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By MaArRTIN ROEBUCK

he demise of web-bazed parcel book
ing exchange Firesend in February
probably had doteom sceptics nod
ding sagely at each other and agre
there was no future in s gector for
online marketplace.

Firesend, backed by venture capitalist
speed Ventures, had entered commereial
agreements with two major national oper-
ind was talking to others

The company initially targeted =
ad-hoc pareel sh
rates for higher v
proved re ant to change,
adjusted its business model and sought to
involve larger corporate clients which it
hoped would trade using it= sofiware,

The idea never gol past trial shipmeni
stage 1ad too much o lnse and
too little 1o gain, and the launch capital ran
ok
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“ier market,
=mall local operatarz,

was, surely, just what the Internet was
e for, And two main products have
emerged — financed in different w i
Llulj designed on the principle t

n bring together a parcel or 'vl1.-1 l.]l. L
meni and an empty-running driver, your
electronic contractor network éan
maintain service levels while improving
afficiency.

“It's & highly fragmented market, No
matter how hig vour black book, you can’t
work with 5.000 companies down Lo owner
driver level,” said Lvall Cresswell, MID of
Courier Bxchange.

The enmpany went live in February 2000
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Boniface: helping to build and support a community

has signed up more than 1,500 UK
members, of which 400 are paid-up sub
Tt now boasts another 400 mem-
where it been
marketing its service for just nine |-1r--1'11~
and has just begun a promotional campaig
in the Netherlands.
Courier Exchange che
seription o fior a TTH-only
maiching service £1.000
yvear to Eurcpean work. “On the
'K side, we're approaching break-even, il
vou strip oul the development costs. We are
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Access to the eompany's anling services
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reduced onece
remsterad members have had a taster.
Buropean g is only available
subseribers, while zome areas, such as a
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recruitment page, stay free to view,
Rival trading

latform Expeditus, backed
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by venture capitalist Consulta, has signed
up 450 members in its first four months, an
estimated 15% of the UK same-day mar-
ket

Expeditus chi T enro
fee of £120 (€192} and an annual s
tion of £240 (€384}, bul alzo charges
the value of each transaction compl
over ils site.

The company's sales proposition is that
COUTIETE CHN spare capacity over a
geeure network — and pet guaranteed pay-
ment. Members scanning the
see in as little as six seconds what might be
available a5 a return load.

“Using traditional HTMT. methods this
is just not pessible, and calling up 10 com
if they have anything coin-
and space is impractical,” said
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We are well worth our 105, Jusl the Fact
that we collect and pay is worth a lot, bear-
ing in mind that the average cost of rais-
94 (€38

ing an invoice is £

We're not LL-.LLLLF"M rour gite as much
as we could, hut our first priority was to
build the network.” said Boniface. “We will
] ] @ position To ATMOUTCE (ur
VEr, which will be pu 'IJ]_.I'I“'I" ot
zeveral hundred long-distance |
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marketplace, vou don't take o commission,”
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he zaid.

“Tf a job gets cancelled, who's your prin-
cipal? Who are you working for? Onee you
take & commission, you're beholden to one
or other party. I'm there to put Ain touch
with B in touch with C, giving aceess to the
market without taking vwnership of the




Boniface insisted that was irrelevant.
“We're as neutral az anyone. We're niot. the
principal. we're the platform. We don't
mind who trades with whom.”

Ultimately, the battle will be won and
lost on the jobs available over the sites and
on added services rather than the funding
mechanizm. “*Cur aim i= to be more than
Jjust a trading portal. We are hel ping to
build and support a community.” said
Boniface,

“For example we have just negotiated o
deal with the AA, under which our mem
bers will get roadside breakdown eover as
part of their subsceription.

“We offer s good deal on computers, for
these who need it, and we also have a num-
ber of ‘stealth’ projects, like online vehicle
tracking, which we want to bring in when
we have found a cost-effective way of doing
|

Courier Exchange, meanwhile, has
added a tendering service for planned
movements alongside its ad-hoc service,
has begun accrediting its members to 150
standard and is looking at eredil insurance
for members, A booking management sys-
tem iz promised by the end of the vear,

“You get your quotes back, zelect g sub-
contractor and the system automatically
zends out the job delails as a text message
or e-mail,” said Cresswell.

*Thiz brings instant IT to the courier
industry: You don’t want a sub-contractor to
have to invest £1,000-£1,500 in a mobile
data terminal for & onee-a-month job when
he's handling jobs for loads of other clients
as well.”
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