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1.
INTRODUCTION

Following approval of our proposal submitted to the client in November 1999, we have undertaken a feasibility study / business plan for a new e-commerce business “Skate UK”.

With guidance from our client we have concentrated our efforts into specific areas such as internet banking, the role of the ISP and search engines, therefore, in some areas the report deviates from the proposal.

This document is draft and is submitted to our client for discussion at our next meeting.  There are areas yet to be finalised by the client, such as the sourcing of products and distribution system, and we would be happy to update our report accordingly once these have been finalised.

There has been one change in personnel as Mary Kasegbama has withdrawn from the course for this semester.  The areas she was responsible for have been covered by Jane Holland and Sarah Talbot in their sections.

Our recommendations have been made throughout the report rather than in one section at the end, and any costs involved to the client have also been included in the relevant sections.

We have very much enjoyed working on this project so far, and look forward to completing it in the near future.

2.
MARKET RESEARCH

In looking at the market for inline skates, skateboards e.t.c. and associated merchandise it might first be wise to examine the opportunities for E-commerce.

Taking Key-Note Reports for 1996 and1999 on the consumer adoption of the Internet we can attempt to see how much interest and usage have grown.

	1996
	1999

	Most P.C. owners have not aquired access to the Internet
	7 million Internet users, up from 4.8 million in1998

	60% say they have no need for it.
	Computers are a lot cheaper to buy, cost of memory chips down

	18% blame the prospect of high telephone charges and connection fee’s
	Free I.S.P.s encourage greater take –up

	B.M.R.B. survey shows 51% of Internet tousers do not use it at the weekend, imply’s it is largely a workplace phenomanon
	Faster connection technology starts to become available.( I.S.D.N. xDSL etc)

	
	Predictions are the Market will grow for Internet business from £548m in 1998 to £1.12Bn in 1999, with projections of £6.21Bn by 2003 ( growth of 456.5%
between 1999-2003, the main area of growth being E-commerce.)

	
	The number of individual accounts will rise from 4.8m to 12.9m in 2002


Overall growth then has been driven by ease of access or use.The growth of Commercial interests has improved the quality of service Security was a major concern in 1996 and remains so. However the introduction of secure banking services, i.e,Smile.co.uk, marbles credit card and the egg credit card, alongside on screen guarantees such as the‘padlock’ icon, ( backed by Which?magazines consortium of accredited e-commerce businesses.)serve to reassure consumers about security.This should ultimately benefit all on-line retailers of products or services as consumer confidence grows alongside sales.

Possible areas of difficulty may arise for on-line businesses as Government interests, in the form of taxation and legal status, are called into question .Intense legislative restrictions could discourage new investment, if rules and regulations are perceived as invasive or draconian and a hinderance to free market enterprise.

The slow progress in introducing overall faster connection technology, i.e. fibre optics, I.S.D.N. etc, could restrict growth and commercial opportunities to make on-line selling viable for the small business.

Opportunities to become successful may come with alternative access technology such as  electricity mains supply where information is sent down the power cables via the electric meter.The growth in satellite communications could also allow a lower cost means of transmitting data without the huge investment in laying terrestrial cables and lines.Digital Broadcast Satellite, such as Sky Digital can theoretically deliver content and interactive services to both PCs and television.In 2000, mid band cellular data services will be launched.  This could eventually lead to the introduction of cellular Internet connection at a time when the ownership of a mobile phone is becoming widespread, especially amongst young people.

2.1
Market Factors in Sports Goods Retailing

While the market for inline skates an associated products is very much a niche market, it is affected as much as any other business that rely’s on disposable income of consumers. 

A Mintel report on sports goods retailing observed that overall consumer spending on leisure goods has risen steadily, from 4.6% of total consumer spending inthe mid 1980s to 5% in the late 90s. This increase can be attribited to various factors such as;

· rising standards of living

· homes being equipped with basic comforts thereby releasing personal dispsable income for leisure pursuits

· and greater range of activities encouraged by widespread access to media influences.

Although these are very influential on consumer spending habits, there are many other factors to be considered. The changing nature of society and the demands on individual time mean that fewer people can commit themselves to team or group sports or pursuits, but wish to engage in physical activity for fitness and enjoyment sake.This creates a leaning towards activities that can be pusued alone or with other like-minded individuals, where one person can be fully able to engage in their activity fully equipped and self reliant.The growth of the fashionable sports brand has also increased the market for sports clothes, while activity in participation sports has decreased in real terms.While those brands well known to inline skate enthusiasts  may not be familiar to the wider consumer audience, they are still well known enough amongst this group to denote a certain identity and make a social statement.

Searching various web-sites for inline skates and skateboard connections the overall impression is that brand names are a big part of the culture of these enthusiasts.The distinct divisions between the skaters and the skateboarders in the various magazines confirm that these activities are more than a past time, they are a statement of indentity for those involved.  Letters from individuals to the magazines postbag show an intensity of emotion normally reserved for national enemies in wartime, from young people who most certainly will never have known or experienced such. How typical these individuals are  I do not know.

While sports wear, both clothing and footwear, becomes emeshed in mainstream fashion ,it is difficult to ascertain the extent of the existing market for skatewear etc.The popularity of the pursuit is evident in the number of sites on the web,but since a lot of these are American in origin it is hard to gauge the scale of interest in the U.K. Companies such as Mayfair Skates have been going since 1979 so there must be a market for their products.That they are one of only a few  who trade on-line is encouraging for Skateuk.com,less direct competition,but it is also curious in why so few of the other firms with web-sites are little more than mail order companies.

The report by Key Note concludes by stating that traditional retailers of sportswear  have looked to capitalise on temporary boom sports . However in the last few years there has been a dearth of such boom sports citing mountain biking and rollerblading as as characteristic of these in the mid 1990’s. If this is true then Skateuk.com must either be very sure of  its customer base or create an evolving portfolio of products, with the aim of predicting the growth of new sporting ‘fads. In this way they could be in at the start of the trend, to maximise returns on expenditure while anticipating the demise of the last craze, so as to dispose of stock before it becomes unfashionable and therefore unsaleable.

2.2
Customer Profile

	Internet User breakdown by age and as a percentage of the adult population (1998)

	
	Electronic Mail
	Internet

	
	
	

	All Adults
	17
	16

	
	
	

	Sex
	
	

	Male
	20
	19

	Female
	15
	13

	
	
	

	Age
	
	

	16-24
	27
	22

	25-34
	30
	30

	35-44
	21
	20

	45-64
	14
	11

	65+
	1
	1

	
	
	

	Social Grade
	
	

	AB
	34
	29

	C1
	20
	18

	C2
	15
	14

	DE
	6
	6

	
	
	

	Region
	
	

	Scotland/North
	14
	11

	Midlands/Wales
	11
	12

	South
	23
	21


Base ,1045 adults

Source:  the Gallup Organisation/KeyNote

This is the breakdown of the adult populations usage of the Internet based on a sample of the overall population.To fully investigate the potential for the successful set-up and running of the proposed online store, we need figures reflecting the amount of children who also use the Internet, in particular those who use it to find out about suppliers of sports equipment.

The most recent reports by N.O.P. research indicate that of all the people now logging on to the Internet, over 3 million are aged 17 years old or under (report dated July 1999). This represents an increase of 12% in the six months since January 1999. The same study estimates that 46% of British children have now ‘shopped’online with 17% having made an actual purchase.At this time the most popular products to buy are games, music, tickets and videos, with purchases made using the credit card of a parent. N.O.P. Research also suggests that half of British children who access the Internet do so from home with a third accessing it from school . The remainder go on-line at the homes of friends or relatives or at a parents place of work. This suggests a way of reaching prospective customers through flagging up adverts or links on the web-site home pages of various music or games sites to find skateuk.com’s website.To optomise the effectiveness of this strategy, research into the musical tastes and game playing choices of the target market needs to be undertaken, so as to  get the best response for the investment of capital resources.Given that Julian is already involved in this area he may already be aware of tastes and interests of these consumers.

Looking into the published magazines for Inline skate enthusiasts, snowboarders and skateboard users there seems to be a strong antipathy between Aggresive and Inline skate users and skateboarders. Without experience of these pursuits it seems strange that two such similar activities could generate such strong feelings.From the marketing point of view it may indicate a need to create totally separate pages so as not to alienate either section through perceived bias ( real or not), and encourage visitors to the site to stay longer and return at some point in the future to make purchases.

Using the questionnaire shown in Appendix I, tailored to the particular interests that Skateuk  are looking to supply could give a more detailed picture of the age ranges and interests of their potential customer, and thereby allow them to target the market for activity sports clothes and equipment more effectively.This questionnaire could be distributed initially through existing customers on present mailing lists ,or for the sake of discretion and  the need to keep the online business separate rom the shop, purely on the skateuk web-site. The return of the questionnaire would not only elicit information, but would also allow Skateuk to build up a database of e-mail addresses to target specific offers at, depending on the interests expressed in the completed questionnaire.The adhoc list draw up by Mr Rowlands could then be compared with realistic responses, according to the various demographic breakdowns of sex, age, interests, income, e.t.c.  

3.
Role of Internet Server Provider

I have researched the role of the internet service provider as requested and provide a summary of the ‘Top 10’ ISP’s opposite, complete with an in-depth commentary relating to seven ISP’s which appear to be most applicable for use in conjunction with business requirements.

I also provide a detailed review of the ‘Top 10’ ISP’s which considers cost details and technical information in the form of a comparison chart.

The conclusions at the end of this section provide the recommendations and options for  the choice of the most efficient and successful ISP.

3.1
Summary of Top 10 ISP’s

	No.
	Name
	Access
	Comment

	1
	ClaraNet
	Pay
	Many options.  Well priced.  Reasonable service.

	2
	AOL
	Pay
	Good all round package.  Poor reputation.

	3
	Nildram
	Pay
	Fast service.  Good support.

	4
	BT Internet
	Pay
	Good connection.  Lacks good support.  Poor 0800 (ISDN).

	5
	CallNet
	Pay
	0800 free call.  Good quality service.

	6
	X-Stream
	Free
	Trial of free 0800 access has provided increased popularity.

	7
	Force9
	Free/Pay
	Much improved service. Lacks good support.

	8
	Vispa
	Free
	A new Free ISP with a  top quality of services and speed.

	9
	Freeserve
	Free
	Good services and support..

	10
	Barrysworld
	Free
	Basic ISP.  Only provides internet access for on-line ‘gaming’.


Source:  Internet Service Provider Review, January 2000.

1.
ClaraNET

On-line Signup:
Yes
Costs:
£5.99-£29.99 per month
Support Options:
E-mail, telephone, fax
Service Options:
ISDN, modem
Service Packages:
Freetime Weekend (0800)

Freetime 80

ClaraCall (40-50% off calls)
Residential Packages:
Yes
Business Packages:
Yes

Since the advent of the free ISP, many previously commercial ISP’s have been overtaken due to similar services being obtainable at minimal cost.  This has forced many commercial ISP’s to radically alter their services and pricing policies, whilst those reluctant to change may eventually lose business.

ClaraNET has evolved in order to remain a competitive ISP; not only is their service faster but they also offer a wide range of account types to suit most users.

Services

ClaraNET offers easily the widest amount of services on the British Internet. The first service being the ‘ClaraCall’ pack that charges the user’s Visa/Switch card directly for time spent on-line.  At peak times the calls are 40% cheaper and at the weekend the calls are 50% cheaper (0.5p a min on BT). ClaraNET supports ISDN and Modem and constantly maintains the highest transfer speeds.

This ISP now offers a selection of 'Freetime' packages; one provides 20% off BT calls in general and 0800 at the weekend (2 hour cut-off applies) and the other packages allow free call hours. One package allows up to 80 hours of free calls a month and once the free calls are used up, the rate is still charged at 20% lower than BT rates. 

However, only one type of account may be purchased (due to ‘Call Line Identification’), so it is not possible, for example, to use ‘ClaraCall’ during the week and ‘Freetime Weekend’ for the 0800 benefit.

Support

ClaraNET best support option is via telephone, which is usually prompt.  The response to faxes and e-mails takes somewhat longer; several days for faxes/a full week for e-mails.  Support is very important and it is regretful that ClaraNET appears to waive a little in that department; quick responses are seen as a sign of professionalism.  

The webpage is extremely informative, although a more detailed listing of services available with an account would prove useful.

Conclusion

ClaraNET has reasonable support, a broad range of services, maintained high speed of access and good pricing structure.  Improvements to response times may be possible, extra detail on the webpage.

	Services
	Support
	Speed
	Cost
	Overall

	9/10
	7/10
	8.5/10
	8.5/10
	8.5/10


2.
AOL UK

On-line Signup:

No

Costs:


£16.95 per month

Support Options:

E-mail, telephone, fax, website

Service Options:

ISDN, modem

Service Packages:

Standard modem/ISDN

Residential Packages:
Yes

Business Packages:

No

AOL (America On-Line) has been the world’s most prominent ISP for many years. The company was the first to introduce the Internet and provide user friendly access in the USA.  The organisation then offered these services to Europe, again being the first.  It has been said that AOL were “the Internet pioneers for the World”.

