Product Title:
Designing and Publishing an SME Internet Portal
Abstract:
Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) work more efficiently when their access to financial and non-financial services is smooth. Institutions responsible for streamlining such services can make use of an Internet portal dedicated to the information and service needs of MSMEs. Establishing a network of MSME support institutions, which contributes to and uses the information resource of the designed web page is helpful as a prerequisite. Until one institution in the network assumes the full responsibility for managing the web page, a GTZ project working in MSE/SME promotion can design, publish and manage the web page dedicated to the network of MSME promotional institutions.

1. Issues at Stake

MSE/SME promotional institutions in developing countries are supposed to facilitate and/or provide services for operators in the sector with the objectives of creating efficiency and profitability for increased income and employment in the economy. Services to business operators include training on skills, business management and entrepreneurship, advice and consultancy, facilitating linkages, marketing support, technology information and transfer, forming associations and chambers, soliciting for favourable laws and regulations, etc. To cater these services to business operators, MSME support institutions lack organised and comprehensive information and database. This is due to the prevalence of information asymmetry in the environment that these institutions operate. Networking MSME support institutions and getting their commitment for the contribution of services and information will in the end assist them to transact valuable services, information and documents that extensively help these institutions to facilitate/provide services to business operators at the micro level. This can be done by designing an internet portal of MSME support institutions from which business owners and stakeholders access vital information and services for on serving. 

2. Explanation of the product

The SME Internet portal is a product for business promotion institutions with access to computers. The web page contains, on the horizontal navigation bar, the names of institutions working for the development of the MSE/SME sector like public agencies, chambers, entrepreneurs associations, NGOs. On the vertical navigation bar there are different services like news, library, business services, approach/strategy, lessons learnt, search+find, sitemap, links and contacts. MSE/SME promotional institutions can download important information, manuals (business plan, accounting & bookkeeping, marketing, trade fair, etc.) laws and regulations, etc. and translate them to local languages for access to MSMEs on payment. Business services for entrepreneurs include directory of BDS providing institutions, laws and regulations (tax law, commercial code, chamber law etc.), trade fair guide, tender guide, appropriate technologies, business planning, women business profiles, standards and quality information, loan conditions, market analysis, etc. Those that do not have access to the Internet have to get the webpage on CD quarterly updated. The downloads on business services can be printed and translated into the local language for sales to business operators who do not have access to computer facilities. The product helps MSE/SME support institutions to give efficient business development services, while business operators enjoy a range of business related services and information that help them do their businesses more efficiently.

3. Basic features

Features that make the product attractive and value adding are as follows:

· Networks business support institutions for information and service exchange as well as synergy.

· Service providers can advertise their services with least cost.

· Ready made manuals like business plan, bookkeeping, tender guides, trade fair calendars, technology sources and types, credit information, government regulations etc can be accessed from an organised source with least transaction costs. 

· MSME support institutions can use the forum for dialogue, for news dissemination and uploading information for users.

4. Benefits, impact, scope

· The product gives a direct benefit to MSME support institutions at meso level for these are the ones with access to the Internet or at least computers.

· MSME operators are the final beneficiaries when MSME promotional institutions start providing the business services available in the web page by downloading, translating, and issuing printouts tailored to different scales of businesses.

· Policy makers, donors and NGOs can also benefit from the policy dialogue, recommended approaches and strategies of the institutions captured in the net as well as the statistics and data base contained in the web page.

· The cost of designing, publishing and running the web page is low compared to the transaction costs for the provision of such information and services through other media (like workshops, leaflets, advertisement on TV and radio, going to various institutions, etc).

5. Implementation process

Implementing this product necessitates the following steps:

· Conducting a workshop with business owners on their needs for information and consultancy services

· Identifying MSME support institutions involved in the provision of BDS and financial services as well as government agencies involved in the promotion of the sector. These institutions include ministries & state agencies set-up for MSME promotion, chambers, women entrepreneurs associations, manufacturing associations, micro finance institutions and commercial banks, donor and NGO programs working for the MSME sector development.

· Conducting a workshop to achieve consensus for the business services provided on the internet portal and the web page design

· The staff of a development co-operation project should support the technical webpage design and the development of the BDS contents in consultation with the network members

· A test run for at least six months will be followed by advertising the web page to existing and potential customers with the help of posters, press conference, etc

6. Empirical evidence

The Internet Portal for MSE www.bds-ethiopia.net has been developed in Ethiopia since February 2002 with the consent of the Ethiopian Business Development Service Network (EBDSN). It was designed and published with the support of the GTZ-MSE Development program. Currently MSME support institutions are using the web page both for their internal institutional strengthening and for the provision and/or facilitation of services to business owners. Up from 2003 to 2006 further BDS portals have been published in other countries, e.g. www.mali-business.com , www.ghanabusiness.org , www.ageval.org , www.srp-guinee.org .
7. Costs

The SME internet portal involves tasks like identifying MSME support institution, running a workshop for consensus, training or hiring an expert with a comprehensive knowledge not only in web page design but also BDS facilitation. Other costs include CDs, web page advertisement, information collection, compilation and updating costs including telephone, transport and other expenses. An estimated input of one expert month is necessary to design, publish and run an Internet portal for MSME promotion. Costs can decrease if the project staff is involved in the webpage design and content development.

8. Further resources or other reference

Further references can be obtained from the international BDS Forum web page of www.bds-forum.net .
9. Date

January 2003

10. Contact

For further information, please contact Dieter Gagel at mail@gagel.net 
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