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The move by Ken Bloom from Optimum Logistics to Inttra shows that the container industry has much to learn from the bulk shipping industry, asserts Barry Parker
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BODY

For years, I have asserted that the high tech container liner shipping business, as it got deregulated, could actually learn something from the so-called luddite-filled bulk shipping business, where prices have always moved freely up and down. 

The assertion was borne out by reports that Mr. Ken Bloom, lately of Optimum Logistics (serving the chemical industry) has been tapped as the new CEO of Inttra, a consortium of liner shipping giants including Maersk SeaLand, P&O Nedlloyd, and a number of other household names. 

For those not familiar with Optimum Logistics, it evolved from Chemlink, an information technology system originally developed to serve the customers of Stolt Nielsen, one of the leaders in the chemical tanker market. 

Chemlink, developed and nurtured by Mr. Bloom, was enhancing the customers’ view of the shipments, alerting supply chain participants that something was awry, long before most of us knew what CRM (Customer Relationship Management), SCM (Supply Chain Management) or “exception management” was all about. 

In the liner business, the front ends and back ends are now being stitched together. Up until now, it has not been seamless, but that will change rapidly for the better. 

Customer Relationship Management (CRM), where information is communicated to the customer, is now being layered above Supply Chain Management (SCM), where the process of moving goods is hopefully made more efficient. 

The act of enabling better SCM, linking a carrier system with the networked octopus of a large shipper, is actually part of CRM. 

SUBHEAD

Is Inttra talking to GT Nexus?

While New Jersey-based Inttra is barely done with beta testing of its container tracker and California based GT Nexus has barely been renamed, the two portals, ostensibly rivals, are already talking to each other. 

Published reports emanating from the big Intermodal Expo in Rio suggest that the two are already working towards some type of understanding. If the two portals agree to agree, that would make a comparison of business models mute. 

For the time being, it is worth noting that Inttra, using Siebel’s CRM platform, is owned by a consortium of carriers with strict rules of governance and without outside investment. GT Nexus, conversely, grew out of a venture funded entity, Tradiant, where carriers have been brought in as investors. 

Business models are still imprecise; Inttra says it is looking at a combination of subscription and transaction fees, while GT Nexus public disclosures describe an entity akin to an ASP software or private network model. 

Inttra also talks, very sensibly, about charging later for value added services, while GT Nexus makes a cogent argument for distinct shipper and carrier modules, tied to a broader network.   

SUBHEAD

Broader business trends

Developments here are consistent with the broader business trends. Across all industries, the current direction of the business-to-business e-commerce wind favors electronic markets or extranets owned by industry players, rather than independents. 

Joint ownership by a diversified handful of players engenders a better form of neutrality than markets where industry heavyweights have no stake at all. 

There are the models of the Private Trading Exchanges, championed by AMR Research, and the much-hyped Business Webs, championed by vendor Bowstreet (now offering Portals In a Box) and others.  

Implicit in both of these models, and in other typologies, are the ideas of integrating systems and enabling collaboration among users (which may be in a horizontal community, or in a vertical supply or process chain), but always around one or more industry insider(s) existing business. This is fine, but does it relate to the quirky definitions of reality imposed by maritime business people?

The answer to that almost rhetorical question is a “definite maybe”. The maritime internet gets really interesting when you begin to map the Business Alliances with the Information Consortia. 

SUBHEAD

Maritime alliances

At the same of reports of an Inttra/ GT Nexus liaison, there were whispers from a Box Club meeting (in Geneva) that the Global Alliance, controlling nearly one quarter of the Europe/Asia trades, is planning to offer a joint service loop with the New World Alliance, controlling about 15 percent of the trade’s capacity.  

The New World Alliance, previously dubbed the Global Alliance, consists of three carriers all of whom are members of the GT Nexus. As the Global Alliance fights for more members, is the GT Nexus the fulcrum for a more powerful commercial grouping? 

The Grand Alliance includes two Inttra heavyweights, Hapag Lloyd, and P & O- Nedlloyd. However it also includes OOCL and NYK Line, both of whom are PPPs- possible portal progenitors. 

OOCL has developed its own extensive CRM package, CargoSmart, the third generation outgrowth of a homegrown system, and has indicated an intention of bringing in outside partners. NYK, meanwhile, has been feverishly issuing press releases about its proprietary CRM interface, named Pegasus.   

SUBHEAD

Pools in bulk shipping

In bulk shipping, the concept of pools existed long before the concept of merging information systems. Historically, pools have propped up rates in low markets but disbanded in strong markets, when pool members felt they could achieve high earnings on their own. 

Will it be different this time, as some of the tanker pools held together in 2000, described as “the best year in decades?” And, if so, is the ability for participants to share information, and truly improve efficiencies, providing glue that did not exist previously?

LevelSeas combines a top tier but decidedly mixed bag of bulk shipping players. We can map LevelSeas’ constituents to those of various pools that have been announced.  So, we could map the ubiquitous Maersk, a big player in LevelSeas, to the Tankers International Pool. However, the additional tanker pool members, including OSG and acquisitive FrontLine, are not on the LevelSeas investor list.

The product tanker side is more interesting where a recently announced pooling arrangement among four players, includes three LevelSeas investors:  Maersk, Torm- another Danish outfit, and Reederei Nord Klaus Oldendorff.  

An older product agglomeration, the “STAR” pool, is led by Heidmar and Pleiades- neither of whom feature in LevelSeas. As an investor in what was SeaLogistics, OMI Corp, now comes into LevelSeas’ fold. 

The Connecticut based operator of tankers has been pool-minded in the past and one must wonder whether its newfound IT platform might support the launch of a pool. 

On the dry side, a big pool has not materialized, but we do see Bocimar as an investor in LevelSeas.  Klaveness, a big player and sometime proponent of the pool concept, is not an investor. 

On the other hand, CoeClerici (an investor) has just announced a tie-up with Oetker (not an investor). We see Western Bulk Carriers- with a private client extranet on its own site, and previously operating the non-IT intensive Western Bulk Shipping pool, as investor. Here, I wouldn’t be surprised if we see another pool of big open hatched ships, aimed at forest product and steel shippers. 

SUBHEAD

IT driving business

The conconnect.com interpretation of history suggests that information strategy will continue to drive business combinations. Can we draw that conclusion from this exercise? In bulk- we don’t know, in liner- yes. 

The accretion process in the swirling bulk internet is too immature for anything except conjecture. The one information consortium appears to have no relationship with any commercial configuration, at least for now. 

Yet, there is enormous talk of business consolidation in the tanker business, but are efficiencies possible without a parallel tracking of information pipeline?  

For liner shipping, with an estimated  $100 billion annual turnover, there is more clarity. The virtual company, tied to physical carriers, is very real. There are precedents where competitors joined together to support massive technology investments, allowing consortium members to compete through providing enhanced or bespoke services. 

Recent transport history also reveals cases where the contours of the business landscape were actually etched by information flows. Deal makers, in pin stripes and braces, reading this column should now be crafting their views of who could be merged with whom. When it comes to business combinations, the bulk business may be able to learn from the liner side.