The Internet existed in various accessible forms before the introduction of AOL, however the services provided were far from user friendly.

Services

AOL has no business services, however they do offer the on-line user benefits over most other ISP’s, yet are more exclusively aimed at new users.  AOL is perhaps not an ISP to recommend for business use due to the bad reputation that this ISP has gained from providing chat rooms, the huge amount of spam (junk e-mail) and the fact it's a very simplistic atmosphere in general.  Therefore, the service is likely to be ridiculed by the more discerning user. 

However, ignoring the above, it is a quality service and is also rather unique. AOL is known as an IP (Internet Provider) and not an ISP because it provides it's own unique brand of Internet access and not just simply a service for getting on-line.  The service has it's own graphically colourful interface, supports modem and ISDN and is extremely easy to understand. 

AOL’s range of service are fairly average and its speed of access is good.  The network is large and capable of coping with many users. It is now possible to select a normal BT 0845 number at the weekends, this will allow for discounts (Best Friend/BT Together, etc). 

Essentially, AOL appears preferable for first-time users and offer 10 hours free calls and a month's trial free.  Also, like ClaraNET, the user pays the ISP directly for the calls, and it is, therefore, easier to keep track of on-line time and costs in a much more detailed way. 

Support

The best area of AOL’s business is it’s support function.  They have on-line helpers, a large database of FAQ's and telephone, fax and e-mail support. The only drawback is sometimes the on-line helpers can be patronising and are often very busy. On the whole AOL offer more support than any other ISP.

Installing the AOL software often has the effect of rendering other ISP connection profiles inoperable. 

Conclusion

AOL is easily the best option for first time users and family Internet access, with excellent support and a unique charging system that makes the cost of access more accessible. It is now possible to select a BT 0845 number at the weekends, this will allow for discounts (Best Friend/BT Together, etc). Installing the software, however, can render the user’s  other network related connections useless.

	Services
	Support
	Speed
	Cost
	Overall

	7/10
	9/10
	8/10
	8/10
	8/10


3.
Nildram

On-line Signup:

Yes

Costs:


£5.88 (inc VAT) per month upwards

Support Options:

E-mail, telephone, fax, website

Service Options:

ISDN, modem

Service Packages:

Low User (£5.88 per month)





Standard User (£11.75 per month)





Static IP user (£17.63 per month





Proxy IP user (£117.50 per quarter)

Residential Packages:
Yes

Business Packages:

Yes

Nildram is a UK based ISP with a primary brief of supplying high-speed and reliable connections, they have secured a reputation amongst the UK gaming community because of the good connection response ("ping") required for accurate games playing. Although small in comparison to other ISP’s, Nildram has been in the business for over 5 years. 

Dedicated connections for ISDN, and 128kbps access are also available, and leased lines up to 2Mbps.  Nildram are hoping to move into ADSL and are one of the ISP’s already signed up with BT. 

Based in London Docklands (the support centre is in Bucks), Nildram is not reliant on third-parties for maintenance and upgrades and are based at the heart of the European Internet with direct connection to LINX. 

Services

In comparison to other ISP’s Nildram offers a narrow range of services; there are no "free time" or un-metered packages available as yet. The website is very well designed and gives instant access to their service status and user’s area. 

Nildram offers a subdomain with their Standard account package, which gives unlimited e-mail addresses and, unlike some other ISP’s, the subdomain is not restricted to the user’s login name. Nildram also offers full domain name registration and maintenance for a reasonable price with domain e-mail redirected to the user’s regular Nildram e-mail account.  Web hosting is also available. 

Support

Telephone support is good, available between 8am and 9pm at local rates, calls logged through e-mail or the website are answered fairly quickly.  The FAQ on the website is comprehensive and the level of technical support is good overall. 

Conclusion

Nildram seem to attempt to split residential and business about 50-50, therefore although their residential services may be seen to be "below par" with other ISP’s, they will give good connection service because of the business presence. Overall they fall just short of some other ISP’s, due to the lack of free call or discount schemes. 

	Services
	Support
	Speed
	Cost
	Overall

	7/10
	8/10
	9/10
	8/10
	8/10


4.
BT Internet

On-line Signup:

Yes

Costs:


£11.75 (inc VAT) per month

Support Options:

Telephone, fax

Service Options:

ISDN, modem

Service Packages:

BTI Highway (ISDN 128Kbps)





BTI Normal (Modem, ISDN 64)

Residential Packages:
Yes

Business Packages:

No

BT Internet is a choice ISP for many people because they are almost always the first to offer access to new systems (Home Highway) or services (0800 weekend access).  However, due to the increasingly competitive telephone operators, it has been difficult for this subsidiary of BT to excel. 

Services

BTI (BT Internet) offer rather standard packages, with the usual amount of web space and extras which make it more pleasing. Also, being a commercial ISP they have the ability to expand their services and servers at the same time they increase their user base, this is one of the limits of the free ISP. 

BTI themselves support Home Highway (128Kbps) or Modem (56Kbps) connections and even have separate packages for each. Weekend 0800 access is also available.

In addition to this, BTI’s ISDN network is slow, for a light user this is not an important consideration, however if visiting hundreds of sites downloads may be slow, whereas most other ISP’s give stable downloads from all over the world. BTI do not support the compression protocol which can speed up downloads by some 50-60% on WWW pages. 

This problem has now spread to their 0845 connections for ISDN users, while modem remains fairly stable. 

Support

BT Internet offers support via telephone and fax.  Telephone support is not always helpful, their service status page is vague and lacks detail and their newsgroup helpdesk personnel have a reputation for arrogance.

Conclusion

If a modem user then most of the time BT Internet is an excellent service, however ISDN users should perhaps reconsider, due to the slow and unstable download speeds.

BT Internet’s support staff have a poor reputation., however BTI are good ISP and implement BT specific services as soon as they arrive.

	Services
	Support
	Speed
	Cost
	Overall

	7/10
	6.5/10
	7/10
	8.5/10
	7/10


5.
X-Stream

On-line Signup:

Yes

Costs:


Free

Support Options:

E-mail, telephone, website

Service Options:

Modem

Service Packages:

Standard Modem

Residential Packages:
Yes

Business Packages:

No

X-Stream was among the first ISP’s in the UK to introduce free net access with no monthly costs for the use of their service. While the user still has to pay the cost of actually calling the service, it is only an 0845 local number. X-Stream have had problems in the early stages but have evolved successfully. They now have 480,000 registered users and have started to improve their service. 

When BTI and several other ISP’s started to offer weekend 0800, X-Stream began to do the same. They limited theirs to hourly disconnection’s; all the same it was the first provider to offer totally free access and made them hugely popular. Recently there has been tidal changes in the quality, speed and usability of their service.

Services

Being a free ISP, X-Stream cannot be expected X-Stream to provide all the services desired by the user, however they do provide a large and useable amount of web space, web or pop based e-mail servers and good access to the Internet in general. They also occasionally offer weekend 0800 access. 

X-Stream have a Proxy server which works in the background, is also fast and speeds up web access.  However, they do not provide proper ISDN support, longer 0800 connections and lack support options. The fact that X-Stream do not support ISDN is quite unusual and they are among a tiny minority. 

For this free ISP the drawback is a banner system which utilises approximately 10-15% of the top of the users screen. 

Downloads are about average speed (good for a free ISP) but at the weekends when 0800 applies, the speed is much slower. 

Support

Free ISP’s rarely pay detailed attention to support, since they already provide an almost no-profit system. X-Stream on the other hand offers telephone support via 0800 and some rather rudimentary e-mail support as well. It can take over a week to reply to support related e-mails and telephone calls may last approximately 5-10 minutes. 

The web page is fairly detailed and has detailed advice relating to setting up of modems, e-mail, etc. On the whole, X-Stream’s support is fairly average but it is cheaper than most and the support line is via 0800.

Conclusion

X-Stream is now a surprisingly strong free ISP with its trial 0800 system, no monthly charges, average support and average service options. Perhaps not the best ISP for multiplayer, excellent for the traveller or simple Internet browser. The service is stable and strong and is well worth consideration. 

	Services
	Support
	Speed
	Cost
	Overall

	7/10
	7/10
	7/10
	9/10
	7.5/10


6.
Force 9

On-line Signup:

Yes

Costs:


Free > £9.99 per month

Support Options:

E-mail, telephone

Service Options:

ISDN, modem

Service Packages:

Residential Modem/ISDN

Residential Packages:
Yes

Business Packages:

N/A

Force9 is an ISP which has been available for many years and is well known for providing unlimited access, or monthly payments for 0845 dial-ups. They are an ISP that have endeavoured to follow the best ideas and offer more over their competitors. The problem is that Force9, or 'F9' as it is known today, hasn't always chosen the best path and seems to have forgotten its customers several times along the way. 

Services

Force9 offers a wide range of services. Varying packages are on offer from free access to a premium service which allows unlimited web space, possibility of a static IP and 0800 at the weekend amongst much more. Their premium package costs below average (£9.99) and offers more than some superior hosters. 

The problem comes when actually trying to use the service that has been offered, while we respect that Force9 services are improving, they are still far from perfect (especially via 0800 at the weekend). Modem and ISDN users often get engaged tones at the weekend and find slow download speeds and appalling multiplayer pings (150>400ms on ISDN). 

E-mail often seems slower than other ISP’s and Newsgroups rarely work to any real degree of speed. F9 has been tackling these problems since November 1999 in order to increase the stability and speed of their systems.  Currently, weekend 0800 users still experience slow speeds and engaged tones and weekday access remains just below the usual expected speeds, yet the service is improving. 

Support

Force9’s website is very detailed and provides excellent explanations in both simple and more complex terms.  If telephone support is required, Force9 usually deal with 98-99% of calls and pick-up within 5 minutes (average).

E-mail is the other option, but a reply delay of approximately 5 days is below average when compared to other ISP’s. On the whole, support is good but often slow. 

Conclusion

Force9 (F9) is a fairly well known ISP and yet still manages to suffer from slightly slower than average performance. Support could be improved and weekend access requires further improving as well as weekday access. Force9 are making an effort to resolve all the issues and hopefully these complaints will soon vanish.  

F9’s web hosting services are top grade. They are worth considering, but BT Internet or ClaraNET may be more desirable options, unless Web Hosting is truly important to the user. 

	Services
	Support
	Speed
	Cost
	Overall

	8.5/10
	6/10
	7.5/10
	8.5/10
	7/10


7.
Vispa

On-line Signup:

Yes

Costs:


Free

Support Options:

E-mail, telephone

Service Options:

ISDN, modem

Service Packages:

Residential Modem/ISDN

Residential Packages:
Yes

Business Packages:

No

All types of free ISP’s have grown from communication technologies, some offering free shares, others free domains and some allow 0800 access. The other free ISP’s are usually a standard affair with little or no real selling points. 

Vispa is a free ISP that, firstly gives the user the ability to host a domain on their server, secondly makes the domain transfer a free process, and lastly concentrates providing an extremely fast service.

Services

Vispa Internet not only offers all the usual perks of a free ISP in modern times, 15mb web space, E-mail, Newsgroup access and 0845 dial-up, but also some extras. For example, Vispa will host the user’s domain (domains are now a lot cheaper in the UK) and there will be no fee for the transfer onto their system (usually costs £20-£40). 

Vispa also support Front Page extensions on their web server.  Vispa is starting to push its competition aside, focus on providing excellent performance is easily noticeable.  Whether using ISDN or modem, the service and download speeds are very fast.

Vispa’s speeds have been found to match those of BT Internet who have recently recovered from a serious and lengthy service and support problem and now go very fast indeed. 

Support

Support from Vispa  is adequate and can be gained  via e-mail or telephone (national number) and their website also hosts a large help database that is helpful. The lack of an 0845 support number and a fax number is a little unexpected, but e-mails are responded to promptly. 

Conclusion

If Vispa was able to offer 0800 it could perceivable become an immensely popular ISP.  At the moment they provide excellent services and average support with good response times. ISDN users might not find Vispa as speedy as some free ISP’s, however modem users would find Vispa’s service extremely fast indeed. 

Vispa is an ISP which proves that a free ISP has the ability to offer a top of the range service. A good ISP that misses out in lack of support, slightly more informative web pages and perhaps an 0800. A free (no-sign up) trial is available. 

