It’s getting a lot easier to start on online business. A lot has been written about how IT is a commodity nowadays, but it’s true. You can buy stuff off the shelf, and set up a pretty sophisticated system, for not very much money.

Recently I started a new business. I’ve been doing market research and industry analysis in the IT industry for 20 years now, and I thought it might be time to branch into something different. I thought I might bring some of the techniques and disciplines I have learnt in tracking the computer industry to the nascent field of biotechnology.

My new company is called OmegaBio (www.omegabio.com). This column is about how I have been able to get it operational and do some clever things that would have been ridiculously expensive a decade or more ago, if they were possible at all.

First of all I needed to research my market. Who is doing industry analysis in biotech? Who are my likely competitors, and what sorts of products do they have? The Internet makes asking and answering these sorts of questions a cinch.

I used Google and a few other search engines, and used all sorts of combinations of “biotechnology”, “market research”, industry analysis”, “database”, “research report”, and so on until a had a pretty good list of the dozen or so companies operating in the field around the world. I was able to visit their websites, have a look at what they were doing, and compare what they had to my own planned products,

I got some good ideas, and spotted some gaps. Easy peasy. Before the web existed that sort of research would have taken me months, and it wouldn’t have been nearly as accurate or complete.

Next I had to build my infrastructure. A had a few old PCs and laptops, and I bought a couple more for less than a grand a pop. Networking PCs is now child’s play – you just buy a cheap router and plug them all in.

I live outside of town, and I’m too far from the exchange for ADSL, but Telstra and a few others provide two-way satellite now. I used an old PC for a proxy server and all my networked machines have now have permanent high speed Internet connection.
The next step was staffing the operation. I put a job ad on the website of my local university, and I got dozens of responses within a few days. Smart bright graduates who are happy to do some Internet research for reasonable pay.

Then I had to build my products. The great thing about the information industry is that you don’t actually have to make anything – you just harvest available information and repackage it and add value to it in clever ways. I got my students to work on the Net getting all the information I needed to build my first few products.

The first first thing I needed to do was build a database of every organisation involved in Australia’s biotech industry. Again, dead simple. Everybody I want to know about has a website, and there’s sufficient information there to build up a decent database.
There’s a lot of publicly available data on who’s doing what in biotech in Australia, but it is all over the map. The Net is a notably anarchic place – there is no structure, no method, no commonality of format. But you can write little software routines (one of my students is a whiz at this sort of thing) that go to websites and pull out things like name and address information.

We then dumped it all in Excel, wrote some little macros to convert it all into the same format, deduplicated it, then went back to all the websites and updated and confirmed the data. A fair bit of work, but not difficult in either conception or execution.

I needed some publishing software, and some web design software, and some security software. Easy – do a search, find something suitable, pay a little on a credit card, and you have the software. I find I’m downloading things as large as 50 Mbytes nowadays.
So now I have a fully functional market research company. I set it up for a song without hardly leaving the security of my mountaintop lair, and for an amount that would have been laughable a few years ago. I have server, a network, high speed Internet access, sophisticated software and talented staff. It was a lot of hard work, but it didn’t take long and it didn’t cost very much.
This is the reality of building a business in the third millennium. We read a lot about how IT has commoditised, how cycle times are shorter, about the necessity of getting to market quickly, about the real-time economy. What I have done over the last month or so shows how the reality is with us.

I have a lot more work to do to make my new business a success, but the tools of the information age have made it vastly easier and cheaper than it once was. Now, do you want to buy some biotech market research?
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