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Dear Mr. Winant:

Thank you very much for giving an interview to CIO Insight China and spending time in reading this outline. 

Our questions are：

1. You have been recognized as the most innovative user of information technology, could you please tell us one information technology you use as innovation?
The most acclaimed and published innovative use of information technology was our implementation of wireless technologies throughout our ecommerce distribution, fulfillment and shipping center.  It is important to note that this shipping center was also an actual supermarket with customers buying products and checking out at this store’s point of sale system.  Since this center served a dual-use, it was quite challenging to find wireless solutions to capture every product coming into inventory, every product being sold through the store itself, every product being sold via the website while maintaining enough inventory control to make sure that we could fulfill each order on the order queue.  Once an order was placed online by a customer, it was captured into our sales servers.  From that point, the order was transmitted to our wireless order fulfillment guns, the items picked and scanned by the guns and matched to the order via wireless connection to the sales server.  As the items are scanned, they are placed into a tote whose Tote ID barcode is scanned and married to that customer’s order.  As the items are being packed, our back office systems are calculating the weight and size of the order’s items and transmitting that information back to the picker’s wireless guns so that they could best match each tote’s product mix to the size and capacity of the actual shipping boxes.  As the totes move along the conveyor system, a series of fixed wireless scanners scan the tote and allow us to monitor the exact point and status of any in our fulfillment process.  Once the tote arrives at the shipping station, the tote already has a waiting shipping label and is packed and placed on the shipping pallets.  The order’s tracking number was automatically scanned and captured.  That data is then updated to our central servers where a shipping confirmation is automatically sent to the customer and the order is settled with our credit card processor.

2. Innovation is not simple, because it always leads to changes, for organization and operation processes. How to manage change and how to executing change, do you have some methods and tools? 
The ability to manage change has become one of the most sought after core competencies for any CIO today, particularly in the food distribution today. This industry typically operates with the lowest of profit margins of all industries.  Success within this industry is determined to a large degree on how well it can maximize and maintain its operating margins in conjunction with how well it manages cash flow.  The goal of IT is always to implement the most efficient use of IT resources for the lowest possible cost.  While Innovation can be driven by technological advances, it is also driven by the constant pressure on us to enhance our deliverables and obtain greater efficiencies for less cost.  Either way, innovation always leads to change within an organization and throughout its operations.  CIO’s today are increasingly judged and recruited according to their abilities to execute and manage change, their abilities to not only lead teams but build teams, and their abilities to relate to cross-functional units of the corporate enterprise.  While metrics and key performance indicators can be a tremendous help in determining the need to change and measuring implemented results, there is no better tool than experience itself to execute and manage change. 

.