	Services
	Support
	Speed
	Cost
	Overall

	7/10
	7/10
	8/10
	8/10
	8.5/10


3.2
Review of the Top 10 ISP’s

	Free Access
	Provider Name
	Telephone
	Web Address
	E-Mail Address
	Set-up Cost
	Cost Per Month
	Cost Per Year
	Users Per Modem
	Leased Lines
	POP3 E-Mails
	Web Space

(MB) 

	No
	ClaraNET Ltd
	0800 3582828
	www.clara.net
	Info@clara.net
	£0.00
	£11.63
	£116.33
	15
	N/A
	Unlimited
	25

	No
	AOL
	0800 3765432
	www.aol.co.uk
	Queryuk@aol.com
	£0.00
	£16.95
	£179.40
	N/A
	N/A
	5
	10

	No
	Nildram
	0800 0720400
	www.nildram.co.uk
	Sales@nildram.co.uk
	£0.00
	£11.75
	£117.50
	N/A
	64K
	Included
	25

	No
	BT Internet
	0800 80001
	www.btinternet.com
	Support@btinternet.com
	£0.00
	£11.75
	£129.75
	N/A
	Call
	5
	10

	Yes
	CallNet
	0171 335 8300
	www.callnetuk.com
	Support@callentuk.com
	£0.00
	£0.00
	£0.00
	N/A
	N/A
	5
	20

	Yes
	The X-Stream Network
	0870 730 6466
	www.x-stream.com
	Info@x-stream.com
	£0.00
	£0.00
	£0.00
	N/A
	Call
	Unlimited (web based) 
	0

	No
	Force 9
	0800 073 7800
	www.force9.net
	Sales@force9.net
	£0.00
	9.99
	98.70
	15
	64K-2MB
	Included
	15

	Yes
	Vispa
	07021 130 444
	www.vispa.net
	Support@vispa.net
	£0.00
	£0.00
	£0.00
	N/A
	N/A
	1
	15

	Yes
	Freeserve
	0990 500049
	www.freeserve.co.uk
	Info@freeserve.co.uk
	£0.00
	£0.00
	£0.00
	N/A
	N/A
	Unlimited
	5

	Yes
	Barrysworld
	N/A

Join on-line
	www.barrysworld.com
	Info@barrysworld.com
	£0.00
	£0.00
	£0.00
	N/A
	N/A
	1
	0


For ISP’s which provide more than one service, the most applicable option has been listed.
3.3
Free Internet Service Providers

Extremely low cost internet access is becoming more commonplace and there are now many  ISP’s offering totally free access.  Many of the free ISP’s only provide internet access, ie no e-mail, newsgroups, free web space or guarantees, and usually charge a high fee for technical support.

These providers must make profits to pay for the telephone lines the users need to dial into.  One way to make profit is to self advertise, another is to take advantage of the price difference between what BT charges other telephone companies for lines, and the costs that pass on to those telephone companies when the lines are used.

Making money from BT sounds unlikely, but the UK telecoms regulator, Oftel, ruled that BT had to sell local rate calls to other telephone companies (there are at least 40 licensed telephone companies operating in the UK) at cost – and the real cost is actually fractions of a penny per minute.

BT still has to collect the money from the user when the call is made, but then has to pass on the full amount to the telephone company concerned.  The difference between what the telephone company paid BT for the lines and what the user pays BT to use the line is the telephone company’s profit on the calls.

BT finds this somewhat irritating as it undercuts its own attempts to become the ISP of choice.  The rules allow competitors to undercut BT, even though they are using BT’s lines.

The free ISP requires a lot of subscribers to make money on the cost difference of the calls, and it’s only other telephone companies who can buy the lines from BT – so the real cost to the ISPs includes the profit margin of the intermediary telephone company. 

Even if the service provider isn’t offering a full service, many organisations offer various free internet services the user is on-line.  There are half a dozen sites offering free web-based e-mail, notably Yahoo! (http://www.yahoo.com) and Hotmail (http://www.hotmail .com), and many offering free web space, such as GeoCities (http://www.geocites.com).  There is also a free newsgroup available; DejaNews at http://www.dejanews.com.

3.4
Conclusion

I would not recommend the use of a free ISP for business purposes.  Although services today are much improved and the free ISP’s are more able to compete with commercial ISP’s, the level of support is usually poor.  When it is desirable to run a successful business it is well worth investing in a commercial ISP, which also provides the reputation to customers that the owner is prepared to invest and has confidence in that business area.

With the information gathered from Internet Service Provider Review and Net Basics, coupled with personal experience, I would not hesitate to recommend ClaraNET as the most efficient ISP, due to the broad range of services, reasonable support, high speed of access and good pricing structure.

Nildram and BT Internet closely follow ClaraNET due to the level of services and support, however BT Internet would not be a good choice if an ISDN line is implemented.

I would totally discount AOL.  Whilst a good option for first time users, this ISP has a bad reputation due to the ‘chat rooms’ and simplistic image, and installing the software can cause difficulty to the user’s other network connections.

4.
Communication to Server

Skate UK will be operating from the home of Mr Geoff Rowlands in Macclesfield, Cheshire.  There is currently a BT telephone line into the premises, and a Cable & Wireless line which came as part of a package with cable TV.  The BT line had been disconnected when the cable line was installed, but Mr Rowlands has since re-connected his BT line and subscribes to the BT Together option.  This option provides him with low call options, particularly for local calls charged at 1p a minuet during weekday evenings and weekends.  As most ISPs just charge for a local call, this can significantly reduce the cost of communicating with the chosen ISP.

When the project started Mr Rowlands initially thought he would need very high speed ISDN (Integrated Services Digital Network) connections to the ISP, but has recently stated that he is constantly reviewing his needs, and as he will be mainly transferring e-mail data only, high specification are perhaps no longer required.

The major difference between ISDN and analogue lines are that analogue speech is broken down (digitised) into a series of binary digits (bits) and transmitted at a rate of 64,000 bits per second.  It is then converted at the exchange back to an analogue signal which arrives at the phone.  ISDN replaces the analogue path between the user and the exchange with a fully digital services from end to end, increasing speed times and reducing “noise” on the line.  This provides clarify and virtually error free data transmission including speech, data, graphics, audio and video.

There are a range of low cost options available from BT which will provide Mr Rowlands with a fast ISDN connection if he needs it, but also gives him the flexibility to be connected to the Internet and use a normal analogue line at the same time.  There are three options which have been evaluated:

· Homehighway

· BusinessHighway

· ISDN2e

These titles are perhaps a little misleading because home and business highway do give you the option of ISDN connections, which will be explained further.

The table opposite show the main features and pricing options of each set-up.

After evaluating each option, our recommendation to the client is to install BT HomeHighway on the BT Together option which he already subscribes to.  This will entail a one off conversion charge of £49.50, a monthly rental of £39.99 per month which includes £13.00 worth of free calls per month.  In choosing this option, our client will retain their reduced call charges, and discounts such as Friends & Family and Best Friend.

BT will fit the Highway box to the existing BT line box.  The Highway box is powered by the mains and therefore needs to be within 1 metre of a standard household power socket.  The Highway box can be situated up to 25 metres away from the existing BT box, but should be in the same room as the PC.

HomeHighway and BusinessHighway are technically identical, only the charges differ.  HomeHighway has been specifically designed for people who work from home, or busy households which spend a significant amount of time on the Internet.  BT’s explanation of the higher charges for business is that connection is more difficult than from residential locations.

In addition, the client will need to purchase either a ISDN Terminal Adapter (external) or an ISDN Card (internal) to take advantage of the ISDN connection.  These are available from BT or through a PC retailer starting at around £50.

The BT HomeHighway box provides you with 4 sockets, 2 analogue for phones and fax machines, and 2 digital for the PC.  You can leave the phone, fax and PC plugged into the Highway box which provides greater ease of use than a normal PC and modem.

You should be able to retain your existing telephone number, and in addition you will receive 1 other analogue number and 1 digital number.  The digital number also allows you to connect directly to another PC using a digital line, without going through the InterNet.

To conclude, the client will be able to take advantage of the following connection options:

· 2 x 64k connections for phone and fax

· 1 x 64k connection for phone or fax & 1 x 64k connection for PC

· 2 x 64k connections for PC

The initial set-up costs will be in the region of £150 (£100 ISDN adapter or card and BT conversion charge).

The running costs will be £40.00 per month with £13 of free calls, plus additional calls charged and BT Reduced Rates.

This package will provide the client with an easy to use, fast connection to the InterNet and Digital network at a relatively low cost.

5.
Search Engines

5.1
Methodology

All research has been done using a mixture of magazine/journal articles and internet sites gathered from the major search engines (these are all listed in the appendices or the text).Although we have read a number of books on the subject the time delay in publishing makes them too out of date. As I know Mr Rowlands is very knowledgeable on this subject I will deliver this report at that level of technological understanding.

Clients questions and our answers:

1. How many search engines are there?   Approximately 1550 but growing all the time .N.B. This includes true search engines (which are databases compiled by automated ‘robots’ ) as well as ‘directories’(which are databases reviewed and compiled by human beings.

2. Which are the most important?   The top 8 search engines handle 90% of the searches done on the internet . These can be ranked using different criteria. These rankings change monthly and differ from source to source.  The most definitive source is the www.nielsen-netratings.com site as used by www.searchenginewatch.com .The very latest figures are listed below. Due to the fact that search engines now offer other services such as e-mail in the form of a portal the traditional search engines have been quoted below with the other web services(i.e.:  the distinction between types of service is blurred).       2,4,5,6,9,14,18 and 22 are actual search engine type services. As you can see Yahoo is way in the lead but LYCOS has made very good ground due to a very aggressive TV campaign.


However these visitation figures are a snapshot only.

The chart below lists the good m

agazine reviews that each search engine has received in the past so giving an idea of brand  history..RED=1st,YELLOW=2ND,GREY=3RD .

Again Yahoo does well but it can be seen that HOTBOT has been a favourite of the magazines.

I have seen 5 different rankings for the same time period and the only constant is that Yahoo is on top not only for the most amount of visits but also for the most amount of time spent per visit. 

The success of skateuk as a new ,purely online business will hinge on its success in gaining a good ranking in these search engines (SE’s)and directories.

3. What are the differences between the SE’s/directories and how do you get a good ranking in each?

Search engine positioning study :  I conducted a study of search engine optimisation techniques(spamming) by putting in the keywords search+ engine+ positioning  into each of the top 8 search engines and taking the first ranked heading of each . The best results came off altavista and lycos . Both came up with free information on search engine optimisation at the web sites www.bruceclay.com and www.webtread.com . I printed off  this material but there is a lot of it . I have summarised this information  in the following pages but  to see the full version just click on the highlighted URL’s and internet explorer will take you there and you could download the most recent information. 

Answers  to question 3 are below ,which I have ranked in average order of engine importance looking at all 5 rankings I have seen. I have also incorporated a search of the likely competition on these search engines (using the search ‘inline+ skates+ uk’).

www.yahoo.co.uk :  As this is categorised as a directory it does not use keywords or metatags. It cannot be spammed/optimised like a search engine. Human reviewers will judge by content and how useful to its customers it will be. Yahoo will actually punish common ‘spamming’ techniques so you have to choose between getting a good Yahoo result or S.E result. Need to choose a category that does not have competitors in and submit every 2 weeks .Yahoo only resorts to (‘Inktomi’) search engine results if it has no results that match the search in its categories.  This is an absolutely crucial target as it includes the biggest kids screened directory Yahooligans which could obviously be a source of leads for skates retail. Yahoo has an events listing which gives priority to submissions which include some kind of opening event. Or you can pay $200 to get a quicker (not higher )listing. The Yahoo.co.uk site will give you a good possible ranking from the central .com directory so this is worth targeting .The only competition in the top ten of Yahoo.co.uk was a company called Sliders and they are not interactive. 

www.go.com : This is the old infoseek service not be confused with  www.goto.com  (which is only 33 in the ‘hit parade’ and is the only official pay for your placement service) .As a search engine and directory it is not easy to spam and as it is relatively new, patterns of ranking strategy are hard to find .However as a partial directory the same content issues as Yahoo will prevail. This approach is regulated by what they call their ‘Go Guides community’ . There was no UK inline skate company with a high listing at all therefore this has to be submitted to quickly.

www.lycos.co.uk :  From no6 to no3 this has basically swapped places with the ill fortuned www.altavista.com . This is because of the recent TV ads. Sites that score well here have lots of text not images (at least 100 / page). 

www.google.com :  This is the newest service as highlighted in Februarys INTERNET magazine.  This is a specialised search engine that offers no other services ,instead it is tied up with the VIRGIN portal. It relies heavily on link popularity but is the first to actually attempt to quantify the overall quality of these links. Its text searching also goes deep into the subpages of the site which is useful to know when deciding on keywords in the design stage. Competition search only brought up a German company –no UK competition again!
www.excite.co.uk  :  Allied with BT this engine ranks on number of links and how often the same specific keywords appear in the text .This is open to spamming by repeating the same keyword repeatedly but in the same colour as the background so as not to  disturb the page . This would lower its appeal to directories such as YAHOO though. Competition search gave us only ‘flying f skates’ who are not interactive either so are not direct competition.

www.altavista.co.uk  :  The biggest search engine on the planet ( more quantity than quality). Has lost ground with Lycos but has more popularity in Europe than US (see chart no2 -Was nearly as strong as Yahoo a year ago).This engine is open to spamming again so keyword repetition in text is useful but it does not react well to metatags. Metatags give a subject to the page which is not seen by the person but is read by the SE .They are needed if the page does not have text on it saying what it relates to e.g.: pages with images only/javascript flash pages such as skateuk. This is where alt tags can be used to label images with a subject. These are welcomed by this SE.

www.askjeeves.co.uk : This takes its results from the other search engines put together.  So it will reflect the results of these SE’s. As a search tool it is useful as you can ask it a question. The competition search brought up all four potential competitors including what we found to be the only real high ranking interactive uk skate shop-MAYFAIR SKATES. I have already given you a print out of their site but the fact that they have not managed to get ranked in the other SE’s shows that they are not clued up on positioning tactics.

www.hotbot.com   :  A highly regarded engine that has recently allied with lycos using the inktomi spider. Relies on metatags so large amounts of slightly varied keywords in a two word phrase like the ones you would use to look for your services. Single keyword metatags are useless as there will be so many ‘skate’ references on hotbot.com(no UK hotbot) that your site would get lost in them.  Two word searches give a narrower search and will give less competition. There is no limit to the amount of variations you can use here. Competition search gave us ‘liontrack ltd’ who are a wholesaler not retailer! No other high-ranking dealers in search.

