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Sydney, Australia: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

Julia Edwards sat down at her desk with her first coffee of the day 
and logged on to the internet. 

She went straight to OpenBorder.com, the website where she had 
posted a request for a quote for the translation of a tender 
application into Chinese. The documentation was for a new gas 
pipeline her company was hoping to build in Papua New Guinea. 
While the tender application would ultimately be submitted in 
English, the Australian company’s joint-venture partner was based 
in China, requiring working documents in both Chinese and English. 

Julia saw that twelve translation providers from around the world 
had posted bids for the work – six from China, one from Australia, 
one from the UK and the rest from the US. The quotes varied 
considerably in price, with the Chinese providers coming in lowest. 

 Julia also noted that the American companies, while considerably 
more expensive, had higher quality ratings. She sorted the bidders 

by their proposed delivery dates and found the Australians could 
deliver the documents a full day earlier than the others – but they 
were as expensive as the Americans. 

With the job worth at least AUD 10,000, it had the makings of a very 
competitive process. Julia glanced at the world clock on 
OpenBorder.com. Bidding on her job would close in two hours so 
the bid from the UK firm was unlikely to change as it was already 
midnight in London. The end of the working day was approaching 
for the American bidders as well. But in Beijing it was just 7am. She 
felt a sense of anticipation. 

It wasn’t over yet. 
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Tokyo, Japan: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

Kazuo worked for a large printing company which had its 
administrative office in central Tokyo. He began his day by going to 
the same website Julia Edwards had visited just an hour earlier. The 
computer servers, located some 9000km away in Wellington, New 
Zealand, read Kazuo’s IP address and displayed the Japanese-
language version of the site on his screen. 

Kazuo had several RFQs posted on the site, the most important 
being for the Quick Start Guide and User Manual for Canon’s latest 
digital camera. Canon had contracted his company to translate the 
booklet into multiple languages and print it. It was a huge job.  

OpenBorder was showing that there were several bids for the 
Canon job but he knew that there would be more. Knowing that few 
translation providers could manage the translation of Japanese 
directly into such languages as Arabic and Hebrew, he had uploaded 
Canon’s authorised English version of the documents for providers 
to reference as they prepared their quotes. 

None of the major European translation agencies had yet posted 
bids. 

Kazuo looked at the world clock on the bid page and saw it was still 
night in Europe. It would probably take them a full day to prepare 
their quotes; he decided to check again later in the  afternoon. 

The website was a godsend for Kazuo. He was no linguist nor vastly 
experienced in the ways of global tendering, yet he could manage 
the procurement of complex translation projects with some 
confidence. OpenBorder’s interface was in Japanese and he could 
easily compare prices from different suppliers around the world as 
they were displayed in yen at the current exchange rate. Canon 
appreciated the fact his company always managed to source top-
quality work at competitive prices. 



 

 

4 

 

Beijing, China: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

Yang Ling was starting her working day in one of Beijing’s new office 
buildings across from the Olympic Stadium. A project manager for a 
major translation company, her first task was to log in to the 
translation tender site to check how her bid for the translation of a 
large tender document for the construction of a gas pipeline in 
Papua New Guinea had fared overnight against international 
competition. 

The previous day she had studied the Chinese version of the RFQ 
posted by an Australian buyer. She made her calculations and 
posted a bid. Bidding was due to close in a few hours. The European 
translators were probably still in bed and now unlikely to change 
their bids. The Americans had posted bids with superior quality 
assurance ratings, but she felt she could win the job if she could 
compete on both price and an earlier delivery time. 

By juggling the production schedules of two other jobs she was able 
to shorten the delivery time frame of her bid by a day. With bidding 
due to close in an hour, she went to the OpenBorder site and 

modified her delivery date. Her good price was now matched with a 
better delivery time. 

She had to be in with a serious chance. 
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Bangkok, Thailand: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

Narongsak got off the Skytrain at Wongwian Yai station and made 
his way to his cramped office in downtown Bangkok with one thing 
on his mind: his watchlist on the global translation tender website 
which had become the centre of his working universe. The site 
quickly loaded in the familiar Thai format and greeted him with 
“Hello, Narongsak! Welcome back.” 

Narongsak worked for Golden Grain Rice, one of Thailand’s major 
rice exporters. Maintaining an English-language website was a 
critical part of the company’s international marketing strategy. 
Narongsak was responsible for maintaining it, a job that was often 
time-critical to capture frequent changes in the international 
commodities market. Price was usually not Narongsak’s major 
concern – reliable and timely delivery times from the translators, 
however, were critical. Bidding on the Thai-to-English project he 
had posted two days ago had just closed and Narongsak 
immediately spotted the most competitive quote. It was from an 
expatriate American freelancer based in Bangkok who could deliver 

the job within two days. He had an excellent track record with high 
customer satisfaction ratings from many other OpenBorder buyers. 

Narongsak clicked the “Accept” button which generated a Thai-
English contract between his company and the translator. The 
contract included provisions on dispute resolution, the buyer’s 
specifications, the translator’s price in his preferred currency, and 
his proposed delivery time and date. Narongsak initiated the online 
transfer of 24,000 baht and within seconds OpenBorder received 
notification that USD 742 had been authorised for deposit into a 
trust account on behalf of the translator at its Wellington bank. 

