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Mike Marco joins OceanConnect 
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DECK HEAD

Bunker e-procurement portal OceanConnect has continued to appoint staff from the real bunker business. Its new senior advisor is Mike Marco, author of its daily “wit” column Marcogram and senior partner at bunker brokers McQuilling

BODY

How does change happen, in our stodgy conservative low tech and barely even evolutionary business?

It happens from the inside out. 

Consider that OceanConnect.com’s new senior advisor is Mike Marco, who made a very public case in front of our industry about the value of real human shipbrokers, and was proven right. 

Mike certainly is a consummate tanker shipping man. He taught a course in transportation logistics at the U.S. Merchant Marine Academy at Kings Point, where he graduated with an engineering degree in 1963 and now serves as associate professor. 

After a short stint at sea, included sailing on the famed passenger liner SS United States, he came ashore and worked and trained with SSY and now defunct Jones Thompson prior to joining Poten in 1971. 

Over the years, he has been active with the Worldscale Association, Intertanko, and the ASBA, the broker group in the States. 
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First meeting 

When I first met Mike in the mid 1980’s, he was a senior partner at New York based Poten and Partners, a New York tanker broking shop held in high regard.

Our meeting took place around the corner from Poten’s East-side offices, a few blocks from the United Nations Headquarters. 

The venue was the “Fleet Street” pub, just downstairs from the British Consulate, where a highly animated morning seminar on tanker futures (the word “derivatives” had not entered freight trading) had spilled over into an impromptu session over lunch and drinks. 

That chilly winter afternoon revealed a number of facets of Mike Marco.  

He was extraordinarily knowledgeable about activities in the daily tanker market, and was involved in a business that stressed the down to earth personal touch but chugged along efficiently like a well-oiled engine. 

Mike was on call, as Texaco was busy that particular Friday with a big cold front moving in. The broking machine enabled another broker from the desk to join our group downstairs, while Mike ran upstairs to the office to clarify some details on a particularly difficult fixture. 

Perhaps most importantly, he had a healthy skepticism about the product our delegation of Biffex brokers was peddling to the boys in New York- “…a big cargo of snake oil in the form of paper futures contracts on tankers,” as some broker would later remark. 

Yet, Mike and his guys listened intently (in between trips upstairs to use the phone) and eventually experimented through actual trading before business ceased later that year. 

SUBHEAD

McQuilling

In late 1986, Marco and a team of others joined John DeSantis and Tom McQuilling and formed McQuilling Brokerage Partners, where it was obvious from the first day that “…one and one added up to three,” in Marco’s words, as the company enjoyed immediate success.  

A number of years later, the new McQuilling shifted its midtown New York offices 20 miles out, to suburban Long Island, and continued growing, becoming recognized as a member in a select fraternity of elite brokerage firms.
During the 90’s, Marco and his partners had augmented the mainstay of most brokers, the spot desk, with a full service project capability and starting in 2000, a derivatives desk offering a wide range of strategies for clients. 

Based on individual routes rather than a broad index that lacked good correlations with real voyages, the swaps and options were brokered through the same high-speed communications networks used by brokers in the physical market. 

While never a techie, Mike’s hands-on nature repeatedly pushed him up against communications issues in his management role. 

“We wanted the technology to be invisible in the office,” he says. “But when we were quoted a competitive order, we needed our information to be in 200 places in under 3 minutes.” 

As a result, McQuilling was one of the first major firms to drop the Reuters systems and go to a strictly phone based quote system that was eventually grasped by the entire industry.

Eventually, the company moved over to the unified internal messaging system and introduced the Strategic System in the office.
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Internet 

During the later part of the 1990’s, Mike’s visions of how the Internet could aid his business were formed. 

His attitude towards the role for the internet paralleled his views of futures and derivatives. 

In his words, “When we got past all the hype, it was simply a matter of whether any new technology added value to our business and was not just another attempt to reinvent the wheel.” 
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The Marcogram

Mike was already developing a unique electronic personality, albeit through faxes and even telexes, with his daily “Marco-gram”- a daily commentary on the tanker market, the behavior of OPEC and the oil market, and occasionally, on the emerging dotcom follies. 

Mike’s reach broadened when OceanConnect, formed in 2000, picked up the daily report, where it will continue to be featured.  

The “Gram”, as come call it, served up a blend of shipping talk, politics, and just common sense. 

The Marco-gram was fueled by the internet, and actually resembles the now very popular web log genre, or “blog” for short. 

It offered a dose of extraordinary on target commentary on the uneasy relationship between existing business practices (specifically the question of whether shipbrokers add value) and the emerging maritime internet. 

A quote from a late 2000 Marco-gram cuts to the heart of the matter: “Maybe our dot.com interlopers are beginning to see that we may not be so easily replaced. 

“If you put a cost on something make sure its sufficient to exceed the value of what it is replacing” In retrospect, the dotcoms still standing can be characterized as enablers and hybrids, but not replacements. 
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Business needs

Happily, Marco viewed the internet’s role as supporting a real business, and not as pure folly.  

McQuilling’s use of the internet was based on sound business needs, rather than embracing dotcom hype. 

Marco’s shop, along with New York compatriots Weber and Dietze, joined StategicIMX, a platform founded by a handful of brokers and principals in Europe (including Poten), as development members.

At that time, the move was evolutionary.  

“We felt that we needed to go beyond messaging into a community concept where we could have a marketplace for a group of our business partners,” he says. 
Marco was careful to point out that business continued very much as usual, going on to say, “Some of our customers continued to insist on face to face meetings, while others were doing a lot of their oil trading business over the Internet already and were happy to fix ships on our screen.” 

By the end of 2002, according to a well defined succession plan, the stage was set for Mike to step aside, turning the business over to the younger generation at McQuilling, who had been carefully groomed to run the shop. 

SUBHEAD
OceanConnect

In early January 2003, I was delighted to see that rather than the usual retirement type announcement, Mike Marco was instead announcing that he had joined OceanConnect.com , in an advisory role. 

Now in his early 60’s, Mike is far too energetic to completely jettison business, but he did say his less arduous schedule will free up time for activities that could not be squeezed into the 24x7 life of a tanker broker. 

He is hoping for more runs on the beloved Vermont ski slopes or rounds on the Florida golf courses, but there is plenty of business work to be done. In his new role, Mike is looking forward to plenty of work outside the house.  

OceanConnect.com is a private marketplace originally conceived by FAMM (Fuel and Marine Marketing), the bunkering arm of Chevron Texaco. 

Shareholders include a variety of A-List industry insiders, including Stena, Eletson Corporation, and U.S. based Keystone Shipping. 

OceanConnect has been successful on developing an electronic face and thereby extending a brokerage business, albeit for bunkers instead of tanker freight, and now seeks to further broaden its franchise, particularly among the shipowners who have grown to trust Mike over the years. 

Virtual interloper wannabes had failed to grasp that the owners and charterers view the electronic venue as complementary to traditional broking techniques.

Indeed, several years back, Ocean Connect tied up a team of physical brokers from the Clarksons organization. 

“The shipowners can take some comfort from me that you can use tools like online auctions to benefit their bunker buying,” he says. “They know that I am not a revolutionary, or a raging dot-com guy, just an old shipping guy who believes that common market practices can be enhanced with technology and the benefit would shared by all.” 

