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Overview


What is eEurope?  eEurope is not a place or a group of countries but the philosophy of an emerging region within the scope of a technological revolution.  eEurope can be viewed from many perspectives including Euro currency (EMU) makeup, European Union membership, or technological contributions to the overall region.  Ireland, the "Celtic Tiger", is the basis of this research paper including its effect and impact on the greater eEurope.  The letter "E", which stands for "electronic" seems to be appearing in front of everything from E-Commerce to the E-Refrigerator.  E-Commerce is the next Information Technology industry paradigm shift.  It is the post-ERP apocalypse and the pre-communications revolution.  

E-Commerce is defined in nine characters: B2B, B2C, and C2C.  When most business people hear the word E-Commerce in use today they are associating the word with the first character set, i.e. B2B, which stands for business-to-business commerce.  This type of commerce is primarily focused on existing relationships within a company's supply chain.  The automation of the supply chain from raw material acquisition to warehousing and distribution has the potential to save several percentage points against top line sales.  B2B in its most basic form is not that dissimilar from EDI (Electronic Data Interchange).  Hardware requirements and cost of utilizing EDI have been the largest barriers to entry to leverage this form of supply chain automation.  E-Commerce (B2B) technologies use the Internet to facilitate the communication of information thereby reducing hardware costs.  The use of advanced programming tools like XML (eXtensible Markup Language) will allow smaller companies to compete with larger companies for better value from their suppliers.  This will also facilitate smaller companies to bond together to gain better prices from suppliers based on economies of scale.


This paper is divided into three sections.  The first section will summarize the massive amount of research compiled on this topic.  The second section will be formatted into a business plan that will focus on bringing an E-Commerce consulting practice to Ireland.  The third section will be a wrap-up of the business plan including next steps to be taken to further this endeavor.

Facts about Ireland


How is Ireland positioned to take advantage of this technological revolution and be a leader in eEurope?  Ireland is positioned socially, financially, and politically to take advantage of the shift in technology.  Ireland is an island nation slightly larger then the state of West Virginia.  Ireland is broken into two parts.  Northern Ireland with a population of approximately 1.5 million people and the Republic of Ireland with a population of approximately 3.6 million people.  References to Ireland in this paper will denote The Republic of Ireland since Northern Ireland is still politically aligned with the United Kingdom.  Forty percent of the population of the Republic of Ireland lives within 97 kilometers of the capital city of Dublin (the largest city in Ireland).  The second largest city is the combined metropolitan of Cork and Limerick.  Slightly greater then forty percent of the population is under the age of 25.  In 1997, the GDP of Ireland was IR£67 billion.  Ireland exports US$60 billion, which is composed primarily of: chemicals, data processing equipment, industrial machinery, live animals, and animal products.  Sixty seven percent of these exports go to other EU countries while eleven percent goes to the United States.  Ireland imports US$43 billion which is composed primarily of: food, animal feed, data processing equipment, petroleum and petroleum products, machinery, textiles, and clothing.  Fifty five percent of these imports come from other EU countries while fifteen percent comes from the United States.  Current unemployment rates are at 4%.  Research indicated that this four percent would basically be unemployable in any vocation requiring 3rd level education (the American equivalent to a Bachelors degree).  Twenty one percent of the population is between 0 - 14 years of age.  Fifty one percent of this age range is male.  Sixty seven percent of the population is between 15 - 64 years of age.  Fifty percent of this age range is male.  Twelve percent of the population is greater then 65 years of age. Forty three percent of this age range is male.  Ninety eight percent of the population over the age of 15 is literate.  Sixty percent of the population that attends third level education is studying engineering, science, or business studies.  "The quality of Ireland's education is exceptionally high.  The independent IMD World Competitiveness report ranks Ireland as one of the best in Europe for the quality of education which everyone receives."
  


Amarach (“tomorrow” in Gaelic) Consulting is Ireland's leading specialist in predictive market research, consumer trend analysis and business forecasting.  They produce several reports monthly and quarterly tracking every aspect of Ireland's usage of the Internet and E-Commerce issues and opportunities.  Amarach's research has been invaluable in the analysis of the conditions within Ireland.  The chart below represents Internet growth in Ireland as a percentage of the total adult population
.  This chart was initially developed and published in June of 1999.
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The June of 2000 report indicates that Amarach’s market predictions were almost exactly on target.  A February 2000 report indicated that 22% of the adult Irish population was online at that time.  A June report indicated that the number of Irish online had grown sharply in the second quarter to reach 25% or one in every four Irish people having access to the Internet.  It is important to note that the use of the Internet implies access, primarily at home, work or school.  Smaller percentages access the Internet from a friend’s house or from a Cyber Cafe.  The specific point of access is important to note within the context of the market that is being targeted for E-Commerce.  Obviously, if the consumer is the target audience, an increase in the number of access points at home is more important.  B2B would naturally be looking for an increase in access points at work.  Later, we will discuss non-traditional access points that will gain importance in eEurope.  The location of usage is also important to note with respect to the potential for E-Commerce proliferation.  Ireland is behind the UK by about 33%.  With an increase in the free Internet Service Provider (ISP) market there is a significant increase expected within Ireland.
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Another perspective is the percentage of Internet users from home.  The implication of the home usage chart is that future growth in Ireland will come from more uses in the home.  This will include increasing the number of PCs or other access points to the Internet in the home.  These opportunities will proliferate themselves in many ways including non-traditional access points to the Internet.  
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Because the largest percentage of adult users is based primarily at home, the most immediate needs for E-Commerce would be in the B2C marketplace.  With “work” only 2% behind however, there are more significant, longer-term possibilities within this market of B2B players.  
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A March 2000 survey from Amarach indicated that sixty seven percent of people surveyed would prefer to access the Internet through their TV and the remaining thirty three percent said they would prefer mobile phone access if given only the two options.  In a similar study conducted in January 2000, thirty five percent of the people surveyed said they did some form of Christmas shopping online.