Ten minutes later the digitally signed contract was returned to 
Narongsak’s e-mail from the translator. At 9:30am Bangkok time the 
American freelancer set to work. 
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Wellington, New Zealand: Monday 26 July 2012, 2:00 pm 

Mid-afternoon - OpenBorder’s chief financial controller Geoff 
Saunders checked the hourly turnover figures going through the 
website. In addition to Narongsak’s payment, a total of NZD 8,200 
had been deposited into the company’s escrow accounts from Asian 
clients. 

“That’s about right for this time of day in Asia,” he thought, and 
some quick mental arithmetic came up with an annual turnover of 
just over NZD 17 million for the Asian region. 

The on-screen report showed transactions from only seven 
countries for the hour averaging at just over NZD 1,000 each. 
“There are over 30 countries in the Asian region,” mused Geoff, 
“This business hasn’t even scratched the surface.” 
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Mumbai, India: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

Abhidhya had made a point of getting to work early that morning. 
Her translation tender was due to close at 9:00am. OpenBorder’s 
servers in Wellington hummed softly as bids went through their 
final changes. Her company had been negotiating with the Polish 
Government for more than nine months on a contract for the 
construction of a new ‘green’ energy project in the northern town 
of Zamowiec. The go-ahead depended on approval of more than 70 
separate documents – plans, specifications, construction packages 
and a multitude of reports. They had been drawn up in English but 
needed to be in Polish for the approval process. 

Sixteen languages are spoken in Mumbai by its fourteen million 
inhabitants, and the city hosts scores of translation companies. But 
for this sort of confidential and technical work, Abhidhya had 
selected five international translation companies to be given 
passwords to download her files from OpenBorder’s secure server 
to formulate their bids. Prices posted in multiple currencies were all 
converted on the fly to her company’s trading currency, US dollars. 
They ranged from USD 50,000 to USD 75,000 — a huge differential. 

The higher-priced bids came from companies with the most 
impressive quality-assurance programs. But her primary priority was 
meeting a tight delivery deadline. 

A Polish company was offering a discount of 15 per cent off the 
quoted price if they didn’t deliver on time. A quick survey of the on-
line feedback reports from OpenBorder customers who had used 
this company before told Abhidhya that they had never missed a 
deadline. Like all OpenBorder buyers, Abhidhya interpreted 
differences in penalty discounts offered by suppliers as a measure 
of their confidence in their ability to deliver on time. The Polish 
company wasn’t quoting the lowest price by a long shot, but the 
discount they offered for late delivery offset any concerns she had 
about their reliability. She asked her manager for immediate 
approval to move the first tranche of the USD 40,000 price into 
OpenBorder’s escrow account on behalf of the winning bidder. 

It was only 5:30am in Warsaw so it would be a few hours before the 
Polish bidders would discover they had won the job. 
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Moscow, Russian Federation: Monday 26 July 2012, 8:00 am 

It took Alyosha nearly an hour by train and a further 20 minutes on 
the Zamoskvoretskaya line to reach his office on Kalinin Prospekt. 
He worked for a foodstuffs trader in the midst of setting up an 
office in Madrid. Their Spanish representative had e-mailed him the 
lease for three floors in an office complex across from the south-
bound railway line in Cerro de los Angeles. 

The document was 30 pages of dense legal Spanish that needed 
swift approval by head office. Where to get help, and quickly? 
Google. Alyosha entered “translation services” and, on the first 
page of the search results, discovered a site which at a glance 
seemed to have all the answers: rapid and competitive responses to 
translation requests around the clock. He registered with 
OpenBorder. The prompt asked him to describe his project. He 
typed “Lease for office block” in Russian. Source language? 
“Spanish”. Target language? “Russian”. Subject? He scrolled though 
the list and selected “Legal”. The prompt told him to upload the file. 
That was it. 

At 8:50am Alyosha’s e-mail beeped. It was an alert that two bids for 
his job had been posted to the translation site. He clicked the e-mail 
link and landed on the bid page. He was delighted to find one from 
a translation company in faraway New Zealand and the other from a 
local Moscow agency. He checked the feedback from their previous 
customers – both sounded good. Nothing from Spain, though. He 
looked at OpenBorder’s world clock — it was barely dawn there. 

In Wellington, the NZTC International team had assessed the 
requirements and estimated they could have the Spanish translated 
into Russian, reviewed, proofed and delivered within three days. 
They posted their bid on OpenBorder at 4:45 pm local time. When 
Alyosha got the alert in Moscow he made an instant decision: his 
boss wanted this done quickly so he would accept the quote to 
ensure that the translators could make an immediate start. 
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Wellington, New Zealand: Monday 26 July 2012, 5:00 pm 

Kate clicked on the Skype link and Tatyana’s face appeared on the 
screen. “Hi, Tatyana. Good news. That Spanish-to-Russian job has 
come through. I’m e-mailing it to you now.” The face on the screen 
beamed. “That’s great! Something to take my mind off the awful 
weather. It has been raining non-stop for weeks here in New 
Plymouth. I’ll make a start tonight.” It was just after 5:00 pm and 
Kate’s work at NZTC International was done for the day. 

