DUBLIN GM REPORT

The 1st ICMA General Meeting, hosted by Buy & Sell, opened on Thursday 6 November at the Radisson SAS St Helen’s Hotel in Dublin. Over 120 delegates plus guests from 24 countries flew in for a busy three days of networking, information-exchange, socializing and of course, the formal parts of the programme – the Plenary Day and Saturday meetings.

The city tour in Vienna had proved so successful that we decided to go one step further and hire three original World War II amphibious landing vehicles. Delegates wrapped up warm and enjoyed a unique trip round Dublin city centre, a short ‘swim’ in the River Liffey (complete with lifejackets!) and then a visit to the Jameson Irish Whiskey Distillery. Everyone took part in the distillery tour and a supervised whiskey tasting where delegates were taught what to look for in different whiskies and how to recognize the characteristics of the Jameson brand. Official certificates were issued to all ‘qualified whiskey tasters’.

When the last few delegates had been persuaded out of the tasting room, it was back to the hotel for the Welcome Reception in the ISV-sponsored ICMA Member Lounge. Stefan Anderson, the ICMA Chairman, welcomed all delegates and guests, introduced new members, prospective members and Gavin Reynolds, the new Operations Manager, and thanked our host, Buy & Sell, for all their hospitality and hard work. Delegates spent a couple of hours drinking and chatting before heading off to the hotel restaurant or into Dublin for dinner.

Plenary Day

Bright and early the next morning, the Plenary Day opened with an introduction from Stefan emphasizing the value of openness and trust in the exchange of information within ICMA, and how important this was to the Association and members now and in the future. Stefan introduced the Keynote Speaker, Jonathan Turpin, CEO of Fish4 who presented a detailed examination of how fish4 approaches the theme of the General Meeting – Portfolio Management. Jonathan focused on how fish4 managed the portfolio via four key processes – production, products, branding and marketing, and sales – and analysed the success of the company in leveraging these to best effect.

The programme took a lighter turn following the keynote presentation with the Publishers’ Cocaine debate where two teams of publishers made the case for and against carrying adult ads. Felix Erken of JunkMail and Christian Wieselmeyer of Bazar Austria supported the publishing of adult ads. Felix took delegates through a graphic presentation of the months of research he had undertaken on the subject, and Christian talked through the adult ads niche product that Bazar Austria had launched to capitalize on the revenue from this sector. For the opposition, Dan Rindos of Bargain News explained how the general attitude to morality and sex in the US dictates the choices that publications make. He was partnered by Dieter Cohnen of Annonce Aachen who held the view that it was not appropriate for a publication that could be read by children to carry adult content. After some questions from the audience, an informal vote was held which conclusively supported the motion ‘Should classified publishers carry adult ads?’.

Strategic Track

The programme split into Operational and Strategic tracks after the morning coffee-break and the Strategic track kicked off with the first totally non-native English-speaking panel in the Association’s history. Gerald Coniel of JunkMail chaired the panel, which addressed the issue of managing and exploiting content across a number of products and channels. Ingemar Elfvin of Medstroms explained how they re-purposed content to populate different types of print and online products as well as using automatic translation to access neighbouring markets. Ignacio Benjumea Sanchez introduced a real-estate portal that was using content from Cambalache titles as well as from numerous third-party partners – more news on this in the January newsletter! And finally, Külliki Alekand of Kuldne Bors described how content was sourced, managed in a structured database, and used in a focused portfolio of products in the small Estonian market.

ICMA was delighted to welcome Cathy Neale, Classified Sales Director of IPC in the UK who is responsible for a single, large, centralized classified department which serves over 100 IPC consumer titles. The centralizing of this function, and the possibility of creating cross-selling packages to address specific client needs, has seen IPC’s classified revenue outperform the market by 8.5%. The sales-oriented of the delegates were particularly interested in how these cross-selling packages were managed and priced and I heard several ideas being discussed and argued about later.

Lunch over, the strategic track focused on money and how to make it online with a presentation from Ciaran Barrett, Text Messaging Product Marketing Manager from Vodafone. He faced some tough questions from delegates about the telco’s pricing strategy. As more and more (particularly) European classified media publishers use SMS to enhance and develop their services, or even as a payment model for their websites, resentment is growing about the 50% share of user revenues that telcos demand. Delegates were placated with a case study from a women’s consumer title that showed actual additional revenues of € 194,000 p.a. from implementing four SMS-driven products.

Staying online, Mathias Entenmann, the founder of paybox A.G. and now the MD of PayPal International Ltd, used his considerable experience in payments systems to guide delegates through available payment options and their pros and cons. As traditional print classified media publishers are seeing print revenues falling and their own growth coming from online products, there is increasing demand (and confusion) in which payment model to bet on. Mathias’ message was to back several horses at this early stage to avoid committing to the Betamax of payment systems.

A long-time ICMA member, Frank Ludvigsen of Den Blå Avis, talked delegates through how DBA uses their ‘Blue Account’ system as a successful payment model for their website. The policy of operating ‘virtual’ bank-accounts for their customers is widely accepted in Denmark and allows DBA to benefit from the interest from holding these funds. Frank recognizes that this model probably cannot last forever and is already considering what sort of partnerships DBA will need to establish with other payment model providers in the future.