Cellular phones are also an area that must be monitored with respect the opportunities in the E-Commerce marketplace.  Welcoming the announcement of the 1,000,000th customer, Mr. Stephen Brewer, Eircell Chief Executive said, "This is a significant benchmark in the history of Eircell's growth and in the growth of mobile phone usage in Ireland.  In 1995 only 3% of the Irish population had a mobile phone, this figure now stands (March 28, 2000) at 43% - with over one million of these people having an Eircell phone."
  Forty three percent of the population of Ireland is approximately 1.55 million potential customers for WAP (wireless access protocol) E-Commerce services.

The emergence of WebTV will also foster significant growth in the Irish consumer market in the coming years.  Ninety seven percent of all Irish homes have a television with at least the three basic channels located within the country.  Also, thirty percent of the population has some type of cable service and twenty two percent are reported to have a satellite dish.  Since eighty-five percent of homes have the ability to access cable television, the cable modem market will also be another interesting development to watch and monitor.

An additional social issue that puts Ireland in a key position to leverage the emerging E-Commerce trend is that it's the only English speaking country participating in the EMU (European Monetary Unit).  Ireland will have the ability to trade and cross-market within the other European Union countries.  Politically, the government is working closely with industry and academia to anticipate and assist future skill needs.  “A US$400 million program has been put in place which will double the number of computer science graduates and quadruple the number of software graduates within the next 5 years.”

Culturally, the Irish are VERY customer satisfaction oriented.  This is most evident when one travels from a hotel in London to one in Dublin.  There is a noticeable increase in the overall feeling within the respective countries.  The Irish are easygoing, lighthearted, good-humored, polite, and cheerful.
  They are quick-witted and have the ability to laugh at themselves.  A general attitude that things will work out in the end affects their daily lives.  Most Irish will also speak very positively of their American friends.  There is a realization by most Irish that due to the contribution from the Americans, there has been a significant increase in the overall standard of living within the country.  There are those however who blame the “damn yanks” for bringing too much change too quickly.  Traditional Irish values include having a good education and a secure job, owning a home, and possessing a good sense of humor.  Individualism is admired but aggressiveness, arrogance, and fanaticism are not.  All of these traits combined with the young average age of the Irish people indicate the potential for a talent and intellectual explosion within the country within the next ten years.

The largest negative factor affecting continued growth in the Celtic Tiger’s economy relate to the skyrocketing cost of real estate and the potential for inflation to hit the eight percent mark in 2000 or 2001.  Wages are accelerating, spending is increasing and the government is lowering taxes.  Government spending is also up.  All of these factors in combination with Ireland giving up its monetary policy in favor of the Euro are causing this massive inflation. Basic economic textbooks would say that a government should increase interest rates, raise taxes, or cut spending.  The Irish government is doing exactly the opposite.
  Time will tell how these moves will affect the overall economy though it seems to be a simple matter of economics at this point.  If interest rates or taxes are not raised soon Ireland could be facing inflation similar to the USA in the 1980s.  The Irish government has increased taxes on cigarettes and inflated gasoline prices have also contributed to the inflation rate but these factors only account for about 25% of the rise in inflation.  


Now that we have looked at much of the pertinent data the next phase of this paper is to develop the plan for the business.  Developing an E-Commerce practice in a country such as Ireland offers unparalleled rewards but there are areas that must be considered before leaping into a business situation.  This enterprise will be an extension of an already established consulting firm specializing in multiple areas of Information Technology including E-Commerce.  The model company used for this evaluation is VisAlign Consulting based in West Chester, PA.  Everything within the scope of a standard business plan from mission to key success factors will be covered in this section.  After this plan is presented the conclusion will describe the next steps.

Mission


As with any new business venture a solid mission statement which shapes the vision and the attitudes of everyone within the company is vital.  This mission must be short, sweet, and simple and must motivate both management and colleagues within the organization.  The following is the Celtic specific mission.  "Our company exists for the betterment and benefit of its clients and employees. Respect to this belief will result in investor, individual and community satisfaction.  Our actions will be guided by honor, integrity, preparedness, and a commitment to perform at our individual best.  Honor Super Omnia."  The last three words are Greek for "honor above all things".  Although plagiarized from this author's alma mater's fraternity I believe that this statement is reflective of how business is conducted in Ireland.  Because the Irish are a very honorable people, I believe that this same phrase should be translated into Gaelic (replacing the Greek portion) and be attached to the end of the mission statement.  Finding an American to Gaelic dictionary (even on the web) is difficult since Gaelic is a non-Latin influenced language.  Any Irish person on a street in Dublin could translate it quickly enough.

Market Summary


Once you have established the way in which you will guide your company you must next decide on the market that you will pursue within the E-Commerce arena.  This section will look at the various aspects of E-Commerce and serve as a compass as the area that should be targeted as the primary and secondary market.  Within E-Commerce I have defined three primary areas and one ancillary area.  B2B, B2C, C2C, and C2G are the four potential markets.  These represent business-to-business, business-to-consumer, consumer-to-consumer, and consumer-to-government.  The table below
 represents the size of the potential E-Commerce market within the next three years in Ireland. 

	
	B2C Purchases
	B2B Purchases
	Total

	Usage in 2000
	15% of Internet Users
	19% of all Businesses
	€325M

	Market Value in 2000
	€75M
	€250M
	

	Usage in 2003
	32% of Internet Users
	64% of all Businesses
	€5.3B

	Market Value in 2003
	€1.1B
	€4.2B
	

	
	14.7x increase
	16.8x increase
	


Estimates by International Data Group (IDG) have anticipated that by 2001 the entire E-Commerce market within Western Europe will be US$30 billion.
  This research from IDG also indicates that Germany and the UK will be rivals for the spot of the largest Internet market in Western Europe.  Germany is expected to drive one third of the E-Commerce between by 2001.  Where does Ireland fit into this formula?  Ireland is the pivot point for this business.  American investors and technology companies fit naturally into the Irish culture.  As Ireland is the only English speaking country participating within the Euro Currency market there are natural advantages to starting your business in Ireland before extending to other parts of Europe.  Lets take a look at the four different areas defined above in more detail.

