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explained.

“This made us realise that we really need to leverage on an onling
platform and a new business model to offset possible competition
from external forces,” he admitted,

The new version of MPHOnline.com is currently still in develop-
ment and will be ready next year.

It will feabure more content, We are working to enable users
reviews and recommendations,” said Chow Keng Soon, MPH
Bookstores Sdn Bhd e-business manager, who is tasked with the site’s
TEVAITI project.

“Right now, we're focusing on creating an urgency to purchase
online. This is why you see many promotions online that is not avail-
able in the bookstore — some are discounts up to 50%," he said.

“The response is great, We notice customers who come to buy dis-
counted books from us also temd to buy other titles as well,” he said.
According to Chow, MPHOnline.com currently has a million

page views and around 200,000 unique visitors a month.

Toying with e-commerce

Rodney Koh, creative director of XL-Shop Dot Com Sdn Bhd, start-
ed ¥L-Shop.com in 2000 based on his dream to be able to sell
action figures to people in remote areas.

“Since remode areas do not have many toy shops, | was thinking
that we'll be getting a lot of business from these areas,” he said.

XL-3hop.com's first order, however, came from someone living
in Britain.

“It wasn't a very big order, but we were thrilled. We were sur-
prised how this person could find our website though — [ guess
fans can always find you when it involves collectibles.” he mused.

XL-Shop.com was originally a traditional brick-and-mortar
tayshop, said Koh,

He used to be the editor for a Chinese manga publication, where
he ran a column called Xiao Loong Shop (little dragon shop in
Chinese), which featured cool products from overseas.

“Instead of just talking about these products, | thought it would
be even better if 1 could start a shop which sells these products
locally.” he said. That was in 1995,

“When e-commerce became a hot topic during the dotcom
boom, I thought of taking my business online to cater to a wider
market, and so XL-5hop.com was born,” said Koh.

He engaged a friend to build the website in 1999,

“We didn't do much with it at the beginning. My friend had to
o overseas to study, and it wasn't until he came back the follow-
ing year that we continued to launch the website,” he said.

First impression counts

According to Koh, the presentation of a website is very important
as it is the first and perhaps only impression a customer has of an
E-COMMETCE Company,

He had recently redesigned the website to show a more organ-
ised and clean look.

“If you can make it look very corporate and professional, it
builds customer confidence,” he said.

He said e-commerce websites must be improved and updated
OVET time.

“Sometimes customers will test you by sending e-mails to see
how fast you respond, There's also a new trend of offering voice
support through Skype.” he said.

He told In.Tech that he was surprised at how successful the site
had become over the years.

“We never expected our website to generate tens of thousands
in online sales, which is similar to one of our smaller physical
retail shops,” he said.

“And the operating fee of the website for the entire year costs
less than one month's rent for the shop,” he said,

On average, XL-Shop.com gets about 70 to 80 orders per day,
though not all turn into successiul transactions, said Kol

At present, XL-Shop.com’s customers mostly origimate from
Malaysia, Singapore, France and Spain Koh said.

“It’s hard to compete with sites from the United States because the
e-commerce industry there is mature and their pricing is low.” he
said, “Bur we can get toys from Japan much faster and at a better
price than them, so this is where we remain competitive,” said Koh.

Fuelling online trades

Unlike the three other e-commerce companies featured

above, Lelong.com.my does not have any products of their own
for sale — instead, it helps traders sell their products online
instead.

“It's a thriving community that puts buyers and sellers in one
place.” said Richard Tan, managing director of Interbase Resources
Sdn Bha, the company that runs the site,

According to Tan, Lelong.com.my was set up in 1999, right
before the dotcom hype hit Malaysia.

“My partners and | realise that the Internet is an excellent platform
for matching people's needs to products and goods,” said Tan

"Online auctions also fit in with the Malaysian culture for
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Koh: ‘It'll be hard for us to compete with other e-commerce sites on a global level if our pages take too long too

load.’

THOUGH e-commerce has been
around in Malaysia since the mid-
nineties, it is still in its infancy stages
even today, said Martin Cheah,
Blooming.com.my’s managing direc-
tor.

“Compared to countries like Hong
Kong and Europe, we have a lot of
catching up to do,” he said,

The Malaysian broadband infra-
structure also leaves much to be
desired.

