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Nowadays even the smallest business needs a web site. The dot.com crashes of the last 18 months have not altered the fact that the Internet has fundamentally changed business and the way people access and propagate information. Even if your web site is little more than an online brochure, it has become a virtual necessity.

But most organisations find it difficult to build a web site. Even though the tools are now cheap and widely available, Internet development remains an arcane art. So most people get someone else to do it for them.

This has led to many a sorry tale of overcharging, dodgy practices, and just downright incompetence. I have lost count of the number of times I have heard of people spending tens or even hundreds of thousands of dollars to have web sites built, and then finding that they don’t work properly or at all. And how many web sites have you visited, from even large and reputable companies, that are obviously cobbled together by amateurs?

In information technology, and especially in software, and very especially in Internet design, there is no relationship between price and quality. In most areas of human endeavour you pretty well get what you pay for, but in IT you can pay the earth for crap and get some jewels for virtually nothing.

I was reminded of this recently when I visited a Sydney web development company called SiteSuite. I’ve written in this column a few times about small Aussie developers that have impressed me, and now I have another to add to the list. SiteSuite (www.sitesuite.com.au) develops web sites for large and small companies, building and maintaining them for a flat fee per month.

This fee is, to my mind, remarkably small. It can be as little as $85 a month, and is typically round $150 a month. For that amount SiteSuite will design, build and maintain the site. There is no money upfront and the quality is guaranteed. If it sounds like an attractive offer, that’s because it is, and SiteSuite is well on the way to getting the thousand or so customers it needs to make it a profitable exercise.

The technology is relatively simple. SiteSuite uses standard web development tools, and some of its own device, to develop tailored web sites. It uses a number of templates, but no two sites are the same. Because it specialises in doing nothing else, it has vast economies of scale. That’s what makes it interesting – it is the business model, rather than the technology, that sets it apart from its competitors.

One of the reasons so many web sites cost so much to develop, and why so many of them don’t work very well, is because they were designed by people who are reinventing the wheel. There are so many ways of doing it, and so many people have got in on the act, that there is enormous wastage and duplication of effort. SiteSuite has turned site development into a production process and has eliminated the waste.

It’s a good idea. The interesting thing is that nobody else has thought of it, or certainly executed it as efficiently as SiteSuite. The company has been going only a couple of years, and has only really hit its straps in the last twelve months. Not surprisingly, it was started by business people, rather than techies.

Managing director is Chris Sutton. Most of his experience has been in the leasing industry, where economies of scale are a way of life. Technical director David Baxter has a similar background. “We’re very used to dealing with small businesses with no IT department,” says Sutton. “And it’s not such a large conceptual jump from leasing PCs or cars to leasing a web site, which is essentially what we’re offering”.

SiteSuite now has hundreds of users, mostly attracted through telesales. “It’s not a difficult sales story,” says Sutton. “We lay it out in pretty simple terms. For $85 a month you get a hosted site with your own web address, with ten pages and up to five email addresses. That’s very attractive for small businesses who have tried to do it themselves, or had their fingers burnt with a high priced web developer.”

SiteSuite’s own web site features many of its clients: restaurants, sporting associations, hotels, community organisations, even a private investigator. Even the most basic sites look very professional, and many of them are quite complex, with online ordering and extensive databases behind them. The monthly fee includes the training clients need to update the content themselves.

In the last year SiteSuite has expanded into Japan and Europe. Expansion has been funded by the founders and a group of private investors, most of them Japanese. The company now has 30 staff, most of them in product development. It plans to enter the US market later this year.

It all makes sense to me. It’s about time somebody demystified web sites and treated them as a standard business service. And the quality of the sites that have been produced shows that this can be done without sacrificing functionality or attractiveness. We have seen the future of web site design.
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