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	CFI Retail in Zimbabwe Overhauls Accounting System, Improves Productivity, Saves Costs

	
	
	
	



	Overview

Country or Region: Zimbabwe
Industry: Retail
Customer Profile

CFI Retail is a leading retailer in the farming sector in Zimbabwe. It retails hardware and fast-moving consumer goods and has 58 branches throughout Zimbabwe, reporting to the head office in Harare.

Business Situation

CFI Retail had been operating an outdated mainframe Vax system linked to an incomplete Accpac system. The company required an integrated accounting system with advanced reporting capabilities.

Solution

CFI Retail, in conjunction with Microsoft® Partner Pinsoft Management Consultants, implemented and customized Microsoft Business Solutions–Navision®.
Benefits

· Improved data management

· Excellent reliability

· Cost savings

· Increased productivity

· Better return on investment

	
	
	“We have experienced zero downtime since ‘going live’ with Microsoft Navision. The system is unbelievably reliable—to the extent that our auditors seldom have any queries. It simply runs on its own.”
Isidore Munyeza, IT Manager, CFI Retail



	
	
	
	CFI Retail, a leader in the farming retail sector in Zimbabwe, needed to replace its disparate legacy head office mainframe accounting system with an integrated one that could link all branches and offer high levels of reliability, scalability, and flexibility, as well as having advanced reporting capabilities. The old system caused daily difficulties for the company, salient among which were accounting inconsistencies and delays, work duplication, and time wastage. The solution chosen was Microsoft® Business Solutions–Navision® software (now part of Microsoft Dynamics™), implemented by award-winning Microsoft Partner Pinsoft Management Consultants.
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Situation

CFI Holdings, an international public company situated in Zimbabwe, is a leading player in the Zimbabwean agriculture industry. It operates in the sectors of animal and foods manufacturing, farming and fertilizer, poultry breeding and sales, property, construction, retail, and veterinary services. CFI Retail is the retail arm of CFI Holdings Limited. CFI Retail comprises Farm & City (agri-inputs, hardware building, and dry grocery lines), Town & Country (supermarkets), and Honeydew Farm (quality fresh farm produce and meats as well as some grocery lines). The company retails hardware and fast-moving consumer goods and has 58 branches throughout Zimbabwe, reporting to the head office in Harare.

CFI Holdings needed to replace its disparate legacy head office mainframe accounting system with an integrated one that could link all branches and offer high levels of reliability, scalability, and flexibility, as well as having advanced reporting capabilities. This head office system consisted of a proprietary in-house VAX debtors module partially integrated with an incomplete Accpac Corporate series solution providing general ledger, cash book, and creditors functionality. The retail branches were running a locally developed Troycom point of sale (POS) system. In addition to being outdated, the incompletely integrated system caused daily difficulties for the company, salient among which were accounting inconsistencies, work duplication, and time wastage. The status of accounts was often a month behind.

“We had our debtors system running on an in-house system based on a mainframe, while our other modules were running a partially integrated system which would require each sub-ledger to post contra-transactions created by another sub-ledger,” explains Isidore Munyeza, I.T. Manager at CFI Retail. “We needed a system that offered single-point data entry with total integration between modules, high scalability, and flexibility. Because of this lack of integration, the previous system was sometimes giving us results where sub-ledger balances were not agreeing with the general ledger totals, to give just one example,” she says. There were also several individualized processes that needed to be built into the solution. “We had a unique requirement that required us to automatically apply payments to invoices while at the same time running an open-item system. We also needed to calculate interest on a daily balance at month-end. In a nutshell, we wanted a totally integrated, user-friendly, and robust accounting system,” explains Munyeza.

Norman Zvenyika, M.D. of Pinsoft Management Consultants, the Microsoft® Partner that won the contract to implement a new solution, elaborates on the risks attached to the legacy system: “The vulnerability of the company operating a legacy platform like the Vax system and an incomplete implementation of the Accpac System had been a corporate challenge for a long time. There were daily threats posed by the thinly supported and outdated mainframe-based system.” 

