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NEMEA IN THE PRESS 
 

Small wonders 
 
By Penelope Ody 
Retail Week 02/09/2005 
 
IT vendors are a pragmatic bunch. They have a futuristic vision of a digital world embracing the all-
encompassing, so-called internet of things - with every piece of technology linked together, real-time 
information and a raft of consumer-facing technologies. 
 
However, gone are the days when retailers would install one big IT system that manages everything. 
In a deflationary market, vendors are happy to focus on retailers' problem areas and sell short-term 
modular solutions that solve specific problems, such as warehouse management or point of sale, one 
at a time. 
 
With consumer spending showing little sign of recovery, retailers are focusing on tools that can cut 
operational costs or improve performance. IT vendors have responded with products that can, for 
example, enhance demand forecasting, hone supply chain responsiveness or optimise store 
operations. 
 
While many of these tools form a part of larger enterprise suites, they are generally being sold as 
individual, modular applications that can solve today's problems, but are sufficiently future-proof to act 
as longer-term building blocks to satisfy tomorrow's IT strategy. 
 
"We're certainly taking a much more phased approach," says SAP retail industry principal Richard 
Mills. "Solutions need to be more flexible and address specific retail needs." 
 
Moreover, there is a growing emphasis on managed services and outsourcing so that retailers can 
spread IT investment with leased software models or shift the total bill from capital to operational 
budgets. 
 
For small- and medium-sized retailers, for example, Fujitsu Services has worked with software 
provider Cybertill to create a total store solution available for a monthly rental of about £100 per till 
point. Further up the scale, BT Expedite, which acquired the bulk of NSB's UK operations two years 
ago, is majoring on managed services with an end-to-end solution embracing procurement, helpdesk, 
networking and other aspects of day-to-day support, which can eliminate the need for many internal 
IT operations. 
 
Early customers include WHSmith. "Handing over the management of our store IT services allows us 
to improve efficiency and provide a better level of service to our customers," says IT director Peter 
Swann. "BT also proactively monitors our operations to prevent any risk of downtime." 
 
Wincor-Nixdorf is also emphasising outsourced services. "We've handled ATM management as an 
outsourced service in our banking division for years," says retail sales director Alan Townsend. 
"There is certainly interest in a similar offer for retail store systems." 
 
Wincor-Nixdorf is already using global positioning systems to track service engineers to ensure a 
rapid response. Like BT Expedite, it says there is a growing trend of retailers offloading all their 
equipment support needs -even including refrigeration or lifts -to a single company. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

"We expect our first customer for the full end-to-end model [to sign] this year," says Townsend. 
"Application management is also going to be a major growth area. Retailers don't want to buy IT, they 
simply want it to deliver a service - ultimately, one can imagine a charge-for-use model, delivering IT, like 
other utilities, through some sort of meter." 
 
Offering a total solution has become something of a cliche for IT vendors but, with retailers wanting to cut 
operational costs even further, using a single supplier for support or applications provision is an attractive 
option. 
 
Meeting individual needs 
Significantly, while many of the more innovative IT developments in recent years - such as price 
optimisation or advanced planning techniques - have been developed by small niche suppliers, these are 
being integrated into more extensive solutions that can be skewed to match individual retail needs. 
 
Typical is Oracle Retek's Retek Predictive Application Server (RPAS) that Tesco is implementing. It 
brings together a mixture of traditionally point solutions - such as assortment planning, price and 
markdown optimisation, and collaborative activities - into a phased package that retail customers can 
cherry-pick as their needs arise. 
"A lot of these point solutions have been stitched together," says Oracle Retek merchandise planning and 
optimisation manager Edd McRobbie. "But it is important to look at the overall process and how the 
information needs to flow through each application. Then you have the freedom and flexibility to configure 
the solution to match needs." 
 
Retek was acquired earlier this year by Oracle following an aborted takeover plan by SAP. It is being 
maintained as a separate operating division within Oracle, although other takeover targets have not 
maintained quite such high-profile visibility. 
 
Torex Retail has been particularly acquisitive, absorbing IT suppliers KPOS, Alphameric Retail and 
Flexiline since its formation in a management buy-out last year. Earlier acquisitions had included Arciris, 
Schedule Works and Logware, giving the company significant presence in the petroleum forecourt, 
workforce management and German retail markets respectively. 
 
In the past few months Retail Store Systems - a US player - has been added for US$27.9 million (£15.5 
million), German workforce management specialist Hoffman Datatechnik for EUR4.25 million (£2.9 
million) and a £72.7 million deal for Xn Checkout Holdings, which will put Torex at the top of the 
hospitality market. Even more significant is its £98.5 million acquisition of Anker, which will put Torex in a 
very dominant position in the store systems sector. 
 
Anker, which floated just before last Christmas after a couple of years' nurturing by venture capitalists 
Gores Technology, had been determined to remain independent and focus only on store systems. "We're 
not in the enterprise space and we're very different from companies such as Torex as we're just focused 
on point of sale," chief executive officer John Foulkes said earlier this year. "We want to grow bigger by 
acquisition, but only within the store systems sector, so we'll be buying market share and geography." 
 
Anker is a dominant player in mainland Europe - ranked in first place in some analyses - and will certainly 
take Torex into new territories. Torex has already rationalised the extensive product suite resulting from 
its various acquisitions, piecing together its larger retail suite. Lucas, which it inherited from Logware, for 
example, is now its key Java-based EPoS offering, while Retail Star, a KPOS solution, is the preferred 
back-office system for fashion and smaller retail outlets. Galaxy, which Torex acquired when it bought 
Alphameric, provides business intelligence and another Alphameric solution is Torex's best-of-breed 
assortment planning application. How Anker's.NET offerings will fit into this framework remains to be 
seen.  
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"Several of the products offered by companies we've acquired were at the end of their lives," says Torex 
retail division chief executive officer Mark Sprigg. "In some cases, there had been problems and delays in 
updating them to keep pace with new IT trends and developments - and customers were having major 
implementation issues. Obviously, we'll support customers with older systems, but we've integrated the 
best into our total product suite." 
 
This presents an ongoing dilemma for retailers. Over the years, many companies have bought from IT 
vendors that then fail to invest sufficiently in research and development to maintain and adapt their 
offerings to changing market needs. The result is systems that fail to deliver what the business demands, 
leaving IT departments to find point solutions that can provide the right functionality, but must be stitched 
into an already complex enterprise structure. 
 
With consolidation set to continue, there is a risk that retailers may find themselves railroaded into 
working with companies and systems that they have previously rejected as ill-matched to their needs and 
company culture. Some argue that the sort of consolidation the sector has seen in the past few years 
ultimately limits choice for retail IT buyers. 
 
However, consolidation will also provide a future-proof and financially strong vendor capable of further IT 
development and long-term support. Moreover, good best-of-breed products will survive no matter how 
many times they change hands and remaining IT suppliers will continue to provide flexible technology 
solutions to retailers. 
 
KEY IT TRENDS 
- New IT tools designed to improve store operational efficiency and compliance 
- Switch from distributed to centralised IT models 
- Greater use of outsourcing and managed services with leased application software options 
- Ongoing vendor consolidation 
- Extended but modular IT suites integrating applications previously regarded as niche or point solutions 
- Greater flexibility in devices including more mobile units and communication options. 
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