B2C is the next area to focus on.  Ireland is not that dissimilar to the USA in its purchase patterns while on-line.  The top five products most often purchased on-line in Ireland include: books, CDs, travel, videos, and software.  The typical Irish purchaser is a male, aged 25 – 49 who is employed, owns a credit card, and uses the Internet from home.  The reflective point in this demographic is one that Americans take for granted (that’s an understatement).  The ownership of a credit card is where the B2C market in Ireland hits the wall.  The strategic guideline here is that the availability of credit distinguishes B2C consumers more clearly from their peers who do not have credit.  

For B2C E-Commerce to become a true powerhouse, new means must be found of putting credit into young hands.
  Although this may put the fear of God into parents, it’s a business reality that must be faced when trying to expand the base of current on-line purchasers in Ireland.  Those who seek to expand the user base will find creative methods of putting credit into purchasers’ hands without requiring a credit card.  This may involve debit type accounts or third party “money stores” which can debit / credit Internet dollars for individuals.  Purchasing patterns within the B2C area indicate that a majority of the purchases being made on-line are not from Irish companies.  Herein lies a risk / opportunity.  It is a regular occurrence that on-line purchases made to companies outside of Ireland do not accept credit cards (including Visa and MasterCard) if they are not secured by American banking institutions (which most are not).  A Visa card from Allied Irish Bank (AIB is the strongest bank in Ireland) is not accepted at many E-Commerce web sites in America.  It may be reasonable to assume that American companies are suspicious of "fraudulent" credit cards coming from around the world.  The fact is that business is being lost.  This is a factor that needs to be considered when setting up a B2C enterprise.  

There is a strong need for more Irish companies to have on-line offerings and they need to have a higher brand awareness of indigenous on-line brands to turn this around.  Again, significant market opportunities exist to get the smaller companies on-line.  Companies with the largest revenues are more likely to be leading the way – and that means there is little excuse for those who wish to do business with them to be waiting around.
  This focuses your market segment in two areas.  

Where will B2C growth come from within the Irish market?  Clearly, the overall growth in people coming on-line will probably affect the E-Commerce bottom line more then any other factor.  The push here is to support access from home based Internet users.  Also, the nationalism within Ireland can be used as a fuel to focus on Irish brands.  Few people may be buying their Guinness beer on-line but it's not unreasonable to assume that they would buy a Dell computer on-line.  Not because it's a superior technical machine to Gateway but because Dell has set up their European operations in Dublin and has built a manufacturing plant in Ireland to supply PCs to the growing Western Europe population.  Advances in Wireless Access Protocol (WAP) technological products, thus allowing "instant gratification" of needs that can be acquired on-line, will also stimulate growth within this sector.

B2B is the largest area that we will look at within the scope of market opportunities.  When most people refer to E-Commerce they are unknowingly referring to the B2B sector.  This is by far the largest area within the E-Commerce sector with respect to the amount of money being spent on-line.  Make no mistake however that a significant investment is required and the returns will be minimal in the medium term as the market develops.  The rewards will be massive for those who capture the market with the proper branding as it's emerging.  "eBusiness is no longer just an issue of competitiveness - it's a matter of survival."
  "Global B2B E-Commerce will hit US$2.7 trillion in 2004. While Internet trade between business partners will continue to flourish, e-marketplaces will fuel most of the growth, reaching 53% of all on-line business trade within 5 years."

The ability to connect firms together using the Internet provides opportunities to radically change and improve a company's supply chains.  This trend will call into question the role of intermediaries.  Warehousing and distribution will be radically affected and probably changed forever. They may even be skipped altogether or outsourced to a company that does nothing but travel from manufacturer to manufacturer and pick up product to deliver to end consumers.  "… Some people predict that e-Business will bring about the dis-intermediation of supply chains."
  There will be an ability to create a virtual market that will provide opportunities for new business ventures where only physical markets existed in the past.  

A risk / opportunity to be cognizant of in the B2B arena is the diminishment of brand loyalty.  Because information about products (including your competition) is available in a few keystrokes, the days of comparison on price will quickly evaporate.  Competitive advantage will be based on customer satisfaction, the ability to provide value added services, as well as complementary product lines.  The key to developing an effective B2B business is to spend time on-line, understanding the benefits that the Internet has to offer.  Once you understand the Internet, then you can place yourself in your customer's shoes and think about how your services to them could be improved by using the Internet.  "Some B2B initiatives suffer from an over concentration on the technology at the expense of the user… Information architecture is as crucial in a B2B environment as it is in an online shop."

"People aren't yet going to significantly increase the amount of purchasing that they are going to do over the web….  But that's inevitable because the vast amount of companies they want to deal with aren't on-line themselves or aren't making a B2B offering yet.  It needs to reach a critical mass before the volume of B2B explodes.  That mass is 18 - 24 months away before enough companies are on-line that you have a choice of on-line suppliers."
  

Enterprise Ireland is a development agency that works on behalf of the Government of Ireland, and works with Irish industry and its partners. Enterprise Ireland helps ambitious companies to build capability, to innovate, to grow, to make new partnerships, and to reach international customers.  Enterprise Ireland is also managing a new IR£10 million fund that has been created to fast track projects that have the potential to transform the level of E-Commerce adoption by existing Irish businesses.