The point of sale system was similarly unintegrated. “The POS application communicated in batch mode with the head office VAX machine through dial-up links,” explains Zvenyika. “The daily sales, credit notes, and receipts were transferred from the branches with the master audit file changes being downloaded to the branches,” he adds. In addition to these systems, CFI Retail was also operating a standalone procurement application.

CFI Retail literally had a shopping list of requirements. Zvenyika details the key functionality that the new system needed to provide: “The first requirement was automatic processing at the head office of invoices, credit notes, and receipts generated at the points of sale. Quick processing of transactions and fast retrieval of information for enquiry purposes and to generate reports was the second major requirement,” he says. “All modules had to be integrated so as to present the same view of information to all key decision makers in the company, regardless of their locations. The system had to be user-friendly and reliable, and flexible in terms of its ability to be customized. Ease of application support was also a substantial focus,” continues Zvenyika.

Solution

CFI Retail chose Pinsoft Management Consultants, an award-winning Microsoft Partner, to advise on and implement a new accounting systems solution. The solution chosen was Microsoft Business Solutions–Navision® software (now part of Microsoft Dynamics™).

Munyeza explains why CFI Retail chose Pinsoft as its implementation partner: “Pinsoft has a ‘win-win’ approach which really accommodates client interests as well as Microsoft's. They offer totally local support and are always willing to respond with speed. They also passed our strict screening process by proving their competency and showing their passion for Navision. We chose the system after short-listing it together with three other packages.”

Microsoft Navision was chosen for its performance in a number of key areas of functionality. “Total cost of ownership was an important consideration,” notes Munyeza, “and Microsoft Navision was shown to provide significant value for money when our other requirements were factored in. It also offered future reliability and peace of mind, in the light of the solid support base provided by Pinsoft and Microsoft.” Munyeza lists the following as key solution features provided by Microsoft Navision:

· Total data integration from a single data entry point

· System user-friendliness and reliability

· Vast reporting capabilities through use of dimensions

· The ability to import and export using data ports

· The ability to import and export to and from Microsoft Excel®
· Data security through the use of permissions and passwords that can be centrally managed

· Access to historical transactions

· The ability to process information for various periods without having to close the current period view

· Easy add-ons through use of business rules

“Microsoft Navision offered all of these features in a cost-effective integrated package, and Pinsoft were amply able to demonstrate the value that the solution could contain,” comments Munyeza.

Pinsoft’s Zvenyika elaborates on Pinsoft’s proposal approach: “The focus was to get a solution that will continue to grow with the organization and in line with their strategy to realize the benefit of a seamlessly integrated solution. In addition to the rich Microsoft Navision functionality demonstrated to the selection panel, which included consulting firm Deloitte & Touche, Pinsoft was able to customize and demonstrate solution prototypes on the fly.” This intimate product knowledge and customization ability clinched the deal for them.

The strategic approach was to split the implementation project into two phases. “In order to achieve the long-term objectives of CFI, Pinsoft proposed the implementation of the integrated Microsoft Navision business solution in two phases that would not disrupt daily retail operations,” Zvenyika explains. Work began immediately on the first phase, with phase two put on hold in advance of CFI Retail sourcing the necessary foreign currency to continue with the implementation.

Phase one implementation comprised replacing the Vax and AccPac systems, while maintaining integration with the existing Troycom point of sale system and legacy third-party procurement application.

Pinsoft implemented and customized the Microsoft Business Solutions–Navision version 3.60 Attain Server Edition, running a general ledger, purchases and payables, account receivables, and a cashbook, all as an integrated package. Microsoft SQL Server™ 2000 was installed as the main database with 40 linked client workstations running Windows® XP. 

Implementation of this systems overhaul was quick and efficient, starting in November 2002. “We used parallel implementation runs from March, April, and May and went live in June 2003,” says Zvenyika. 

