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Maritime dot coms in the press

DECK

The mainstream press writes about shipping very differently to the shipping press, observes Barry Parker 

BODY

Within maritime publications, a very reasonable view about shipping internet is emerging, based on balanced biographies of its management and a down to earth explanation of the objectives of the business. 

And, of course, shipping people can instantly see the warts and pimples in a shipping dot com initiative, like when the shipowners’ consortium was having some second thoughts and posturing about an allegedly inferior technology. 

In the mainstream business press, the story is entirely different.  I no sooner announced in Digital Ship that I had cancelled my subscription to Fast Company magazine, than an article highlighting maritime chartering site LevelSeas appeared there, with numerous non-shipping people using words like “dominant player” and Star Wars metaphors glistening in the article’s firmament. 

The folks at Fast Company do not care why I cancelled my subscription, but readers of Digital Ship ought to understand the dynamic of the industry, the media, and public relations. Did Fast Company report that Maersk and others were backing away? I don’t think so. 

SUBHEAD

Picking on LevelSeas

Several readers have asked me why am I picking on LevelSeas. Actually, I am a big fan of LevelSeas, but as a keen observer of stars, planets, and now, spacecraft, I am fascinated by the turbulence and buffoonery generated when maritime culture intersects with mainstream culture. 

I do not worry when Business 2.0 or Fast Company reports that LevelSeas is moving towards domination of ship chartering and brokerage. This is not a message that a shipping person would craft, because a shipping psyche carries around thousands of years of market fragmentation. If you read Lloyds List, Seatrends Web, or Tradewinds, you know what I am talking about. 

A shipping man from any web portal or marketplace, when speaking at a conference or in print, emphasises much needed efficiencies from improved workflows and from more common standards. Such messages should be applauded and are, in fact, consonant with the message we get within the industry. Success for LevelSeas means a higher probability of success for anybody who has dabbled, or immersed himself, with maritime dotcoms. 

The success of the big mothership creates a nice wake for all the smaller craft to journey through. I hope to keep moving across the firmament, albeit in the backwash of the Battleship Galactica. 

Big corporate efforts often have the unintended side effect of creating humour for those surfing the tailwinds, or solar wind, at the expense of the big craft moving at warp speed through hyperspace.  

SUBHEAD

Sport out of sinking dotcoms

I have gone on record railing against journalists who make sport out of dotcoms going down. But, I also enjoy showcasing the absurdity of PR people, and sometimes techies, especially those who presume to know something about our business and have failed to do their homework. 

As a result, they end up in PR Hell, either here and/or on ShippingBabes. The Fast Company Star Wars piece referred to oil carrying “freighters”, unintentionally harking back to the 1870’s when oil was carried in wooden barrels. In 1887, when the Gluckauf (considered the first tanker) was launched, it all changed. But that’s OK, the Gluckauf was built 100 + years ago. 

Or consider the great screenshots. In February 2001, LevelSeas showed VLCCs fixed to discharge in Atlanta, Ga, some 300 miles inland. After it was exposed by ShippingBabes, the tech boys from Atlanta quickly removed it. Perhaps the freighters could fit into Atlanta where the VLCCs cannot?  Most Digital Ship readers would check their port guide. The guys at Idapta, based in Atlanta, did not check before fixing.

Articles do not get into mainstream publications by accident. The shipping industry is known for secrecy and does not advertise itself. Do you see articles about oil company marine departments (tasked with the same activities that will be handled on chartering websites) in mainstream magazines? Of course not; this dotcom thing and its outside money has changed the dynamic. 

The mainstream publications are basically filters that try to balance the mounting supply of hype against available space and some notion of what readers might consider reasonable. A cadre of professional public relations people are constantly romancing writers and editors with gifts, lunches, dinners, and drinks. 

SUBHEAD

Shipping in the mainstream press

Up until the internet came around, it did not matter what the intelligentsia outside of the maritime industry thought, because it is ultimately maritime people who execute maritime deals. 

In the dinosaur times of mid 1986, something of a nadir for the tanker market, the Loews Corporation’s “Majestic Shipping” deal was highlighted in Business Week. Not surprisingly, it was revealed a few weeks later, that Majestic was attempting a public stock offering. Ultimately, Majestic decided to stay private, and did not make it into Business Week again. 

When maritime interests later bought a majority interest in Majestic, no mainstream hype was needed because Jimmy T. knew that Basil P. could fly over on the Concorde, and the deal would be done at eateries like Le Grenouile or Le Circ or perhaps the Four Seasons without any journalists needed to stir the pot. 

