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Starting small, thinking big

Founder of fledgling network hopes refinements, new services will bring business to his Web sites Go online and google "export" and "America." One of the first links will be for a listing called ExportAmerica.com Import & Exporters Trade Directory. Then google "export" and "China." The first links will include a similar listing: ExportChina.com Import & Exporters Trade Directory. Then try "export" and "Brazil" or "export" and "India." Guess what? It's the same formula. You get the same results if you type in Albania, Egypt or Korea, or if you use search engines such as Yahoo or MSN.com.
The Web sites are all part of the Export Trading Network, the brainchild of Canadian businessman Richard Meltzer. Twelve years ago, he began registering domain names with the same simple formula the word export, followed by the country name and .com Altogether he locked up 191 domain names, and all pop up within the first 10 unpaid listings, according to Meltzer. Together those countries account for 99 percent of global trade. The few exceptions include Vietnam; the domain name www.exportvietnam.com was already taken.

The network's database includes close to 4,000 small and midsize companies. More than 90 percent are from China, and the vast majority of members have opted for the free membership category. All of them can be listed on every Web site if they so choose, and most do. That creates a lot of clutter, but Meltzer has a plan for eliminating it.

In the future, only companies from each country will be listed on the Web site for that country. But he doesn't want to make that switch until he builds up a larger database of companies from countries other than China. For example, the network does not yet have any French companies. Meltzer says he is working with trade organizations in various countries to attract new members.

Products are listed in the database in categories that correspond to chapter headings in the Harmonized System, a global system of product listings for trade classification purposes. For example, Category 85 in Meltzer's database, which lists 331 companies, is described as "Electric machinery, equipment and parts; sound equipment; television equipment."

A company whose name begins with a letter far down in the alphabet is at a huge disadvantage: Visitors to every Web site, including Export America, may have to scroll through 25 pages before they get to a particular company's listing, even if it's a U.S. company.

Companies that pay $2,500 to become "pearl" members can offset that disadvantage; they will be listed first in each category, followed by companies that choose the $500 basic membership, and then by the free members.

Meltzer said the number of sites on which companies can be listed is not contingent on their membership category. But it determines the number of product categories in which they can be listed. Free members can be listed in one category, while basic members can be listed in two, and pearl members, in three, he said.

According to Meltzer, his network enjoys a "huge" advantage over competing Web sites that offer trade leads because it has a common back-end database that links its 191 country-specific trading sites. "Data from around the world can now be catalogued, organized and displayed in a structured, predictable manner," he states on the Export Trading Network Web site.

Companies that register with the network can indicate which markets they are interested in. That will give them visibility at the country, regional or global level, he said.

Meltzer said the network is still in the beta stage, but that he's preparing a major relaunch in 60 to 90 days once the network can offer the kind of service that will grab companies' attention. "What we don't want to do is to disappoint visitors. When people come to our sites, I want a ‘wow' effect. I want people to say ‘I have to bookmark this'," he said.

He plans to do a major marketing campaign when he relaunches the network. His plan for attracting new members includes "increasing the value proposition on each and every Web site."

Meltzer took his first step in that direction last fall when he signed an agreement with Management Dynamics, a provider of trade information software (Story, Page 7).

"Over the past couple of years we've been exploring ways to make that kind of content available to small and medium companies through direct sales and partners such as Richard (Meltzer)," said Steven Kersner, director of global alliances for Management Dynamics.
"They're repackaging content for small business. For people who want to figure out landed costs this is very important," said Barney Lehrer, president at NEXCO, a New York-based organization that provides educational seminars on trade.

Meanwhile, Meltzer is trying to line up a number of other premium services besides Management Dynamics that will add value to the network. "We have a couple of very, very strong best-of-breed service providers in the industry that will shortly be appearing on our network," he said. He thinks he can get them because of the network's presence in virtually every country.

Another goal is to create an expanded search so visitors could choose to include companies in a region or specific countries or the entire world.

In addition, users will be able to refine search by company size, years of service, location, states and provinces within a country.

Meltzer acknowledged that he does not yet have many U.S. companies in the Export America database. MidWest Copier Exchange Maryland LLC, a wholesaler of used copiers, is among the U.S. members.

Thus far, the company has not attracted "a whole lot of inquiries" from its listing on the database, said Jill Garipay, managing partner in the family-owned business. "Some inquiries we're getting don't pertain to the used copier industry, or they're looking for other items we don't carry," she said.

Meltzer said Chinese companies dominate the listings on its database because he launched the China portal first, and in Chinese. He does not have a China background himself, but his lead programmer from the previous service he operated retailcanada.com was from China.

Five of the seven employees at his headquarters in Montreal are Chinese. He also has four Chinese employees in Hangzhou, China.

