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Commodity trading: a business with many faces
Geneva is an international
commodity trading hub.
But the industry and its
employment opportunities
are still little known among
the general public.
FRANCA TUFO
Head hunter, TBS Human Resources & Services

A

widespread cliché regarding traders is that they work in front
of screens, a phone stuck to each
ear. It is rarely acknowledged
that traders are only one of the
links in a long chain, and that
many people with different profiles work around
them. Without teamwork, nothing would be possible. Moving cargo from a producing country to
a consuming one requires the participation of

several experts to minimise the operational and
financial risks at each stage of the voyage of the
goods. Recently, these tasks have become more
complex and specialised, making it very difficult
to learn on the job, as was commonly the case up
to the early 2000s.
GLOBALISATION has led many companies to open offices abroad, offering attractive
career opportunities to young people. Before
occupying any position in this industry, a strong
basic education is required, as well as proficiency in English, the language par excellence of
commodity trading.
The commodity trading sector constantly seeks
new talent with specific profiles. However, it is
often difficult to enter it, as is the case for many
industries. Several well known educational programmes enable companies to save precious
training time, and allow participants to discover
new career paths.
In the aftermath of the financial crisis, new
international regulations have been implemented and new positions created within commodity trading houses to ensure compliance. It is
not always easy to comply with 70 different

A WIDESPREAD
CLICHÉ IS THAT
TRADERS WORK
BEHIND SCREENS.
WITH A PHONE
STUCK TO
EACH EAR.

regulators, especially when some of them set
conflicting rules. Sustainability is another topic
of growing importance to the industry as the
actors become increasingly aware of their social
and environmental impact. IT systems expand,
not only to help manage business risks, but also
to support human resources departments as they
respond to complex globalised business issues.
Companies employ people not only capable of
using these powerful IT tools, but also able to
design them.

THE TASKS REQUIRED HAVE
BECOME MORE COMPLEX AND
SPECIALISED MAKING IT VERY
DIFFICULT TO LEARN ON THE JOB.
The graphics below indicate key positions in a
trading house, providing a view of what a wide
range of career opportunities is on offer. Other
professions exist and still more will emerge as
the commodity trading industry constantly
adapts to its evolving environment. n

Commodity Trading: a combination of expertise
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The role of a
commodity trader

Coal market analysis
Gaining a privileged
view of the economy

MAHA DAOUDI
Head of copper concentrates
Trafigura

A

head for numbers, combined with a
strong team ethic and the ability to
process multiple sources of information from around the world before making
reasoned business decisions. Combine
all these qualities together and you may
have what it takes to become a successful
commodities trader. I work for Trafigura’s
copper trading division. Although I am
based in Geneva, my job frequently takes
me to Africa, Australia and North America,
as well as multiple locations across Europe
because the modern world relies on copper. Without it, we’d have no telephones
or electrical equipment and international
transport networks would cease to function. My team acts as a vital link between
copper mines, often in remote locations,
and processing plants, which turn the
raw material into copper wire and alloys
for use within a wide range of different
industries. Think about the challenges involved in transporting a copper ore cargo
from Zambia to China. Firstly, you need

to arrange road, rail and ocean transport
between two continents. Then you must
handle multiple legal, regulatory and
government requirements while arranging
financing agreements. And, all the time,
you’re keeping a close eye on many other
factors that may affect your plans, such
as global weather patterns, international
trade routes and political developments.
Whatever happens, the suppliers and buyer
are relying on us to ensure that the cargo
arrives on time. Imagine that scenario
occurring simultaneously between many
other locations all over the world, and you
can perhaps understand how challenging
a trader’s job can be. I spend around onethird of my time out of my Geneva office
visiting mines, foundries, ports and warehouses. I have to see things for myself,
pick up information on the ground and
learn from our business partners
on a regular basis. You can’t always make
the right decisions if you never leave
the office. n

Ship operator
The optimisation of
moving goods around
the world
AZADEH AMINI
Ship Operator
Shipping Asset Management