A vital aspect for any firm or consulting company to recognize about B2B business on the web is that it is still a business.  "You have to remember the basic rules when it comes to Internet technologies.  It's got to make money or save money, and if you can't identify upfront how it's going to do that, in the majority of cases it's going to be a waste of money."
  The B2B business model is more sustainable than the B2C model because of the necessity for critical mass before becoming successful.  This also increases the barriers to entry into this field.  A successful consulting company will assist their clients in overcoming these hurdles to add value to the top and bottom lines.  "The key determinant in creating value in a B2B hub is increasing the number of participants, that is, creating liquidity."

Consumer to consumer (C2C), although a portion of the E-Commerce landscape is not a high enough impact in the marketplace to establish a consulting company.  The classic model of C2C is eBay.com.  This is where “auctions” were created and fostered.  EBay is attempting to get into the B2B auction market to take request for proposals (RFPs) from businesses and solicit bids from potential vendors.  Again, the facilitation of this effort is a fascinating look into the culture created by the Internet but it is not where there is profit to be made in the short to mid term.

C2G is consumer to government E-Commerce.  This area can also be referred to as government t o consumer (G2C).  They are roughly the same concept/idea.  When it comes to areas within the government (whether it's the USA or Ireland) opportunities within the E-Commerce market place are not often considered.  Although this is not a high throughput area, it does deserve at least a mention in the overall scope of this paper.  Much of the transactions that exist between a government and a citizen are information (content) based.  There is a potential for citizens (consumers) to have a need facilitated by paying quarterly tax payments electronically instead of "snail mailing" checks and paperwork.  A potential area of business in this sector is actually due to the non E-Commerce related usages.  The heavy need for content in this area has left many county and government agencies competing with big technology firms and manufacturing companies for talent to enable their web sites and provide content management services to their constituency districts.  Again, this is not a high dollar arena but there are other possible benefits, particularly when it comes to politics.  As is said here in the US, "You scratch my back, I'll scratch yours."

A brief discussion of branding is warranted since this is the marketing section of the business plan.  Internet branding was a senior marketing manager's worst nightmare and best friend all in one.  While there are a host of new opportunities there were also uncharted waters.  Within the E-Commerce marketplace companies can live and die by their brand names.  These brand names are separate and distinct from their brick and mortar brand names where brick and mortar operations exist.  Yahoo, eBay, and Amazon are business names that will live on in business textbooks for many years to come.  “The danger is that these businesses see their success as one of technology.  The Internet is not about technology.  It is a medium where selling organizations and their potential buyers meet in a truly accountable environment.  Relationships are formed. Perceptions are created.  This is classic brand management.  Digital technology now gives business a capability of taking the relationship they have with their customers to a new level.”
  Other names will also live on but not for the same reasons including ToysRUs, Wal-Mart, and Waterford Crystal.  "Waterford Crystal failed to re-register its domain name (waterfordcrystal.com) after two years.  A London teenager who registered the lapsed name suddenly started to receive email orders for thousands of pounds worth of product.  In order to get the name back, Waterford Crystal has agreed to fund the youngster's college education.  The result: embarrassing publicity and a college education in Ireland to boot!"
  Branding of your businesses name can also affect other parts of the business.  “The difficulties that many Irish companies are experiencing in recruiting and retaining quality staff can be greatly alleviated by leveraging their corporate brand imagery and values.”

A brief wrap-up of the marketing section would indicate that the majority of emphasis in this consulting company would be in the B2B area.  Approximately 65% of the firm's efforts would be concentrated in this sector.  Also, approximately 25% should be dedicated to the B2C projects and 5% to C2G/G2C areas.  There should also be a full 5% (possibly more in the beginning, during ramp-up) dedicated to R&D of future E-Commerce opportunities including advanced technology investigation.  The B2C focus should look specifically at mid-sized companies who have annual revenues between IR£40M and IR£90M.

Opportunities

The opportunities within the E-Commerce market within Ireland are numerous.  The following is a description of the issues followed immediately by, in each case, a description of the potential product offering.

As mentioned in the B2B section the first issue that many Irish companies are having is getting started.  There is confusion as to what products or services individual companies can or should offer via the Internet.  Today, only 12% of Irish companies have E-Commerce offerings.  The number of companies who express a strong desire to be on-line within the next 12 months would triple this percentage.  In a personal interview with John C. Moynihan, Director of Customer Marketing for Coca-Cola Greater Europe in London, Mr. Moynihan acknowledged that they are attempting to get more into the E-Commerce sector in Europe but are having many difficulties.  If one of the world's largest corporations is having difficulties targeting their E-Commerce efforts in Europe, there are certainly many opportunities to rescue mid-sized and large companies from this peril.  The need created here for a consulting company is in the area of strategic development and planning.  A team of E-Commerce experts will guide the "C" level individuals (CIO, COO, CEO, CFO, CMO, CKO, etc…) within Irish businesses to plan, target, acquire, implement, and measure the specific areas within B2B or B2C that are applicable to their environment.  The other opportunities that follow in this section are other areas that can be attached onto the strategic development initiatives.

Once a direction is set within a company the next problem comes in assembling the proper mix of technology and people to run the back end as well as administer the front end of the E-Commerce processes.  This company will offer an infrastructure solution that will coordinate the set up of the network hardware and telecommunications equipment and connections at the client's site.  Once the appropriate hardware is set up the company will then install all of the appropriate operating systems including the web servers and firewalls necessary to protect clients.  When clients are ready to go live with their implementation, the company will also be able to offer an on-site team to assist in training their staff to support the Web installation.  This organization will also offer the value added service of running their operations for them.  This may entail placing colleagues on-site at the client location or hiring the client's employees to serve as members of the firm's staff and keeping them on-site at the client to continue support of the existing infrastructure.

