
I n t ro d u c t i o n
The Internet's history can be traced back to ARPANET - which was started

by the US Department of Defence for research into networking in 1969.

ARPANET was opened to non-military users in the late 1970s and early

takers were big American universities - although at this stage it resembled

nothing like the Internet we know today.

It wasn't until the 1980s that the services we use currently started

appearing and the Internet only became available to the general public in

1993 as it became possible for individuals to get connected to this now

huge network.

In the past five years the Internet has grown from three million users,

mainly based in the United States, to more than 100 million worldwide.

On-line trading is currently estimated at about £6.5 billion and projected to

grow to £250 - £300 billion within just four years.  

This phenomenal growth reflects the fact that the Internet embraces

virtually every aspect of modern business. It can be used to improve

effectiveness, achieve greater market penetration, offer enhanced

responsiveness to customers and provide additional communication routes.

This guide, produced by Bibby Financial Services, offers practical advice on

how to get started in e-commerce. It is designed to provide enough basic

information for any small to medium sized firm to assess and begin to

exploit the opportunities open to them through e-commerce. The guide

covers key areas such as planning a move into e-commerce (page 2), How

to connect to the Internet (page 3) and the business challenges such as

security and legal issues (page 5). Also included is a jargon buster of

technological terms and some useful contacts for businesses wishing to

learn more.



E - C o m m e rc e  -  S o  w h a t ' s  i t  a l l  a b o u t ?
For many small or medium sized firms the idea of embracing e-commerce

may sound daunting, however the basic concepts are simple and the

potential benefits enormous.

Broadly speaking the term e-commerce refers to the exchange of

information across electronic networks, which are also known as the

Internet.

E-mail is the method by which most users first experience the Internet. This

electronic messaging system offers a fast and effective alternative to the

phone or fax and can lead to improved business communications.

Web sites provide an 'electronic shop window' for your business and can

have a variety of roles. For example a web site may serve as an electronic

catalogue where visitors to the site may purchase products or services.

Alternatively the web site may be used as an online brochure or

advertisement giving details about your organisation and offering contact

details for further information. It may also be designed to improve client

services or interface, by allowing them to monitor the status of an order or

delivery.

Browsing the Internet yourself can also have a positive impact on your

business. It will allow you to learn more about suppliers, competitors and

customers. Whatever your specific goals, the Internet will help you access

new markets and work with existing ones more effectively.  



G e t t i n g  S t a r t e d   
The decision to move into e-commerce should be a strategic one. You need

to be satisfied that it will fall into line with your overall business objectives

and work as an integrated part of your business plan. You also need to

ensure that you have the resources to meet any new demand you generate.

Connection to the Internet Once you have taken the decision to go on-

line, the next step is to set up your Internet connection. Connection is a

simple process, the basic requirements are:

• A computer   • A modem   • A telephone line

You will need software that allows you to browse the Internet and a link to

the Internet itself. For small companies these are best sourced through an

Internet Service Provider (ISP), such as BT Highway, Freeserve or Demon.

ISPs provide 24-hour Internet access through a dedicated dial-in number.

Some ISPs offer free access, although you will still pay for the cost of the

telephone call.

If you have decided to develop your own web site, it will need regular

maintenance, typically in the form of keeping product or service listings,

descriptions and prices up to date. Maintenance can be handled internally

if you have the expertise or can be outsourced to an ISP or specialist 

e-commerce support company.

You will also need to consider a domain name for your site, such as

www.myfirm.co.uk. Some domain names are available free from ISPs while

others can vary from a small sum to very large depending on the name you

wish to register.



Choosing an ISP Choosing the right service provider will be essential to

the success of your e-commerce activities. Many ISPs offer packages

specifically for businesses wanting to get involved in e-commerce. It's a

good idea to shop around, comparing rates and services before you sign up

with a particular organisation.

You will need to investigate whether the ISP can cater for different sized

businesses and can accommodate upgrading - should your requirements

change. As well as the standard e-mail, web browsing and web site hosting

facilities, the ISP should allow businesses to register a unique domain name

via which e-mail can be sent and received.

You should also verify whether your ISP's systems could deal with high

volumes of on-line traffic and whether they offer 24-hour support.

What does it cost? Costs are variable, depending on the nature of your

business, how you position your company, what you want to achieve on

the Internet and how quickly you want to achieve it.