O

cean transport is an efficient way of
moving goods round the world. It
involves moving high value goods
with a high value asset. Embedded risks
are not limited to financial risks only, but
include crew safety as well as environmental risks with a huge impact.
A ship operator transforms a demand to
a service by executing shipping contracts;
the so-called charter parties. He or she
receives a fixture, and his output is a
profit and loss statement. On the voyage
fixture a ship operator will plan for the
whole voyage from delivery point of
the vessel to redelivery; from speed and
consumption of the vessel to cargo intake,
bunker stem, cargo operation at ports and
all other requirements; all aiming at an
efficient performance with minimum costs.
Then, afterwards he gives instructions
to master/agents and other parties and
monitors compliance. Fairly often the ship
operator may need to adjust the schedule
for various reasons.
Other types of charter parties are time
charter fixtures. Operating a time charter
vessel needs less stamina and is a less
time-consuming task if all goes well.
The operator controls the eligibility
of the charterers’ instruction and
avoids any risk to the vessel.
On top of all other responsibilities, a ship

operator tracks the financial status of the
voyage and ways to deal with counterparty risk. He invoices the hire/freight and
pays for DA, hire and other services i.e.
manages voyage cash flow.
The dynamic nature of shipping makes it
unpredictable to some extent, and far from
a routine task. Even on voyages following
the same route you can expect something new each time. Ship operation is a
team-oriented task that requires organizational skills along with some financial
background.
Communication skills are a must as you
have to liaise with different parties i.e.
master, charterers, owners, surveyor, and
so on. Paying attention to detail is vital.
A ship operator should be able to take
decisions under pressure and in a limited
time. Some basic legal knowledge is very
helpful, as claim management is one of
the important things a ship operator deals
with day-to-day.
I graduated with a Masters in International
Trading Commodity Finance and Shipping
from the University of Geneva. This has
given me good insight into how each
participant brings value to the commodity
trading chain. In the course of the masters,
I learnt about types of cargo traded internationally, requirements for financing a
commodity and some legal background. n

FABIO GABRIELI
Director, Dry Bulk Analysis
and Strategy, Mercuria

W

hen talking about the analytical
role in the commodity environment, we normally refer to
fundamental analysis (that defers from
the so-called technical analysis, which is
a method of predicting price direction by
analyzing statistics generated by market
activity, such as price and volume traded),
i.e. to a mean of predicting price direction of a commodity based on supply and
demand fundamentals. Supply and demand
will rarely be balanced. And the regular
imbalances (surplus or deficit conditions),
at any certain price level, will generate
arbitrage opportunities, which will eventually lead to relative and/or absolute
price movements. The acute analyst will
concentrate most of the attention on identifying potential short term imbalances
and/or arbitrage opportunities, where to
derive profitable trading strategies from.
Analysts will usually be located in the
core of the trading desk, side by side with
traders, so as to have full exposure to daily
price movements and market developments.
Ideally the market analyst would be regularly involved in customers meetings and
related discussions, which offer a great
opportunity to challenge and fine-tune

the theoretical and quantitative, analytical
models with, sometimes priceless, qualitative insightful feedback.
Due to the enormous amount of data the
analyst is regularly exposed to, numerical
proficiency is highly recommended. Therefore, a degree in a quantitative discipline
would be advantageous.
Within the commodity domain, coal undoubtedly offers a privileged sit, where to
monitor economic developments from. The
coal analyst gains full exposure to at least
two macro groups: energy and industrial
commodities.
Although coal is mainly used as a fuel
for power generation, it is also a crucial
feedstock in steel making. Therefore, coal
doesn’t only compete with gas and other
fuels for power generation, but it is also
affected by the industrial activity due to
associated changes in power demand and
steel production. Coal also plays a major
role in dry bulk freight markets, as it fills
1 out of 3 dry bulk vessels around the
oceans. Conversely, as coal is a truly global
market, freight rates play a significant role
in determining coal flow direction. The
numerous interlinks give the coal analyst
a unique exposure to cross-commodity
analysis n

Agronomy
The Earth laughs
in flowers
LARA MOUTIN
Senior Sustainability Advisor
Sucafina

