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I've extremely mixed feelings about Marvel returning to Diamond.

On the one hand, "it will return stability to the market", and help somewhat in lowering retailer's costs with consolidated shipping, and whatnot — blah, blah, blah, you've read the press release — but the whole deal just leaves me cold when I begin to consider the costs.

Dozens of distributor warehouses shut down; Hundreds of retailers unable to compete in the new economic reality — either way, hundreds, possibly even thousands of jobs lost, scattered to the four winds. The surviving retailers facing the burden of radically increased costs. The combined energies of the finest minds in our industry spent on two wasted years that ultimately amounted to nothing.

When Marvel declared the "Marvelution", they promised us a better world — order reductions, guaranteed stock, better discounts. Diamond and DC countered with their "New Dynamics", with much the same promises.

How many of those promises did you see fulfilled?

I used to have a choice of two full-line distributors in my local area — they competed for my business, and I was able to get good service and pricing because of it. While some things were slightly inconsistent (like fill rates on reorders), the multiplicity of sources usually allowed one to get pretty much whatever they needed. With dozens and dozens of distributor warehouses dotting the land, most retailers in most major cities had direct face-to-face contact with their distributor.

The Marvelution and the New Dynamics changed all this. Instead of two competitors locally servicing my needs, I'm forced to have the majority of my goods trucked in from Los Angeles. Instead of being able to restock by tomorrow — walk in, pull the comics off the shelf, go home — I have to order by remote control, and wait at very least a week, and more likely two to three weeks for that restock. Instead of being able to negotiate for a better deal (pricing, delivery costs, how they pack your books, whatever) with someone I knew face-to-face, I'm now stuck calling a stranger, who doesn't actually touch the comics themselves, and hope they have the foggiest notion of what I'm talking about. Instead of having multiple full-line sources for restock, where overlapping independent warehouse orders meant I could usually find what I wanted somewhere, we have a single stocking base which is horribly unwieldy to use and, more often than not, is out of stock on most non-brokered goods.

The publishers told us that the old system just didn't work — it was "inefficient", that distributors were intractable. These changes were being made for our own good, and that, accordingly, everything would be so much better, if only we'd be patient.

And while we waited, Rome burned.

I spent $3500 more in shipping in '96 than I did in '94. My discount on many lines decreased. I was forced to buy from people that I had no desire to support. I incurred nearly countless expenses as my time was wasted while the system tried to figure out if it had any idea how to do its job. I wasted money, I wasted time, I wasted brain-power — and so did all of the rest of you. Many couldn't afford the extra time, the extra money, the extra thinking, and so they perished.

Take a moment to think of the fallen hundreds. And the thousands of lives their passing has effected.

Such a waste. A damn tragic waste.

We're left with a monopolistic system. One that does fairly well for its brokered and in-control constituencies (DC, Image, and, we'll presume, Marvel), and anywhere from fairly poor, to downright awful for everyone else. Diamond's annoying rush towards centralization has depersonalized distribution relationships, and resulted in a drastic drop in their ability to restock product from the "big two, soon to be three". I mean, my fill-rates have gone from 80% or better, to maybe 50% at best. This is not only annoying, but directly disruptive to sales.

We've talked about how the nature of the marketplace is starting to change — that we're gradually moving towards a "book store economy" where backlist is at least as important as frontlist, if not of far greater significance. More and more retailers are realizing this, many of the publishers have realized this — so why is it that our sole national distribution source seems hell-bent to destroy this emerging and growing segment of our market? I placed a Star System order over five weeks ago that is still trickling in the door. Why is that? Recall that Diamond makes a much higher percentage of the cover price from a non-brokered publishers backlist than they do from DC, Dark Horse, or Image. Think about how multiple shipment and multiple week turn-around on backlist fulfillment costs Diamond potential thousands of dollars in sales — I can not place a Star order until my previous one has arrived, because it is virtually impossible to recall when looking at a blind list of 3000+ items which have or have not been ordered, which have or have not arrived. By "going to well" less often, I'm keeping books out of stock that could potentially turned multiple times, costing everyone possible sales.

Sure, I could simply buy more books upfront, but that almost completely negates a key value of the book economy — being able to run a mile wide, but an inch-deep via "just-in-time" reorder available provides critical cash-flow that every retailer needs to survive.

Diamond needs to focus on the Star System as an absolutely key element to fix if they're actually dedicated to our success (as they are wont to claim) — the list of product itself is so riddled with typos, poor categorization, and bad organization as to be unwieldy and annoying to use. In-stock availability of non-brokered product is very poor (I can always expect at least a third of what I want won't be in-stock — and another third will take three weeks or more to actually arrive), making ordering a frustrating shot-in-the-dark experience. And they have to get us those books within a guaranteed window of time. (I also think reorder penalties are evil on products designed to be reordered, that the selection is not nearly as comprehensive as it should or could be, and that we shouldn't be charged for shipping if we meet reasonable order minimums, but let us stick to stuff that Diamond is likely to do without being forced by an outside body.)

And the scariest part is that this is only likely to get worse. Diamond's system bent slightly once DC cut their deal, and bent a little more with each successive publisher — it twisted hard after the buyout of Capital, and I see no reason to believe that it won't break with the addition of Marvel.