Andrew McCracken at OpenBorder was ready to leave too. He was 
in his second year as Technical Services Director at OpenBorder and 
it had been a good day with few technical issues. Typically, though, 
it would be much busier overnight when the Americans and the 
Europeans were on-line at the same time. He was comforted by the 
knowledge the server’s new fully redundant mirror in the United 
States would ensure trading continued uninterruptedly regardless 
of any technical problems. 

The American server had just been established in response to the 
“what if” concerns of OpenBorder’s management. The business was 
totally dependent on their large and highly advanced digital 
“engine” - they had to spread their risk. The mirror server, hosted in 
Atlanta, Georgia, contained a full back-up of data from the main 
servers located in Europe, updated on the hour. If either of the sites 
failed the other automatically took over without interruption to 
trading. Providing a reliable, online service in real time demanded a 
robust business continuity strategy to meet the unexpected and to 
maintain operations 24 hours a day.  
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Tokyo, Japan: Monday 26 July 2012, 2:00 pm 

In Tokyo, it was 2:00 pm and Kazuo was still waiting anxiously for 
the first bids to come in from Europe for the big Canon job. In Paris 
and Frankfurt it was only 7:00am. He would have to be patient. 
Bidding was not due to close until the following morning. 

In Sydney it was 3:00 pm. Julia Edwards had watched enthralled as 
the drama of the final minutes of bidding for her pipeline project 
came to an inevitable conclusion. Awarding the pipeline project to 
Yang Ling’s company in Beijing had been an easy decision. 
OpenBorder’s multi-factor bidding had isolated the translation 
provider who perfectly matched their needs. They had translators 
with the right sort of engineering expertise, offered a great price 
and could deliver well before anyone else. 

Yang Ling was happy too. OpenBorder’s global system meant that 
her company could find more of the sort of customers who needed 
the type of service they were able to offer. By bidding on 
standardised factors such as delivery time, expertise and quality 

assurance, Yang Ling was able to win new profitable work without 
competing on price alone. 

It was only 1:00 pm in Beijing — and Yang Ling had already split the 
new job up between a number of her local freelance translators. 
Now she was finalising the contract with an English engineering 
consultant in Hong Kong who would review the translation before 
delivery to ensure that her Chinese translators had fully understood 
the original English and conveyed the exact meaning. This was a 
good enough procedure to merit a mid-level QA rating from 
OpenBorder - and Yang Ling had learned how to leverage it to her 
advantage. She used OpenBorder to target customers who wanted 
good, reliable work, but who were not prepared to pay a premium 
for more exacting quality assurance from the ISO compliant 
translation companies.  

And there were a lot of those sorts of customers. 
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Tel Aviv, Israel: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

Yael had founded her small translation company in 2008. She was a 
superb translator, fluent in her native Hebrew as well as in Arabic 
and English. But she had initially struggled with marketing her 
business. Winning tenders on the OpenBorder website had given 
her global exposure and provided the cashflow she needed to grow. 

Yael was bidding on 10 different projects on the site, including the 
translation into Arabic of the city’s most recent ordinances. She 
logged in to her watchlist. Two tenders had closed overnight and 
she had won them both. She clicked the notifications and signed the 
digital contracts. Secure in the knowledge that payment was 
guaranteed within days of delivery of the translated documents, 
Yael never hesitated to bid for work from new foreign clients. She 
pondered the true arrival of the “global village” foreseen by 
Marshall McLuhan some 40 years earlier. 

When she had started her business her clients all lived in Israel. Since 
she’d signed up with OpenBorder her small business had become 
truly global, with customers in Egypt, Greece and even as far away as 

Australia. There were no fees for translation providers and she was 
free to use the service as often as she pleased. When her order book 
was low, she could afford to drop her price or propose earlier 
deadlines to gain a competitive advantage. When she had lots of 
work on, she could afford to put in bids above her normal price – 
and win some of them at higher margins by offering combinations of 
factors which were more important to the customer than price 
alone. Long gone were the days when she would send out a quote 
and then just hope for the best. On OpenBorder she had the 
flexibility to adjust to the competitive situation and win the sort of 
work she needed to make her business grow. 

Yael’s attention was drawn to Kazuo’s big multilingual job for 
Canon. She had never dealt with Japanese clients before, and 
though she knew she had competent translators for all the 
languages required, could she handle such a big job? The bidding 
would close at 1:00am the following morning. 

She would watch the bidding and think about it over the day. 
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Frankfurt, Germany: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

In the Sydney CBD the working day had come to an end for Julia 
Edwards. She shut down her computer and headed for the lift and 
the 5:15 pm train to Chatswood. On the other side of the world 
Sofie Schultze was just arriving at her office in the European Central 
Bank Building off Willy-Brandt-Platz in Frankfurt. 

Both women had similar jobs: they managed their companies’ 
translation requirements. Sofie worked for a PR firm which also had 
a small graphic design studio. The firm produced technical 
documentation and print materials for a number of Frankfurt 
engineering and manufacturing firms. One of them, a pneumatic 
pumps manufacturer, had received an expression of interest in their 
latest product from Uruguay; they’d asked Sofie what it would cost 
to have the documentation translated into Latin American Spanish. 