“Broadband access s critical for the
growth of e-commerce here. If you
set up an online retail store, you'll
Want to put many pictures of your
product for your customers to see,”
said Richard Tan, managing director
of Interbase Resources Sdn Bhd, the
company that runs local ealine auc-
tioneer Lelong com.my.

“If you're using dial-up, these pic
tures will take too long to lnad, and
that would make it less convenient to
shop online,” he said,

Referring to Alexa.com, Rodney
Koh, creative director of XL-5hop Dot
Com Sdn Bhd, said that Malaysian
websites hosted locally are at least
70% slower than other websites
around the world,

“It'll be hard for us to compete
with other e-commerce sites on a
global level if our pages take too long
too load,” he said.

At press time, the fastest site of the
bunch is Blooming.com.my — it takes
an average of 1.7 seconds to load, and
is faster than 63% of the websites
around the world,

Credit card woes

Another big issue is the lack of an
easily accessible online payment sys-
tem.

“It is very difficult for an e-com-
merce merchant to apply for a credit
card transaction service to include in
their websire,” said Tan.

He said financial institutions only
approve certain sites thar are estab-
lished, which 15 a serious stumbling
block for upstarts,

Koh agreed that the credit card
faciliey in Malaysia is still immature,

“We had to resort to using services
from an overseas credit card compa-
ny, and this forces us to charge in U5
dollars,” he said.

He said his company would occa-
sionally come across a credit card
fraud case.

"But the percentage is still small
enough that the business is still
worth doing.” he said.

Koh said he also maintains a PayPal

Challenges
and hurdies

»We had resort
to using services
from an
overseas credit
company, and
this forces us

to charge in

US dollars«
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account, but any money that goes
into it has to be spent online because
it does not allow withdrawal in
Malaysia,

Tan believes that financial institutions
shoukd look at what other overseas
companies do mitigate the problem.

He said e-commerce merchants
should also be careful when dealing
with suspicious orders.

“The Government also has a role to
play in this. It has the authority to
pass laws and legislations — so that
criminals involved in fraud are pun-
ished — it serves as a deterrent to the
rest.” said Cheah.

Comfort zone

These factors have been blamed for the
majority of Malaysians still uncomfort-
able about shopping online,

According to MPH's Kee, Malay-
sians generally shy away from buying
products online because they think it
isn't safe.

*Also, you can't really see or hold
the product in your hand, and the
payment process is usually compli-
cated,” he said,

The challenge, said Tan, is in get-
ting the public to get past their fears
of fraud and to trust online transac-
fions.

"We have yet to build a culture
where people are comfortable and
confident in buying and selling prod-
ucts online,” he said,

He said credit card fraud should
not be used as a reason to shy away
from the service.

“If you buy something online and
you do not receive your order, you
can always call your bank to cancel
the transaction,” he said.

“In fact, it is even easier for credit
card fraud to occur offline,” he added,
Tan believes that Malaysia is still

far behind in online retail.

“Three percent of the total retail
sales i the United States comes from
E-COMIMENCE.

"If e-commerce [excluding online
ticketing sales) was 3% of the retail
sales in Malaysia, which amounted to
RM59.5bil last year, it would be more
than EM1bil — and we're definitely
behind that" he said.

He zaid Malaysia needs more play-
£rs to create a larger community of
buyers and sellers.

“The more companies there are
invohved in e-commerce, the more
comfortable the public will be when it
comes to shopping online,” said Tan.

Unique problems

In addition to these common issues,
each company also faces problems
that are unigue to their own busi-
NESSEE,

For example, Blooming comumy
probably faces the biggest challenge
compared to the rest when it comes
to packaging and transporting its
products,

Its main product, flowers, need to
be kept refrigerated to maintain
freshness.

“Unlike products like books, fow-
ers do not take a certain shape which
you can box up and deliver just like
that,” said Cheah.

Kee said MPH Online faces a chal-
lenge in getting Malaysians excited
enough about buying books,

“The book industry here grows
quite slowly, due to the lack of a
strong reading culture in Malaysia®
he said.

For XL-Shop.com, taxation is an
Issue,

“Unlike Hong Kong and Singapore,
our imports are taxed, So this puts us
at a disadvantage where pricing is
concerned,” sabd Koh,



