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In my position as a columnist I am bombarded by people who want me to write about what they do. I get more than a few cranks and weirdos. I get lots of people who just want free publicity for unexciting products or who want to bignote themselves.

But sometimes I am alerted to something really interesting. I like to see people use technology in innovative ways, or who come up with a business idea that is original and worthwhile. If that person is young, and if they are doing it here in Australia, and if they have gone out on limb to test their ideas, all the better.

All those criteria were met when I got an email the other day from Christopher Fong. Chris is a final year student at Sydney University, where he is studying Commerce and Arts. He told me about his web site and asked me to have a look at it. It’s called Studentpoint (www.studentpoint.com.au). I had a look, and I was intrigued enough to meet up with him to discuss what he’s doing.

Studentpoint is a simple web site that is designed to provide a range of services for Australia’s university students. Chris started it when he realised that Sydney University’s second hand bookshop takes a 30 per cent cut of every second hand book it sells on behalf of students, even though it is ostensibly run for the student’s benefit. Why not use the Internet to put buyers and sellers directly in touch with each other?

Now, this is not in itself an original idea. It even has a jargonistic name, “disintermediation”, which simply means cutting out the middle man. But what Chris has done is take the idea a step further. He has designed Studentpoint to act as a clearing house and information service for all the sorts of things that students need to know.

Big deal, you might say. Student newspapers and unions have been doing this forever. Well, yes and no. Most student publications are dominated by undergraduate politics and other self-indulgent rubbish (my words, not Christopher’s), and most of the rest is about academic matters. Studentpoint is designed to address the practical issues of a student’s life.

A glance at the bulletin board section of Studentpoint’s website shows just what sort of information students want to exchange. There’s a lot more too it than buying and selling second hand textbooks. There is a large students market in all sorts of things. Old cars, sound systems, furniture and cheap fridges and TVs seem to dominate the list. Accommodation is also very important.

Christopher tells me that Studentpoint’s website has already attracted over 300,000 hits this year, and that there are now 16,000 items listed for sale in the database (and many more informally on the bulletin board). There are now over 9000 registered members. It costs nothing to join and Studentpoint takes no cut from any transaction initiated through it, recommending that the buyer and seller simply meet somewhere on campus, or if they are geographically separated that they use Australia Post’s simple COD delivery system.

So it’s more than just an idea – it is working. But with 9000 members, it is nowhere near its potential size, given that there are more than 600,000 university students in Australia. Like all such exchanges, critical mass is everything – the more people use it, the more useful it becomes. (This is know as Metcalfe’s Law, after Rob Metcalfe, the inventor of Ethernet. “The utility of a network expands by the square of the number of users”).

Chris has done it all himself, with the help of a few friends. They have also paid for it themselves, though obviously they are not a charity and are looking to make some money out of it eventually. I believe this is called entrepreneurism. They are looking to take the idea further by attracting advertising and sponsorship, and finding partners who can help them expand the network. It is currently mainly Sydney-based, but there is no reason something like this could not be national or even international.

Last month Studentpoint launched a small magazine, both to promote the web site and to leverage off the publicity and profile it has already attained. That is an increasingly common model in publishing, and there’s no reason it shouldn’t work here.

The magazine’s first edition contains mostly stuff from the web site, promotional material and restaurant reveues of the sorts of place students like and can afford, but Chris plans to make it much more substantial. One of his key plans is to publish interviews with leading business figures about how they got to where they are from their university days.

The constant emphasis is on the practicalities of the student life. It uses a simple technology to fill a pressing need for a large market. That seems to me to be the ingredients of success.

I’m constantly amazed at how switched on to business many of today’s young people are. Very many of them have a maturity and a dynamism that was almost completely absent from my peer group at that age. Christopher Fong is as good an example of this phenomenon as I have seen. I wish him and his friends well.
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