The request came with the hint the company was concerned about 
the spiralling cost of translation, particularly with the increasing 
number of European Union languages to be acknowledged in 
commercial documents. 

Sofie had used the same Frankfurt translation company for years. 
Recently, though, she had been alerted to a website where 
translation providers from around the globe competed on 
standardised factors such as forex adjusted prices, validated quality 
assurance rankings and delivery times. The German-to-Spanish job 
for the pump manufacturer was her first opportunity to test it. 

Within an hour of registering and posting a Request for Tender, 
Sofie had received a dozen responses, all from European Union 
countries. She was looking out for any from South America but a 
quick glance at the daylight map on the site told her that it was still 
the middle of the night there. She had allowed 24 hours for all the 
bids to come in, so by next morning she would see if this new 
system gave her any real advantage. 

She also had another small PowerPoint file to be translated into 
English – so she posted that to the site as well. 
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London, United Kingdom: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00 am 

Richard Sewell had been retired two years after a lifetime career as 
a metallurgist. His company had regularly sent him to Germany to 
represent the firm and he had become fluent in German. He had 
kept abreast of the latest advances in his field and continued to 
read the German trade journals. In his retirement, being 
commissioned to translate technical documents from time to time 
was a welcome challenge. Richard switched on his computer to be 
greeted by an e-mail alert about a job Sofie Schultze had posted on 
the translation site an hour earlier. 

Richard had registered with OpenBorder and had received “Expert 
Status” in metallurgy on the basis of his qualifications and 
experience. When anything in his field was posted to the site he 
received an automatic alert. 

Richard downloaded the German PowerPoint file and moved quickly 
to prepare and post a quote. If the client was interested in having a 
subject specialist doing the job he was pretty sure he would get it. 
He didn’t have the same sort of QA grunt commanded by the bigger 

translation companies with their multi-disciplinary teams, but he 
had a winning combination of factors – he was an expert in a very 
specialised subject, it was certainly cheaper to employ a freelancer 
like himself than have it translated at a large agency.  

It was 8 in the evening in New Zealand, and OpenBorder’s 
Wellington servers processed the exchange between London and 
Frankfurt. 

It was getting busy. Europe was now at work. 
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Wellington, New Zealand: Monday 26 July 2012, 8:30 pm 

Andrew McCracken had been invited to dinner with friends. He had 
the utmost confidence OpenBorder’s servers would handle business 
through the night without his presence. “How does your company 
manage so many websites in so many languages, Andy? It must be a 
nightmare keeping it all together.” It wasn’t the first time he’d been 
asked that question. 

“Actually it’s really simple. Ridiculously simple in fact,” he 
responded. “To our customers in China it’s a local translation 
marketplace. Our customers in Hungary and France think the same. 
But there’s only one website. They’re all looking at the same thing.” 

Andrew poured himself another glass of wine. He was enjoying this. 
“Everything is contained in simple lists in a database – one column 
for each language. When a Chinese customer specifies that his 
project is to be delivered in Microsoft Word, he selects this 
requirement in Chinese – it might be sentence number 120, say. If 
you were a translation provider in Hungary, you’d see the 
customer’s requirement — sentence number 120 — displayed on 

your screen in Hungarian. Users can select whatever language they 
like, but by default the website detects which country the user is in 
and automatically displays the right language.” 

“What about prices in different currencies, Andy?” 

“OpenBorder’s got that sorted. All money values are converted on 
the fly at the current exchange rate and displayed in the viewer’s 
local currency. Delivery deadlines set in terms of local time by 
someone in Germany are automatically displayed in Chinese time if 
the viewer is in China. It’s all so simple.” 

What Andrew didn’t say was how incrementally and painstakingly 
this simplicity had been achieved from the original seed of an idea 
and through the technological development that followed. 
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Reykjavik, Iceland: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

Franciszek was a member of the 8,000-strong Polish community 
which had settled in Iceland over recent years. Fluent in English and 
Icelandic on top of his native Polish, he had managed to support his 
family through his linguistic skills. 

Franciszek’s small firm was a three-man team which specialised in 
the translation of documents for the pharmaceutical industry. He 
had figured that it really didn’t matter where he lived – his small 
company thrived in the virtual world of the internet. 

Franciszek settled in front of his computer to check for new 
translation jobs. He had been following the bids for the huge Polish 
job that Abhidhya had posted from India but he knew this one was 
out of his league. It would require a large team of translators and 
editors and exacting quality assurance procedures. He could see 
that the job had now closed and had been awarded to a large and 
well-resourced translation company in Warsaw.  

OpenBorder’s transparent bidding system allowed Franciszek to see 
what his competitors were offering on each of six factors. Knowing 
exactly what the competition was offering meant that he didn’t 
waste his time bidding on jobs that were out of scope for his small 
firm or that he could not possibly win. However, when he saw that 
he could offer a competitive combination of factors, he was always 
quick to post a bid. Real-time bidding was fun, but the real pay-off 
was the low cost of customer acquisition. A successful bid on 
OpenBorder would often lead to a new, profitable and long-term 
business relationship. 

