



























































PROGRAMME BRIEFING

» ESPRIT

Doing Business in the
Information Society

Around 1,500 business people, researchers and policymakers attended the
1996 European Information Technology Conference (EITC ‘96) last November.

“ We have reached the mid-
point of the Esprit Pro-
gramme, providing an oppor-
tunity to both take stock of
progress to date and orient
ourselves towards IT research
until the year 2000,” remarked
Esprit director George Meta-
kides as he opened the confer-
ence. “To begin with, Esprit has
funded about one quarter of
the 4,000 proposals received
to date, with the participants
roughly  equally divided
between research institutes,
large companies and SMEs.”

The figures show that projects
are successfully networking
SME suppliers with large user
companies; that some 40% of
the projects produce commer-
cial results within two years;
and that this figure rises to
around 70% over five years, he
added. “Moreover, Esprit ded-
icates around one fifth of its re-
sources to ‘accompanying
measures’, where promoting
best practice and encouraging
the take-up of new technolo-
gies and techniques, particu-
larly by ‘first users’, play a par-
ticularly significant role.”

What of the future? One of the
three RTD activities put forward
by the Commission in its propo-
sal for a Fifth Framework Pro-
gramme is ‘Information Society
Technologies’. The proposed
Programme would, in effect,
combine today’s Esprit, ACTS
(Advanced Communications
Technologies and Services) and
Telematics Programmes, re-
flecting both the convergence
of these technologies and the
wishes of industry.
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Millennial
Market

Central to the conference’s
theme - doing business in the
Information Society - is elec-
tronic commerce, a concept
addressed by  Christian
Thommessen, general manag-
er of IBM’s Global Network in
Europe, the Middle East and
Africa in his keynote speech.

“By 2000 there should be 500
million Internet users, making
the Internet the world’s largest,
cheapest, fastest and most se-
cure marketplace on Earth”, he
said. “People are wrong if they
think electronic commerce
means nothing more than

home shopping - it's a para-

digm shift that will see office
buildings torn down and one-
man companies trading inter-
nationally.”

He quoted three examples of
organisations using electronic
commerce to improve servic-
es and reduce costs simulta-
neously:

m the city of Copenhagen has
put around 2,000 pages on the
World Wide Web and installed
public kiosks to provide ac-
cess. Because the pages pro-
vide answers to a whole range
of questions which its public
servants had previously had to
answer over the phone, the
number of calls has now dra-
matically reduced, freeing up
staff for more complex tasks.

m Levi Strauss has a shop in
Cincinnatti consisting solely of
a computer interface. Custom-
ers enter their physical meas-
urements and receive, around

“In Europe we need
far more young entre-
preneurs in the new
technologies which
will forever shape our
future economic activ-
ity and social well-
being” - Commission
President Santer
announcing the EITC
prize winners (see
next page).

10 days later, a pair of individ-
ually tailored jeans. “Jeans
have become content,” he re-
marked.

m IBM’s new office block in Zu-
rich has only enough space for
one third of its sales and mar-
keting staff. Every day some
staff arrive, pull their own per-
sonal cabinet to one of the
‘anonymous desks’ (“usually
the ones closest to the win-
dows”) and plug their laptop
into the docking station. The
rest are either on the road or
working from home - like the
switchboard operators.

Quite apart from its impact on
costs, Mr Thommessen be-
lieves that the Information
Society will radically change com-
pany structures. “Organisation-
al structures evolved from the
hierarchical to the decentral-
ised as computers evolved
from central mainframes to
networks of desktop PCs,
which disseminate information
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throughout the organisation,”
he argued. “The next logical
step will be seen when com-
puter networks allow the or-
ganisation’s information to ‘es-
cape’ to its partners.”

Thus the ‘extended enter-
prise’ is born, able to create
and disband teams to solve
problems as they arrive. Com-
panies will network together
more effectively, creating more
sophisticated supply chains
within which each company will
reposition its activities in order
to focus on where they add val-
ue the most. Finally, relation-
ships with customers will deep-
enand broaden. & J
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