T

he term agronomy is derived from
Greek words “Agro” meaning field
and “Nomo” meaning to manage.
Agronomy has gained momentum year
after year because it is an international
dynamic discipline that looks at
agriculture from an integrated and
holistic perspective.
Two factors have created that high
momentum: a) The need to feed one
billion additional people on earth within
a short time frame b) Trust has become a
key driver in a world of infinite choices,
time scarcity and multiple risk society.
This paradigm shift has transformed the
sustainability agenda into a pre-competitive issue. Ensuring food security through
renewable sources, providing traceability
and transparency is very high on people
and communities expectations.
Agronomists are scientists and practitioners who are specialized in plants and

soils, their role has evolved over the years
from a vertical expertise to a holistic and
integrated approach that allows to tackle
simultaneously and timely crop physiology and management, technology, yield,
resistance to diseases and pest management, soil conservation and soil fertility,
nutrients, protect biodiversity, energy and
water use. Agronomists have also to be
educators that disseminate knowledge
through farmers’ communities in order
to help them grow the crops effectively,
efficiently and profitably while conserving
natural resources and protecting
the environment.
Helping to get a healthy soil, care for its
nutrition, help to select the right crop/soil/
climate combination for the environmental
and economic conditions, define inputs use
in alignment to crop life cycles (e.g. the
right amount of pesticides, water, energy),
grow the crops while preserving biodiversity, landscapes and wildlife, identify and
mitigate environmental risks, find opportunities to reduce energy consumption,
and optimize the use of water (e.g. water
meters, drip irrigation) are paramount. n
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Role of an operator
in a trading company
ANNELYSE PIAUT
Operations Manager
Quadra Commodities

F

or a long time, the operator has
been considered a trader’s secretary.
In reality, this is a professional role
which requires specific skills and brings
added value to the business executed by a
trading company.
The job of an operator can be different in
a small vs a large company; the primary
role is to execute the business contracted
by the trader, which translates into converting the goods traded into cash.
But this is not as simple as it sounds!
Before being in a position to cash, a deal
needs to be financed and insured, a vessel
has to be chartered and documents compliant with contractual specifications and
legal requirements have to be issued; the
daily job of an operator is to coordinate
these aspects, internally and with external
counter-parties.
The operator has to inform respective
counterparts of chartering arrangement,
appoint an inspection company to supervise the loading/discharging operations,
make sure the instructions to issue shipping documents are received and passed

on in due time, check the documents
to make sure they are compliant with
contractual specifications and with buyer’s
request or with letter of credit terms so
that the goods can finally be paid and
obviously cashed for, and therefore allow
the delivery of the goods to Buyers. An
experienced operator will handle a dozen
vessels at the same time.
This position therefore requires knowledge
of financing tools, freight and insurance
terms, INCOTERMS, geography, English and
of course a healthy dose of common sense.
The operator may be responsible for
issuing and checking the trading contracts;
therefore a global understanding of the
business and of the clauses incorporated
in such contracts is required. The company
can be exposed to significant risk with
these contracts and an analytical mind on
the part of the operator can help assess
and mitigate these and to ensure all the
requirements can be fulfilled.
Excellent communication and organisation skills are required to be a successful
operator. n

Compliance and trading:
A fruitful relationship
ODILE ROY DE PUYFONTAINE
Head of Compliance EMEA &
Asia, Vitol Group

I

joined Vitol in January 2010 to head
the Compliance Department for Europe,
the Middle East, Africa and Asia, having
spent 15 years at the London Metal
Exchange and Macquarie Bank.
In the beginning, my relationship with
the company was rather like a whirlwind
marriage: we knew we were meant to be
together, but it would take time to get to
know each other. Four years, multiple policies, hours of training and a certain number of grey hairs later, it is a relationship
that is working. My role ranges from advising on corporate transactions, providing
input to an ever-growing number of draft
regulations, implementing policies to comply with international regulations, designing systems and controls to ensure staff
and companies remain compliant at all
times, as well as ensuring that our industry
is better understood by key stakeholders

through participation in industry groups
– there is certainly never a dull
day in the office.
There are numerous challenges in my job,
but two predominate. The first is to try to
improve the understanding of our business
among policy makers, especially in view
of the specific set of challenges faced by
the physical markets. The other is at all
times to try to convince the industry that
the Compliance Department is a “business
facilitation unit”; with time, it has learned
that a good business decision is one that
includes compliance and, if in doubt, to
stay on the side of caution. We have achieved this through a collegiate approach.
We all work together, from legal to finance, as well as IT, risk and the middle and
back offices. Recently, a financial publication ranked working in compliance the
third most stressful job, after investment
banker and financial trader; but I would
not change my career or my company for
anything in the world, and I look forward
to celebrating the 10th anniversary of my
taking up this post. n

