Order clearing system
Computer interface for system-to-system communication for retailers to order goods from suppliers. 

Aim to have every supplier included and every retailer

Fees of 0.1% of the value of the goods ordered

Distributed (direct retailer to supplier message) vs. funnelling through central point. Distributed has higher fault-tolerance and is simpler, however this limits the charging (although a separate message could be sent with the charging amount), maybe a bit difficult to charge for just a file format layout (although maybe not), distributed may limit some of the value-added features possible. Central point could require a lot of hardware (although messages would be very small), but makes charging easier to implement and also to justify (does this matter, if it’s a good idea then fair enough), also easier for value-added services e.g. on-line catalogues of products, comparisons across suppliers. Distributed requires fatter software at the client end which is a bad thing for keeping track of versions etc, centralised allows a light client end that sends the file straight to the central point where it can be split up etc.
Fields: supplier ID, retailer ID, Product ID, product text description (colour required), although don’t emphasise this as requires manual checking at some point and the aim of this system is to implement totally automated stock control at each end and through the connection point, Delivery Address ID.

Database of product prices updated half-yearly to calculate fees from (this might be a problem as at the wholesale level they seem to charge a different rate to each customer!)
Avoids the need for faxes to multiple suppliers and manual keying, or alternatively developing a large number of separate system interfaces, a different one for each supplier.

Possible extensions


Interface for human ordering of products, ok for manually keying in orders, although extending it to the general public would require a full amazon-type system with pictures, reviews etc and that is a totally separate system/business


Payments system: keeping accounts, generating invoices, clearing payments between suppliers, etc.

Other widely-used interfaces: SWIFT stockbroking message protocol, bank direct debit files, network protocols (e.g. Ethernet, TCP/IP etc)

Communicate via internet messages – what format? Email? However intended to allow direct system-to-system messages so email may not be ideal.

Supply free software code in Visual Basic, Cobol etc to make it easier for retailers/suppliers to interface it into their systems.

Allow one file upload from a retailer to generate a combination of emails, direct messages and faxes to various suppliers.

Start with a tightly-integrated set of suppliers/retailers, e.g. a small country town, a head office and its branches, etc

Bill the cost of faxes to the supplier as this saves money for the retailer (especially small retailer), suppliers will be willing to meet the cost in order to gain orders, and it encourages the supplier to upgrade to electronic messaging. However suppliers may simply refuse to pay in the early stages of the system.
Saves time for retailers who may have to send dozens of slow faxes currently. However unless it is free, or has overwhelming market share, small retailers are unlikely to use it (although it’s cheaper for large suppliers as they don’t have to key in faxes so there may be an incentive for them to encourage small retailers to use it). 

For larger retailers they could save staff costs in the purchasing area (the manual tasks, not the high-level product evaluation etc). Also should improve turn-around times.
Suppliers benefit with reduced costs through not having to key in faxes etc

Split the fees 50/50 between the supplier and the retailer?

