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Broadband driving growth of e-business

Anton Gaylard, General Manager: Application Service Provider Division, MWEB Business

Worldwide, employers are increasingly recognising the benefits of adopting a flexible working approach. Today, people want to be connected and in touch at all times, with instant access to information and applications. E-business, defined as accessing various business applications via the Internet, is changing the way in which people work. A high quality broadband connection makes information available always, however, this is rarely the case in South Africa. 

Connectivity is key  

There are approximately 100,000 broadband users in South Africa. This figure is expected to grow eight-fold by 2009. Broadband will be the catalyst needed to take e-business to the next level in South Africa. In the United States, for example, the widespread availability of broadband has doubled the time that consumers spend online. A permanent, high-speed Internet connection allows for a much more enjoyable online experience, and opens up opportunities for users to do more with the Internet. 

In a business context, this means that users are now able to remotely access applications such as customer relationship management tools and online accounting packages without the frustrations associated with using a dial-up connection. 

Demand for self-service 

Customers today demand 24x7 access to information, and implementing a self-service strategy has therefore become key. Research has shown that a large percentage of customers investigating goods and services online results in in-store purchases, as shoppers do not feel intimidated and are able to make informed purchasing decisions. These customers also tend to be far more satisfied with their purchases. 

A boon to SMEs

A segment where e-business is having a significant impact is the small-to-medium enterprise (SME) space. Always-on connectivity is opening up a range of e-business opportunities for SMEs, and a key driver for our application service provider (ASP) division’s strategy is the growth of broadband in South Africa. An ASP model offers access to applications and related services via the Internet that would otherwise have to be located at the customer’s premises. 

Applications and services that are gaining popularity with SMEs include online marketing, e-billing and online applications such as accounting, CRM and human resources packages. Online marketing provides SMEs with a very effective and measurable means of mass communication. Another e-business application that enables optimised business processes is e-billing, which negates the costs of envelopes, paper, mailing costs as well as the man hours required to prepare and distribute statements. 

Future of e-business in South Africa

Cost efficiency and business optimisation are regarded as the biggest drivers for adopting an e-business model, however, if you are going to do business online, you have to do it properly. Whilst the future of e-business in South Africa is looking up, there is still a barrier of acceptance to using applications such as online accounting and payroll software, as a result of the perceived threat to sensitive information. Security advancements and constant technological improvements are addressing many of these uncertainties.   

Greater adoption of broadband, as well as increased awareness of the benefits of using online applications - such as 24x7 secure access, available from any Internet connection, frequent upgrades as well as technical support – will be the factors that spur the growth of e-business in years to come. 
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