businesses as well.
Four homegrown
e-commernrce
companies tell
their tale of how
they weathered
the highs and lows
throughout these
years.

Stories by CHRISTY LEE S.W.

DUVE probably heard a lot

about dotcams over the

years — from the ones that
were hugely successful, to the ones
that were absolute failures,

But most of these companies you
hear about are probably not
Malaysian,

Though on a much smaller scale
than the United States, Malaysia has
its own share of e-commerce com-
panies, online retailers and various
e-businesses,

These companies have been
around since the [nternet hit our
shores in the early- to mid-nineties.

And just like their global counter-
parts, many were also wiped out
when the dotcom bubble burst in
2000,

A few survivors, like Martin Cheah,
remain, to tell their stories.

When he set up an e-commerce
site to sell flowers in the mid-
nineties, people told Cheah that he
was crazy. Back then, using the
Internet for retail was unheard of,

“The World Wide Web (WWW)
came around in the early nineties,
and it was mainly known as a plat-
form for children to play games on,”
said Cheah, managing director of
Blooming Florist Sdn Bhd.

“It wasn't clear at that time that
the Internet held a tremendous
potential for e-commerce,” he said,

But Cheah, a civil engineer with a
strong interest in computer pro-
Eramming, saw its potential.

After setting up a website, he
made the decision to change the
name of his shop, which had
remained unchanged since Cheah
aml his sister set up the business in
1981, to a URL ~ Blooming.com.my.

“Our staff wasn't sure what the
website was about and though |
was simply renaming the shop,” he
said.

“1 eried to explain to them that it
made more business sense to drop
the *Sdn Bhd' label and to include a
URL and phone number instead,
They couldn't understand what a
URL was," he said,

“All this was before the Windows
95 release. When the O5 came out,
PCs became easier to use and a lot
of people were drawn to it,” he said,

It was then that Cheah decided to
imvest heavily into e-commerce,

“You could say that we were one
of the first companies who wanted
to push for e-commerce in
Malaysia,” he said,

Gaining acceptance

Though people did think that Cheah
was out of his mind at first, the idea
of e-commeerce gradually became

more acceptable as the Internet
arew,

Initiatives by financial institu-
tions and the Government in the
late nineties, such as the introduc-
tion of Malaysian Electronic
Payment System (Meps) and
Internet banking, also helped create
a mare fertile ground for local
E-COmMMETce companies to Zrow,
said Cheah.

*The situation was fluid and
vague for a while — no one was
really sure what was going on but
EVETYONE jUst knew e-Ccommerce
had a lot of potential.” he said.

“The e-commerce business model
was also extremely competitive
since anyone can do it, 5o we had to
bring something unique into the
picture,” he said,

With this in mind, he said
Blooming com.my decided to target
college students,

“We went out of the way to
understand college students, and
proceeded to tailor products and
services that would it their
lifestyle,” he said.

“sending flowers to someone is
mastly about improving your rela-
tionship with that person — we
made sure that the intended recipi-
ent personally recerves the flowers,”
said Cheah.

It's not just what you sell, but the
feel-good factor it creates when
YOUT CUSTOMET exXper ienees your
produets, he said,

"We invested a ol in creating
AWATENESS, 5 fally in areas of
brand association amnd “top of the
mind recall,™ he said,

“In this almost rero-entry barrier

business, the real fight occurs in the
mind of the consumer — wha the
consumers think about when they
want something,” he said.

He said Blooming.com.my was
lucky to have many advantages as
ane of the early adopters in e-com-
Merce,

“We received a lot of media
attention and exposure, which we
believe would have cost a lot if we
had to buy it," he said.

Blooming com.my currently
receives hundreds of orders a day
through its website, said Cheah,

MALAYSIAN DOTCOMS:
WHERE ARE THEY NOW?

and spent about EM2Zmil on adver-
tising and promotions alone,” said
Donald Kee, general manager of
corporate affairs for MPH Group
Malaysia 5dn Bhd.

“Frankly, we built the MPH online
bookstore for Singapore based on
the dotcom hype = the volume of
customers buying online was not
enough to justify it, but everyone
wanted to g0 into it anyway,” he
admitted.

At about the same time, the com-
pany also decided to set up an
online bookstore for Malaysia and

MARTIN CHEAH,
BLOOMING.COM.MY

»We are blessed. We rode the first
wave of the dotcom boom, survived
the shake-up, and our business

continues to grow quite well today«

N

“Orders can go up to many thou-
sands a day during peak festve sea-
sons, such as Valentine’s Day,” he
said.

To meet demands, Cheah has
fully computerised Blooming.com.
my.

He even installed PC terminals in
packing rooms which his staff can
use to check incoming orders and
start creating bouguets according to
the attached reference photographs,

Cheah realises that Blooming.
com.my has gone through a lot in
its Internet experience.

"We are blessed. We rode the
first wave of the dotcom boom, sur-
vived the shake-up, and our busi-
Mmess continues o grow gquite well
today,” he said.

Online push
Bookstore MPH also rode the dot-
com wave in early 2000 when it
decided to launch an online store in
Singapore,

“We hired over 100 employees

Kee was roped in for the task.

“We had our team ready and
everything was in place, but it was
sometime in August 2000 that the
crash happened,” he said.

“S0, we decided not to go ahead
with a big launch for Malaysia. We
thought that maybe we weren’t
ready after all,” he added,

Instead, his team started a more
basic website, MPHonline.com,
which served as an extension to the
brick-and-mortar bookstore.

“From 2001 to 2003, we had a
‘skeleton” setup, The site was not
wery exciting and there was not
much to see,” said Kee,

Things began to change when
Datuk Ng Tieh Chuan came onboard
as MPH's chief executive officer in
2004, he said,

“At that time, e-Commerce acrnss
all industries also started to
increase — you could see a change
in the way people spend that they
are more comfortable with buying
things online,” he said.

Kee: ‘Rather than
compete with
Amazon.com te
sell Western
publications, we
want to position
MPHaonline.com
as the place

to go to for

Asian tirles.”

It was around this time that
Internet banking portals, such as
Mayhank2u.com, came into the pic-
ture, said Kee.

Local budget airline AarAsia also
contributed to the increase in
e-commerce when it began offering
cheap flight tickets online.

It was also then that MPH saw an
increase in online ales, said Kee,

With different conditions, along
with the Ng's leadership, MPH was
ready for its big venture into e-
COMMErce,

Going global

But MPH is not content with locally
onginated Internet sales,

"We don't want to be just anoth-
BT e-commerce site in Malaysia,
There's not enough sales to sustain
here, so we are planning to go glob-
al” said Kee.

MPHonline com wanted to tap in
the market for Asian books, he said,

“Though there are many good
Asian titles, quite a few unique ones
do not make it to Amazon.com,
which is known for its Western
titles,” he said.

“Rather than compete with
Amazon.com to sell Western publi-
cations, we want o position
MPHonline.com as the place to go
to for Asian titles,” he said.

Kee said MPH would first start by
gathering the largest collection of
Malaysian books,

Then it would start collecting
books from the South East Asian
region, followed by India and Sri
Lanka.

“The recent incident with the lat-
est Harry Potter book also created
the urgency and pressure for us to
20 online.” he said.

When Harry Potter and the
Deathly Hallows was released, a
local hypermart decided to sell the
book at a much lower price than
offered at bookstores.

"We know 1t's a fair trade when
we compete with other bookstores,
but it's a different story when exter-
nal players like hypermarts come
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