In-house legal counsel
Successful merging
of business and law
SIMEON LACHEV
Legal Advisor
Metinvest International

H

ave you had the chance to question
a commodity trader about his/her
secret ingredients of a successful
trade? I am sure that if you do so, the
trader’s feedback will refer to the quality
of the product or services provided to the
customer, the knowledge of the market,
the flexibility and anticipation, the risk
management, etc. I am sure as well that
not a single trader will even think about
mentioning the lawyer’s input in this list.
This is not surprising: we lawyers are perceived as the ultimate enemy of business,
the persistent showstoppers and troublemakers. As a consequence, in most cases a
trader will dare knocking on our door not
when a deal has been successful but rather
when the situation can be summarized by:
“Houston, we have a problem…”
Metinvest International’s legal team
consists of 6 lawyers having the following
main activities:
l Strategy, encompassing good corporate and legal standing, legal support
on strategic ventures, and legal projects
and initiatives (in particular trainings and
promotion of a legal awareness within the
company);

l Operations, covering contract review
and negotiation desk, contract execution
desk, claims’ handling, «trouble-shooting»,
sanctions monitoring, anti-dumping, anticompetition and legislation monitoring;
l Dispute Resolution, consisting of arbitration and mediation handling, as well
as judiciary proceedings and enforcement;
and,
l Corporate and Finance, including corporate secretary and shareholders’ relations,
representations and participations, compliance, etc.
An in-house lawyer needs tons of courage:
courage to say “NO” to the executive
management, courage to propose an alternative solution, courage to disagree with
long-time colleagues and often friends,
courage to accept its own mistakes…
It is part of our job as lawyers to say
things that people may not appreciate
but if we do that with the conviction
that this is the right thing for the
company, we have accomplished our
professional duty.
Finally, you should not become an
in-house lawyer if you do not have a
good sense of humor. My manager keeps
on repeating that life is a joke, and no
matter how tough at times commodity
trading business could be there is always
some room for a smile. After all, smiling is
100% legal! n

Head of sustainability
When the future matters
GUY HOGGE
Global Sustainability
Louis Dreyfus Commodities

T

he sustainability role sits within the
Compliance & Risk Department, and
leads one of four Compliance Officer
positions at Louis Dreyfus Commodities.
It is the role and function of the Head of
Sustainability to design and implement
the principles of the Company’s Sustainability Policy. We continuously adopt a
more structured and uniform approach to
sustainability across all our operations. It
is therefore important for our various business departments to be consulted, assisted
and if necessary educated on what constitutes a sustainable approach, and to set
implementation and improvement targets

where applicable. When sustainability-related risks are identified across our range
of business activities, it is the function of
the Sustainability Department to manage
and mitigate those risks, if necessary by
determining and implementing a course of
corrective action. In addition to the internal activities mentioned above, the Sustainability function builds and maintains
relationships with many of the company’s
external stakeholders. This occurs either
directly or via international commodity
and trade institutions such as the various
round-tables and other forums that exist
to advance the sustainability agenda.
In this way, Louis Dreyfus Commodities’
sustainability profile and agenda is communicated to and advised upon by NGOs,
financial institutions, customers, suppliers
and other concerned stakeholders. n

The Honourable Company
A History of the East India Company
John KEAY

The World’s Key Industry: History and Economics
of International Shipping
Gelina HARLAFTIS, Jesús VALDALISO and Stig TENOLD

Commodity Trading Guide 2014
The Hightower Report
David HIGHTOWER and Terry ROGGENSACK

HARPER COLLINS, 2010, 496 PAGES, USD 8.17
ISBN 978-0006380726

PALGRAVE MACMILLAN, 2012, 320 PAGES, USD 85.30
ISBN 978-0230369146

THE HIGHTOWER REPORT, 2013, 56 PAGES, USD 15.45
ISBN 978-0978928575

During 200 years the East India Company grew from a loose association
of Elizabethan tradesmen into «the
grandest society of merchants in the
universe». As a commercial enterprise
it came to control half the world’s trade
and as a political entity it administered
an embryonic empire. Without it there
would have been no British India and
no British Empire.