Franciszek sorted the jobs on offer by subject and by language 
combination. There was a new English-to-Polish report on a recent 
clinical trial required for registration of a new drug in Poland. 
Perfect! 
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Zurich, Switzerland: Monday 26 July 2012, 12:00 noon 

Joann was the staff training manager for a medium-sized Swiss bank 
in Zurich which had just completed a review of its staff induction 
and training program. The process and outcomes had all been 
recorded in German but company policy required that all 
documents be articulated in the three official languages of 
Switzerland – German, French and Italian. 

It was a simple enough job and Joann didn’t hesitate to post a 
tender request on OpenBorder. There was no hurry to get the job 
done, so she could expect that translators would trade off the lack 
of urgency with a good price. But she was also keen to have a 
translator with some knowledge of the banking industry. That sort 
of expertise tended to drive the price up somewhat. 

She knew from previous experience that by mid-afternoon she 
would have quality translators contracted for the French and Italian 
versions at a reasonable price. 

They’d probably be locals. 
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Prague, Czech Republic: Monday 26 July 2012, 1:00 pm 

Tomáš works for Nemovitosti.cz Ltd, a large real estate company in 
Prague. He maintains the company’s website — all nine language 
versions of it. A buoyant economy had Prague packed with 
foreigners looking for apartments and office space. The website 
changed every day and it was a battle to keep all the versions 
current. 

Tomáš had relied on dozens of freelancers for the updates. It was 
an endless task ringing them, following them up, getting the files 
back and inserting the new material into the correct pages. It took 
virtually the whole day to coordinate. A friend had alerted him to a 
website where he could advertise the job and get offers in real time 
from translation companies around the world to do it all for him. 

He had doubted any such companies existed which would do the 
translations, adjust the HTML files, and complete the artwork for 
each individual language. Couldn’t hurt to check it out, though. He 
found the OpenBorder site easily enough. 

From the online world clock he could see that by mid-afternoon his 
time it would only be 9:00am along the Eastern seaboard of the US. 
If he had the updates ready for translation by then he might be able 
to find someone to do the job in Boston or New York — they’d just 
be arriving at work. 

If this system really worked he could have the job contracted to an 
American agency by the end of the day. They should be able to 
complete the work overnight and have the files e-mailed to his 
computer before 9:00am the following day. It all seemed too good 
to be true. If they could do the HTML formatting as well, all he 
would have to do would be to upload the finished pages to the 
company website when he arrived at work in the morning. 

Could life really be so simple? 
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Sao Paolo, Brazil: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00 am 

The sun’s rays had worked their way across the Atlantic and it was 
Monday morning in the Americas. Like many descendants of 
emigrants to teeming Sao Paolo, José Salim Maluf carried the Syrian 
name of his grandfather. However, José spoke no Arabic; like most 
of the 10 million other inhabitants of this Brazilian city he spoke 
only Portuguese. 

He was the manager of an import-export company located on the 
outskirts of Sao Paulo — the largest city in South America. While 
English and Spanish were widely studied they weren’t widely used. 
José relied on translations to conduct his business with firms in the 
rest of Spanish-speaking South America and English-speaking North 
America. To José it seemed there was no end to the different types 
of documents which needed translating into English or Spanish. 

Quality assurance and subject expertise didn’t count for a great deal 
for José. Timeliness of delivery and price were the key issues. Using 
translators in Sao Paolo resulted in the translation of even the 
simplest document taking at least two days. By using OpenBorder 

his work was completed overnight in Australia, 12 hours ahead of 
Brazil by translators at the most competitive available price. 

His OpenBorder watchlist showed that the Portuguese-to-English 
jobs he had put up yesterday were finished and ready to download. 
It was just the beginning of the working day for José, but in 
Melbourne where the work had been done, it was already 10:00 
pm. 
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New York, United States: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

New Yorkers believe their city is the hub of the world. Michael 
Schwartz certainly did because he was a project manager in one of 
the biggest translation companies in the world. He was feeling 
confident when he arrived at work. The night before, the company 
had posted its final bid for the Papua New Guinea pipeline project. 
While the Chinese had the edge on price, he had figured that for 
such an important project his company’s quality assurance rating 
would carry considerable weight and that closing the gap on price 
might just swing it his way. Michael had cut his margins as far as he 
could while keeping the job in the black. 

He discovered the bad news as soon as he got to his desk where the 
OpenBorder website stared back at him. The Chinese had managed 
to cut their time frame for delivery by a full day and had won the 
job. There was some consolation that there had been no negative 
feedback on the large multilingual job he had delivered two days 
earlier to Samsung, and the payment from OpenBorder had just 
come through — the money was already in the bank. The 
guaranteed and quick payment system had made a huge difference 

to his cashflow. Previously he had been reluctant to take on 
unknown foreign clients. OpenBorder had minimised any foreign 
exchange risk, and he always got paid the full amount of his bid in 
his preferred currency irrespective of where in the world the 
customer was. 

Still a little taken aback at missing out on the pipeline tender 
documentation, Michael returned to the computer screen and 
noted a small RFQ for a realty firm in the Czech Republic. He wasn’t 
in the mood to let any opportunity pass in what was becoming a 
very competitive global market. He asked one of his marketing staff 
to prepare a quote. He was warming to the challenge of the 
marketplace. 