If clients do not have the capacity or physical infrastructure to handle the services that are proposed, the company will offer the ability to outsource all operations at a remote data center to be located within 20 miles of Dublin.  There will be several high-speed connections into the data center facility and clients will be ensured of sufficient service level agreements to keep their business running 24x7x365, just like the Internet.  The data center will be RAID 5 capable with off-site disaster recovery services.  This will be a disaster recovery facility for clients.  (Although much of the political and religious upheaval has been settled in the past few years in Ireland, this disaster recovery service will be a "comfort-add" service to clients.)

Strategic development and planning does not stop once the web services are up and running.  Many companies go on-line only to find they do not keep their sites up to date and lose customers to lack of interest.  This is more common in the B2C marketplace.  The resulting service offering is to establish a Content Management Office (CMO - not to be confused with a Chief Marketing Officer).  This office will continually monitor the web site and confirm that the latest and greatest content/information pertaining to clients is visible to the outside world and that the E-Commerce offerings are up to date and valid.  This office will also be responsible for tracking all activity related to the client's web site.  This monitoring will include tracking user movement within the site as well as monitoring consumer feedback to the web site.  Weekly meetings will be held between the CMO and the client's management team responsible for the web site to ensure that the company is still targeting the correct audience and understands any changes to the client's business.

Another area that will be key to B2B (and B2C to a slightly lesser extent) will be the web site's integration with back office systems including legacy and ERP systems.  Sales, inventory, and distribution systems must be integrated with the client's web site so that misleading information is not portrayed to the public.  This type of integration is often difficult when the back office systems are not up to date systems or are on alternative platforms including mid-range or mainframe computers.  This consulting company will have a specialty in solving these types of issues for clients.  

These five focus areas: strategic development and planning, infrastructure, hosting, content management, and legacy/ERP integration services will be at the core of offerings to clients.  An additional aspect of service to clients will be continual education of clients on the latest forms of technology specific (or not) to their industry.  E-Commerce is a new aspect to business. It has been "sexy" for about the past 12 months (4 Internet years).  Any one person who claims to be an expert in every area of E-Commerce is as silly as someone who claims to have knowledge of every aspect of SAP.  This person does not exist.  Through the targeted service offerings above, including concentration on the B2B and B2C E-Commerce, there is a belief that this company can offer a significant value add to clients while adhering to the mission of creating value for employees as well as clients.

Business Concepts

Although potentially controversial in many circles, this established Irish consulting company will be strongly aligned to partner with Microsoft Dublin.  As Microsoft Certified Partners, this company will endeavor to find clients the best possible solutions to suit their needs.  There is a belief that everything that clients need is within the scope of the product offerings available through Microsoft.  This will not be an exclusive arrangement as there are several other products available on the market.  Clients may also have existing hardware or software requirements that must be aligned with including but not limited to alternative operating systems and/or alternative web servers.  It would also be in the company's best interest to stay akin to new technology or other potential solutions offered by Microsoft or competitors to Microsoft.  All areas of technology advancement will be monitored in the R&D area.

R&D will focus on the technological wave that is occurring within the next twelve to twenty-four months.  The hottest area within this segment as far as Europe is concerned is the WAP market.  Eircell (Ireland's equivalent to Verizon wireless) just obtained their one-millionth customer.  Five years ago, only three percent of the Irish population had cell phones.  Now forty-three percent of Irish have cell phones.
  This area could lead to a significant M-Commerce opportunity with Ireland and the rest of Europe. "America is the only market in the world were Internet penetration is higher than mobile phone penetration. By 2003, more people will be able to access the Internet from mobile devices than from desktop PCs."

The beginning of this paper partially defined E-Commerce as the pre-communications revolution.  This is emulated in Ireland as well.  The current telecommunications infrastructure in the country is built around a 2.5 Gbit backbone.  By mid-2000 it was expected to be upgraded to a 40 Gbit backbone and will then be connected to the Global Crossings fiber optic cable.

Universal Mobile Telecommunications Systems (UMTS) is a third generation mobile communications technology that will deliver broadband capacity to mobile devices around the 2001/2002 timeframe.

Although education is not an R&D responsible activity, the delivery of training may become an issue for R&D to evaluate including distance or remote learning including the andragogical (adult learners) habits via Intranet training courses.

Competition

Competition with the area of E-Commerce consulting is as varied as there are forms of E-Commerce.  One of the larger organizations in Dublin is Horizon Technology Group Plc (HTG).  "HTG is a rapidly growing Internet services company specializing in the design, development, and implementation of technical infrastructure and end to end e-business solutions for the networked economy."
  HTG has three divisions including: a knowledge services division, an Internet infrastructure integration division, and a distribution and channel services division.  Irish Digital Concept Ltd is another competitor based out of Waterford.  Although a smaller organization then Horizon it has a similar focus to this company's goals.  The two primary services offered by Concept include consultancy services and Internet services.  "Concept offer a complete Internet service that can begin with a customer's initial Internet marketing plan and carries them through to the ongoing maintenance of your successful site.  For the organization new to the Internet, Concept can supply and install all the equipment you'll need to 'get connected'."
  Parallel Internet is another Dublin based company whose mission is "to provide exceptional Internet business solutions and to be recognized in Ireland and overseas as the principle trusted partner in e-commerce, for our clients.  Also, to innovate and extend the scope of business online, and to be at the forefront of development of the application of Internet based technologies.  Finally, to create Internet business for our clients and for ourselves that is achievable, sustainable, and defensible and allows us to grow profitably for the future."
  Parallel also claims to have a specialty in Internet brand marketing.  This is an area that this company will need to develop more as it matures.  Each of the big five accounting and consulting companies also have a presence in the Irish market.  Initially, the big five are not considered to be the competition of this company.  The Horizon Technology Group is the immediate competition until a base of operations and clients are established.  This company's competitive advantage over others is the established track record in the USA and the specialized knowledge of the Irish market and its cultural challenges and opportunities.  Understanding the unionized workforces and the various agencies to support new business ventures into Ireland are valuable resources.

