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Bringing strategy to buying boxes

By WASHINGTON AKUMU

5 companies adopt the latest in
information technology with

a feel of modernity and currency, the
process of buying this resource re-
mains a major challenge.

Many buyers have come to grief.
And a good number of IT buying ven-
tures have in the past taken the hue
of stop-go, desultory affairs, largely
driven by the presence of cash rather
than the primacy of need.

Perhaps the most well documented
cases in Kenya are the Nairobi Stock
Exchange's long-running quest for
an online trading infrastructure and
Kenya Commercial Bank's own bun-
gled sourcing of core banking soft-
ware from Indian firm Infosys. The
two organisations were finally able
to put closure to the deals but only
after lengthy delays, loss of cash and
the eventual engagement of experts
to advise on the process.

This if familiar terrain for Mr
Joseph Warningi, managing
at Advantech, an IT consultancy that
opened shop in 2002.

“Many firms rarely plan for invest-
ment in IT by developing compre-
hensive strategies that would guide
such investments. There is also lack
of clarity on whether the technology
is being bought to just run the busi-
ness or grow it,” he told Smart Com-
pany during an interview at the firm's
Landmark Plaza “virtual office’, off
Argwings Kodhek Road in Nairobi's
Upperhill district.

It is‘ a tnm:a.l cons]:lmw' ofﬁ.oe,

services m shared with other peers
on the same floor.

The man is also miffed by the ap-
parent lack of attention for what he
calls the “IT agenda™ in most compa-
ny boards, with several of heads of IT
still ha to report to the people in
charge of the finance function. When
it comes to where the robber meets
the road on IT buying, he notes that
most firms are still blinded by their
inability to discern what is good for
the business from mere technologi-
cal hype.

Mr Waruingi should know. Since
he left a suceessful career at business:
advisory boutique Pricewaterhouse-
Coopers's management consulting
practice to found Advantech, he has
built an enviable resume consulting
on several IT projects, not just in
Eenya but the rest of the continent as
well. During such excursions, he has
learnt first-hand the importance of

through any such venture,

from the very beginning.

The has executed a number of
IT strategy development jobs for cli-
ents among them Coca Cola Eastern
and Southern Africa, for which it did
a busi ing. For the
Ethiopian and Eritrean governments,
itwaslead consultant in the develop-
ment of an integrated financial man-
agement information system (known

hagement

ocess Outsourcing .
Management Office
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Mr Joseph Waruir
a successful career at
PricewaterhouseCoopers

Makueni and a facilities manage-
ment strategy for Malawi's Ministry
of Finan ceémh

“For us, assignmentis uu.ique
This approach

Empowerin
to power bus

that can be mobilised at short notice
and relied upon whenever the need
arises,
As hitherto small companies con-
lidate into one-stop shops with the

design and implem.em IT-ennbled
business solutions that are respon-
sive to our client’s business needs.
Our service is adaptive to our client’s
style and a careful balance between
global trends and local contexts,” ar-
gued the 15-vear industry veteran.
Mr Waruingi, who holds an un-

as IFMIS in the trade). dergraduate degree in statistics and

Other jobs have included a moni- management (Moi) and an MBA in
toring and Juation sy for st t and finance
Northern Uganda Social Action Fund  from the University of Nairobi, sits

(USAF), IT strategy and change man-
agement for Sudanese sugar miller
Kenana, GIS mapping for National
. Water Conseryation and Pipeline

at the head of a team of five core con-
sultants. Even then, the firm has used
its contacts on the continent to form
hat he nalls a "\drtual tpemq;j;;, :
expert essionals.
AT f“uwu ?&“'F TP

There are gé,ps o
in IT skills,

especially whenit
comes to process
counsulting

P [I:li,]wn;: ones in Kenya being
PRl Aites Accesshenyi, ¢

phony and Copy Cat among others;

and as firms increasingly single-
source turnkey projects as opposed

to huying in small chunks, it would

appear that wmu.lbmdes lﬁtc.mivan—

tech are incr being el

from the inside lane.

But Mr Waruingi counters that
there is still a place for firms like his.

“I believe that there is a future for
small firms, especially those that
cultivate a niche and provide supe-
rior client service. Such firms tend
to be versatile and agile with faster
turnarounds and response to client
needs” -

In any case, he went on, some of
the one-stop shops were children
of mergers and acquisitions rather
than organic growth, making them
sum.epdble to culture clashes. This
the tendency to bottle up the

envisaged benefits and economies of
scale, at the expense of client service,
he noted.

A major challenge his firm faces is
in the area of pricing. Saturation in ~
the business has spawned a new kind
of desperado “briefcase consultant”
who is willing to undercut on price
just to get a deal. This has forced Ad-
vantech sometimes to review its fees
downwards, significantly putting a
lid on and growth.

Comedl:g contracts is another
challenge due to competition from
transpationals. Such jobs also entail
the uphill task of putting together
multi-disciplinary teams of experts to
address the full quantum of the client
needs. Besides, the fact that the firm
sells an “intangible” product makes it
a hard sell based largely on relation-
ships, which the firm is slowly build-
ing with key decision-makers.

As it seeks to protect and grow its
space, Advantech will also have to be
alive to emerging trends in IT adop-
tion in Kenya. Generally, banks have
tended to lead the way because of the
demonstrable benefits a bankable IT
infrastructure brings to their entire
value chains and product proposi-
tions.

“Such leverage enables banks tp
offer better services and manage the
per unit cost of serving customers.”

The focus would seem to be differ-
ent among manufacturers, commer-
cial and service providers, Here, the
practice has been to identify and con-
centrate on core activities like plan-
ning production, logistics and cus-

tomer service for automation first
The devil, predictably, is in deciding
on priorities.

Buyers are also increasingly
putting more weight on benefits and
payback of I'T-spend as opposed to
technology hype. The previous pre-
mium on “hard” IT issues is also
slowly being replaced by “soft” con-
cems like change management, the

* need to better communicate the ben-

efits of IT to staffers and the impera-
tive for champions.

Firms are also now keener to
benchmark themselves against their
local and intemational peers when it
comes to the relationship between
money spent on IT and variables like
turnover.

The IT entrepreneur is generally
happy with the status of and
IT skillsin Kenya, but disclaims there
are m!m: gaps especially i; ptm

e ol

EY
offerings.

As part of his firm’s agenda for
growth, Mr Waruingi is building a
“virtual organisation” of profession-
2ls so that Advantech can take jobs
even in countries where it has no
physical presence.

He is equally keen to develop in-
house expertise in integrated infor-
mation systems, enterprise resource
planning (ERP) and migrate geo-
graphic information systems (GIS)
from its primacy in research and
academia and convert it into a busi-
ness tool. Hi firm is also planning to
entrench relatively new IT manage-
ment concepts into the country in-
cluding international benchmarks
like IS0 17799, IT Infrastructure Li-
brary (1IL) and Balanced Scorecard.
(wakumu@nation.co.ke)