OpenBorder was showing another large multilingual translation 
project, this time for Canon. 
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Lima, Peru: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

At just 29 Anita Alvarez was already a highly regarded “traductora 
pública jurada” – a “sworn public translator”. After finishing her 
professional translation exams in her native Uruguay she specialised 
in the translation of German, spending several years in Munich 
completing a postgraduate diploma in technical translation. She 
moved to Lima with her Peruvian husband, the couple having met 
as interpreters at an international conference in Bonn. 

It was Monday morning and time to check the Spanish version of 
the OpenBorder site. There were always more jobs than she could 
possibly bid on, mostly for translation into Spanish, mainly from 
English but more than enough from German. She would make a 
couple of bids before walking down to Plaza Mayor in central Lima 
for coffee and a catch-up with friends before the day got too busy. 

One tender request for technical documentation on pneumatic 
pumps to be translated from German looked easy enough. She 
downloaded the Word file, did a word count and submitted her bid. 

That would do. She would be sitting in Plaza Mayor by 9:30am. 
Anita loved working like this.  

Anita’s translations from German into Spanish were not usually 
checked by a German native speaker, so her quality assurance 
rating at OpenBorder was not high. But it wasn’t low either, and 
there was always a good market for unrevised work at moderate 
rates. With the cost of living in Lima considerably lower than in 
Europe she could afford to price her work lower than her northern 
rivals and still make a good living. 

There was still an hour or so left of the working day in Germany and 
with any luck they would send her the go-ahead via a text message 
on her cell phone while she was having coffee. 
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San Salvador, El Salvador: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

Translators Maria and Carlo worked out of a small office complex on 
Aveida Norte in San Salvador. Like Anita in Lima an hour earlier, 
Carlo had seen the German-to-Spanish pneumatic pump job on 
OpenBorder. He’d noted Anita’s bid too. 

They had a native German speaker on their books who could review 
the Spanish translation for accuracy, so they could outbid Anita in 
terms of their quality assurance rating and perhaps win the job at a 
higher price. 

Carlo noted that all the other bids showing up on OpenBorder had 
come from Europe, and their pricing was much higher. He quickly 
spotted his competitive advantage. He could outbid Anita on 
quality, and all the Europeans on price. It was now approaching the 
end of the working day in Europe, but his day was just beginning. If 
he got the go-ahead now, he would have a time advantage as well. 
It wasn’t a large job, and he could have it done by the end of the 
day – delivered before his European competitors were out of bed. 

 



 

 

22 

 

San Francisco: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

Tourism is the backbone of San Francisco’s economy, attracting the 
fourth-highest number of foreign tourists of any US city – and 
generating a huge volume of translation work. But it wasn’t foreign 
tourists on Tony Aschenbach’s mind as he arrived at his small Bay 
Area office on Union St. 

Tony had developed a niche market “localising” computer games 
for Silicon Valley customers in nearby San Jose. As each new version 
was developed there was a rush to have it translated into the major 
commercial languages. 

Tony specialised in the localisation of games for the Latin-American 
market and was constantly on the lookout for new translation and 
creative talent. A recent game required the translation of 80,000 
words of script for the game and its promotional trailer. More than 
30 actors read the lines of the many characters in Mexican Spanish. 
Tony had delivered more than 15,000 audio files in Spanish to his 
client after outsourcing the script translations through OpenBorder. 

It was a strange fact that some of his Spanish translators lived on 
the other side of the Pacific in Australia, 17 hours ahead. Not that it 
made any difference to Tony. All his correspondence with each 
translator for each project was neatly organised and accessible in 
one place in his personal workspace on the site. Previously the 
relentless e-mail traffic had formed an all but unmanageable mess 
in his Outlook Inbox, making tracking the ongoing script and 
translation revisions a nightmare. OpenBorder was his most 
important management tool. 
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Valdez, Alaska, United States: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00 am 

Ted Grant ran the terminal of the Trans-Alaska pipeline in Valdez. 
Ted was worried about the port’s aging oil storage facilities and the 
methods used for pumping crude out to the tankers. Japanese 
companies were developing new oil pumping technologies which 
would have tankers turned around in fewer days. Ted had managed 
to source the technical reports — but they were in Japanese. 

There are no translators in Valdez, even in Anchorage there were 
very few. He knew it was time to turn to Google – or rather his PA 
Jean did. By 9:30 that morning she had registered the Valdez Port 
Authority as a user on OpenBorder and uploaded the six Japanese 
reports. 

It was 6:00 pm in London where Peter Hughes was logging on to the 
internet in search of translation work. Peter had worked for Japan 
Drilling Co. for the past 10 years before he and wife Tomoko settled 
in London for a change of lifestyle. Technical documents were easy 
meat for Peter and the Valdez job seemed perfect. It was two 

weeks’ work at least. He downloaded the files and spent the hour 
before dinner formulating a realistic bid. An hour later, 10:30am 
Alaskan time, Ted was surprised to get an e-mail informing him that 
someone in London had made an offer to translate his documents. 

The few thousand dollars it would cost was the least of Ted’s 
concerns as he contemplated being able to get his head around a 
technology that might put more tankers through his port in less 
time and generate extra millions in revenue.  

