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Background

Australia is normally a leader in the uptake of new technology. However, online retailing has not followed this pattern. In the USA, online retailing approximates US$80billion with growth of 20% per annum. Australian online retail figures are nowhere near a proportionate A$7bn p.a.
In the USA, almost every major retailer in every sector sells online, offering a range of products broader than in their physical stores. In Australia, aside from books, there is almost no selling presence of major retailers, and a very thin offering in selected sectors from specialist retailers. In general the only significant offerings are a mixed random selection of discount items on sites such as dealsdirect.com.au.
The USA achieved a jump start in the early years of the dotcom boom, but the main continuing reason for this disparity appears to be the absence in Australia of a free product comparison search engine like Froogle (http://froogle.google.com) and a marketplace seller like Amazon. Without the former, retailers have to rely on various forms of paid listing offered by Yahoo, Sensis (Telstra), Overture, and Google Adwords. These mechanisms are notoriously time-consuming to control and financially unproductive. In contrast, Froogle which is not available to the average Australian retailer, is free and offers easy listing. None of the big Australian players seem set to offer any comparable service.
But beyond the problems of listing products, many retailers, including some of the largest, have limited knowledge of how to create and populate a full e-commerce site as well as being concerned about online card processing. In this context Amazon marketplace has offered a very successful service to medium-sized retailers, and acts as the e-commerce presence for major names such as Borders, Toys-R-Us, Office Depot, Weight Watchers, and Target. In addition, they offer a ‘storefront’ service for small to medium businesses. They do not offer these services in Australia and seem unlikely to expand here.
OMNIA.com.au

OMNIA is a project intended to claim the online retail sector in Australia by offering a free online product and business listing service and an e-commerce selling site for those retailers without a full internet presence.

The aim is to create an enterprise which could be the subject of a float on the ASX or sale to an existing major player. In this context, it is worth noting that recent floats have included a wireless ISP and Netflix who rent DVD’s. Both floated with revenues less than $1million, and with past losses, for about $10 million each. The online dating network, RSVP.com, was purchased by Fairfax for $30m.
OMNIA’s free product listing engine can be supplemented by a business listing directory, and monetized by the provision of paid advertising listings. In this area it will compete directly with the existing paid listing engines. However, the comprehensive and fast growth of free listings should encourage robust visitor statistics to compete with existing media whose listings will, of necessity, be less complete. But what OMNIA also offers is the opportunity for easy sale of products by businesses who have avoided online retail. Thus they can get listed and have their products made available to the online market for a commission fee based on sales. OMNIA will handle all the credit card processing and fraud management, while the retailer will simply be required to despatch within a set timescale. There are considerable synergies between the listing process and the e-commerce process in a market where there is a significant number of retailers who do not yet sell online.
OMNIA is a large project and needs to be attacked in stages:
· Locate a small group of founders with relevant expertise
· Form strategic alliances with retailers and mainstream advertising media

· Seek external venture capital to move to a ‘floatable’ presence

· Expand to a credible position
· Float or sell

This is probably a 2-3 year timescale. The founders need to cover a limited range of critical expertise such as mainstream advertising, retail sales, supply chain management, largescale website development. The concept is that the founders become involved on a ‘sweat equity’ basis. 
This document is an initial step to outline the concept and to elicit interest from possible founders with relevant expertise and from others who may wish to participate in this opportunity.
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