Goals & Objectives

Within three years (12 Internet years) this consulting company hopes to have expanded its operations in Ireland to the point where there is sustainable, long term, growth opportunities.  In adhering to the mission, the company also wants to make sure there is fostering of colleagues' growth and nurturing of values of the traditional Irish citizens including time with family and friends as well as time for church and sporting.  Within three years there is a hope to extend this small consulting company to include a minimum of sixty colleagues dedicated to the various sectors described above in the marketing section.  Based on current estimates of the E-Commerce market in Ireland the company hopes to capture at least 4% - 5% of the market dollars as they occur in Western Europe.  They will establish themselves as the premier provider of E-Commerce and Internet strategy consulting services to Ireland.  By establishing an organization in Dublin (sooner than 6 months from now) the hope is to be ahead of the curve and be one of the first to market with E-Commerce solutions for Ireland's business community.  Within two years of accomplishing these goals, the next endeavor should be to set up operations in Germany (preferably Frankfurt).  This operation should capitalize on the expanding opportunities and previous successes to extend marketing influence to the remainder of Europe including expansion further east.

Pricing Strategy


A formalized financial plan was not within the scope of this paper, however, pricing strategy for services and products to be offered through this consulting company is worth a brief acknowledgement.  It should be noted that although Ireland's economy is booming, it still isn't the United States.  In this author's experience, some of the consulting rates on IT skill sets were up to twenty percent lower than in the US.  Service offerings will be consistent between the company's B2B and B2C offerings.  Within the scope of the individual service offerings, (strategic planning, infrastructure, hosting, legacy integration, content management) prices will be based on hourly rates.  Fixed prices on assignments will be discouraged except where absolutely necessary.  The branch manager will have direct responsibility for evaluating a need for any such contract.  Hourly rates will be set based on market conditions within the area of business being served.  The objective of the company is to make a profit and to significantly grow the business in Europe.  In staying consistent with the mission, this profit will not forsake honor with respect to clients and colleagues.  While not sacrificing market share there exists a need to extend the reach of the company's brand name as a premier provider in the E-Commerce market.


Once a B2B program is set up for a client, there are two mechanisms for pricing the individual transactions.  That is to say, how will the company make money from hosting these services for clients?  Fixed pricing on catalog type sales (i.e. a percentage of each purchase) and variable pricing on both exchanges and auctions.  An auction is either one buyer and many sellers or one seller and many buyers.  An exchange is many buyers and many sellers.
  One of the difficulties is that many people have fallen in love with the "exchange" and everyone is calling everything an exchange.  Many "exchanges" are simply catalogs where a buyer can search across multiple suppliers.


Once our B2C programs are implemented, the company's marketing department will assist clients in obtaining advertising on their sites to help offset costs.  A strong element of the business-to-consumer market is the advertising that is placed on each of the web pages including the respective click rates.

Resource Requirements


This section will describe technology, personnel, resource, and external requirements.  Requirements will obviously depend on the scope of practice and business acquired including the pace of client acquisition.  Because of the topics discussed, some time must also be spent on the management structure of this new organization.  The "next steps" section will describe in more detail the approach to acquisition that is planned.


Let us first discuss the management structure of this new organization as it is to be established in Ireland.  Although not limited by client acquisition area, Dublin is the natural decision on where to place an office.  As mentioned in an earlier section, this office may be separate and distinct from the site of a chosen data center.  Although these two sites may initially be one, they may quickly divest themselves based on growth.  Once the office space is acquired (or "let" as the Irish would say) the person who was assigned as the General Manager of the new branch would be the first employee to be located in this office.  This person would quickly establish a staff consisting of a Director of Human Resources, a branch CTO, a Director of Marketing, a Director of Operations (a.k.a. the consulting practice director), and a Controller - in that order!  To the extent possible native Irish colleagues should fill all of these positions.  These five people would then be responsible for coordinating the ongoing operations of the office as well as retaining additional colleagues.  Why is there no CIO?  Because this is a technology consulting company and the GM is considered the strategic pivot point within the organization for technology decisions.  The Chief Technology Officer is the person who is responsible for all of the technology that runs the office as well as the technology that is implemented on behalf of the clients.  Although there will be "levels" within the organization for decision making purposes, we must limit the hierarchy and bureaucracy within the branch as much as possible.  To say there is a flat organization would be using buzzwords without understanding the anarchical implications.  There should be an attempt to maintain a "compressed" organization but there will absolutely be a chain of decision-making.  The communications within these levels will be fostered to be completely open and honest.  There will be no room (given or expected) for withholding information pertinent to growing the business operations.


The CTO will initially be responsible for getting the internal office up and running on a sustainable platform that will enable near-future, rapid expansion.  This internal structure will consist of a LAN'ed Ethernet environment based on a Windows NT backbone with Windows 2000 on each of the client workstations.  MS Office and MS Outlook will be the standard office products used internally.  There will be an Intranet/Internet team assembled to begin branding the image of the new Irish organization as quickly as possible.  Input from the Marketing Director will be crucial here.  Each person within the organization will also be distributed a laptop computer as well as the ability to dial into the office as necessary to access e-mail or the company Intranet.  This will also further enable telecommuting options as the size of the staff increases.  The CTO should coordinate a hardware contract with a large computer vendor (Dell, Compaq, IBM - in that order) with manufacturing facilities in country.  Once the internal infrastructure is completed, the CTO should quickly turn his/her attention to acquisition of hardware to run sophisticated web services for soon to be acquired clients.  A variety of platforms will be needed to accommodate the needs of clients; initially however, the company will take a Microsoft focus including ramping up IIS capabilities as quickly as possible.  It is also critical to obtain a Web Sphere (IBM) product and a Cold Fusion product as quickly as possible to allow development to begin for clients.  The CTO should immediately hire a person responsible for internal infrastructure as well as someone responsible for client needs acquisition.


