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TradeNet, the trading platform developed by ShipServ, has celebrated its first year anniversary. It currently counts 25 buyers using the system, with 255 suppliers which have received business over the system so far. Over 18,000 transactions have already been completed over TradeNet including 3,500 in July this year. 

ShipServ already counts two very major big name exclusive contracts: diesel engine company MAN B&W, which claims to be the world’s largest supplier of engine spares, has signed a three year “co-operation contract” with ShipServ, nominating it as its service provider for all internet sales activities.

This means nothing less than any company which is looking to buy new engine parts online from MAN B&W, and most shipping companies will need to buy from MAN B&W at some point, will have no alterative but to go to ShipServ if they want to buy over the internet. 

The second major deal is from Danish shipowner J Lauritzen, which has agreed to push all purchasing from 14 vessels over the TradeNet platform. 

A further success of ShipServ is that the electronic language for communications for maritime procurement that it founded, MTML (maritime trading markup language), is now firmly established in maritime trading. Altogether, ShipServ estimates that it can save $40,000 per ship per year in the cost of purchasing supplies over conventional methods.

SUBHEAD

Focussing on implementation

The visionary stage of electronic business is now firmly over, comments ShipServ CEO Paul Østergaard. The focus now is on implementation, making sure customers are provided with a service and making the business robust. 

ShipServ is now focussing its service into three areas of software, consultancy and the trading platform; two of these, software and consultancy, are established as conventional businesses, although they support the third, the trading platform. 

Most of the business conducted over the trading platform is through buyer-supplier relationships which existed before the advent of e-commerce, ShipServ says, confounding commentators who thought e-commerce would become a tool for suppliers to beat up suppliers over the price by making it easier to play them off against each other. 

“We don’t find any example of customers that have used our network to go out and find new suppliers,” comments Mr Østergaard. “We think of it more as a buyer’s private solution. Building value in customer’s networks is extremely important.”

The most important business issue, he says, is to be focussed enough on building value for customers. “A lot of attempts to do this have failed because they weren’t focussed enough,” he comments. “You need the right strategy and to hire the right people, and push people at the right pace,” he says. 

“An important focus is our ability to hire the right people,” he says. “We see that there are three types of people: people who make things happen, people who watch things happen and people who wonder what happened. We want people who make things happen.”

Holding the TradeNet first anniversary party in the London Eye (see photo), a giant ferris wheel outside London’s Houses of Parliament funded by British Airways, Mr Østergaard drew comparisons with the Eye and two other (less successful) London millennium projects, the Dome and the Millennium Bridge. “All of these projects were well financed and well publicised,” he said. 

The Millennium Dome, he said, failed because it was very internally focussed. “It was not focussed on what the customer wants,” he said. The Millennium Bridge, by contrast, failed because it did not make the connection between vision and execution; a footbridge over the River Thames, it was closed immediately after first opening because it was found to vibrate too much for safety. 

The London Eye, he said, is widely considered to be successful, providing what customers want and making a bridge between vision and excecution. This is what he hopes ShipServ will evolve into. 

ShipServ has already made a major change in direction, by deciding to slow down on its business roll-out in Asia and the Far East. It has now decided on a firm geographical focus, on North West Europe and Scandinavia. “We were fairly ambitious in Asia and the Far East and over ambitious in how fast we can roll out globally,” he said. 

ShipServ currently has $4m funding from its second round, enough to cover expenditures “well” into 2002, which it hopes will see the business into profitability. 

However it is still on the look out for further strategic investors which can help grow the business, sticking firm to its original plan of not accepting any investment from any company which could compromise its independence (ie any buyers or suppliers). 

The company does not believe there will be any consolidations with other e-procurement companies. “I don’t see any need for big consolidations right now,” comments Mr Østergaard. “We would need to see quite a good match to make it work.”