3. When you prepare to adopt one information technology, what factors will you take into consideration? Could you please give me an example to explain the process?
Cost and Return on Investment are critical factors in the retail industry, especially food distribution.  All of our IT investments are measured against enhancing the customers’ shopping experiences, providing them with the products they want at the very best prices as we maintain and build upon our customer base through Customer Relationship Management systems.  Information Technology within retailing and distribution is always expected to do more, but for less.  One way that we have achieved tremendous savings is through VoIP or IP Telephony.  In our case, all of our stores and warehouse are connected to our corporate headquarters via high speed frame relay data links.  By using these established 24/7 data links and implementing VoIP to ride these very same data circuits throughout our operations, we saved tremendous dollars as we eliminated all of our PBX and voice grade lines and the expense to carry all of those individual voice, fax, HVAC, order, and analog data lines.  We further reduced our costs by voicemail consolidation and better curtailing unauthorized long distance calling.  Our customers can now reach any one of our stores, any department or any employee by simply calling one number.  Not only are we now operating with substantial costs savings, we have a centralized voice communication system that we merged with our data systems to totally unify all of our voice, data and messaging systems.  
4. You directed the company to become the first supermarket for online ordering. Could you tell us when you made it and how it operated? Does it still operate now?
While many online specialty retailers exist, we became the first supermarket in the world that was able to offer all of its’ 45,000 products for online ordering and shipping anywhere in the world.  We started with the full development of our website utilizing our internal resources with no outside contractors or consultants.  Essentially, this development consisted of the site’s front end and back end processing systems.  The front end, or the customer’s graphical interface, presents our products and specials to our customers, allows a customer to register, check order histories as well as their favorite products, accumulates ordered products in a cart or basket, and allows the customer to check-out.  The back end of the system handles the transaction payment settlement, sending the order to our fulfillment center, receiving all information back when the order has been shipped and then updates into our historical databases for customer and order retention, historical analysis and generation of promotional emails.
The second phase began when we partnered with Amazon.com to provide any one of our products to any Amazon customer through them.  In this case, our products were transmitted to, hosted on, and presented by the Amazon site.  As with all Amazon partnerships, the partners feed Amazon their data which must strictly conform to Amazon specifications, Amazon receives the sale, settles the transaction, and then sends us the sales order feed to fulfill and ship.  We ship and send Amazon and the customer all order shipment tracking information.  In this partnership, we had to develop and then manage all of the communication protocols and data string relationships to allow our systems to communication with those of Amazon.  It was also challenging in that this Amazon partnership had to be integrated into our existing systems topology, able to co-exist in the order fulfillment process while segregating each systems order, inventory and accounting data.
5. By making it order online, what benefits have your company got?
The benefit of online sales is the tremendous increase in sales and gross profit.  Sales increase because we reach beyond the boundaries of our brick and mortar stores.  By going online, we can offer our products and New York City specialty items to anyone, anywhere.  You would be surprised how many products we sell to people who may have re-located to other parts of the world that simply want to again taste or have a product that they remember when they grew up here in the New York City area.  A great case in point was during the initial years of Donald Trump’s “The Apprentice” TV Show, Trump introduced his own brand of bottled water.  Well, we received a tremendous amount of orders from small to medium sized companies who wanted to have this brand of water seen on their corporate conference tables.  In addition to the increase in sales, we also realized significant increases to our overall gross profit as we generate revenue from shipping income.

6. Supply chain is the core of a retail company, what did you do to help manage the supply chain of your company? And could you please give us some numbers to explain their performance?
To properly address our supply chain, we first laid the foundation by putting meaningful and accurate data at the fingertips of our buyers and supply authorization agents.  We first customized and harnessed the power of our updated point of sale systems and integrated that power to a suite of custom back office software systems to make sales and product movement data available throughout our organization on a 24/7 real-time basis.  Any product movement data could be extrapolated for any given hour, day, week, month, quarter and year with any and all comparisons.  Now that the agents had great data, we then incorporated a stock order replenishment system that monitored not only inventory levels which generated orders on set replenishment levels, but the needed items would be presented through cost pricing from our own corporate warehouse as well as our three other warehouses and specialty suppliers.  As items need to be ordered, we are now better able to do so immediately from the supplier that has the best cost at any moment in time.  If the supply chain route requires a Purchase Order, a PO will automatically be generated upon agent approval.  This is a very dynamic process and it is hard to pinpoint an exact overall dollar amount.  However, based upon a trend analysis of our current supply chain system versus product ordering of the past, we can easily see that we are now consistently acquiring products with an overall cost reduction of 4% on everyday value and upwards of 20% on promotional incentives.  In our business, that makes a big difference.

7. Now, what technologies are you focusing on to continue help manage the supply chain? And could you predict how will they change your company?
All retailers are watching the development of RFID.  Right now, Walmart is the major key player with RFID.  Given the sheer massive size of Walmart, their experiences will actually dictate the direction and development of RFID.  One thing is for sure, RFID will be in the future of all of retailing whether small or large. Until that happens, we will be concentrating on bridging our vendor Purchase Order system for all regular and special promotion products into our supply chain system so that we will have seamless integration into our online real-time tracking system..