As you can see each search engine/directory works differently so to get a good ranking in all is nearly impossible.  The big question is whether to use spamming /optimisation techniques or to concentrate on content.

Skateuk has to target a particular service to get at least one good ranking. The million dollar question is which service to target. 

The obvious strategy is to choose the service that will bring in the most potential customers . This is the area of search engine demographics which is highly prized information at the moment.  This is what I found on search engine demographics. 

In order to find out which search engines are likely to be attractive to the type of person that would be a potential customer  of skateuk I conducted a survey of inline skate web pages . I was hoping to find adverts for a particular search engine . There were no search engine adverts in the web magazines I visited. Then by using the keywords search +engine+demographics I found information about this subject. However it was all very old information(or chargeable). This type of information is quite valuable but I found a site that proved very useful. The address is http://www.cc.gatech.edu-gvu-user_surveys-survey-1998-10-graphs-graphs.html.url and I was able to get the following demographic information and charts from there.

5.2
Demographic analysis

These graphs are from the latest GVU survey using worldwide  not just US information . As you can see altavista did have a strong position worldwide as the largest database and most used search engine. If we look at the next chart we can see that alta vista’s main market has always been Europe so even though its world figures have been eaten into in the last few months it is still a very big player for European companies like skateuk.

It is interesting to note that European searching is focused on the top two services whereas US searching is spread more evenly over the top 8 services. 

Gender differences do not play as big a role on the Internet as they did. The US male /female split is now exactly 50/50 and Europe is moving that way. Skateuk will encourage female skaters but the majority of its customers will be young males. Chart no3 shows us the gender use of the different search engines (world-wide) and you can see the results are similar for both proving that gender is not a factor for choosing which search engine to target.

Age however will be an important way of segmenting the market. Skateuk’s main product will be skates and you have given us a demographic of 8-16. Using chart 4 we can see that Yahoo is particularly good at attracting younger people
So far our strategy has focused on a single service  and how to optimise our position in that single service. However research shows (see www.searchenginewatch.com ) that surfers tend to use more than one service especially if they do not find what they want in the first search . This is shown by chart no6 which clearly shows that over half of the customers that use yahoos competitors also use yahoo.  Go the other directory based service is the nearest competitor.

We need to know which services tend to be used together and which services are exclusive from each other in the surfer’s habits. This information is shown in chart 6 overleaf.

The other search engine demographic that was easier to find was the search engines actually designed for children. As these are aimed straight at the target skaters market age group and are likely to be the kind of search device that parents allow their children on these should be prioritised for submission .The top ones are www.yahooligans.com, www.aol.co/netfind/kids/ , www.ajkids.com/ , www.sunsite.berkeley.edu/kidsclick!/ . 

5.3
Conclusions

After very extensive research I conclude that search services can be categorised onto 3 main groups.

1. Directories-content driven, service orientated and focused on the needs of their customers as decided by their human review panel. The vastly most popular choice of the internet e.g. Yahoo and Go (the new version of infoseek that used to be a keyword based service like no3 below). Not spammable and actually punishes optimisation techniques.

2. Link based search engines- Automated engines that count the number of links that a site has to other sites of the same category so measuring the popularity / quality of site .e.g.: google and excite . This is difficult to guarantee a high ranking unless you can create these links yourself.

3. Key word based search engines – Automated engines that rank the relevancy of the content /metatags of the pages of the site to the keywords inputted by the surfer .e.g. altavista ,hotbot and lycos. NOTE – hotbot and lycos are merging and altavistas position has slipped in popularity, which tells me that this segment in the search engine market is on the decline. This I feel is largely due to the ease of fooling this type of search engine by using spamming techniques. The customer would want the most helpful site to come top of the ranking, not the site cleverest at spamming .

5.4
Recommendations

Directory Focus  The best strategy to get good footfall into a website like skateuk is definitely to concentrate  on a good directory listing like yahoo and go which between them account for more than half the internet searches. This means adopting a service approach to fulfil the needs of skaters so that Yahoo will be glad to put you high up in their rankings. As Eva Pascoe (co founder of Cyberia –cybercafe) said ‘the only way to survive on the net is by serving the needs of the online community’

Develop Links  Need to develop system of links to impress human reviewers at yahoo and to rank highly with excite and google. This is usually done by having such a good site that people are keen to link. 

Problems  However the initial ‘undercover’ nature of skateuk  does not lend itself to this approach. Becoming part of the ‘online community’ could let the links with the shop out of the bag and upset your wholesaler.

Also setting up links with other sites will be tricky as they are going to want to know whom they are linking to. This leaves us with the optimisation route as hobsons choice (for now). So targeting lycos, altavista/hotbot using metatags/keyword repetition is the safe anonymous way to promote the site . This site could be the initial stage until you wanted to go public and then you could go for the link/directory method later.

“THE ANSWER”
There is another way  that is setting up your own links between your own sites. Use ‘freenetname.co.uk’ to get one free link site under your own control with a good name. Then you use the webspace provided by other free ISP's to host other small sites that you could link to the main skateuk site. Most Isp’s insist you use them at least once every 60 days . If you use a different one every day you could have 60 link sites . It is reasonably easy to swap ISP connection in the browser but I would limit it to 10 for practicalities sake. In the long term this will work well because you can use your freenetname site as your spam /optimisation site and your skateuk site as the quality service/directory orientated site. Essentially if you had 10 sites you should design each to be good at positioning for each search engine . So you would have a hotbot site , altavista site , lycos site etc .This will allow you to tailor each site to the individual ranking quirks of each service. Then you can link them all together and rank highly on excite and google as well for linking popularity. This is effectively fooling the link based search engines but it will provide a good springboard to gain the momentum needed to go all out and make your connections public. If and when you decided that you could be more open about the connection then you could then target  better links with other skate pages and use  an integrated approach that will work well with the directories.

Submit manually:    works better than automated submission.

Use the children’s search services listed previously

Use text  for  first page :  Since you will be using optimisation tactics at first (if you want the ownership of the business to stay secret) then I recommend heavy use of varied two word meta tags and repetition of keywords in the text the same colour as the background . Each page should have a description and any images should have an alt tag. If you are using Java script put the html text page with your keywords and initial message before the java script this helps the search engine to read your page and gives surfers something to read before they get bored with waiting for the javascript to load.  This is the limit of my knowledge and is a result of what I have  found on the advice sites that I’ve visited. With this information you should be able to gain a good ranking especially as our research shows that there is little competition in the UK.

A list of web sites that may be of interest are shown in Appendix II.

6
Capital Equipment

6.1
Hardware

As you have already invested in the hardware I have concentrate my efforts on the subject that you have said will be most useful to you - search engines.

The only expansion issue is the upgrade from 56k v90 modem that you might need if you want a faster connection. You could go for an ISDN line which would cost about £50 for an adapter. If you decided to wait for ADSL which will be up to  20 times faster than ISDN and cheaper then there will be no hardware issue for you to think about as the ISP handles this. Check to see if your ISP handles ASDL (as well as cgi bin access for actinic and log in data to keep a record of the hits you receive. These subjects are covered in more depth in the respective sections of the report.
7.
Marketing Approach

In order to develop the marketing approach, we have looked at the Marketing Mix, or the four P’s

· Product

· Price

· Place (distribution)

· Promotion

In order to create a successful marketing strategy, it is necessary to create and maintain an appropriate marketing mix that will satisfy those people in the target market.  The four P’s can be planned and controlled by Skate UK, but the external marketing environment must also be considered, and this is something which cannot be controlled by Skate UK.  We are looking here at external forces such as technology, economic climate, political forces, legal forces, regulatory issues etc.

The recommendations made in this report are done so bearing in mind the above externalities which could affect Skate UK.

7.1
Product

The client has a comprehensive product range, which is aimed at a wide age group ranging from aged 8 to aged 50.  The table below sets-outs the products and the associated target age range:

	Skate UK Product
	Target Age Range

	Skates
	8-16

	Skate Boards
	10-20

	Kites
	35-50

	Snow Boards
	18-30

	Videos
	16-25

	Clothes
	10-30

	Scooters (pedal)
	12-18

	Scooters (mechanical)
	25-35


All of the above consumer products are of high quality, and are very heavily branded with familiar names such as Solomon and K2.  It is reasonable therefore to expect the target markets to know a lot about the products they are purchasing.  They will have read-up on the technical specifications of the item, the colours available, the high street price and it’s “street-credibility”.

Even though the consumers will be well-informed, we recommend that a good deal of product information is given about the items.  At least half a page could be devoted to each item, and pictures are a must.  You should also provide direct links to the manufacturers web sites.  Some purchasers will be extremely brand loyal, and by displaying as much information as possible about the products, they will be reassured that you, the retailer are as enthusiastic about the products as they are.

Is is unlikely that consumers will impulse buy on the site, as most items will be over £50.00 in value.

The client should be aware of the three levels of products:

· Core

· Actual

· Augmented

The product may appear obvious, i.e. a skateboard, but generally the purchaser is buying much more.  To be motivated to make the purchase, there must be a perceived or real core benefit to be gained, and the actual purchase is a composite of several factors:  the features and capabilities offered;  quality and durability;  design and product styling;  packaging and of great importance in this instance, the brand name.  The supporting features such as warranties, delivery, customer service, after-sales support etc. form what is known as the augmented product and are becoming increasingly important in today’s competitive marketplace.

Obviously our client has a wealth of experience of their product range through the retail outlet, but they cannot promote this fact through their web site if they are to protect their anonymity.  They could demonstrate their knowledge as a user, but not as a retailer and this is a great loss as it will be difficult to convince the surfer that they have hit a really experienced retailer.  On the other hand, it could be argued that the potential customers of SkateUK will not care whether the retailer is experienced or not, as they will do their information gathering through other medium’s such as manufacturer’s web site, magazines, word of mouth etc. and what they will be looking for is the lowest price.

We feel that the latter is probably true, but advise the client to demonstrate on the site their level of knowledge of these products, if only from a “user” angle.  I am sure we all remember the advertising slogan “I liked it so much I bought the company”.  This is perhaps a little out of date in today’s society where the consumer is extremely well informed, but the message could be somewhat the same “I use these products and enjoy them so much, I’m offering them to you at the best price in the UK”.

Product Life-Cycle

Products also have a life-cycle which goes through four major stages:

· Introduction

· Growth

· Maturity

· Decline

As a product moves through its cycle, the strategies relating to competition, promotion, distribution, pricing and market information must be periodically reviewed and changed where necessary.

Our client has enough experience to identify which products from their range are at which stage in their life cycle, and how to promote and price them.  They have already stated that skates are perhaps in the maturity stage, and that products such as snowboards, clothing and scooters are growing.  This issue requires nothing other than a reminder to the client to be aware of the product life cycle, and adjust their strategies accordingly.

7.2
Price

The client has stated that they wish to set prices at the lowest possible level, to undercut other suppliers on the InterNet and also on the highstreet, in-turn leading to a greater market share.  Maintaining or increasing market share does not necessarily depend on growth in the industry, but more on taking customers from your competitors or other channels of purchasing i.e. the high street.

However, the price of a product can lead the consumer to make judgements about its quality, origination, durability and this has an effect on the other elements of the marketing mix.  For example, cooking with an Aga is perhaps considered to be the ultimate way of traditional, luxurious cooking.  It takes us back to the days when the kitchen was always warm, with a hot kettle waiting.  An Aga can cost between £7,000 and £10,000 and this is the price the consumer is prepared to pay.  If they were to find the same product for sale through the Internet for £4,000 - £6,000 they would undoubtedly question its authenticity.  Now, we are obviously talking on a different scale to a snowboard, or a pair of aggressive skates, but the concept is the same.

