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Introduction

Information portals are appearing by the minute. The “customer revolution” is driving the need for every organisation to publish on the Internet, in real time, information that is relevant to their employees, the business partners, the customers, and the public. Issues of security drove the belief that this data should be held on a separate website, outside the firewall. But the sheer volume of data means that it is impractical to continue to create subsets of data on a separate website.

The resulting challenge for every organisation, is to be able to create, manage, analyse and distribute information in real time using the technologies available not only as a result of the current Internet revolution, but also in tune with the applications software employed over the last one (and sometimes two) decades of the organisation’s life.

This paper looks at the concept of an “Enterprise Information Portal” and discusses the related issues of definition, priorities, return on investment, security, business intelligence v. knowledge management, content management v. document management and the role of XML. 

What is an Information Portal ? 

A gateway to information; there is no mystery in this. Usually, this means an Internet URL (the single gateway), which may or may not require a password (the key to unlock the gate) to reveal a huge amount of electronic information that is ‘relevant’ to your needs at that point in time.

Information portals often provide a search engine and the user might be able to search on one or several repositories of information. But many information portals are limited to the capabilities of a specific application, e.g. a business intelligence reporting, an ERP environment, an application associated with a specific relational database; these tools were not designed with the intention of reaching information outside a structured environment.
What is an Enterprise Information Portal (EIP)?

Is this a gateway to electronic information held by and/or accessible to an enterprise? 

[image: image3.wmf]EIP Information Value Chain

Action

Collaboration

Knowledge

Information

Information Becomes Knowledge

Discovery

Access

Exploration

Organisation

Investigation

Knowledge Enables Action and Collaboration

Yes, but it is more than this. The purpose of an EIP is to ensure that employees have rapid access via the Web not only to the information but also to the associated applications. And  your business partners, customers plus the general public want to have similar access rights to a carefully defined subset of information and applications.
In order to find the relevant information and application, an EIP must have a search engine for internal information and it should also provide the ability to broker the results of searches from external search engines. This concept is known as a unified search engine.
Information presented to the user by the EIP infrastructure, using the underlying applications and search tools, needs to be relevant to the users with respect to their role inside or outside of the organisation. Users interact with the information presented to them directly within the application. This is normally achieved via connector technologies such as XML APIs, which allow the user to have application based functionality via the browser.
Going one step further, an EIP must also provide the infrastructure to improve organisational efficiency and effectiveness.  This implies the existence of good workflow processes and facilities for user collaboration both within and outside the organisation.

Put another way, an EIP is a highly intelligent, security conscious, intranet and extranet that also provides a workplace to enable each user to work efficiently with other people and with each application as and when relevant.

Who  needs an EIP ?

Almost every commercial organisation and government department. It is worth noting that the growth rate for EIPs is predicted to be at over 60% compound over the next five years. 

Why ?

Because time is money.  Today, people expect and need to be able to find information and make decisions within minutes instead of weeks or months, so that they in turn can satisfy the needs of their own business partners and customers. We are living in the age of the “Customer Revolution”; which has been created as a direct result of the Internet revolution. 

The alternative philosophy of recreating ever increasing data on a separate website, to satisfy the demands of the business partners and other external users, creates distinct problems for larger organisations.

The need to make decisions quicker and to increase employee productivity are also very strong drivers for an EIP given that the expectations for speed of delivery have increased exponentially in recent years.

What are the issues ?