Another personal favorite bit of non-information, about a now successful business, appeared in the New York Times Business Section in July 1999, as follows: 

Commercekey, an Internet start-up, has come up with a business plan with a new wrinkle in the crowded electronic commerce market. In addition to peddling software and transaction services to help businesses set up shop on the Web, the company, with roots in the Greek shipping industry, has its own world-class fleet of cargo vessels standing by to deliver customers' merchandise around the world.

The company, which is based in New York and plans to announce itself later this week, is a joint venture between two Greek industrial giants, Vardinoyannis Group of Cos. and Leventis Group. Together, the two companies give Commercekey access to a huge fleet of freighters along with a network of climate-controlled warehouses throughout the world. 

My favorite part is the “world class freighters” (to journalists, it’s either a cruise ship or a freighter), which will be delivering sporting goods, clothing and kitchen items to consumers in the New York area. Perhaps they meant Varnima’s big tankers or Levant Shipping’s large bulk carriers. 

Maybe the PR flacks were thinking that if the George Washington Bridge was closed, they could ferry the goods across the Hudson River on the “KRITI COLOR” (45,300 dwt, blt 1987) or another Varnima tanker? Definitely a new wrinkle; the intersection of the internet and shipping does not get any better. 

Why does the painfully shy maritime industry suddenly find itself in broadly circulated non-trade publications? The dotcoms have had a lot to do with it, as maritime ventures needed to get in front of venture capital investors (who did not read Lloyds List or Tradewinds). When the maritime people are not controlling the message, the results are sometimes comical.  

Another personal favourite was an article in early 2000 that appeared in Business 2.0 about Geocapital, a big investor in Strategic Software, and described their inchoate world shipping exchange (there we go again) even before the boys at Strategic knew about it! 

So far, so good, but then when the Venture Capitalist (perhaps enamored with his Nokia phone) went on about timber moving around heavily wired Finland, a big disconnect was quite evident.  The short sea trade around Lake Saimaa (where a lot of plywood, lumber and timber cargo originates) does not have too many Strategic systems deployed. 

The PROSIT project, an EU funded effort where true maritime connectivity was achieved, albeit on short sea vessels calling at Finnish terminals, never made it into Business 2.0. Why is that, I wonder? It is certainly more newsworthy than the puffery written about the bulk shipping business. 

SUBHEAD

Making shipping sexy

The cultural dichotomy impacting the media and the techies also impacts the financiers, who have courage and fortitude, but are not always keen students of history. Every few years, after the memories of the last lemming rush fade, shipping again becomes attractive to investors, sometimes downright sexy, because of the big numbers and potentially big returns. 

Four years ago, highly savvy outsiders were taken for a ride, and not on a spaceship, when they invested in high yield debt, known as “junk bonds”. On this trip, it involves venture capitalists, some of whom went to top Business Schools with those well dressed scions of shipping families. 

We have seen Venturehouse and Terrapin Partners involved with Equilinx, Whitney and Antfactory backing ShipDesk, and Stanton Capital and Grand Central Holdings investing in Maritime Direct. The jury is still out on eVolution, an investor group backing LevelSeas (and launching all those media missiles from their Battlestar) and helping it build the best chartering extranet in the business. 

Clearly their A- List of charterers and owners benefits from lowered costs and more efficient processes, but it is not clear how those efficiencies get monetised for an investor. We urge financiers looking at maritime opportunities to also cancel subscriptions to business magazines and, instead, spend time chatting with non-MBA shipping people as they evaluate investment ideas. 

In spite of the cultural divide, there will be some winners, however. Geocapital, actually based in New Jersey USA, near the George Washington Bridge (which actually features on Geocapital’s logo) will do well with Strategic. 

The investment was made for all the correct reasons; established business, good product, nice installed base, and a management with great vision. It is very telling that Seacor Capital, definitely smart money and also the consummate industry insider, has invested in Strategic. 

We are also monitoring with interest the investments of another insider, Thomas Miller, in a number of maritime startups. Setfair, an industry insider, is spending a small fortune on advertising and brandbuilding, which, to its credit, is aimed mainly at the industry, rather than at outsiders. 

So, as I strut around in my i-Shipping.com hat, amidst all the new media (aka publishing) headquarters in New York’s Silicon Alley, do reporters stop me and ask for a comment on the latest rates for world class freighters? Not yet, anyway. 
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