As SkateUK have not yet signed a contract with a supplier, we are assuming that they will receive the goods at such a price to enable them to beat the highstreet prices.  If they can, they need to make reference on the web site as to why and how they are able to provide the same goods at such a low price, and offer some kind of reassurance to the customer that they are purchasing exactly the same products.

This policy could very quickly lead to price-wars, particularly with the main UK competitor Mayfair Skates.  Although we recognise what the client is trying to achieve, the pricing policy is not going to be indefinitely sustainable and is unlikely to reward them with high profits.  As they are using a price competition approach, the client needs to have the flexibility to change their prices quickly if a competitor bring the same products onto the market at the same price.

There is, of course, a solution.  Whilst you are taking market share you need to ensure that your customers remain loyal to Skate UK, even if your prices remain constant whilst the competition reduces theirs.  This is far easier said than done, particularly with an innovative medium such as Internet shopping.  This is a matter for the promotional strategy which needs to take account of customer loyalty and will be discussed later in this report.

It is difficult to predict whether or not this pricing strategy will work, but as the whole venture of Skate UK is not the main “bread and butter” business for either Geoff or Julian Rowlands, it is perhaps worth the risk.

7.3
Place (Distribution)

At the time of writing Skate UK had not sourced and confirmed it’s suppliers.  The intention is to order individual items directly from the manufacturers in the USA, and have the goods shipped straight to the customer’s door, thereby cutting out the need to hold stock.  The mechanisms of how to do this are still being discussed between the client and the suppliers, there are however, issues to be kept in mind and we cover those now.

The client would prefer the following sequence of transaction:

1. The customer surfs the Internet, finds SkateUK and makes a decision to purchase an item.

2. The customer then selects the item on the web site, and enters details of size, colour, quantity etc.

3. The customer then also pays for the goods using a debit or credit card.

4. The order details are then sent in the form of an e-mail to SkateUK.

5. SkateUK process the order and sends it onto the supplier.

6. The supplier then confirms whether they have the item in stock, and how long it will take for delivery.

7. The supplier make the delivery direct to the customers door.

8. The customer is then issued with a receipt for the goods purchased and this is the end of the distribution.

We see the following problems with the preferred method of distribution:

· The client has absolutely no control over when their customer will be supplied with the goods.

· They also have no control over the state the goods arrive in, and no quality control can be implemented

· Skate UK have no opportunity to package the goods in their company image, such as labels, logo’s, colour of packaging etc.

· The customer will know they have been supplied directly by the manufacturer and feel no loyalty to Skate UK

· What does the customer do if they are unhappy about the purchase they have made?  They will be unsure of who to contact – Skate UK or the manufacturer.

· Who do they return the goods to if they are faulty or the order is incorrect?

· How do they obtain a receipt for their purchase?  The manufacturer would have to notify Skate UK that the delivery had been made, and then a receipt could be issued.

· How does Skate UK know that their customer is totally satisfied?

We fully understand the reasons behind the distribution process Skate UK wishes to take, but question whether it will work in reality.

As a contract with a supplier has not yet been finalised, in the first weeks of trading the client will need to fulfil any orders they receive from the retail outlet in Macclesfield.  This method ensure that the customer will receive exactly what they ordered as the client will be able to check the quality of the goods in advance of delivery.  They will also be able to package the goods with a branded image and enclose a receipt of payment.  Skate UK’s only competitor on the Internet – Mayfair Skates – promote the fact that all goods are inspected for quality by them before shipping to the customer.

We would ask the client to consider this distribution method as a permanent alternative.  We feel it would ensure that the customer knows exactly who they are purchasing from and thereby increase the likelihood of repeat business which is so important.  It helps to address all of the problem areas raised above and injects some control and security over the business.

Place, or distribution, is such an important element of the market mix, that it is crucial to give it thorough consideration.  It does not matter how well the product is manufactured, promoted or priced, if when you receive it, it is not what you ordered and in this case, paid for.  If the contains the wrong item, or the wrong size or colour, it leads to a disappointed customer who has lost their trust in you immediately.

Although the manufacturer ( consumer channel is the simplest, it is not necessarily the most effective or efficient method of distribution.

7.3
Promotion

Once the web site is launched, and the suppliers and distribution channels have been established, promotion is required to inform the target market that Skate UK has been launched.

In some areas we can take the strengths from the retail outlet and attempt to transfer them into the web business, such as customer service, product knowledge etc., although we need to remain aware that we cannot link the two to the outside world.

Promotion is all about effective communication, using channels such as advertising, direct mail, public relations, sponsorship and personal selling which are collectively known as the promotional mix.  It is important to gain as much feedback as possible from every arm of the mix, to ensure the strategy is being effective.

Whilst the target market for Skate UK has a wide age range, it is a fairly narrow selection of society, which means the promotional activities must be very specifically targeted.

ISP & Search Engines

The task in-hand is to raise awareness of the existence of Skate UK on the InterNet.  The most important areas here are the selection of an Internet Service Provider, and registration with Search Engines.  As these are so critical to the success of Skate UK, they have been covered in this report as specific sections outside of the marketing mix.

Advertising & Editorial

Moving on from that, the next most effective way of bringing the web site to people’s attention would be to place advertising in selected magazines, or to try to obtain editorial through a “press release”.  Julian Rowlands has good connections with the editors of skate magazines and should capitalise these links by negotiating reduced advertising rates or free editorial.  A carefully targeted direct mail shot to the other, less well known editors would also be worthwhile.  The message needs to be punchy, informative and innovative, and written in an attention-grabbing way.

Advertising has the capacity to reach a wide audience, and can be placed very selectively.  By advertising in skating and ski-ing magazines, the target audience can be very effectively reached, however it can also be very costly and therefore we do not recommend that Skate UK invests too much in this route.  A few well placed editorials are worth much more.

Sponsorship

Another area to look at is sponsorship which can also be very effective.  Skate UK could sponsor a major UK skating competition and thereby receive prominent exposure.  With sponsorship you are able to capture a large audience very easily, such as Carling do by sponsoring the Premier Football League.  The costs of sponsorship will vary from event to event, but should be considered as an option.

Direct Mail

For direct mail to be effective, it must be highly targeted and in great quantities.  Typically only a 2-3% response rate can be expected.  Therefore, there are only two recommendations made here for direct mail activities.

The first is to mail the existing client database held by the retail outlet in Macclesfield.  This database is extremely valuable and would be highly effective.  The only problem that may occur here is the issue of anonymity.  Would the customers make the link between the retail outlet and the web site?  Probably, and the client must consider whether this would put the business in jeopardy.  We feel it would be worth the risk as the customers are not likely to ever come into contact with the UK distributors who currently supply the shop.

The only other avenue for direct mail we would recommend, would be to purchase the mailing lists of the targeted magazines and journals that service the industry.  We do not know the level of costs involved here and they may be too high, but if not, it would be a good way of reaching the target audience.

Customer Loyalty

The retail outlet in Macclesfield receives high level of repeat purchases, and customers are therefore loyal.  They also receive messages of thanks from parents who appreciate their patience and experience of dealing with young customers.  In some way, we need to transfer this great asset onto the web business and this is not going to be easy.  If we could make the link to the shop it would be easier, but as far as the InterNet customers are concerned, Skate UK is a brand new business, with no track record, no customer base and no reputation.  

As we mentioned earlier, we need to put across the message that the people behind Skate UK are experienced, knowledgeable and are actually users of the equipment they sell.

News Groups

One technique would be to start new groups on the web site, where visitors can leave messages, or technical questions about the products or site.  We urge the client to join other web site newsgroups to see what topics are important at the moment, and to help them keep ahead of the pack by leading their newsgroups further along the areas of discussion.

Competitions

Competitions on the site are also a great way of getting the visitors to read the information presented to them.  You can ask questions such as “How much does a Solomon ski jacket cost from Skate UK?” “What are the new technical features of the improved model X from K2?” etc.  This way, you force the visitors to read through your site, but yet the competition is very easy for them to enter into.  You would need to make the prize worthwhile, such as a free pair of skates or a 6 month subscription to an American skating magazine.

It is a good technique to publish the name and town of the winner each month, and include a comment from them on the prize they have received “the Skates I won from Skate UK were truly awesome”!  

Freebies

The client already receives many free promotional items from the manufacturers such as stickers, videos, t-shirts etc. and passes this onto the customers of the retail outlet.

Offering these “freebies” on the web site would be a good method of getting visitors to register with their details.  You could have a banner on the first page saying “The first 20 visitors to the site this month, will receive a free T-shirt.  Click here to register your details”.

Once you have captured the visitors data you can start to create a mailing list.  It is always difficult to see exactly who is visiting your site, as some ISPs do not provide this information.  Some web site do not allow you entry until you have registered your details, such as the K2 site, but this is too extreme for the target audience.

E-mail shot

Now you have captured the visitors data, you can keep in contact with them through e-mailing topical news and product information.  It is important though, to offer the recipient the opportunity to remove themselves from your mailing list otherwise you can alienate your customers.  Although this may sound like a risk, it actually works in favour as the customer will think “I can unsubscribe at any time if I wish, therefore I have control over the mail I receive”.  It would be far worse to keep mailing to a contact if they did not want you to, as they would inform other people through news and chat groups.

Customer Confidence

We know that the client is a trustworthy and reputable retailer, who will do their utmost to satisfy their customers and provide them with a high quality product, and good after-sales support.  Consumers are still very wary of purchasing from the InterNet for a variety of reasons.  They fear their credit card details will be vulnerable, their goods may not be satisfactory, that they may not be able to return the goods if they are dissatisfied etc.

Skate UK needs to address this lack of confidence and can take a few simple steps to help ease the consumer’s decision to purchase.

· Research has shown that a telephone number and address on the site gives consumer’s confidence to make a purchase.  They feel the company actually exists, rather than just being in the either.  Skate UK need to establish a trading telephone number and address for the business and publish it on the web site.

· The company should be registered in the UK and the registration number published on the web site.

· The company Vat number should also be on the web.

The Which? organisation have set-up an initiative called Which? Web Trader to provide consumer confidence in purchasing on the Net.  It is a free service with which companies can register, and they are then allowed to display the logo shown here on their web site.  The companies must adhere to the Codes of Practice laid down by the scheme which are included in this report as Appendix III  The web sites must be completed before the companies can join the scheme, and one of the conditions is that payments must be accepted over the Net.  The scheme is only open to sites within the UK.

The Which? Web Trader site contains a sports section which already has sites offering equipment for rock climbing, ski-ing, and bmx bikes but as yet not skates and associated accessories.  We feel this provides a great opportunity for Skate UK to gain consumer confidence and some form of reassurance, especially as it is a brand new site and consumers will not recognise the name. The Which? organisation is reputable and one that is well known by consumers which will hopefully give them the confidence to purchase over the net.

If the client wishes to view the scheme for themselves, the address is www.which.net/webtrader/index.html
8.
Quality control / Management control system

The quality in this case is the quality of the service provided and not the quality of the product which is a problem for the producer. The management of the service has everything to do with quality so quality control and management control cover the same areas. The service in this case is selling the product to the customer with little hassle. And providing the purchased item as soon as possible and with as little fuss.

8.1
Front office (Web page)

Speed of web shop

If a customer is slowed down by your web site, they may give up and look for another site selling similar products. This could be a problem with your web page downloading slowly or your server being busy.

Availability of products advertised 

If the product is advertised then it should be available. It would be better not to advertise than disappoint a customer, they may not come back again.

Correct cost information

Make sure there are no hidden costs the customer does not know about. e.g. tax, import duty.

Purchasing  instructions 

Make it as easy as possible for the customer to pay. Including a choice of ways.

Customer information

Collect information on customers for future reference should they come back, as it makes sense to give priority to customers who keep coming back.

8.2
Back office

Catalogue updating

Update information on web shop, such as content and price.

Customers orders

Orders can be collected via a number of sources, web page, e-mail, fax, telephone and  the postal service.

Financial transactions

Accepting only one method of payment will not be sufficient, especially if your price range is broad. Automation of the order payment process is also a very important feature of on line shopping solutions.

Order dispatched

Dispatch order, check product availability, and pay producer as soon as customer  payment received

Customer delivery notification 

Automatic acknowledgements via e-mail or fax should be delivered after the customer has ordered an item from your shop. This should contain all information relevant to the order, such as shipping address, all ordered items, date and time of the order and a contact address.

Check product dispatched

Whether posted by you or direct from the manufacture.

Customer details stored

Customer details need to be collected from all sources and stored in data bases for ease of access, including for example, Name, Address, Purchases, Dates of purchase, Cost, method of payment, previous purchases and were possible relevant personal information such as sex, age, skate size, etc.

The online shopping software should ensure the privacy of the customer is guaranteed by storing all customer information in a secure place.

9.
Operational Solutions

The operational solution for the company will depend on the number of products you wish to sell and the expected interest in them. If your company offers only a very small number of products and has a very small order volume, there is no need for a complex shopping system. A few web pages with  a description of the products will satisfy your needs and that of the customers. If the order volume or the number of products increases it is easy to extend the system. This approach with little automation does not cost a lot and is the cheapest solution. 

