Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) In The Food Industry
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The food industry has witnessed a dramatic growth in the utilisation of information technology to facilitate and automate numerous business processes. Historically, Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems have been the obvious choice for food companies to help streamline and control their businesses.

ERP systems serve the purpose of integrating all departments and functions across a company onto a single computer system that can serve all the different department's particular needs. Combining the functions of various departments in an organisation into a single, integrated software program helps to share information and ease the communication flow. Ultimately, ERP systems are designed to provide management with a holistic view of their organization, thereby ensuring that key decisions can be made based on fact.
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ERP automates all the tasks involved in performing a business process, such as order processing, which involves taking an order from a customer, shipping it and billing for it. The most efficient systems will present a telesales operator with all the information necessary to conduct a smooth business transaction; information such as the customer's account details, credit rating, and order history. Once the order is taken, notice should automatically be routed to the warehouse for despatch. Further details need to be sent to the finance department for billing.
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The order can be tracked for progress from any area of the organisation. The order process becomes faster and more efficient than a paper-based journey through the company from in-tray to in-tray. Old-fashioned, paper-based systems often have to be re-keyed into disparate warehouse systems and accounting systems along the way, resulting in a more-time consuming and therefore costly process. ERP systems are fundamental to the reduction in errors and lost orders. 
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The emergence and rapid growth of internet-based applications has prompted a dramatic rethink of both food companies and ERP vendors alike. Many ERP systems designers are looking at ways to improve their products further still in order to stay ahead of the game in a viciously competitive market. Despite the common belief that ERP systems will become extinct or defunct with the rise in e-business, ERP systems have, for the most, become the back office power that drives electronic commerce. Many food companies forced to rethink and evaluate there IT strategies to remain competitive in this changing business environment have had to look beyond their ERP suppliers to stay in the race. 
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System Integration

The strategic move to web-based e-commerce means companies are under pressure to integrate their customer information from contact points like the field sales-force, phone calls and their web-site. These trends bring the need for greater IT integration between existing legacy ERP systems and new Internet ordering systems.
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Food companies are beginning to appreciate the value of a 24-hour sales-and-marketing tool and are taking the opportunity to market and sell their products online via a web ordering service. The ideal solution is to integrate the ERP system with online options.
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The integration between back office systems and e-business applications eliminate the early problems of unfulfilled web orders and dissatisfied customers. Systems with a real time ensure that stock availability is checked online, customer credit checks are satisfied online and all the relevant documentation, such as picking and delivery notes, are printed and all ledgers are updated as they would be with a normal telesales order. Integration of ERP and web-based applications is the key to improving the flow of information and removal of inconsistency and duplication.