For anyone interested in the growth
and development of the world economy,
knowledge of the history and mechanisms of shipping provides important
insights. The international shipping
industry served not only to integrate
world markets, it was the international
business par excellence and preceded
trends that later became visible in many
other sectors of economic activity.

For 20 years, the Hightower Report’s
Commodity Trading Guide has been
recognized as one of the best research
and reference tools in the industry.
This annual publication contains an
impressive amount of valuable information for anyone involved or interested
in the commodity and financial future
markets. For all. From the individual
investors to producers or end users.
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A wide range of professional courses
The industry also needs
non-academic training geared
towards a practical approach
and access to the industry
for beginners.
SILVIANE CHATELAIN
Education & Training Manager, GTSA

F

or a successful and competitive
company, keeping employees’
knowledge up to date and efficiently training the new recruits
is a constant and demanding challenge.
Moreover, it is a crucial objective for a trading
hub, such as the Lemanic Region, to offer a wide
range of training programs to ensure the sustainability of the location by developing a local
pool of expertise.
SINCE 2008, GTSA has been working with the
University of Geneva to propose two different
academic courses: a Master for young Bachelors
and an Executive course for professionals having
a minimum of three years of experience.
It was clear that the industry also needed nonacademic courses mainly oriented on practice
to support its training efforts for beginners. To

develop the syllabus, GTSA organized and coordinated a working group composed of industry
experts specialized in Operations and Shipping,
with the input of HR managers. It resulted in
the launch of the GTSA Operators’ Certificate
in 2012.
What makes this program so special is that all
specificities of the three main groups of commodities (agri-commodities, energy and oil) are
addressed by experts. They are supported by relevant guest speakers to give further in depth
and varying perspectives. It offers to junior or
aspiring operators a very good general overview
and more flexibility to join different commodity
desks.
PARTICIPANTS coming from other industries
particularly appreciate that in a short period of
time (4 months) they can learn enough about the
commodity trading sector to see how it can fit
with their experience and knowledge.
The program takes place outside of working
hours, in order not to interfere with professional commitments and due to the strong demand,
two sessions per year are scheduled.
The GTSA Operator’s Certificate has rapidly
gained a very highly regarded reputation and
employers started to contact the association for
good candidates having followed the course and
looking for a job.
Last year, GTSA has provided various bespoke
training to different types of companies (major
trading houses, extractive industries and service
companies) in different locations in Switzerland

GTSA ORGANIZED
AND COORDINATED A WORKING
GROUP COMPOSED
OF INDUSTRY
EXPERTS IN
OPERATIONS
AND SHIPPING
WITH THE INPUT
OF HR MANAGERS.

but also abroad. More than 70 people participated in theses course and the feedback has been so
positive that some are already planning to have
a further session in 2014, to pursue specific subjects in greater depth.
Based on a deep understanding of the topics to
be covered, the length wished, the number of
participants and their level of knowledge, we
draft a proposal that will serve as a base to be
fine tuned in a collaborative approach.
We also propose a two days course to enhance
inter-departmental collaboration. The aim is to
provide the participants with a comprehensive
understanding of all steps needed to conduct a
deal to its end. It stresses in particular the importance of each phase of a trading contract and
emphasizes the interactions between them. The
course has been already delivered to more than
40 people and a session open to all companies
will be organised soon this year.
THIS CONCEPT is also particularly interesting
for new employees in the industry, as well as for
administrative positions, such as human resources, IT or accounting to speed up their understanding of the commodity trading specificities.
GTSA has acquired a great experience in developing courses that gives participants an immediate practical use thanks to a perfect understanding of the specific needs of each company.
Thanks to our close collaboration with numerous top trainers, we are able to contribute to
the reinforcement of the competitiveness of the
industry. n
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Risk Management
An all-encompassing
function