As soon as you start to offer a wide range of products and receive more orders this system becomes more difficult to handle for you and your customers. You will have difficulty keeping the web page up to date as well as receiving and processing orders, if this part of the operation you wish to do manually it could soon lead to a lot of paper work. Should this occur then the quality of the service will be compromised, if not through error then the speed of delivery. 

A shopping solution should therefore be looked at if you expect your business to have the ability to expand as and when required.

An important question when deciding on a solution, when can the return on your investment be achieved and what are your goals. Are you planning to be profitable in the short term or the long term.

9.1
Shopping software solutions

There are basically four ways to operate your shop, the simple web page based option or  three shopping software solutions. 

1. Buy a ready made solution

For companies who have the money and the know how to install a complete solution on there own and maintain it. This could require HTML knowledge also some programming knowledge. If a business package has all the required e-commerce features of your business it should be a good investment, In the long term it should save you time and money. While the initial costs are high, the customisation is easy, so hidden charges will not be a problem later.

2. Rent space on an e-hosting solution.

A smaller company will not have the finance for a complex shopping solution. They should look at hosting solutions. Renting an online shop from an ISP for a fixed amount each year which has all the infrastructure to operate the online shop. Setting up the shop is easy because the whole store is set up through a web front end. Apart from your web browser no additional software needs to be installed. It can simply require a few settings and your ready to go. 

This solution can be difficult to integrate with existing IT systems the company may have.  But for small companies this is unlikely to be a problem as the number of orders will be low and could be processed manually or semi-manually.

This solution can also be suitable for larger companies for which the internet sales will only be small or a company that wishes to get their feet wet.

Consideration of the cost of modifying or customising the package to your individual needs should be checked  As e-hosting services though generally cheap to get going can lead to steep cost increases when updating or changing the configuration of your web site.

3. Build the system from scratch exactly to your specification.

These would be built using software tools which provide building blocks for setting up an online business. From these complex sites can be created if the appropriate programming knowledge is available. It requires hard work and expertise in JAVA and HMTL.

9.2
Operational requirements

In order to keep the operating cost down and the initial capitol required  to be as low as possible, the objective of company was to operate without retaining stock and to have the products delivered direct from the manufacture after the order has been placed and the product paid for.

It was also intended that the products would be imported from foreign suppliers who could supply at a lower price.

Implications for quality of service

Obtaining products from foreign suppliers will cause difficulties in delivering the products top the customer. Unless imported in first, allowing the price, quantity and delivery time to be guaranteed to the customer. Also this will mean retaining stock.

This will have implications on the delivery time and more importantly there will be extra costs involved in importing products, import tax, duty, and transport costs which may not be static.

Should the product be defective or incorrect and be returned then  the cost of return needs to be taken into account. This error may be reduced if the products are delivered by the internet company first to check before delivery to the customer. 

There could be product price changes in the time between the customer ordering and the supplier receiving the order, for example due to delays in confirming the payment transaction from the customer or if the web page is not updated soon after price changes. This will require pricing the products on a regular if not daily basis.

Manual or automated management solution

The online shopping solutions provide for different levels of  manual or automated integration which is also to some degrees flexible and readily up datable when required.

Choosing the right shopping solution is not straight forward as there are hundreds of different software solutions available on the market. Choose the one that best fits the structure and expectations of the company.

Three Choices

1. To advertise the product range of an exiting shop on the internet use ordinary web pages to display a small number of products, purchasing information and contact information.

Cheap and easy to set up !

2. You wish to set up an new independent internet company. But want to spend as little as possible, set it up quickly with as little knowledge as possible. The product range and source is undecided. And the possible future sales or interest in the products is unclear. You might just want to get your feet wet. 

Choose an ISP  e-hosted shopping solution 

Low cost start up, single annual fee, software provided, simple to set up, secure, banking transaction, credit checking facilities. Offers other facilities should you wish to improve or upgrade but will probably cost more.

3. If  their is more confidence in the internet company and there is an expected expansion in sales. There will need to a higher degree of automation to cope with increasing demand.  Also data base facilities to keep track of customers details, payments, orders, and deliveries. 

Choose a ready made shopping solution. A higher start up cost but could save you money in the long run. And would give you a much more efficient and controlled operation. 

10.
Movement of Money

In order to consider the way in which vital transaction processes are actioned, I have firstly studied four organisations which act as third-party processing houses, namely WorldPay, NetBanx,  Datacash and Secpay.  An analysis of these four businesses and the services they offer together with their charges is provided in table format for ease of comparison.

A programme relating to on-line shopping systems, e.g. NetStart, and other mediums relating to the transfer of money, e.g. secure socket layer and digital certificates, have also been considered and analysed in detail.

10.1
Processing Houses

Processing houses, such as WorldPay, NetBanx, Datacash and Secpay all provide a number of options on the way in which to suit their client’s business requirements (please refer to the detailed analysis at the end of this section).  These facilities allow any website to take payment on-line with credit and debit cards.

The internet is a growing medium for trading and many organisations already have websites offering products and services and take orders for goods on-line.  The processing houses provide business websites with the added benefit of taking payment on-line at low cost.

Processing houses enable a secure payment system that operate over the Internet. Worldwide web users visiting a website may pay for goods or services whilst on-line using credit or debit cards.  The processing house has the ability to clear card transactions very quickly (i.e., in seconds) and cardholder accounts are directly debited.

New or existing business wishing to authorise and process payment cards on-line and who wish to provide immediate confirmation to their customer that the transaction has been accepted, will benefit from using a processing house. 

The processing houses remove the technical burden and expense of individually meeting the security criteria of, and connecting to, the processing banks.

Processing houses provide fast on-line secure processing and clearance of card payments. Multi-level safeguards ensure data integrity on the Internet and confidentiality from agents when transactions are cleared.

Upon authorisation, payment card numbers are replaced with a unique reference, therefore this service is discrete and secure.

The processing houses have a wide choice of cards accepted for payment and operate a multi-currency service which allows transactions in over 100 currencies.

Most processing houses apply a set-up cost and transaction commission charges (please refer to the analysis at the end of this section for more detail).

10.2
Process of Actions

The process of actions relating to the link between customer and the processing house is carried out as follows:-

1. A link to the processing house at the point of payment allows the customer to be discretely re-directed into the secure environment of the processing house’s payment system.

2. The processing house checks the format of the card number and makes further security checks to validate the authenticity of the cardholder information. The processing house will then process transactions by requesting authorisation from the appropriate bank and will finally obtain confirmation that the bank has cleared the payment.

3. Confirmation is given to the customer. The processing house will confirm the transaction via e-mail.

10.3
Implementation

If the services of a processing house are required, an application form must be completed and returned to the chosen organisation. WorldPay, NetBanx, Datacash and Secpay provide downloadable application forms for ease of use.

Once the application form has been processed and approved further information will be sent by the processing house and, for example, in the case of Netbanx, relates to:-

· Setting-up processes

· HTML guidelines

· HTML template files

· Questionnaire

Template requirements will be directed to an engineer who will set up the system for testing and approval once payment for the set-up charges is received.

Benefits 

Utilisation of a processing house to immediately authorise payments, enables the user to keep ahead of the competition, the website is used as a revenue generating resource.  The processing house software is available as an add-on to the user’s established site and therefore does not require a costly site re-design.

The processing house can allow the purchaser to settle in a currency of choice and accepts payment from a wide selection of credit or debit cards.  Customers card details are highly secured and protected.

Processing houses allow overseas customers to pay in their own currency, usually from a list of over 100 currencies (including the Euro). When purchasing, the customer is offered the price that they will actually pay on their credit or debit card.

Security

The processing houses use a combination of techniques to ensure that transactions passed are secure and trusted.

· Secure servers are utilised.

· All payment card information is encrypted.

· Firewalls within the processing houses systems allow the isolation of information from hackers.

10.4
Charges

WorldPay

The charges are competitively priced with an annual fee of £125.00 and a merchant service rate which is guaranteed not to exceed 4.5%. 

NetBanx

1. Set-up charges 

Charges cover the work required to integrate the NetBanx service into the working Web site of the Merchant. The set-up provides the Merchant with the opportunity to maintain a consistent look and feel in the Merchant site by incorporating the HTML provided by NetBanx into "house" page templates. These are one-off charges.

a. Entry Level - £75 + VAT 

One product at a fixed price. Ideal for subscription services with one fixed price. NetBanx provides generic authorisation and decline pages. The Merchant is responsible for maintaining the HTML payment form initially supplied by NetBanx. 

b. Intermediate Level - £125 + VAT 

Set-up for between 2-10 products, each at a fixed price, with one selectable for payment, e.g. a subscription to a service sold either monthly, weekly or annually would constitute three separate products. 

c. Supported Ordering Platform - £300 + VAT 

NetBanx has been integrated with popular software packages such as Actinic, Cat@log, COWS, Erol, Intershop, J-Shop, Shop@ssistant and our own NetStart. These provide order collation and pricing facilities which integrate with the NetBanx payment system. NetBanx can also sell the Actinic and Shop@ssistant software as a package together with the Set-Up charge at a reduced price.

d. Bespoke Integration - £500 + VAT 

This service is for established website owners who can specify individual requirements for the integration of on-line card processing. 

2. Processing Charges
Each transaction processed on behalf of the Merchant by NetBanx attracts a charge. NetBanx has now introduced a simple scale of processing charges, which according to the Merchant status may or may not include the bank merchant service charges, i.e. if the organisation does not currently take payment by credit or debit card, e.g. over the telephone or over the counter, the NetBanx Bureau Merchants charges are appropriate.

If the organisation does currently take payment by credit or debit card then you will already have a direct Merchant relationship with one of the acquiring banks. This relationship will not automatically confer the authorisation to take card payments over the Internet. You may elect to obtain that authorisation in which case NetBanx is an easy-to-adopt and approved solution for the payment process. Simultaneously to using NetBanx your direct Merchanting relationship with the bank can be retained. If you do not wish to obtain the authorisation an application to become a NetBanx Bureau Merchant for Internet transactions is available.

Datacash

Charge details are not available on-line.  I will endeavour to gather this information imminently.

Secpay

Transaction charges are payable on all authorised transactions (including refunds). The tariffs available are either 1.9% of the transaction value or £0.39 – the decision to be taken when opening the account.

NetStart

NetStart is a simple and very cost effective way to start trading on the Internet, developed by NetSite Solutions. By simply completing a system of computer-based forms, an on-line shopping system may be created with little technical knowledge.

10.5
Processing House Analysis

	Company
	Est.
	Charges
	Debit/Credit Cards
	Banks
	Security Features
	No. of Currencies
	Shopping Cart Software
	Support

	WorldPay
	1993
	£125.00 +

4.5% per transaction.


	Visa, Mastercard, American Express, Diners Club, Switch, Delta, Eurocard, JCB. 
	NatWest
	TCP/IP encryption protocol to 128 bit SSL, Java and a variety of self developed systems.
	150+
	Integration with all major shopping carts.
	Via e-mail during working hours.

Out of hours emergency bleeper system.

	NetBanx
	1996
	  £75 + VAT

£125 + VAT

£300 + VAT

£500 + VAT
	Visa, MasterCard, American Express, Diners Club, Eurocard, JCB, Switch, Delta.
	Bank of Scotland, 

Barclays Merchant Services,

Lloyds Cardnet Merchant Services, 

NatWest Streamline Merchant Services, 

Midland Merchant Services, 

Roynet Merchant Services (Royal Bank of Scotland). 


	Secure servers are utilised and all payment card information is encrypted.

Firewalls within the processing house systems allow the isolation of information from hackers
	100+
	Actinic, E-shop, iCat, Intershop, Cat@log, Shop@ssistant, NetStart.
	24 hours.

	Datacash
	
	Not available on-line.
	Visa, MasterCard / EuroCard, American Express, JCB, and Debit Cards: Switch, Solo, Visa Delta
	American Express, Bank of Scotland, Barclays Merchant Services, Girobank, HSBC (Midland), NatWest Streamline, Royal Bank of Scotland
	Encrypted using the SSL mechanism. 
	150+
	Actinic, iCat, Inex, Intershop,

Jshop.
	Via e-mail.

	Secpay
	1998
	Either 1.9% of the transaction value or £0.39p.
	Visa, Mastercard, Switch, Delta, JCB, American Express.
	Barclays Merchant Services, Natwest Streamline, Bank of Scotland and American Express.
	Thwate Certicates.
	Dependent upon Merchant Bank.
	Integration with most shopping carts.
	24 hours.


NetStart presents an easy to follow system of forms in which to enter company details, product information, etc. It is possible to enter and edit the information as required.  The information is stored in a private area on NetStart’s computers. The information is then published on-line in order for customers to access.

Demonstration

There are various Client’s using the NetStart system, a demonstration may be accessed via www.netbanx.com/netbanx/gettafone/index.html.

10.6
NetStart Website

The new website will consist of the following main areas:-

Home page: This will normally contain the business (or company) name, logo, and a brief introduction about the business.

