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Eat, Drink
And Be Interactive
A portal site providing information on restaurants, food
manufacturers, suppliers, distributors and even new recipes
is now generating turnover of close to f,1m per annum.
And its founder has ambitious plans for further expansion.

Report by Geoff Percival

I  t  mav be easv to scoff  at  the

I  stereotypical  American tour ist  who
I tends to start  v is i t ing these shores
around this time of year, but their custom
can prove vi ta l  when ic comes to
support ing entrepreneurs and young
businesses.

Just ask Tom Harrington, founder of the
independently-establ ished portal si te for
the Ir ish food industry, Foodnet Ireland
(www.irishfood.com). His site, unique for
the Irish industry, attracts over 4,000 page
views per day, which equates to over
120,000 page views per month;  most
interest emanates from Americans both at
home and on tour. At peak times of the
year (especial ly St Patr ick's Day) i t  can
attract up to 120,000 page views on a daily
basis.

But i r 's  not  jusr for  the v is i r ing tour ist
once a year. The site acts as a one-stop-
shop for al l  aspects of  the I r ish food

industry including l is ts of  restaurants,
manufacturers, suppliers, wholesalers, gift
special ists, exporters, recipes, books and
recrui tment opportuni t ies.  People can
even register and add their own recipes to
the site.

The venture's income is generated by
advertising, e-commerce transactions and
registration fees (coming from restaurants
and manufacturers paying to have their
name and detai ls l is ted in the s i te 's
database). I t  currently has someching in
the region of 20,000 registered individuals
and companies. What started in 1995 more
as a hobby than anything else (Harrington,
who runs F oodnet Ireland with one ocher
person, has an interest  in food and a
grounding in the electronics industry)
became more of a commercial entity two
years ago and is now gearing up to break
the S1m barrier in terms of turnover.

"Ar the momenr the main interest comes

from the US, but that's only because that's
the region where i t 's  pr incipal ly been
advertised. As it develops a higher profile,
i ts future growth wil l  be more on the e--
commerce side of things where people will
use i t  to buy hampers and books and a
whole host of  other th ings,"  said
Harrington.

Initially, he admits, that selling the idea
of Irish food and all things associated with
it, was difficult, but he's reached a stage
now where partnerships are being formed
to co-operate on content with other portal
s i tes l ike Vir tual  I re land. Increased
investment is also becoming a priority - the
project  has been sel f  funded, but he's
beginning to look for new investors and
there's also a distinct possibility of a round
of BES funding down the line. Harrington
is also looking at a possible deal with Bord
Bia,  and is conf ident of  some eventual
support ,  probably in the form of
advert is ing.  However,  h is previous
dealings with the state-sponsored body
haven't proved all that successful.

"When we initially approached Bord Bia
it  only wanted to get involved i f  al l  the
listings were Bord Bia-approved suppliers
or manufacturers. But we maintained that
the site had to be totally free and open to
anyone either in the industry or just with
an interest in it. If you're trying to develop
a wide interest in the industry in Ireland,
that's necessary," Harrington claims.

Having said that though, he maintains
there's enough scope to develop the site
further and that the subject matter is wide
enough (with enough people interested in
i t  a lso) to support  i t .  He is planning
ongoing developments to the site and this
is where he is looking to support  f rom
additional third party investors.

"It's as strong as the numbers of Irish
people wor ldwide. I re land i tsel f  has a
strong reputation as being an exporter of
people down through che centuries, so I
definitely think there are enough people to
build on this. The site is well beyond the
embryonic stage and though i t  st i l l  has
quite a distance to go, ic already has all the
key elements of  a very successful
operation."

The success of  Foodnet,  Harr ington
feels, rel ies on two things. A news base
and a strong ethnic f lavour are key
elements of any successful portal sites. To
that end, Harrington feels there's every
chance he' l l  develop more e-comrnerce
portal si tes in the future on a variety of
chemes using the same model as the
F oodnet site.

"The underlying concept is to make life
easy for small manufacturers and service
providers at entry level. There are people
out there paying upwards of S5,000 for
basic websites. We're offering something
cheaper, more appealing in that they'll find
a wider audience with us, and something
with the added benef i t  of  e-commerce
availabiliw." he said. I
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