The Director of Human Resources has the most difficult position of any of the GM's direct reports.  Because of the constrained Irish labor market due to a historically low unemployment rate, attracting and retaining employees will be extremely challenging.  The person assigned to this role must be very goal oriented and have a high level of determination to succeed despite any situation.  Based on the above statement, the HR manger must understand the Irish employment marketplace.  By 2003, Ireland's Internet Economy will employ 35,000 people (3x the number of people in 2000).
  "Demand for skilled IT professionals in Europe will continue to outstrip supply up to 13% over the next three years, research found from Microsoft and IDC.  This research complements a similar report from Datamonitor that suggests Western Europe is set to lose €380B through the IT skills gap over the next three years"
 If colleagues are to be "stolen" from other organizations, the HR manager must understand any laws that pertain to this situation including existing labor and social contracts and unionized organizations.  The HR manager will also have the branch's training department reporting to him/her.  This training department will be closely guided by the needs of the Operations manager.  A probable reality is that some of the people being hired into the organization may not have extensive (or any) formal education in the IT industry.  High potential individuals including the massive number of college graduates being fostered by the Irish government should be capitalized upon.  This will be the most significant share of the initial workforce.  This will mean additional responsibilities on the managers within the organization to foster colleagues' professional growth while satisfying client demands.  The HR manager will also be responsible for implementing the feedback and review process within the organization for colleagues as well as with clients. 


The remaining three positions will facilitate the additional resource requirements.  The Marketing director's primary function will be the branch's branding position as well as the advertising of this new E-Commerce venture within the Irish market place.  The Marketing manager (in combination with the GM) will have primary responsibilities for interfacing with the Irish IDA (Industrial Development Agency).  This agency will be leveraged to the maximum potential possible including extensive ties and associations with "Enterprise Ireland".  There may be political situations here where the GM's experience will be necessary to settle differences between Irish policy and the needs of the growing E-Commerce sector.  Now that the marketing manager has the organization's name out there and business is beginning to flow in, (or so the model hopes) the Operations manager should be staffing the accounts as necessary.  This effort will be coordinated closely with the HR manager to provide the correct resources at the correct time.  The Operations manager will be the primary point of contact with the clients.  Client satisfaction will be the metric by which this position is measured.  A strong project management orientation as well as a general "take charge" attitude is necessary for this position.  Although many of this author's friends would be upset, let's not forget the bean counters.  Lastly, we must include on a top staff position a Controller to coordinate all of the financial activities within the organization.  The GM may elect to initially establish a relationship (outsource) with a local office of Chartered Accounts within Dublin or s/he may wish to advertise for a Chartered Accountant to join the organization.  All of the typical financial responsibilities will fall under this person's area.  These will include accounts receivable, accounts payable, treasury operations, tax, and general accounting.  Within the scope of treasury operations, this person will also have the ability to coordinate debt and investment.  Within the tax area the Controller should attempt to become an expert in the laws pertaining to the tax implications of selling on-line.  These regulations are far from clear in the Irish Revenue Commissioners reports.  The initial funding to set up the office was coordinated between the branch GM, the US based head quarter's operations, and Allied Irish Bank.


External requirements will be limited to technology initially, but will grow as the operations grow.  Initially, partnerships with computer manufacturers should be established.  Secondly, alignment and partnership should be done with a recruiting agency, as well as a marketing organization such as Amarach consulting.  The GM should also pursue relationships with Internet based organizations in the Dublin market that have a complementary focus to that of this company.  These organizations may be "web page design" based organizations.  Although this skill will be developed eventually, initially they may be able to assist in the marketing of such a service based on a B2C target market to both companies' mutual benefit.  Acquisition of any potential partners should also not be eliminated as a strong possibility as the organization moves forward.  This is why all partnerships should be VERY carefully evaluated for complementary fit.  It should be as if the company was hiring these people to work for them at its clients.


Once all of these requirements are gathered and aggregated there will be an established branch.  The timeframe for this "gathering process" should not exceed 4 - 6 months from the point in time the office space is acquired.

Risks & Rewards


Risk?  Are there risks in establishing a new E-Commerce company in a foreign country during a time of rapid growth and inflationary instability!?  Humph!  Would you like the whole list or just the top ten?  Let's hit the big ones and suggest some potential solutions (or at least abatements) to these issues.

A large issue that would seem to be uncontrollable to much extent would be the inflationary pressures within Ireland.  At a time when interest rates should be tightening, the government should be spending less and raising taxes.  None of these factors are occurring.  This situation looks a lot like the United States in the 1980's.  The US seemed to turn out OK. Who's kidding whom, we made out great!  There was a necessary period of "growing pains" within the US economy that fostered growth in technology and spending.  Some may credit Reagan-omics, some may credit marketing genius such as Bill Gates and others will attribute it to the strength of the American character.  There are probably ten other things people could point to for the US's rapid growth in the last twenty years including basic economic policy.  But, if you saw history repeating itself and you knew how things "could" turn out, wouldn't you feel excitedly compelled about the potential.  Ireland's "potential" must be capitalized upon.  Germany and the UK are easy targets to acknowledge.  There is potential in these countries as well, however, the slingshot effect of the Irish market place is worth more "bang for the buck".


Another risk within this market place is the talent shortage due to a significant increase in multinational investment in the country and a low unemployment rate.  The solution to this issue is offering a superior product that is recognized within the IT industry and providing opportunities for people to be included in the future growth of the Irish economy.  This will also be fostered by the percentage of the top line that will go into the continued development and training of staff to meet the technologically changing needs of our clients.