To run and establish a dedicated web site, guideline costs for a basic site

are as follows:

Graphic design visuals £1,500

Page production from £100 per page

Set up and testing £200

Page storage (space on server) £150 p.a.

Site maintenance £50 per hour

A possible total set up budget for a basic ten page site £2,850



B u s i n e s s  C h a l l e n g e s
Defining web site applications A successful e-commerce strategy for

your business will depend on the clear definition of exactly what you want

from your site. Do you want a purely informational site that acts as your

corporate presence on the Internet? A vehicle from which to increase sales?

A support service for existing customers? An alternative method for

automating sales processing?  A mechanism by which to capture data and

grow client lists - for example by tracking visitors to your site? It could be

all of these things or something completely different.

Before you get started, it is advisable to dedicate some time to researching

the options available to you. You will need to understand how the Internet

works and how you can work with it: how your competitors use it - or why

they don't and what options there are for setting up and running your own

e-commerce operations.

• Spend some time investigating this new market place

• Learn your way around the web

• See what competing companies are doing

• Evaluate the sites you admire and identify what makes them work

• Experience e-commerce for yourself and buy some products on-line



Buying and selling Electronic trading methods such as e-mail and the web

have added a new dimension to the selling and sales support activities that

small businesses can undertake. Key actions and processes have been

automated and streamlined, driving costs down and sales up.

Examples include the ability to quote on-line, take orders,

source products and respond to international tenders.

However, it is not enough to create an eye catching

web site that pulls in order after order - you must

have the systems in place to process those

orders, manage the accounts, deliver the goods

and maintain customer loyalty.

As most purchases over the Internet are done by

credit card, you will need to enter into a merchant

agreement with a bank or credit card company to be able

to accept payment in this way.

On-line procurement E-mail and the web also create new procurement

opportunities in terms of services, materials, finished goods and

equipment. On-line purchasing can enable you to keep track of

communications with suppliers, for example through the use of e-mail

rather than ordering via the telephone. You may also benefit from better

terms from existing trading partners, as the overheads for conducting

transactions via the Internet are generally lower than conventional

trading methods, due to the high level of automation.

International trading The web is global, so it can

provide a rich source of export leads for businesses

of all sizes. Few businesses can afford to travel

extensively abroad in search of sales

opportunities, however with a web site, you no

longer have to. Customers from all over the

world can visit the 'shop window' of your web site

and see for themselves what you have to offer.

Your site should make your policies on international

trade clear. If you expect to do a lot of overseas business, a

multi-lingual, multi-currency site may be worth the extra investment.

You will also need to liaise with credit card companies (such as Visa,

Mastercard and American Express) in order to enable secure multi-currency

transactions can take place.



Legal considerations The laws governing e-commerce are particularly

complex, partially because they are still evolving and partially because the

legislation governing trading, differs from country to country.

The UK Government is currently preparing e-commerce legislation to build

trust in the confidentiality and security of on-line transactions. The

European Union is also legislating on e-commerce at present. An 

e-commerce Directive should be implemented across all the member states

in 2001, clarifying the rules on advertising and the liability of intermediary

service providers.

Security It is important to recognise that if your business is using the

Internet, you are responsible for the security of your business' network,

systems and information. You should also be aware of the security risks

associated with on-line trading and the fears your customers may have.

Common concerns include worries about giving out account details over

the Internet. However, the growing scale of e-commerce and the rapidly

increasing number of companies doing business over the Internet

demonstrate that e-commerce can be conducted safely.

Funding Funding may also be available to help you become involved in 

e-commerce. There are a number of Government-run initiatives to

encourage small firms to incorporate the web into their business. You may

be entitled to some sort of funding or grant to help develop your 

e-commerce strategy. Some councils will pay up to 50 per cent of the

development cost of a web site for SMEs, while April 2000 saw the launch

of incentives which allow any small business investing in e-commerce and

new information technology to write off the full cost against tax.

Firms such as Bibby Financial Services offer a portfolio of cashflow solutions

designed specifically to meet the needs of small businesses. These solutions

include factoring, trade finance, asset finance and invoice discounting, all

of which can be used by business owners and managers to release capital

and improve cash flow, enabling firms to free up cash that could be used

to invest in a planned e-commerce strategy.