“It sounds good, Jean. Is it safe to transfer the money to this 
outfit?” Jean had done her research. “The money is held in an 
independent trust account until the job is delivered and we are 
satisfied with the job. It all looks very secure.” If his PA of 22 years 
was convinced, Ted was convinced. “OK, send them the money. 
Let’s get that translator working!” 
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Wellington, New Zealand: Monday 26 July 2012, 6:00 am 

The sun was creeping across Wellington harbour. It had been a busy 
night for OpenBorder, with an average of just under nine confirmed 
projects each hour. The number of transactions was dropping now 
as night began to fall in Europe, leaving only the Americas and the 
vast emptiness of the Pacific active on-line. 

The OpenBorder office was still empty but the LCD screen on the 
chief financial controller’s desk glowed in the subdued light of dawn. 
Geoff had set up a report to show the mean hourly revenue and 
profit projections by geographic region. The numbers flickered on the 
screen as they updated every minute. OpenBorder took a commission 
on all sales, which was factored into the price to the buyer. It also 
collected the overnight interest from the escrow accounts. 

Sales during the night roughly reflected internet penetration by 
geographical region. Geoff had calculated that while internet 
penetration had grown by some 130 per cent in North America 
between 2000 and 2008, the rate of growth in Latin America and 
the Caribbean had now topped 650 per cent. In the Middle East and 

Africa it had soared to more than 1,000 per cent. As this continued, 
the relative size of the translation market by region would also 
continue to change – which is why OpenBorder’s marketing was 
now focused on the emerging countries. The global market size for 
translation as a whole was now around USD 34 billion – and 
climbing at 13% per annum. 

Geoff would be pleased when he arrived at work. A turnover of NZD 
9,000 per hour, 24 hours a day, translated to NZD 80 million a year 
or a gross income of around NZD 8 million – right on target for their 
second year. 

While the work had come from just a dozen countries, OpenBorder 
was monitoring more than 150 countries with rapidly expanding 
broadband connections. The push to an increasingly globalised 
world economy was irresistible. 

The outlook for the business was bright. 
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Papeete, Tahiti: Monday 26 July 2012, 9:00am 

Tuesday morning in Wellington was Monday morning across the 
scattered atolls of French Polynesia. Papeete was no more an idyllic 
paradise than the next place for a man working to support a wife, 
four children and a small translation business. 

Jean-Luc had a busy routine. At the end of each day he uploaded his 
English-to-French translations of mainly banking or financial 
documents to OpenBorder for his Parisian clients to download at 
the beginning of their day an hour or so later. 

The 12-hour time difference was the key to Jean-Luc’s lifestyle. Like 
the islands of French Polynesia to the Pacific Ocean, his clients were 
disparate and scattered throughout continental France. 

Without OpenBorder they would never have discovered Jean-Luc. 
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Wellington, New Zealand: Tuesday 27 July 2012, 8:00am 

It’s a cold wait on the Day’s Bay jetty for the 8:05am ferry from 
Eastbourne to Wellington. OpenBorder CEO Ralph Williams had set 
himself the goal of creating a global industry leader within five 
years. His small team of web designers, database specialists and 
talented young web-marketing experts would be on deck at the 
office before he arrived. 

As he boarded the ferry that wintry Tuesday morning it was still 
Monday, 5:05 pm to be exact, in Sao Paolo. José had placed his jobs 
with translators on the other side of the Atlantic and was ready to 
go home. It was still Monday in New York too, just past 4:00 pm. 
Michael Schwartz, still annoyed at being outmanoeuvred on the 
Papua New Guinea job, was putting all his energy into nailing the 
big Canon project. With two hours before bidding closed the big 
European translation companies had shown their hands; it was 
unlikely at 10:00 pm Paris time they would be changing their bids 
now. 

Regardless, once-bitten Michael was leaving nothing to chance. He 
would watch the tender site till the bidding closed. At USD 5,000 a 
language for 10 languages the RFQ was designed for a big company 
with the systems to handle the logistical challenges involved – a 
company like his, with its ISO 9001 QA certification. 

His bids for the Czech real estate company had been posted hours 
ago. It was 10:00 pm in Prague and Tomáš was relaxing at home in 
front of the TV, blissfully unaware that in the morning his working 
life would be changed forever. Michael Schwartz & Associates 
would handle the whole job – translators, translations, the multiple 
language versions of the site, the HTML formatting. A rewarding 
long-term relationship between New York and Prague was about to 
begin; so would a profitable one for OpenBorder. 

At 8.40am Ralph stepped off the ferry for the 10-minute walk along 
the wharf to the office looking out over Wellington’s marina. 
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Tokyo, Japan: Tuesday 27 July 2012, 6:0am 

The train was packed as usual. Kazuo was still 20 minutes away from 
Tokyo’s Shinjuku station, the world’s busiest. 

Impatient to see the bids his job had attracted, he tapped his 
iPhone and logged into OpenBorder. Before he left work the 
evening before he had seen some excellent proposals coming in 
from the European translation agencies for the Canon job and was 
expecting to see something as good or better from the Americans 
this morning. 

The Americans would still be up, waiting for the tender to close. 
Most of the bids rated highly on quality assurance, subject 
expertise, and had good customer feedback ratings. 

