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Ask any small- and medium-sized enterprise (SME) why they are flocking to e-business courses and the answer will be simple: e-business today is a must for sheer economic survival.

Take the case of two SMEs, Tulip Furniture Enterprise and Scan Bilt.

Even a couple of years ago, e-business would have been a distant dream for these small home-grown companies in the construction sector.

But business necessities have changed all that.

Last month, Tulip's director, Mr Choo Wee Jiang, and Scan Bilt director Joseph Chiu, both completed courses under the Government's e-business savviness (EBS) programme to learn how small companies in their industry can conduct business through corporate portals.

"Learning to use corporate portals is a matter of business survival for us," said Mr Choo.

SMEs in the construction sector usually have to bid or submit tenders for projects.

Earlier, bids were usually submitted in hard copy. Now, many project owners do not accept hard copy bids any more.

"The only way we can bid for lucrative projects is through industry portals like icFox," said Mr Chiu.

"Besides, as the portals aggregate information concerning pricing and specifications, we don't have to keep calling up project owners to find out all this."

While Scan Bilt is content with using industry portals for e-business, Tulip is considering setting up its own portal to liaise with its own pool of customers and suppliers once the economy turns around.

"The course I attended really opened my eyes on how portals can streamline and speed up our traditional work processes," said Mr Choo.

Launched jointly by the Infocomm Development Authority of Singapore (IDA) and the Ministry of Manpower, the EBS programme aims to equip non-infocomm professionals with e-business skills so that their companies can remain competitive.

Under the programme, both employers and individuals can enjoy subsidies of up to 50 per cent of the course fee, capped at $2,000 per trainee per course, whichever is lower.

Since late last year, the IDA has been holding EBS courses designed for specific industries such as construction, retail and distribution.

Order online

Mr Kok Choong Hwa of container handling equipment firm Bromma Far East was a recent attendee at an EBS programme designed specifically for the retail and distribution industry. Mr Kok has stores in Shanghai, Hongkong, Malaysia and Singapore.

By the end of the year, he wants to set up a portal to facilitate information flow and communication between his various outlets and allow overseas customers to track product and price specifications and place orders online.

His main motivation: to increase his company's presence in the huge Chinese market.

"Online transactions are one of the most efficient ways of conducting business in an enterprise that is spread out across disparate geographical locations," said Mr Kok.

Hands-on knowledge

Ms Lilian Koh, president of training provider One Knowledge, has conducted several e-business courses for the retail and distribution industry.

"A couple of years ago, most SMEs would never have attended such a course," said Ms Koh. "The economy was booming and they were doing well."

But the recent economic crisis, coupled with the fact that now even big companies such as Dell Computer were bypassing small intermediary companies in the distribution sector and going directly to customers, has made SMEs nervous.

"They are now looking for ways to re-invent themselves and e-business is an obvious option."

She said the courses were full of hands-on knowledge on how small companies can build their own portals.

"They're taught how to select good domain names and how to index themselves into good search engines such as Google or Yahoo."

Ed: For more on SME portals, read the Computer Times Online and Print editions.
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