Company Profile: This provides more detailed information on the business activities/ objectives etc.

Contacts page: e.g., telephone, fax number and e-mail address.

Catalogue search facilities: This section provides a selection of search facilities to aid the customer.

Multiple Catalogue pages: Catalogue items will normally be displayed to include (for each product) a picture, brief description, longer description and price, along with an entry box where the customer can input the number of items they wish to order. The customer can then either view another selection of items or proceed to the checkout via entry of their despatch details into a form. The catalogue functions that NetStart provides includes:-

· Multiple item selection 

· Individual item prices, shipping costs, insurance costs and VAT 

· Area banded shipping costs (either by weight or by unit) 

· Maximum shipping cost (if required) 

· Order or item discounting (by value or unit) 

· Stock levels 

Checkout: The customer is presented with a list showing the goods that have been selected from the catalogue, along with the associated prices, discounts and additions for shipping, insurance and VAT. The customer has full control to increase, decrease or completely remove items from the 'shopping basket'.

Payment: Once happy with the products selected, the customer is taken to a secure NetBanx page confirming the value of the order to be paid. By entering and submitting their debit or credit card details, confirmation of the order and payment is provided to the customer on-line and via email. You also receive an email confirming the order, customer details, despatch address and amount processed by NetBanx. Overseas customers can see how much their order is in their local currency by using the currency converter included on the payment page.

Reporting: For your use only, you will have Username and Password protected access to view confirmed orders on-line, complete with details of any failed transactions. You also benefit from the NetBanx AutoStatement system providing you with an on-line summary of payment transactions processed in the month to date and the previous month.

Support

Support facilities are provided without additional cost and include 24 hours a day/7 days a week technical support customer service line support for cardholder queries during normal office hours.

Charges

The NetStart web site construction facility, along with credit/debit card processing facilities and 1MB of ongoing free site hosting, costs only £99 to set up, plus £29.95 per month (or £39.95 per month for web sites up to 10MB). Prices exclude VAT. Normal NetBanx processing charges will also be levied on successful transactions.

10.7
Secure Socket Layer

Secure socket layer is a type of public key encryption that ensures that no other than the intended recipient can intercept or read an on-line transaction.  The secure socket layer provides a secure communication connection between the browser and the server on which the site is being visited.  

As an added layer of protection, there are organisations in existence whose sole business is to certify that organisations using secure socket layers and other public key encryption facilities are who they claim to be.  Web browsers are designed to refuse to communicate using secure socket layers with a web server that does not have a valid certificate from one of these companies.

10.8
Secure Hosting Ltd

Secure Hosting Ltd (www.securehosting.com), based in the UK, offer a starter level secure form which costs £85 per year plus £35 set-up. Their Lite Commerce service costs from 200 per year + transaction fee 0.39p.

Their system works in the following way:-

Secure Hosting Ltd host the order form on their secure server which can be linked to via the users website.  Each time an order is placed through the form an automatic e-mail notification is transmitted.  The e-mail contains details of the order, but without the credit card number.  The full details of the order complete with credit card details are stored in a password protected area of Secure Hosting Ltd’s secure server which can be later retrieved via the users browser.

This secure socket layer is fully compatible with JShop Pro and offers the following standard features:-

· 12 month’s hosting of the form on their secure server.

· Unique order tracking pages with private login and password.

· Customisable e-mail confirmations automatically sent for every order placed.

· Customisable confirmation pages.

· Credit card number algorithm validation.

· Provision of order details in a tab delimited file for easy database integration.

· All data protected by a high grade firewall.

The highest level of encryption commercially available is utilised (128-bit secure socket layer).

All e-mail support queries are answered within 24 hours.

A free of charge 10 day demo of the Lite Commerce Services is available via the website.

10.9
Digital Certificates

BT has launched what it claims are the country’s first locally developed server certificates to support 128-bit encryption.  The BT Trustwise Global Server Certificates can be used to increase website security and secure confidential data on the internet.

The certificate enables 128-bit secure socket layer encryption, the strongest security currently available commercially.

“Security has always been perceived an inhibitor to e-business, so the arrival of server certificates that support 128-bit encryption is good news” Michele Mooney, Head of Trust Services at BT’s E-Business Division.

Trustwise Global Server Certificates will cost £399 initially and it will be possible to apply via BT’s website.

The BT E-Business Division was established a year ago in a bid to cash in on demand for on-line trading and transaction systems.

10.10
Conclusion

The processing houses enable the card processing facility to be set up quickly and provide business websites with the added benefit of taking payment on-line at relatively low cost.

Processing houses enable a secure payment system that operate over the Internet. Worldwide web users visiting a website may pay for goods or services whilst on-line using credit or debit cards.  The processing house has the ability to clear card transactions very quickly (i.e., in seconds) and cardholder accounts are directly debited.

Each of the four processing houses studied provides security in the form of secure servers, secure socket layers and/or payment card information encryption.  In some cases, firewalls within the processing house systems allow the isolation of information from hackers.

When considering the four processing houses studied, I would recommend Netbanx as the most beneficial system due to the four choice options available.  The Supported Ordering Platform at £300 + VAT (one-off charge) appears the most relevant package and has been integrated with popular software packages such as Actinic, Cat@log, COWS, Erol, Intershop, J-Shop, Shop@ssistant and NetStart. These provide order collation and pricing facilities which integrate with the NetBanx payment system. NetBanx can also sell the Actinic and Shop@ssistant software as a package together with the Set-Up charge at a reduced price.  Support is available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year.

WorldPay would be second choice.  This is a fairly well established business (established 1993) and provides security of TCP/IP encryption protocol to 128 bit SSL and Java.  It is able to integrate with all major shopping carts. However, support is only available via e-mail during working hours and out of hours via an emergency bleeper system.

Datacash and Secpay are smaller players, Secpay was established fairly recently (1998), and hence has not built-up a reputation.  However, their websites provide various newspaper and journal articles that provide good reference of their services.  Datacash charge details are not available via the website, however I will endeavor to ascertain these details if required.

The NetStart website is a practical choice for a new business, but may not be totally applicable in this case as a webpage is already in operation.

The secure socket layer public key encryption that ensures that no other than the intended recipient can intercept or read an on-line transaction.  This technology is used by various processing houses, eg WorldPay and Datacash, hence needn’t be purchased separately but treated as a parallel service.

A free of charge 10 day demo of the Lite Commerce Services is available via the Secure Hosting Ltd (www.securehosting.com) website and may be worthy of consideration.

The BT Trustwise Global Server Certificates can be used to increase website security and secure confidential data on the internet.  This is a fairly recent development and it would be worthwhile for future consideration once any possible ‘teething problems’ have been overcome.

11.
Banking and payment of suppliers

In order to ascertain the most efficient means of setting up an account to collect money and, separately, to remit money, I have examined the major UK banks, accounts and services in detail and provide an explanation of each service complete with cost breakdowns.

11.1
Outgoing Transactions

I discovered that the majority of UK banks suggested that there would not be any benefit in opening an account in the USA, as such an account would still have to be funded from the UK and would also incur additional running costs from the American Bank.  Banks generally are reluctant to open business accounts for companies that are not resident in that country, particularly if a facility such as a credit card is required.

Therefore, I have researched the facilities offered by the major UK Banks as follows:-

HSBC Bank PLC

The HSBC Bank PLC suggested the use of a US Dollar account, which can be set-up within 24 hours (if the business is currently a customer of the Bank) and will provide a cheque book facility.  If new to the Group, financial information and proof of identity will have to be in place prior to an account being opened, particularly if any borrowing is envisaged.

The following services are provided by the HSBC Bank PLC:-

· Worldpay – A small payments transmission service which is provided by the Retail Branch Network.  This service is applicable for payments up to £2,000 to be sent in local currency (in this case US$) and payment will be made within 6 working days.

· Priority Payment – Similar to the above but payment will be made electronically within 4 working days.

· Current Currency Account – Provides cheque book and overdraft (if agreed in advance).

Charges

WorldPay 

Fixed charge per payment
£9.00

Priority Payments 

Up to £5,000
£15.00

Current Currency Account

Per cheque
£1.20

Minimum charge per half year
£35.00

Lloyds TSB PLC

The Lloyds TSB PLC do not have a branch network in the USA; instead they use correspondent banking relationships to handle payments into the various states.  These connections are with all of the major banks throughout the country, which will either pay the beneficiary direct or pass on the funds to a local bank where appropriate.  

To facilitate this there are three different types of international money mover; Express, Standard and Economy.  The choice of product depends on the urgency and value and the charges will reflect this.  Any standard current account can be used to fund these transfers.

Express International Moneymover - The fastest way to send money overseas.  Payment normally takes 3 working days.

Standard International Moneymover - Suited to lower value, less urgent payments.  Normally takes 3-5 working days.

Economy International Moneymover -
The cheapest electronic way to send money overseas and is suitable for low value non-urgent payments.  Payment takes approximately 5 working days and is restricted to the currency of the receiving country.

Current Currency Account – Enables transactions to be made in a foreign currency, and may be used to fund short-term cashflow requirements.

Charges

International Moneymovers

Standard
25p per £100; minimum £13, maximum £40.

Express
As above, plus £6.

Economy
£5.50 plus correspondents charges.

Currency Account

Maintenance Fee (includes transfers 

to/from sterling account)


£30 per half year or part thereof.

Cash paid in or out



£2 per £100; minimum £3 plus £10 admin fee.

Cheques paid




£5.

NatWest Bank PLC

The NatWest Bank PLC offers the facility of a currency account which gives the option of making payments in currency without the costs and inconvenience of having to convert from Sterling.  This allows ease of reconciliation and reduced exposure to exchange rate fluctuations.

A currency account as such can assist forward planning by holding foreign currency until it is required, enabling the business to obtain currency when the exchange rate is favourable rather than buying at the prevailing rate.

There are also several methods of making payments abroad:-

Relay – A low-cost system for amounts up to £2,000 equivalent.  The payment will arrive within 4-6 working days.

Standard Transfer – This is a multi-purpose, flexible service.  The payment will arrive within 4 working days.

Urgent Transfer – The fastest service, with payments usually arriving within 1 or 2 working days.

Business Currency Account – Allows immediate access to cleared funds.  A cheque book is available, subject to agreement.

Charges

Relay
£10

Standard Transfer
£14

Urgent Transfer
£20

Business Currency Account

   £0
The Business Currency Account attracts no account maintenance or debit charges.

The Royal Bank of Scotland PLC

The Royal Bank of Scotland provides UK based currency accounts from which payments may be actioned either via the branch or from ‘Royline for Windows’, their range of electronic banking services.  Payments may be made electronically through secure bank-to-bank links.  There are also a number of different international payment options.

Royworld Express - These payments use electronic links between banks, which ensures high security and reliability.  If speed is the priority, Royworld Express is the best option, payments should arrive within 2-3 working days.
Royworld Economy – Similar to the above, however less expensive and slower service.  Payments should take between 5-10 working days.

Royworld Budget – Designed specifically for sending smaller amounts overseas.  This is a highly cost-effective but slow service – payments take up to six days.

IBOS – A unique international cash management system available only from The Royal Bank of Scotland in the UK.  It directly links the computer networks of the Royal Bank and a number of overseas banks so transactions between accounts at these banks can be carried out within seconds.  Two IBOS services – ad hoc transfers and, at certain banks, standing orders are available to customers wishing to make international payments.  Transfers take place in seconds, therefore the beneficiary can receive funds same-day.

Foreign Currency Account – This type of account with cheque books can be a useful way to make frequent payments in a specific foreign currency.  They minimise the exchange rate risk inherent in converting a payment from one currency into another.

Charges






Initiated via Branch

Initiated Electronically

Royworld Express


0.3% (min £17: max £40)
£15 flat

Royworld Economy


£15 flat


£12 flat

Royworld Budget


  £9 flat


£12 flat

IBOS




0.3% (min £9: max £20)
£16 flat

Foreign Currency Account

Free of charge.

Currency Cheque


£4 flat



N/A

Scenario Options

The Royal Bank of Scotland PLC has provided the following possible scenarios for consideration:-

Option 1

The Royal Bank of Scotland is a member of the IBOS Association, which is a group of 15 Banks including 2 US Banks.  The Royal Bank of Scotland has simplified account-opening procedures on behalf of their customers and can arrange for customers to open overseas Corporate Accounts.

A chequebook is available and the account could be funded by electronic ‘SWIFT’ transfer for a UK bank account.

Costs

First Union National Bank

Commercial Cheque Account Maintenance Monthly Charge
$16.00 per month

5 Cheques paid, $0.155 each


$0.77 per month

1 Deposit (‘SWIFT’) Incoming Wire from the UK
$12.00 per month

Royworld Outgoing Transfer


£15.00 per month

Total





£33.00 per month (approx)







£6.60 per payment

US Bank Credit Card

A credit card may be difficult to obtain in the UK, as US Banks like to see a ‘credit history’.  This may be available if an application is backed by an ‘International Standby Letter of Credit’.  This could be issued by the client’s UK Bank to ‘guarantee’ the facility linked to the US Credit Card.

