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Corporate profile

Name: AutoAcc Trading

Founded: 1984

What it does: A stockist, wholesaler and retailer of automobile accessories.

Staff strength: 18

Achievements: Among the leading automobile accessory stockists in Singapore.

Future plans: Using the Internet to grow overseas.

For the past 18 years, Mr Low Chee Meng, 51, has grown his automobile accessories and tyre business by feeding primarily on the Singapore market. With his company having reached an annual turnover of $16 million, the managing director of homegrown SME (small- and medium-sized enterprise) AutoAcc Trading has now trained his sights abroad.

Earlier this year, the ebullient Mr Low oversaw the setting up of what he believes will be the main vehicle of his expansion overseas: a corporate portal.

Mr Low set up the portal with a modest budget of around $300,000. Roughly half the money came from a grant under the Infocomm Development Authority's (IDA) e-Business Industry Development Programme.

"e-Business is essential for SMEs who want to grow beyond Singapore," said Mr Low. "The main purpose of our portal is to help our overseas customers place orders and track the status of their deliveries."

A stockist, wholesaler and an occasional retailer of a wide range of automobile accessories, including Pirelli tyres, Mr Low already has business interests in China, Hongkong, Indonesia, Brunei and Malaysia, apart from Singapore.

However, there is plenty of scope for growth overseas, where he currently supplies goods to only about 15 auto-accessory importers. His retailer client-base in Singapore, on the other hand, numbers more than 100.

The AutoAcc portal has already proved a big boon to the company's overseas customers. Earlier, every time they had to place an order, the importers would have to either call or fax AutoAcc for pricing and product specification details.

Now, all they have to do is log on, said Mr Low.

The portal is being used in four locations -- Beijing, Shanghai, Jakarta and Singapore. The rest of the company's regional offices will join in soon.

Significantly, each AutoAcc retailer customer in Singapore and overseas has separate online accounts, where he can log on to see the "special price" offered just to him.

"We tend to offer better prices to loyal customers," said Mr Low. "Customers can even negotiate prices online and see the last price they purchased the same product at."

Mr Low is also using the portal to integrate the operations of his geographically disparate offices. "With the portal, now we have a single Web-based system for our various offices," said Mr Low.

Now he does not have to call for monthly reports on the sales figures of his offices in China and Indonesia. The system has also helped Mr Low control his operations better from the Singapore headquarters.

'Know what you want'

Having successfully set up a portal to expand his overseas business, Mr Low Chee Meng of AutoAcc Trading is generous with advice to other SMEs who want to do the same.

"The first trick is to know what you want and communicate this clearly to the technology providers who build your portal," he stressed. "They are IT people. They will not know your business needs."

The portal must also be user-friendly, where potential customers can easily find the products they want.

"For instance, if a customer is looking for tyres for his Honda Accord car, he just has to key in the car's name and year of manufacture and the software should be intelligent enough to find the right tyres for him."

The AutoAcc portal also has some useful, user-friendly features in its business-to-business section. Quite often, AutoAcc and its retailer customer have different internal code names (called stock codes) for the same product. The portal is programmed to translate the stock codes of registered retail customers to the corresponding code used by AutoAcc.

It's also important to make the system scalable and plan for future enhancements right from the beginning.

"We are now in the process of integrating our back-end accounting system with the portal which currently offers procurement and buy-sell functionalities," said Mr Low.

Finally, the top management must be personally involved in any IT implementation.

"Given the budget constraints of SMEs, we often have to omit certain functionalities. Only the top management can take such decisions," he said.
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