The issues for an EIP are numerous.  This section discusses:

· Definitions

· Agreeing the priorities for the organisation

· Understanding the ROI

· Security

· Business intelligence v. knowledge management

· Content management v. document management

· The role of XML standards

· Scalability

Definitions

If an EIP is only the infrastructure, what do we mean by this?  The Delphi Group contend that there are nine key elements necessary for a successful EIP:

1. Integration (people, business processes, applications, information sources)

2. Categorisation (of all information from all repositories)

3. Searching (brokering across all repositories and delivering an intelligent result)

4. Publishing and Distribution (to the defined audience)

5. Process (the work behind the scenes)

6. Collaboration (for people working at many levels)

7. Personalisation (information and application filtering for relevance to each individual)

8. Presentation (“zero-training” browser based workplace)

9. Learning Loop (providing feed back to continually improve the portal and keep up with the users’ ever-changing needs) 

Portal Architecture


GartnerGroup warns that you must to be prepared to do a prototype first, learn from this, then throw it out and start again.  The cost is substantial, but can you afford not to do it ?

The main message from both research organisations is that no product vendor can provide all of the tools for a successful EIP, but it may not be wise to sit back and wait for one to emerge. 

Agreeing the priorities for the organisation

The strategy for the future of the business must determine the priorities.

The owner of an EIP initiative is often the person who has also been designated as the organisation’s knowledge manager. In this environment, the EIP is considered to be a key deliverable resulting from a knowledge management programme. 

If you look at the priorities set down for the knowledge management programme, then most people agree that the place to start is with the primary line of business application and its associated repositories of data. At one end of the spectrum, e.g. an airline or a manufacturing company, this data could be contained in several highly structured proprietary databases. At the other end of the spectrum, e.g. a government department or a legal firm, the data could be in various repositories of unstructured documents.

GartnerGroup used to advocate that it is necessary to involve the whole company in the KM initiative in order for it to succeed. But recently they have tempered this attitude and recommend that it wise to start with the line of business application. If this is true then the same recommendation can be made for EIPs. 

So an airline will have to aim first to enable people to access its booking facilities online. A government department must aim first to enable people to access its most relevant documents.

However, when choosing a vendor to facilitate the first stage of the EIP, it is vitally important to accommodate the needs of the whole organisation and all of the other applications that keep the wheels turning. The EIP is the vehicle that integrates all of the best of breed solutions that have already, hopefully, matched the technology to the business requirements.

Understanding the ROI

Time is money. But are you valuing your own staff’s time correctly? And are you valuing your business partner’s and your customer’s time? You should be because there is an interdependency that should not be underestimated. 

The mathematics are simple, so why is everyone so reluctant to do the sums?

If an employee costs 50 cents per minute and he/she spends one hour a day looking for information, then 150 employees spend $4,500 looking for information/day, which is over a $1Million per annum ! If you can reduce their searching time by just 30 minutes per day, then the total saving for 150 employees is over half a million dollars per annum.

Security

Security is a major concern. This is the reason why many organisations believe that external users must be given their own set of separate data, located outside the firewall. It sounds logical ,but the volume of that data persistently grows and grows until it is out of control.

A better concept is to hold the data once only and introduce a more powerful security structure.

The benefits of the EIP approach are that

· Data does not have to be recreated

· Security is set at the time of document/ record / file creation by the author

· Each user has their own login/password and their activities can be monitored

· Growth is manageable

Business Intelligence v. Knowledge Management

Business intelligence (BI) is a business function but it is often seen to be just a tool (product) to extract data from structured databases, financial or ‘line of business’. This tool is able to analyse data before issuing a report, a process which miraculously turns the data into information, i.e. meaningful data.

Knowledge management (KM) is also a business function.  It is usually defined to be the ability to capture and manage both the implicit information held in the heads of people plus the explicit information that already resides in all the repositories in an organisation, both structured and unstructured. Management of this information includes the ability to create the data, control the versioning, control the life of the data and last but not least, the ability to search the data and present it to the user in a meaningful format. 


So BI should be considered to be a subset of KM. As such it is a vital part of any EIP.

Content management v. document management

The proponents of content management tools (CMS) often imply that document management (EDMS) is not necessary in the age of the Internet. Is this simply because document management techniques were invented 10 years ago and it is fashionable to think that the old ways can be superceded?  

