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Wes Madam, wio founded Order Myl Leoam, says lus business moded “is the wave of the futare,”

O1l website touches
nerve with rivals

Full-service companies say implications are unfair

By Erin Ailworth
CLONE STAFY

isit the website OrderdyOilcom, and
up pops & walldng, talking avatar of
founder Wes Madan, extolling the
virtues of his discount serviee, where
customers cin onder home heating ol
over the Internet.

Want automated deliveries? No

contract? Competithve pricing?

‘Mo hassle,” says the suit-clad image of Madan. “Yon
take control of your energy needs.”

The online service has been popular with customers
sinee its August 2008 inunch, Madan sald, but it hasn't
made him many friends in the industry.

Deetractors — many of them Madan's full-servies
enmpetitons — called the site “deceptive.” In particular,
several dealers disliked how the OrderMyOilcom site
included information on their businesses that gave the
impression they were affilisted with the site and of-
fering the same prices as Madan, gaid Michae] Fer-
rante, president of the Massachusetts Oilhest Councl,
a trade group that represents more than 350 compa-
nies in the state,

And thai was a problem, sinee Mudan lnunched
OrderMy(il.com st & time when heating oll prices had

Midan did not expect the backiash that followed
the launch of his oil-ordering website.

rocketed past $4 & gallon at most fall-service dealer-
shipe, prompting fear nmong customers who worrbed
they would face massive winter heating bills. In con-
trast, Madan's stte offered ofl for o eat-rate §3.90a
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gallon.

Chris LeBoeuf of Falmouth
Cioal on Cape Cod discovered cus-
tomers were going to the site and
seeing his company listed, along
with Madan's discounts, “I was
actually informed of them by an-
other customer, who called and
said, Your price is X" And I said,
Mo, it's not' And they said, “Tt's
right here on the ecomputer, * re-
cillled LeBoeuf, who had a differ-
ent discount aption, a “cash on
delivery” plan,

When LeBoeuf ran a Web
search on his company’s name,
sure enough, he found himself
directed to OrderMyOil.com.

“1 said, ‘Honest to God, it
looks like my company [is affiliat-
ed with this], That's my name,
Ehat's my address. Bul thal's not
my price,” he said. “Weleome to
thelnternet”

Enough full-service dealers
complained to the Massachusetts
Oilheat Council that in January,
the group denounced Madan's
site in & press release. In it, Fer-
rante said OrderMyDil.com “is
one company with one goal and
that is to grab as many customers
as possible from highly-regarded,
well respected heating oil dealers
by confusing customers with
nothing more than a low-price
salles pitch.”

“It was egregious,” Ferrante
siid in an interview. “He was us-
ing the reputations of well-estab-
lished firms to build his busi-
ness.”

Ferrante said discount heat-
ing oil operations — which keep
prices low by offering a no-frills
delivery service — are nothing
new. Thev often have fewer em-
ployvees and delivery trueks, and
less overhead than full-service
operations — which adds up to
cheaper prices, but fewer serv-
ioes.

The competition, Ferrante
added, is welcome — but please
devise a model that doesn"t
“bash” the full-service industry
by telling customers they are
“paying too much” for services
bevond oil delivery. Those busi-
nesses, Ferrante said, are mosl
likely family-owned operations
that have customes
relationships, and they often
bend over backward to get oil to
elients who run out or are having
trouble with their finances and
can't immediately pay the bill,

LeBoeuf, whose business was
started by his wife's great-grand-
father, said helping struggling
customers is definitely the hig-
gest challenge in the current eop-
nomic cimate. “People who v
been customers for 25 years and
who caf’t afford to pay their
%Eﬁm;wu can't let these

In 1978, when Madan was 6,
his father started the family oil
delivery business. “T was going
on oil deliveries and service
[calls] when all my friends were
going to the circus,” he recalled.
“When | do certain things, [ hear
my father’s voice tell me to take
care of the customer first”

Madan says he didn't intend
to do anything underhanded by
starting OrderMyOil.com, but
was trying to offer competitive
prices. He redesigned the website
after getting a call from the Mas-
sachusetts Oflheat Council, add-
ing digglaimers ¥MbIE other
changes.

A network of 10 family-owned
heating oil dealers around the
state delivers the diseounted oil
to customers who place orders on
Madan's site. The partners,
whom Madan declined to name,
participate because its an easy
way to expand their customer
base without a huge investment.
Today, OrderMyQil.eom handles
1,000 heating oil accounts, ac-
cording to Madan, operates in 80
percent of the state, and uses
maore than 60 trucks to make de-
liveries.

“To me, this is the wave of the
future,” Madan said, adding that
the enline structure makes it ea-
sy for him to stay connected. “An
e-mail that comes through the
site comes directly to my Black-
Berry, so if a customer was to e
mail and say, T've run out of oil,
please help me, I'm going to re-
spond immediately”

Jeff Capobiance of Milford
said he start®d using Order-
My@il.com about a vear and a
half ago,

He stumbled on the website
while researching discount oil
options in an effort to save mon-
ey,

“When vou come home and
vou see that little slip in the mail-
box and it's a 5400, $500 bill, it
can be a shock," said Capobianeo,
who previously used the same

+ fulk-service oil company for more
than a decade,

So he started ordering from
OrderMyOil.com, and later
found out the site was run by Ma-
dan — someone he knew through
his work as an insurance broker,

I like having the oil eome on
my time, my schedule” he sald.
Madan, he added, “is going to be
looked at as a threat to some of
the other big oil companies.”

Erin Ailworth can be reached at
eailworthd@globe. com.
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¥ For tips on how to save

maney on your heating bills
this winter, visit

www.boston.com/business,




