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Truett Tate is in an unenviable position. This president and CEO of Seattle-based online-payment service Echarge could have acknowledged sharing this burgeoning field with more than a dozen other pure e-credit players. 

Instead, he says that ECharge's competitors are none other than those credit headliners: Visa, MasterCard, American Express (AXP) and Discover. So he's got a lot of explaining to do to industry analysts and financial-industry veterans. They're skeptical that any pure online-payment vendor can gain enough market traction before the traditional brick-and-mortar heavies launch their proprietary virtual credit cards and integrate them into an unbeatable online/offline configuration. 

	

The Net Account acts like a credit card, sans the conventional credit card number.




Part of Tate's optimism stems from his belief that ECharge has built a sound infrastructure of cutting-edge technology, effective marketing strategies and smart business alliances. "With the ECharge Net Account," Tate explains, "we combine digital certificates with our own proprietary software to provide consumers and merchants levels of security and convenience unavailable with other online-payment options." The Net Account acts like a credit card, sans the conventional credit card number. Another charge option, ECharge Phone, allows consumers to bill their purchases to a telephone bill. Tate feels that Net Account combines the features of the top forward-looking online financial instruments, debit cards and electronic wallets. Consumers will gravitate to an online system they can trust and, by using it exclusively, can easily track. 

Tate acknowledges that the ECharge Phone option is a nod to more than convenience. It's a grab for a global presence. He sizes the market up this way: "While the U.S. and Japan are comfortable with the idea of credit, people in Western Europe prefer a debit card or stored situation, and both of these features are incorporated in the ECharge Net Account. Other countries, like China, are cash-based and have limited exposure to revolving credit. For these countries, ECharge Phone is the best solution." 

Advanced thinking about Chinese purchasing preferences could turn out to be one of ECharge's best strategies. Chinese Internet- and telecom-advisory firm BDA Limited's recent report on Chinese consumer e-commerce predicts that Internet users will soar to about 120 million by the end of 2004, making China one of the world's top three online populations. 

"ECharge is appealing to consumers still looking for ways to participate in the New Economy without putting themselves at risk," says Robert McLeod, professor of finance at the University of Alabama. But it can't pin its success on the trust factor. Deepak Kanungo, former director of global planning at MasterCard International, argues: "Solving the chicken-and-egg problem of issuance [consumers] and acceptance [merchants] is extremely costly, and emerging technologies like SET [secure electronic transaction], smart card and electronic cash will erode their advantage once card companies like Europay, MasterCard, Visa and Amex get their acts together." 

Kanungo believes that, offered a range of benefits, consumers and merchants will give simplicity and familiarity top billing. "I don't believe the premise," he argues, "that consumers want separate accounts for their online and offline transactions. That means more complications -- passwords, user interfaces, rules." As CEO of CyberAlliances, an e-partnering-solutions provider for small technology businesses, Kanungo recently had to pick online merchants for his payment/billing system. After evaluating a number of pure e-credit services that included ECharge, Kanungo opted for the familiar brick-and-mortar titans: "You must understand that, for a merchant trying to evaluate the various options and the confusing and complex nature of the process, the last thing we want to do is to add another hassle for something most people have not heard of."
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