Operational track

In parallel with the Strategic track, the other delegates were getting their hands dirty at the sharp end of the business. Jack Humphreville of Target Media Partners chaired the Packaging and Pricing Panel that looked at how the sales proposition was bundled and structured. Melanie Klass of Loot described how their sales operation was built around channels rather than products to maximize relevant cross-selling opportunities, and how they have pursued a deliberate strategy of fewer, but better-designed and communicated packages that are also mirrored in online. Ramon van den Ende of Ocasiao approached the issue through structuring the sales teams around a particular discipline, e.g. telesales or face-to-face, and then cross-selling across the portfolio. Sergey Pamukhin of Iz Ruk v Ruki has just started offering bundled advertising across a recruitment title, website and the main Iz Ruk v Ruki product, capitalizing on the integrated sales force for print and online.

At only his second General Meeting, David Waghorne of Northcliffe Newspaper Group stepped up to present an analysis of how to incentivise sales teams in a portfolio sell situation. He used the concepts of ‘mass niche’, ‘shallow niche’ and ‘deep niche’ to describe the types of classified revenues that can be generated and the image of the spotlight to illuminate certain target groups with a particular product.

A second panel session after lunch focused on marketing the portfolio. This was chaired by Stefan Anderson who presented the marketing strategy that Infosto had pursued for the print and online versions of Keltainen Pörssi, and the (sometimes surprising) results. Peter Rees of Trader Classified Media, also approached marketing from an online perspective with a detailed and thorough description of the issues that TCM consider important. Cecilia Lynch of Trade & Exchange, our most far-flung member, presented a multi-media extravaganza which showed how tightly linked T&E is with the New Zealand national identity, and showed how they had leveraged the umbrella brand image to squeeze a competitor out of the market.

In portfolio management, the key is to offer customers more relevant opportunities to spend money with you in the most user-friendly and cost-efficient way. Kim Lehto, CEO of Digiscope, a customer relationship management consultancy, presented a case study of a Nordic telecoms group and how they had addressed a poorly-performing CRM strategy and revitalized it to deliver.

Coming back together into a single track, delegates enjoyed easily the most talked-about session of the conference - ‘Keeping it Simple...’, a presentation from Marktplaats.nl, an online-only Dutch website which has spent just €100 in marketing in its four-year history. Oh yes, and it doesn’t have a sales force. Reinier Bouman, Markplaats’ CEO, outlined a 3-step business model which first offered free private ads, then paid-for commercial ads, and then all ads for items/services over € 200 cost just € 6 for a month’s exposure. There is no pay-to-view charge, all content and contact details can be viewed for free. This strategy has seen average visitor growth rates of between 156 - 1250%, and the site now attracts nearly half a million visitors a day (the Netherlands has a total population of 16 million). Marktplaats is now exporting this model to Germany where they have leased the www.ricardo.de domain name, and also to Spain.

It is increasingly clear that in this networked world, businesses that form the right strategic alliances will have a competitive advantage over those that don’t. Will Bromage, Regional Business Development Manager for MSN EMEA, closed off the Plenary Day by analysing what are the key criteria in selecting partners and making the relationship work. The delegates were quick to put his ideas into practice as I heard of at least two ‘deals-in-the-making’ during the conference where content was bring shared between publishers to offer more value to their customers.

Deep in discussion, the delegates convened in the ICMA Member Lounge to enjoy some Dutch cheese and mustard, delicious ‘worst’ and refreshing Heineken beer whilst admiring the orange and white tulips that had been specially delivered from the biggest flower market in the Netherlands. So, no prizes for guessing the destination of the 2nd ICMA General Meeting, hosted by ViaVia, which will take place at the Kurhaus Hotel in Scheveningen, De Haag in the Netherlands on 6-8 May 2004. Peter Rees of Trader Classified Media, owners of ViaVia, introduced the delights of The Hague as a location and looks forward to welcoming all ICMA members there in six months time. 

After the Saturday Publishers’ Meeting (see separate minutes), the Sales Managers’ Workshop, the Ad Exchange Refresher Course, the CFO Workshop and the Business Meeting (see separate minutes), it was time to party! Our hosts, Buy & Sell, had secured one of the premier venues in Dublin, the magnificent Guinness Storehouse, located in the historic Guinness Brewery, with panoramic views over Dublin from the 7th floor Gravity Bar. 

Despite having worked so hard, everyone looked gorgeous(!) and clearly ready to enjoy themselves, so after some retail therapy in the Guinness shop, and a fascinating stroll through the multi-media exhibition which describes the origins, history and production of ‘the black stuff’, John Whelan, MD of Buy & Sell, welcomed all delegates and guests to a delicious dinner and live music on the 5th floor. After eating and drinking their fill, we all moved up to the Gravity bar where the Buy & Sell girls and boys showed us all how the Irish like to party… the last coach actually had to be delayed in order to prise people off the dance-floor! 

Here is a small selection of the incriminating photos from the evening… 

It was a great end to a great General Meeting and many thanks to Buy & Sell for being such excellent hosts, and particularly Ruth Carroll, who worked incredibly hard to make it all happen, all speakers, chairpersons, panel members and moderators who gave up their time, and most of all to all the delegates and guests who really make these meetings.

