnership with a traditional bunkering organisation, it has brought bunker sales expertise in house; of the 25 staff the company has, 12 of them are ex-bunker sales people.
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Revising the auction model

“Smartbunkers has avoided the so-called “reverse auctions” favoured by many other internet companies, which require sellers to submit quotes during a specific time period (say 40 minutes).

Everybody thinks that we were going to introduce a reverse auction model,” comments Mr Waters. “While we wouldn’t rule that out, we don’t think the market is ready for it.”

“Reverse auctions really require the seller to be looking at the screen all the time,” he says. “Most sellers don’t have time to sit in front of the screen for 40 minutes watching an auction. 

The Smartbunkers approach is more gentlemanly. The buyer sends out requests for quotes to appropriate suppliers, which are duly received and responded to by fax or e-mail. The buyer can then decide if he wants to accept a bid, or extend the deadline to try to get a lower quote. 

To keep the process moving expeditiously, Smartbunkers stipulates that a buyer is only allowed to extend a deadline once.
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Building the business

Smartbunkers is currently fielding about three enquiries per day (i.e. requests to buy bunkers over the site), compared to about one a week at the beginning of this year; of these, it estimates that 30 per cent of these lead to business being completed. 

Altogether in the first 6 months of this year it claims to have handled around 300 inquiries from 100 different buyers covering 80 ports. 

The company is building up a user base among bunker suppliers in a generic way. It has, it claims, 99.5 per cent of all bunker sellers on its database, covering a thousand bunker ports. It also has 1100 bunker buyers registered to use the site. 

If a sales enquiry comes in which a seller might want to respond to, the seller receives a fax and e-mail from Smartbunkers inviting them to go to the site and find out about the enquiry. 

The company is currently extending its business reach. Headquartered in Rotterdam, it has offices in the UK, Stamford (US) and Singapore. 

“Having people in the regions is very important,” says Mr Waters. “Its still a people business. You need representatives out there who are still out there meeting clients. 

“When there’s a problem you can call us,” he says. “We’ve got people based in the regions who can deal with customers queries, whether training, pre-fixture, post-fixture support. We provide those services free of charge.”

Smartbunkers is pricing its services low, with a transaction fee of 25¢ a tonne, which it claims is less than 50 per cent what traditional bunker brokers (and its competitors in the online arena) typically charge. Current cash forecasts are for the business to be cash flow positive by some point during 2002. 
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Smartbunkers’ role

SmartBunkers sees itself very specifically as being on the side of the buyer in bunker transactions, aiming to help them find the best bunkers at the best price. Positioning itself almost as a buyer in this way, personal relationships with clients become very important and means it has to become a lot more than a software company. 

Although this positioning puts it in almost head to head competition with the bunker brokers, it still manages to include them in the service. Although there are many different reasons for this; for example, one buyer using Smartbunkers insists on incorporating a German trader in the transaction so that the business can be fixed under German law. 

“People say we’re a broker, but a broker is always playing friend to both sides,” comments Mr Waters. “In that they’re representing both buyer and seller. In our case we’re very clearly acting in the interests of the buyer.”

Traditionally, one of the most important functions of a bunker broker is arranging credit, particularly if the buyer does not have a particularly good credit rating. 

If the broker has reason to trust a buyer with a poor credit rating (out of experience or personal relationship), then the seller can work with the broker’s credit rating rather than the supplier’s. 