The key factors now were price and delivery time. 
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New York, United States: Monday 26 July 2012, 5:25 pm 

Bidding on the Canon job was due to close in 35 minutes. Michael 
Schwartz had spent the afternoon analysing the rival bids before 
making his play. He submitted his offer at 5:20 pm and then sat on 
the bid page to watch the game play out. 

He knew that Canon would be very sensitive to bidders’ quality 
assurance ratings and that the Japanese printing company handling 
the job would want to maximise their profit, so price would be an 
issue as well. He sorted the bids by quality as a first priority, then by 
price and then by delivery time. He knew his bid still came out best. 

The challenge was coming from a French company. They had huge 
resources and a 5-star QA rating to match his. And they had come in 
with the same price as his, with a delivery date of August 18. He had 
held off till he thought the French had signed off for the night 
before changing his delivery time to August 16 — two days earlier. 
He also increased the late-delivery penalty to 20 per cent as a 
strong statement about his confidence in his company’s processes 
to deliver on time. 

His logistics were strong and his ISO 9001 certified management 
system had never failed him. A Monday morning delivery was highly 
competitive. At a push he might have been able to deliver even 
earlier — on the Friday. But with the weekend up his sleeve he had 
a buffer if things went wrong. 

There were three or four bids which beat him on price but they 
were from agencies with lower, 3-star quality ratings. He could see 
that it was already midnight in Paris – his main rival was unlikely to 
counter his bid before close of play. 

The other big guns were out of the race. It had to come his way. 
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Tel Aviv, Israel: Monday 26 July 2012, 12:00 midnight 

Yael stared at her screen. It was midnight in Tel Aviv. Michael 
Schwartz was watching the same OpenBorder screen 9,000km 
away. 

Yael wondered why she had bothered to stay on. The big companies 
had it sewn up. There was no way she could compete with her 3-
star QA rating. She had spent the past couple of months working 
towards getting certification for the European translation standard 
EN 15038 and she was almost there. Certification would propel her 
to 5 stars. OpenBorder had given her both encouragement and 
practical assistance. But maybe the Canon job was out of her 
league. 

Yael’s good price was based on her coordinating the whole project 
herself. She knew all her translators personally and had rung them 
to tell them how much getting this job would mean for her business 
and asked them to commit to a tight delivery date which might 
prove to be the winning factor. 

At 12:05am there were nine bids displayed on the bid page. She 
sorted them under different scenarios – under most of them hers 
was ninth and last. It looked both pathetic and prophetic. 
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Wellington, New Zealand: Tuesday 27 July 2012, 10:00am 

CEO Ralph Williams was relaxed and content. The morning 
debriefing at OpenBorder was over. The night had gone well. 
Technical issues were minor and the new US server had performed 
to expectations. The log of disputes between buyers and providers 
was empty; OpenBorder’s strict rules of engagement for buyers and 
translators ensured that disputes were few.  

In Tokyo, it had been clear to Kazuo from the moment 
he clicked on the bid page whom he would select for 
the Canon job. Before bidding had closed at 7:00am he 
had sorted the bids by various combinations of QA, 
price and delivery time. But, in reality, the only 
combination of factors Kazuo was interested in was 

early delivery first, quality second and price last. He highlighted the 
winning bid and clicked ‘Accept’. 

Yael was almost asleep at her desk in Tel Aviv when 
her e-mail beeped. It wasn’t her competitive price that 
won the day but her proposed completion date. Her 
Friday delivery would give Kazuo the weekend to put 
the job on the presses and be printing by Monday 
morning. He would be able to deliver to Canon well 

within their deadline and earn himself a tidy performance bonus. 
Kazuo had also been impressed by the note Yael had attached to 
her bid outlining her quality control procedures. It was in Japanese. 

Michael Schwartz was stunned. 
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Wellington, New Zealand: Tuesday 27 July 2012, 10:30am 

Ralph looked out over the marina. Wellington was beautiful even on 
a cold winter’s day. It wasn’t cold in the meeting room, however. 
The atmosphere was electric, the business team still excited by the 
results of the previous night. “The policy of focusing on the high-
end market is really paying off,” said senior manager Mark. “By 
helping the 5-star players like Michael Schwartz and Tradunique to 
expand their global reach beyond their time zone, we benefit from 
the quality customers they attract and the significantly larger 
turnover from their bigger jobs.” 

Jennifer chimed in: “Yael’s coup with Canon was another victory. As 
we continue to encourage companies like hers to improve their QA 
rating we increase the number of players who can command higher 
fees and bid for the big contracts.” 

Jennifer was proud of her contribution. She was responsible for the 
company’s relations with translation providers and, in this guise, 
had been helping Yael implement the European Translation 
Standard EN 15038. 

“It just shows how the system works,” commented Mark. “Yael’s 
business will definitely continue to grow. Kazuo chose her because 
she was able to provide him with the exact level of service he 
needed at that moment. Buyers and providers both get a benefit.” 

“OK, team, let get down to today’s business,” said Ralph. “The 
emerging markets are the focus now and Vietnam is our new target. 
eBay have been there since 2007. David, let’s have the basic 
demographics.” 

The next 24 hours in the life of OpenBorder had begun. 

 