LIONEL CRIVELLI
Middle Office Distillates
& Biofuels, Mercuria

LAURENCE LENFANT
Head of risk management, Lia Oil

I

n a commodities trading company the
role of risk manager consists primarily
of controlling the application of rules
and risk limitation approved by the board
of directors and, if need be, of informing
the latter of any violation. The role also
extends to supporting decision- making
in trading, through analysis and supervision of objectives, while endeavouring to
secure the value of transactions.
The risk manager concentrates especially
on the market (risk of price variation)
along with the risks associated with covering these price variations (risk of liquidity,
base risk, etc.).
The other types of risk associated with
trading – and not negligible – such as
risks of compensation (political / financial
/ banking) or operational (shipping / merchandise) are generally followed by other
departments, such as finance, shipping and
operations.
On a daily basis the risk manager and his
team are in constant contact with the

The Middle office
At the intersection
of trading metiers

various departments in order to gather the
information needed to analyse the noncovered risks. He or she thus organises the
monitoring of risks with a view to allowing
him or her to decide whether or not to set
up a cover strategy by the conclusion of
hedging contracts, depending on the risks
the company is prepared to take, as generally defined in a hedging policy.
The risk management function is all-encompassing, at least in small to medium
trading companies, for it requires concentrating the competences, both «classic
financial» related to risk aspects of the
market, and an understanding of the particularities of physical commodities trading
as practised by that company.
As trading constantly evolves, it is also
necessary to adapt risk management and
its tools to new needs.
«In order to win, you have to risk losing»
(Jean-Claude Killy, triple Olympic champion.) Each of us must define how much
he wants to win, and control the risks. n

Business Controller
Key to the decisionmaking process

T

rading operations in the physical
markets involve exposure to a wide
range of risks, operational and financial, such as those of price or exchange
rate. Complex and diverse, these risks are
often interconnected.
The middle officer’s function is to identify
these risks by means of precise, clear indicators. This demands at the same time the
individual monitoring of each operation
executed by the front office, as well as an
all-encompassing, integrated approach to
the associated risks. It is his or her task to
follow the operations from one end to the
other, supported by specialised computer
systems, while fostering communication
among the various departments involved
during the life of a contract.
His or her typical day revolves around
recurring procedures. First of all, he or she
presents the global position of the trading
portfolio, organised by type of product, nature of the transactions (purely physical or
paper) and by maturity. He or she ensures

Administrative assistant
The ambassador
of the company

GEORGY ROSHCHIN
Business controller, Neste Oil (Suisse)

H

ave you ever thought about how
a business concept that takes root
in a manager’s mind becomes part
of a company’s business model? How can
we measure whether the final results of a
business activity correspond to the
initial expectation? That’s the role of a
business controller is to assist in business
processes by providing insight regarding
the company’s trading activities.
By analyzing a wide range of information,
the business controller brings together
different aspects of the business so that
management can make smart decisions.
There are two major parts to this type of
job: analyzing financial performance using
modelling and spreadsheet calculations,
and preparing a financial report based on
this information; and communicating with
everyone involved in the trading process.
On a daily basis, the business controller
reviews financial results, gathers logistical
data from operations, discusses the market
with traders, studies market exposure together with the risk management department, and delves into financial costs with
the treasury department.
This is a long process which gives meaning
to bare figures. It’s widely acknowledged
that good management starts with good

correct pricing by choosing the appropriate price reference, and highlights the basic
risks inherent in physical trading. He or she
hedges risks on the derivatives and foreign
exchange markets in order to maintain the
commercial profitability of the operations.
Finally, he or she establishes the performances of the portfolios, calculating the
profit and loss of the various strategies,
totally independently of the front office.
This requires a solid understanding of
price formation mechanisms, as well as
an all-inclusive vision of the operational,
logistical and financial costs impacting
on trading activity.
Although part of a precise framework,
these analyses affect operations with
diverse characteristics. The middle officer
must be rigorous, analytical and a good
communicator, to make sure that the full
extent of the risks is well understood. It is
an excellent entry point into the commodities trading sector, offering a view of the
activity that is both global and detailed. n