This is a naïve view of reality. The fact is that the EDMS is fundamental to a reliable process to deal with the horrendous growth of unstructured data, including emails and physical records, within any organisation. What you determine to be made available on your EIP is a matter of management control and security. The tools to do this are numerous.

For example, most content management tools do not enforce versioning of documents nor do they impose strict archiving rules.  Neither are they concerned as to who accesses the document, or what they do with it. Most CMS provide workflow capability, but only for the purpose of delivering a result to the website.  They do not address workflow for those vital business processes. 

The truth is that you might need to have both; a content management system, CMS, as well as an EDMS. The EDMS feeds information to the CMS. Alternatively, you could let the EIP remove the need for a CMS.

The role of XML standards

XML has been claimed to be the panacea to solve all our problems for data interchange. However, the XML family of standards is only an approach to standards, not a specific definition. Today there are thousands of industry standards based on XML and the number is expected to continue to grow . This means that it should be viewed as a good enabling technology for software tools within an industry or area of government. But it is important to be aware that 80% of XML based standards defined in the year 2000 are likely to be merged, shelved or discarded by 2002 (probability 80% according to GartnerGroup October 2000).

Scalability

If the EIP server has not been designed to meet the reliability issues and the pattern of growth required, there will be problems further down the track. Parameters to consider include:

· Load balancing and failover

· Performance testing with large numbers of concurrent users

· Caching for the portal engine

· Ability to execute HTTP requests from multiple users

· Performance tuning and optimisation with the operating system

· High performance access to RDMS and data warehouses

The majority of first generation products have been developed on Windows NT/ 2000 platforms. Some vendors are announcing support for platforms with better scalability, e.g. Sun Solaris, HP/UX.. These EIP vendors will support 64 bit operating systems and symmetrical multiprocessing.

What is TechTonics doing ?

At TechTonics, we have developed Information Portals specific to the New Zealand meat industry, New Zealand transport, and the legal profession. 

We promote and sell the Hummingbird EIP and the associated suite of products; please refer to  www.hummingbird.com
We also develop portals using the Oracle WebServer products; please refer to www.oracle.com.au
Meat NZ

www.meatnz.co.nz was intended originally to be a website only. TechTonics, has developed all of the elements necessary to deliver the right information to the web pages, and we develop the processes to allow the farmers to extract information from the host systems.

The Meat NZ website , the extranet and the intranet are all based on Oracle 8.i.6. Web Server. This is a portal with 3,500 registered users that is evolving to suit the needs of the farming community of New Zealand.

TechTonics Legal Portal 

TechTonics is creating an information portal for the NZ legal community. This one has been described as a “super portal” because the “e-clips” (connectors written in XML and HTML using APIs from Hummingbird) provide access to several existing legal portals through just one login/password. This is very useful for lawyers because it removes the need to know which publisher to go to for this topic. Future e-clips will enable instant access to the practice management system and financial data as well.

This information portal is delivered as a subsection of an EIP infrastructure from Hummingbird. The key benefit of the Hummingbird EIP is the ability to rapidly develop an e-clip for any application as long as that application has a browser interface. The Hummingbird EIP is very powerful because it employs the highly intelligent Fulcrum searching technology for unstructured data. It is also possible to install the Genio data mining tool to extract and analyse the structured data.

Visit www.hummingbird.com
Summary

Information portals are appearing by the minute.  The “customer revolution” is driving the need to move the organisation’s information out to the Internet. But the sheer volume of data means that it is impractical to continue to create subsets of data on separate websites. 

TechTonics supports the philosophy of the EIP because this is a practical and wise investment for the future. However, an EIP is a major investment and there are numerous related issues to address. The knowledge management programme is a good place to start. But this must embrace the business needs of every area of the organisation recognising the existing investments in business intelligence systems, document management systems and financial systems. 

The challenge is to create, manage, analyse and distribute information in real time both inside and outside the organisation using the technologies available not only as a result of the current Internet revolution, but also in tune with the applications software employed over the last one or two decades of the organisation’s life.
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