Oh, sweet Marvel — architect of our predicament. Oh, sure, it was DC that built the foundation, by "picking the survivor", but Marvel's purchase of Heroes World was clearly and without question the domino that set this chain of events into motion.

One of the things that Marvel (and DC) claimed during their little dog-and-pony shows was that the then-current distribution system simply didn't work for them — distributors held too much power in deciding what information got trickled down; of what products were available to restock; of what services the publishers would be able to offer to retailers.

There was indeed an element of truth to this pronouncement — extant distributors were in fact largely acting as a barrier between their two constituents, rather than a conduit: Publishers found it difficult to target opportunities to specific retailers through the system; sales incentives were not being directly passed through to retailers; stocking levels seemed a matter of whim rather than reason — well, you can recite the list as well as I.

But, somehow (though it was, in fact, a historical inevitability — once Marvel chose a regional distributor to handle their national business, virtually the only possible result was exactly what occurred: the failure of that regional system and the consolidation of the strongest publishers behind one single source, eliminating the economic viability of any competition), rather than reducing the power of the distributor upon the direct market, and increasing the strength of the retailer, exactly the opposite occurred — one viable national distributor remains, and wields ultimately life or death power over the numerical majority of our field, and retailers are left with significantly less power and options in stocking these non-brokered lines.

And Marvel wants to waltz right back the door, whistling a happy tune, like nothing happened? Well, [Krause editorial standards prevent the printing of the next word, which starts with the sixth letter of the alphabet, and rhymes with a small waterfowl who quacks] them!

I mean seriously, folks! We're having a party, and Marvel suddenly goes psycho, flips over the punch bowl (and on to the stereo, no less!), flings handfuls of salsa and chips all over the room, and splits, declaring, "this party sucks! We're going to throw our own across town!" We all sit there, shell-shocked for a few minutes, and start trying to clean up. But the CD player is just ruined, and the radio only picks up a handful of AM stations; the purple stain in the carpet is never going to come out; and while we were trying to figure out just who was going to scrape the salsa off the walls, guests started leaving by the dozens, because it just wasn't fun anymore.

Then, around 1 am, there is a loud knock at the door, and, wonders of wonders, it is Marvel, saying, "Hey, dudes, we ran out of beer at the other place, but we rolled a drunk on our way over for this bottle of Thunderbird, so let's party! Woo!" Now, we're genial folks, and all, and, sure everyone deserves a second chance, but I'm quite sure I didn't hear the words "we're sorry" anywhere there.

Now, I'm putting aside that in a sane and rational world, we'd expect Marvel to at least rent a steam-cleaner for the carpet, and maybe find someone to repair the CD player. I'm also putting aside that a lot of the people who left the party will never ever come back, relating our hospitality to other people's behavior. And I don't really care the guy who actually instigated the situation is Pete, and Pete was a little too drunk, and is back at the other place praying to the porcelain god.

We. Deserve. An. Apology.

Repeat after me: "We're sorry. We made a terrible mistake, and we understand that now. We hurt many people, and we feel really awful about that. We're humbly, deeply, and truly sorry, and we'll never, ever, try something like that again."

No "but..."; no, "we're doing this for your benefit"; no corporate doublespeak in carefully phrased press releases. Just get down on your damn knees, take out a full page ad in Comics Retailer, send us personal letters, and tell us you are sorry. Make us believe.

We're cutting you an awful lot of slack as it is anyway — but we've known you since we were kids, and that kind of bond gives you an inch of room to get back into our good graces.

Hundreds or thousands of dollars striped from every retailer in this country. Massive brain-power wasted in chasing an inevitably spiraling hole. Hundreds or thousands of people losing their livelihood.

Look upon their works, and despair.

Marvel comics owes the direct market an apology. There are no extenuating circumstances, there is no plausible deniability.

And if they deign to do what is right, then maybe, just maybe, we can begin to trust them again. We might be able to hold some hope that they can be a positive force in our industry again. We might feel a little safer, a little less like we have to keep one hand on our wallet, and one eye on our back. I couch this in "maybe" and "might" because we were horribly betrayed, battered and abused by something we thought was our friend. And it will be very very difficult to regain any semblance of that trust again.

You out there who read the press release and smiled ("everything is now back to normal"), you out there who by fate or design are predominately Marvel-based stores, to you I say this: be careful, be very very careful. To hold close to your breast a creature who has shown a historical tendency to bite the hand that feeds it is not the wisest of courses. And if again they do something stupid or evil (depending on your perspective), and you get hurt once more, this time there will be no sympathy, no pity. And this is one of the very few cases where I don't want to say, "I told you so."

There is no redemption without contrition. And there is no faith without honor.

Marvel comics: Do the right thing.

*************************

Brian Hibbs owns Comix Experience, and believes in his heart that the ride isn't yet over for Marvel and our industry. In fact, he very much doubts that what we have today will more than casually resemble what we're going to have at the turn of the millennium. Write him at 305 Divisadero St., San Francisco, CA, 94117, fax him at (415) 863-9258, or e-mail him at comixexperience@compuserve.com.