First Union have a large branch network and offer internet access to their accounts which is called ‘Invision’.  They have an elaborate website (www.firstunion.com) which has a ‘branch locator’ facility to search for a convenient branch location.

A number of UK Corporate customers have opened accounts with the First Union Telephone Banking Office in Charlotte, north Carolina, as this has been found effective for where companies do not have a US presence.

Option 2

The Royal Bank of Scotland offers a ‘Stateside US$ Cheque Service’ which provides a UK based company with a US$ cheque book drawn on a major US Bank.

US suppliers would be posted a US$ cheque from the customer’s US$ cheque book.  Usually the US$ cheques presented are debited at a US$ account held in the UK at the Royal Bank of Scotland.

Costs

Monthly Fee


$40.00 per month

5 Cheques, $6 per Cheque
$30.00 per month

Total



£42.00 per month (approx)





  £8.40 per payment

Conclusion

If the business is an existing customer of the particular bank, a US Dollar account can be set up within 24 hours.  If the business is a new customer, financial information and proof of identity will have to be in place prior to any account being opened, particularly if any borrowing is envisaged.

The charges and costs I have considered are the ones that I believe to be most applicable to this project.  For example, in the analysis I have not included payments by draft, as these are very slow and unsecure options.

The American Bank I have attempted to contact for information, Citibank, who have a branch in London, like the other American Bank branches in the UK only hold corporate accounts and I have not received a reply to my correspondence.

The Royal Bank of Scotland’s scenario options appear helpful and this may be a useful avenue to explore further, coupled with the fact that this bank is a member of the IBOS Association, which is a group of 15 Banks including 2 US Banks.  The Royal Bank of Scotland has simplified account-opening procedures on behalf of their customers and can arrange for customers to open overseas Corporate Accounts.

11.2
Incoming Transactions

In order to facilitate the incoming transactions I have studied the major UK Banks Business Accounts.  These accounts usually take 24 hours to set up providing satisfactory identification is made available. 

The major UK Banks I have examined all appear to request similar projections, ie Cash Flow Forecast/Profit & Loss Forecast and Business Plan.  

Barclays Bank PLC

Services

The Barclays Bank PLC Business Account and ‘Starting and Running Your Business’ pack includes the following:-

· Free banking for up to 18 months, providing the proprietor operates or opens a Barclays Bank PLC personal account, otherwise the business will benefit from 12 months free banking.

· Wide range of banking services:-

Telephone banking – Barclays Businesscall allows access to Business Accounts 24 hours per day at local telephone call rate.  This enables checking the account balance, transaction instructions and the user is provided with a membership number and PIN to ensure security.

On-line banking – Business finances may be managed via PC or laptop using Barclays Online Banking.  The account balance may be accessed and transfers actioned.  (See www.smallbusiness.barclays.co.uk for a demonstration and more information.)

Branch facilities – Most Barclays Bank PLC branches offer special business tills, 24-hour automated machines and the availability of a Business Relationship Manager.

Credit/debit cards – A Business Barclaybank Card may be applied for once a Business Account has been opened.  This may be used at VISA outlets in the UK and overseas in order to buy business goods.

· Other special benefits include:-

Free legal advice through the Barclays Legal Helpline.

Free internet access – The Online Banking service is free for the first year and includes free internet access and entry to the Online Business Park, a virtual business location which offers a number of business services ranging from communications to an information centre.

Business protection – Advice on business protection relating to a wide range of risks, eg fire, flooding, theft.

The ‘Setting Up and Running Your Business’ brochure provides detail relating to the above points and further information relating to the planning, managing and financing of a new business.

The ‘Thinking of Starting a Business’ brochure relates to the initial support, resource and preparation considerations.

Schedules and Plans

The Barclays Bank PLC’s ‘Starting and Running Your Business’ pack includes the following schedules and plans for completion:-

· Profit & Loss Forecast.

· Business Plan.

· Business Cash Flow Forecast.

Software

Within the ‘Starting and Running Your Business’ pack, Barclays Bank PLC provides the software (on floppy disk) to create:-

· Cash Flow Forecast.

· Profit & Loss Forecast.

· Business Plan.

HSBC Bank PLC

Services

The HSBC Bank PLC Business Account services are outlined in their ‘Starting a Business’ pack and include the following:-

· Up to two years’ free banking.  Start-up businesses with a projected turnover of up to £1,000,000 per year will benefit from two years’ free banking, providing the proprietor has a personal bank account with the HSBC Bank PLC, otherwise the business will benefit from year’s free banking.  (Free banking means no standard transaction charges will be made.)

· The services of a ‘Business Banker’, with locally based managers who have the authority to make on the spot decisions.

· Offer of no fee business cards for the first year.  The business card annual fee of £20 is waived for the first year.

· Competitively priced small business loans.

· Access to accounting software at a discounted price.

· Free information relating to the running of a business and, for example, selection of premises.

· Access to the full range of services available from other members of the HSBC Group.

The ‘Starting a Business – Taking a Closer Look’ brochure provides a comprehensive guide relating to areas such as, market research, business promotion, legal and tax considerations and preparing the business plan.

Business Telephone Banking

A telephone call to the business team allows the user to receive transaction information, arrange transfers, order statements, stop cheques, cancel direct debits, set up, amend and cancel standing orders and provide information on banking services, between the hours of 8 am to 10 pm, Monday to Saturday.

This service is free and calls made within the UK are charged at local rates.

Support

The Business Support Helpline provides free advice for small businesses by supplying immediate access by telephone to a team of professional consultants who can provide reliable, practical advice.

Issues such as tax, VAT, recruitment and health & safety legislation are covered by this support function.

The service is normally available to individual businesses at a minimum cost of £150 per year, however the service is provided free of charge for a 12 month period to new business account holders.  When a HSBC Bank PLC business account is opened, the business will be automatically registered with the Business Support Helpline.

The Helpline is open from 9.00 am to 5.00 pm during the working week only.

Schedules and Plans

The HSBC Bank PLC’s ‘Starting a Business’ pack includes the following schedules and plans for completion:-

· Personal Asset Statement and Personal Survival Budget Schedule.

· Business Plan.

· Business Cash Flow Forecast.

Software

Within the ‘Starting a Business’ pack, the HSBC Bank PLC provides the software (on floppy disk) to create:-

· A Business Plan – in order to clarify ideas and objectives.

· Cash Flow Forecast Template – to enable a forecast to be produced quickly and accurately.

The program is completely self contained and is easily installed.

Lloyds TSB Bank PLC

Services

The Lloyds TSB Bank PLC Business Account offers the following:-

· Discounted banking for 3 years for new business start-ups.

Year 1

Provided the anticipated first year turnover is less than £1million, no charges are applicable for inward and outward money transactions during the first 12 months.

Year 2

50% off the Business Extra Tariff.

Year 3

25% off the Business Extra Tariff.

· Phonebank for Business – a secure telephone banking service, open from 8am to 10pm, 365 days a year.  There is no extra charge for this service.
· Free legal helpline – unlimited access, 24 hours a day, 365 days a year.

· PC banking – LloydsLink for Business – an easy-to-use electronic banking software package which may be used to manage funds efficiently.  LloydsLink may be used 24 hours a day to transfer funds or issue payment instructions.  This service simplifies the task of moving money between accounts. 

· Internet banking – Lloyds TSB Online for Business – this internet banking service may be used to manage finances 20 hours a day (4am-12 midnight), 365 days a year.  Lloyds TSB Online for Business is easy to operate via access to the internet.  Through this service, current, deposit and business accounts may be controlled and payment of bills may be actioned.

· Company Payment Card – may be used in order to manage day-to-day business expenses.  This is a Visa Debit Card.

Cardnet

The Lloyds TSB PLC also operates their own ‘Cardnet’ facility, however this is only available after trading has commenced for 12 months.

Cardnet enables the user to accept debit and credit card payments from customers and can remove some of the costs and inconvenience of dealing with large numbers of cash and cheques.  Cardnet will facilitate credit/debit card receipts via the internet and is available for most types of businesses which accept payments made by Visa, Electron, MasterCard, Switch and Solo cards.

Schedules and Plans

The Lloyds TSB Bank PLC’s ‘Business Starter’ pack includes the following schedules and plans for completion:-

· Business Plan.

· Cash Flow Forecast.

· Profit  Forecast.

Software

Within the ‘Business Starter’ pack, the Lloyds TSB Bank PLC provides the software (on floppy disk) to create a Business Planner.

Charges

The Business Extra Tariff provides a set price for basic account transactions.  New businesses receive three years of discounted charges.  This discount applies to all the charges listed below, with the exception of the Account Maintenance Fee, which is only discounted in Year 1.  For the first year a discount of 100% applies, in the second 50% and in the third 25%.  After 36 months the full Business Extra Tariff will apply.

Account Payments

Cheque








£0.59

Direct Debit








£0.42

Standing Order







£0.59

Transfer to another account bearing your name at Lloyds TSB

FREE

Debit Card Transactions






£0.42

Other debit








£0.59

Account Receipts

Automated Credit







£0.15

Credit paid in at Lloyds TSB branch





£0.70

Credit paid in at another bank





£0.70

Credit paid in via a Night Safe





£2.00

Transfer from another account bearing your name at Lloyds TSB

FREE

Other credit








£0.70

Other Services

Cash paid in








£0.50 per £100

Cash paid out








£0.50 per £100

Cash exchanged







£1.65 per £100

Cheque paid in







£0.27

Cardnet envelope paid in






FREE

Credit distributed – pre-encoded





£0.50

Credit distributed – unencoded





£0.68

BACS – file submitted






£4.00

BACS – debit or credit item






£0.10

Telepay – debit or credit item





£0.32

Account Maintenance Fee

A charge made for the basic administration costs of running the account
£2.50 per month

Charges for other services include bankers drafts, special cheques, electronic funds transfer and stopped cheques.  There are also fees for borrowing and unauthorised borrowing on a business account.

NatWest Bank PLC

Services

NatWest Streamline Card Processing Service is an electronic service designed to help business growth.  Streamline handles 1 in every 3 card transactions in the UK which amounts to over 1 billion transactions per year and is the UK’s leading card payment processor enabling a fast efficient service.

Streamline has the capability to accept all major cards worldwide and their investment in computer-linked, multi-site locations suggests that in event of a power failure the chances of a reduction in service are minimised.

In order to benefit from Streamline, the business does not necessarily have to bank with the NatWest Bank PLC, transactions may be credited to any major bank.

Support

The Streamline Helpdesk is available 24 hours a day.

Schedules and Plans

Streamline will provide an Agreement Form in respect of ‘terms’ which requires signature and return. 

Streamline E-Commerce Services

The Streamline card processing services mainly relate to hand held swipe card terminals and thus are not totally applicable to the task we are considering.  Hence, I do not intend to cover these aspects in detail.

However, Streamline has developed systems which allow customers to attain business growth by selling and receiving payment over the worldwide web.  This service is resourced to provide support and guidance to customers who wish to trade over the internet and who are seeking a direct interface to NatWest Streamline payment systems.  In addition, to assist customers who are embarking upon new business over the internet, NatWest has established relationships with several Payment Solution Providers who offer a low cost-of-entry solution.

There are no national barriers when trading over the internet and Streamline are able to offer customers to opportunity to accept card payments over the internet in most of the world’s major currencies.

Among the key benefits of the Streamline E-Commerce service are:-

· More than 130 trading currencies are supported for Visa, MasterCard and Eurocard, enabling merchants to offer customers and opportunity to pay in their own national currencies.  Settlement to merchants is available in 20 hard currencies.

· Visa, MasterCard/Eurocard, JCB, Switch and Solo can be accepted.  These card types account for the vast majority of cards issued both in the UK and worldwide.

Conclusion

The Business Bank Accounts offer very similar types of services and support functions to new businesses, however it would be more cost effective to choose an Account which does not charge for services and maintenance during the initial period of business operation, in order to keep initial costs to a minimum.

The NatWest Streamline card processing service intends to provide support and guidance to customers wishing to trade over the internet.  NatWest has established relationships with several Payment Solution Providers who offer a low cost-of-entry solution.  

I will provide information and research relating to Payment Solution Providers if this area is considered to be of interest.

12.
persONNEL

The table below outlines the personnel who have conducted this report, the sections they were responsible for:

	Project Task
	Responsibility

	2.
	Market Research
	Norman Porrett

	3.
	Role of Internet Service Provider
	Jane Holland

	4.
	Communication to Server
	Sarah Talbot

	5.
	Search Engines
	Paul Wright

	6.
	Capital Equipment
	Paul Wright

	7.
	Marketing Approach
	Sarah Talbot

	8.
	Quality Control / Management Control System
	Peter Irlam

	9.
	Operational Solutions
	Peter Irlam

	10.
	Movement of Money
	Jane Holland
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