CATHERINE VIOLET
Administrative Assistant, Sucafina
measurement, and for a business controller, good measurement starts with sound
internal processes. Our secret for good
management lies in its business procedures. Being an open and dynamic company,
it focuses on making processes transparent
and fluid. A business controller’s task is
to analyze the internal processes and give
recommendations on how they can
be done better.
What is my recipe for becoming a business
controller at Neste Oil? It’s not rocket
science: a Russian education in chemistry, engineering experience in Finland,
followed by business management courses
at the University of Geneva. Now I am
gaining valuable on-the-job experience,
working with a team of professionals
on a daily basis.
A business controller has successfully
done his job when the managers have
the necessary information in order to steer
the company in the right direction. n

T

he administrative assistant is responsible for overall front office activities
of the company and the maintenance
of a pleasant work environment for all.
Tasks are numerous and various. It also
includes small duties such as the maintenance of the reception area and main
conference room as well as sorting mail.
The main responsibilities include being
always available to provide administrative
support to management staff. In a word,
the administrative assistant is the Ambassador of the company.
The first role is the management of the reception area ensuring effective telephone
and mail communications both internally
and externally and maintaining a good
professional image. Duties include, but are
not limited to, greeting and welcoming
visitors to the office and informing the
relevant member of staff of their arrival;
reviewing and updating on a regular
basis the staff contact and telephone
lists; answering and routing phone calls,
ensuring that all are answered in a timely
and professional manner and keeping the
office organized and functioning fluidly.
The role also includes the management of
office supplies/stationary to an efficient
level and processing requests for furniture
and equipment.
The second role is assistance for all managers of the company in providing adminis-

trative and clerical services in an effective
and professional manner. This includes
managing and organizing all aspects of internal and external meetings, ensuring an
optimal meeting environment and efficient
logistics. In some instances, the assistant
may be organizing and maintaining diaries.
The third role is hospitality management
such as arranging travel, visas, insurance
and accommodation for local and overseas’ employees as well as guests and
clients.
At Sucafina, the administrative assistant
is also responsible for the secretariat of
the SCTA (Swiss Coffee Trade Association)
which includes some mandatory tasks
such as taking minutes for all meetings;
drafting, typing and dispatching all SCTA
correspondence between members. Also
liaising with relevant individuals and
external organizations in arranging the
AGM, preparing the agenda and drafting
minutes. On a voluntary note, the administrative assistant can take part in more
challenging projects such as being involved in the organization of the SCTA annual
dinner, a gathering of 700 people.
Depending on the adaptability and flexibility of the assistant and the management,
the assistant can become involved in many
different topics depending on working
ability and past experience. n
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The role that IT
plays in the global
commodities business
MIKE DAVIES
Chief Information Officer
Trafigura

I

suppose it would make life easier if
we could buy a commodities trading
software. But even if we could, the
programme would probably be out-of-date
before we’d finished installing it. With the
rapidly growth of my company during the
past 10 years, its IT network has become
larger and more complex. Oil and metals
trades are increasing every day, in more
parts of the world, when compared with
2004.
We need to capture information about
every single stage of every single deal and
ensure all this data is accessible across
different corporate departments. Add on
top of that our mining and warehousing
operations and you can understand the
challenges we face in linking everything
and everyone together. Two of the biggest
responsibilities facing my team are software development and maintaining the global IT infrastructure. We can’t rely completely on outside providers to develop the
programmes we need, as they don’t know

enough about our operations, processes
and plans for the future. That’s why we are
constantly developing new software, and
upgrading existing programmes, to meet
our traders’ ever-changing needs. With
the continuing growth and establishment
of operations in new locations, our team
must find ways to add new IT servers and
connect offices in remote areas without
affecting day-to-day operations in other
parts of the world. Employees of a trading
company must make thousands of wellinformed business decisions every day. You
can’t do that without constant access to
rapid, reliable and secure IT connections.
Protecting the company against electronic security threats is another never-ending responsibility. Cyber criminals are
constantly looking at ways to attack companies. We can’t afford to let our guard
down for a second. Whenever possible, we
must stay one step ahead in developing
new defences and rigorously testing their
effectiveness. n
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Insurance as a tool
in financing risks
“YOU ARE MARKED TO MARKETS,
WE ARE MARKED TO CLIENTS“