Another challenging issue within the Irish economy is the cost of real estate (a large impact of the inflationary pressures).  In the past four years it has not been atypical of metropolitan area homes to increase in value by 400%.  This is seriously hurting the younger population of the country in its ability to purchase a home.  Since home purchase and family raising are key cultural aspects of an Irish family, this issue needs to be creatively addressed.  However, most of the statistics indicate that the Irish population is marrying later in life and that the average age of childbearing women has increased to approximately 29 years of age.  This is a good sign and should alert us that this issue will not have to be addressed immediately for our younger workforce.  It should however be looked at aggressively for the more "mature" workforce.  This may possibly come in the form of home purchasing assistance.  This assistance can either be financial or can be directed in other manners such as partnering with a real estate company to help colleagues find lower cost housing with reasonable commuting distances.  A dedication to help our colleagues find solutions to their domestic situations will be paid back to our company in increased loyalty and the furthering of our brand image as an employer of choice in the Dublin IT community.


Cultural issues that may impact the business include a lack of trust in the security of technology.  Amarach consulting measured three distinct groups including "multi-techs, mobile techs, and anti-techs".
  Unfortunately, the anti-techs seem to make up about twenty-eight percent of the population.  The fortunate part is that this group does not represent the target market that is sought within the scope of the client base.  This anti-tech group tends to be females in excess of 45 years of age.  There are often no children under 18 in the home (these are tech influences on younger parents).  Most of this group has second level education (high school) and is represented primarily by homemakers and retired.  Only 10% of this population has a credit card and most within this group feel abandoned by technology and believe that it detracts from the social interaction valued by the typical Irish person.  The other seventy percent of the population is within the early adopters arena (about 38% = multi-techs) and the technology acceptors (about 34% = mobile-techs).  The biggest friend to this issue is time.  Technology is moving in on modern society as quickly as is the desire to be more affluent (like the Americans).  This is a fact, whether you are technology supporter or not.  When someone chooses to deal with the IT revolution is up to the individual.  This company will assist people over this fear by following all applicable laws and acting with honor towards clients and clients' customers in all actions.


E-Commerce has as many success stories as any other area of service delivery.  One, which this author experienced first hand, was while in a grocery store in London.  Although this particular store was not experiencing a growth in bottom line due to B2C marketing to home shoppers it did have a great story about a man who lives in New York City but is able to shop and pay for his mother's groceries on-line and have them delivered to her home outside of London.  These are the types of situations that bring value to clients and to their customers.  This is a perfect reason for the risks taken in trying to establish this business in Ireland.

Next Steps

This section is divided into the next actions that should be followed to complete this research paper as well as begin to establish the plan as outlined above.  This includes preparation for publication, funding sources, pre-implementation, implementation, and follow up.

After being submitted for a grade in my MIS5085 Independent Study course at St. Joseph's University, I will look for guidance as to whether this research is "publishable" from one of the MIS professors, Dr. Ira Yermish.  There may be a substantial amount of hacking that has to occur before this paper is even presentable.  Since I have never written a research paper of this length before, I will gladly accept guidance.  I also believe that the lack of time I had to prepare this paper did lead me to skip critical sections including the financial plan that should be further researched before proceeding forward with the implementation.

Funding for this project should come from an already established consulting firm that is in the range of $100M business that has a desire to expand into the European market place.  Additional funding should be sought from the Irish IDA as well as other Irish business incubators.  Although this project could be undertaken via self-funding and venture capital monies, I believe the best long-term interest of the company would come from an already established base of operations in the United States.

Pre-Implementation efforts include obtaining office space and recruiting the five top positions within the Irish market place.  This should involve advertising in advance in many Dublin based newspapers and recruiting agencies.  Additional funding should be sought at this time to capitalize on the Irish desire to grow multinational influence within their borders.  Another pre-implementation effort is partnering with an already established Irish consulting company in a strategically complementary aspect of IT and E-Commerce.  As mentioned earlier, this may be web page design or possibly hardware procurement.  This partnership will provide insights not simply to the business atmosphere but to the cultural and legal sensitivities not already outlined in this paper.  "In fact, in an E-business environment where partnerships are everything, relationship management becomes one of the key corporate competencies, and the IS executive who possesses these skills can ride them into new roles as GMs or COOs."

Once the implementation of this plan is begun, it should be implemented quickly.  Three months should be used to establish the office and hire the first wave of people to run the organization.  Within six to nine months (2 - 3 Internet years) the business should be up and operational including placement of consultants at client locations or on client projects working remotely.

Every month there should be follow-ups by the GM and his staff as well as the American and Irish partner companies to determine if the company is continuing to add value to the clients that they are serving.  If at any time they are not, a hard look at operations should be conducted and acted upon accordingly.

E-Commerce is so much more then a technological revolution.  It is a shift in thinking that is real, predictable, and appreciable.  Nicholas Negreponte, director of MIT's MediaLab made an interesting comment in regards to the future of business in an electronic world.  "When you go out today to buy a car, you are actually buying a piece of metal with four wheels on it.  Tomorrow when you buy a car you will be buying an entire transportation service [system]".
  I think that's a fundamental example of what this paper has attempted to reveal.  Price will not be the competition in the future.  Other factors will influence people's decisions to buy, i.e. service, wrap around features, and customer services when there are problems.

The Celtic Tiger's influence on eEurope will not be felt for a few years yet, however the time to capitalize on this European secret treasure chest is now.  Too many "day traders" are looking to score big in the period of 5 days.  Ireland is not a market for "day traders" of technology but a safety position for a long-term success story.  So many factors are influencing Ireland's ability to be a major player in the European e-conomy of the future it's almost scary that the IT community isn't jumping up and down yelling and screaming; "Hey look here. Look at the open door to Europe. Look at all this free money"!  The world of technology is moving so quickly that people don't have time to pick up their heads to look more then 12 months down the road.  For those who do, and see the green of Ireland, they will also see the green of dollars before long.
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