8. People are now more likely than before to shop online, such as on eBay, do you think that those e-commerce websites are your potential competitors?
Not necessarily.  It takes a tremendous investment of capital to be an online food distribution retailer.  It also takes a wealth of experience to be able to order and manage both perishable and non-perishable inventories.  Many online food retailers offer specialty items only or have limited inventory or product selections.  We offer any one of our 45,000 items whether they are staple, basic items or perishable, specialty items.  What separates us from any others is that we can offer any item of produce, any cut of meat and any brand and flavor of ice cream, pack it and ship it anywhere so it gets to you as fresh as if you bought in your local store yourself.  Many have tried and failed in their bids to launch into the online food sales business because they have did not have the advantage of a solid supermarket operation infrastructure behind them.
9. If you think so, how will you help your company compete with them? And what are your advantages?
Whether we think so or not, competition is not the only thing that drives our success.  We are committed to providing the freshest and best assortment of products at the very best possible prices to our customers.  Our goal is to always provide them with the very best shopping experiences possible, whether they visit one of our stores or order from us online.

10. What else do you pay most attention to as a CIO in a retail company now?
One of the most important and extremely critical areas that commands our attention is data security, especially customer debit/credit card information.  As these cards are swiped at our point of sale systems or entered to finalize an online transaction, we must insure that our encryption modes and every one of our network nodes and components are secure via hardware and/or software controls to prevent any of this data from being breached in any way.  Data security is always paramount, especially to us.  We are a brick and mortar store operation as well as an online website operator, all of which operates within our common network.  We must maintain security issues within our network as well as our external POEs (Point of Entries).  PCI (Payment Card Industry – comprised of VISA, Master Card, etc.) dictates the standards to which anyone who accepts debit and credit cards must comply.  However, we always strive to find better and more secure ways including, but not limited to, double layers of protection. The absolute worst thing that can happen to any retailer, let alone an online retailer, is to have a customer data security breach. The negative publicity of such an event would have such a negative impact on customer confidence that it could very well put you out of business.


About CIO Insight China

CIO Insight is the business journal of record for today's senior IT decision-makers. Its mission: to provide the IT elite with articles about the cutting-edge strategies, management techniques and technology perspectives they need to succeed in the digital economy. As CIOs search for insightful ideas to solve the complex business and technology issues they face, they are turning to CIO Insight to provide perspective.

CIO Insight China is founded both by SEEC and Ziff Davis media group in 2006 and now holded by SEEC and Ziff Davis Enterprise, Inc.
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About SEEC Group
Founded in 1998, SEEC is now a leading publisher in China. It has 12 well-known magazines,Finance &Economy, Security Market Weekly, Security Market Red Weekly, Successful Marketing,Real Estate, Auto China, Dynamic driving, PC Magazine, CIO INSIGHT, Sports, New Home,Traveling covering famous giant corporations, banks, and security dealer all over the world. In 2008, SEEC will get involved in fashion magazines which will cover most areas of modern life in order to provide overall and quality service to the society.
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About Ziff Davis Enterprise
Ziff Davis Enterprise, Inc. is B2B technology's trusted information resource. Millions of technology buyers rely on our relevant, objective content to identify the right solutions for their organizations. Over 300 technology companies, from industry giants to emerging start-ups, rely on our contextual content, marketing, and audience development expertise to compress sales cycles and lower their go-to-market costs. Leading brands include Baseline, CIO Insight, eWEEK, Baselinemag.com, CIOInsight.com, eWEEK.com, WebBuyersGuide.com, and the Developer Shed network. Ziff Davis Enterprise has proven marketing solutions for branding, engagement, and face-to-face events. Our products include print and online advertising, eNewsletter sponsorships, content syndication, eSeminars, virtual tradeshows, events, and custom media services. Ziff Davis Enterprise has a global database of 4 million users representing an unparalleled community of business and technology professionals, developers, and the channel.

About Expert Voices Column
Expert Voices is a column of CIO INSIGHT witch show the viewpoints of IT opinion leaders.Expert Voices will give a wide knowledge of IT, management and the main trends and hotspots in the world by interviewing well-known experts both at home and abroad. Those articles seem quite vivid and real in a Q&A pattern. All the questions raised by CIO INSIGHT are from the main concerns of CIOs in China.


From 2006, we have interiewed Michael Hammer (one of the founders of BPR), John Naisbitt (Author of Megtrend, one the most successful book in this field),Jimmy Wales (founder of Wikipedia)m, Tim O'Reilly(founder and CEO of O'Reilly Media) and many other expert from abroad.

Amy Lee

Reporter for CIO Insight China