ALEXANDRE SŒUR
Global Head of Insurance
Mercuria Energy Trading

C

ompanies active in commodity
trading are naturally exposed to
risks that can compromise their
operations, their profitability, indeed
their resilience. The products that make
up our business are sometimes dangerous,
polluting, fragile, intended for human
consumption, perishable, intangible or
of great value, and the quality standards
are different each time, depending on
the country in which we are operating.
Whether it is the risk of damage to these
products, liability risk, or risk of loss of
income, trading companies need insurance
to protect them against these accidents.
Those working in insurance therefore need
a holistic understanding of the activities
of the company in order to identify the
types of risk and better cope with them.
This implies a broad interaction with the
teams in charge of operations, chartering
and finance.
Risks of accidents that cannot be covered
in this way are subsequently transferred
to the insurance markets. We work in close
collaboration with brokers who negotiate
with insurers, expert in understanding the
challenges confronted by trading companies. This implies establishing relations of
trust with the players, of whom there are

few. The extents of the guarantees, the
price, but also the services provided, are
the main criteria for selection. It is up to
the people responsible for the insurance
to find the best balance among the parameters.
Finally, it is the insurance team’s job to
handle the accidents themselves, often in
complex circumstances, due to the products involved, the countries in which the
accidents occur, and simply the growing
speed of logistics. It is important to have
contingency plans ready to confront a
maximum of situations. All of this involves
considerable synergy with the legal teams,
to which the insurance professionals are
sometimes attached.
Although no specific training leads to
these posts in the trading companies,
many colleagues have legal training or
training in economics, and have often
spent the initial part of their career in the
insurance sector, either with insurance or
brokerage companies. n
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The Financial Manager
In the context of
transactional credit

Accounting
in a commodity
trading company
CHRISTINE CALLEWAERT
Finance and Administration
Manager, Alcotra SA

JEAN CHRISTOPHE BEL
General Manager, Webcor

T

he Financial Manager plays a crucial
part in ensuring the proper functioning and optimal performance of a
trading company. Indeed, in the context of
the transactional credit approach, in which
Geneva has demonstrated great expertise
for decades, the role of financial manager
is varied and requires an excellent understanding of the trading business in order to
transform needs into funds.
One of the first tasks is to define the
structure of the lines of credit, which can
span production, transport, storage and
distribution. Then follows the definition of
needs in terms of volume and the financing cycle: short term/long term basis; an
in-depth analysis of the compensation
that will make it possible to determine the
terms of payment; an analysis of country

A

ccounting is essential in the
management of every company. It
serves as a basis for the collection
of financial information on its operational
functioning and for decision-making.
The profit and loss account is the keystone.
It permits the determination of how the
company sells, buys and spends. It is divided into two components: profit margin
and overheads.
In our industry trading profit represents
the operational result minus trading
activity. It is calculated by deducting sales,
the purchase of products and costs linked
directly to operations, including freight,
storage, supervision and interest. To these
costs are added all the overheads (salaries,
office and travel, amortizations, finance
charges and taxes).
Together with the general accounts, the
company sets up cost accounting, which
permits, among other things, control of the

risks and hedging needs according to the
commodities; the writing of the financial
statement... As we can see, there are
numerous and diverse steps to be taken
before being able to request and obtain
credit.
Thereafter it is the job of the Financial
Manager to establish a relation of confidence and total transparency with the
banking relationship manager, in order to
evaluate each critical situation, generally
resolved with the participation of all parties. Good communication skills together
with a proper understanding of commodities and the mechanisms of transactional
finance are a major plus for the trader’s
success. n
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trading profit. It is based on an operational criterion: delivery by boat. A boat
number is issued for each delivery, as soon
as the related line of credit is opened with
a bank.
The accountant links this number to each
journal entry (sale, purchase, costs...),
which enables him or her to pinpoint an
exact margin per boat (difference between
the total of the sale and the total of all
purchases and costs). In this way the
encoded data entered into the general
accounts and linked to the trading profit
are simultaneously logged in the cost
accounting.
Note that the accounting of a trading company is generally carried out in US dollars
as the work is exclusively with foreign
entities, with the majority of bills issued in
that currency. The accounts are converted
into Swiss francs at the end of the year to
establish the official statutory accounts. n