Pinsoft took full advantage of the Microsoft Navision ability to be customized to cater for idiosyncratic client business processes and rules. “The customization needs were very specific to the way CFI Retail runs its business,” comments Zvenyika. “Rather than requiring CFI Retail to change its financial and reporting practices to suit the software solution, Microsoft Navision was customized to match the way that CFI Retail’s business operates. Due to the fact that transactions originate from a third-party point of sale system, the system was customized to interface with this POS application, and to auto-close or auto-open accounts that are above the credit limit as per CFI Retail’s stated business rules,” he explains. Auto-application of debtor receipts and interest calculation based on CFI Retail’s business rules had to be customized into the new system. Features enabling reporting by branch via account schedules also needed to be created.

Pinsoft used their proven methodology for delivering successful technology solutions to its customers. “Through a properly constituted project team framework, implementation phases comprising project kick-off, training, analysis, design, testing, and deployment were successfully carried out,” Zvenyika elaborates. “Documentation and sign-off marked the end of each phase. Our ability to quickly map Microsoft Navision processes to CFI Retail's needs ensured that we provided superior and comprehensive responses in the early stages where solution prototypes from prospective suppliers were evaluated. Pinsoft also facilitated swift knowledge transfer to client staff members and this resulted in low cost of system ownership,” he concludes. 
This attention to detail and their willingness and ability to become intimately involved in the client’s process provided RFI Retail with substantial confidence in their implementation partner. “In the time between inviting Pinsoft to present an initial demonstration and the live launch of the system, they had become part our own team,” enthuses Munyeza.

Due to the level of in-house IT competence at CFI Retail, Pinsoft did not have to engage in any form of basic IT training. This meant that training could be concentrated on specific facets of Microsoft Navision that CFI staff would maintain. The focus of the training was thus on the design of data ports, reporting services, and the overall administration of the system. The upshot of this was that the training aspect of the implementation was accomplished smoothly and within a relatively short space of time, adding to the efficiency of the project roll-out.

Benefits

The Microsoft Navision implementation has created an environment within which CFI Retail is much better able to meet their business objectives. It has given the company a new level of control and reporting across its entire accounting system, and allowed it to rationalise its operations accordingly.  

Improved Data Management and Reliability

CFI Retail is able to manage all its data centrally, and duplication has been eliminated. “We can now enter data into the system via a single data entry point, and the total integration of the system means that this data is accurate and available to everyone who needs it. Drill-downs can easily show mis-postings, and the dimension combinations and blocking of direct posting also helps manage data. Period-based data locking ensures that our reporting is correct. This allows us to view and monitor transactions throughout the month, instead of getting surprises at month-end, as was previously the case,” states Munyeza. “We can quickly finalise monthly accounts and have achieved far more control over our debtors and creditors information. In fact we are now always the first division to finalise our monthly reports.”

Not only has CFI Retail found the new system accurate and easy-to-use, it has also shown itself to be exceptionally reliable. “We have experienced zero downtime since ‘going live’ with Microsoft Navision. The system is unbelievably reliable—to the extent that our auditors seldom have any queries. It simply runs on its own,” enthuses Munyeza. 

This, combined with the hands-on training approach taken by Pinsoft, ensures that CFI Retail’s IT staff is completely capable of supporting the system on a day-to-day basis. “Our external support requirements have been minimal in terms of currently installed modules, as our internal IT personnel and key users have been trained to handle first-line support,” states Munyeza.

The new system allows CFI Retail to design required reports across all the modules, using the user-friendly report writer facility, and the company can now produce timely printed and online reports. “Using Microsoft Navision’s dimensions means that we have virtually unlimited reporting capabilities,” continues Munyeza, “and the ability to export to Microsoft Excel makes our reporting accessible for all.” 

Munyeza points out that the scalability of the system has resulted in further productivity gains for the company, through the use of extensible modules, such as the HR and sales modules. The size of the financial fields that are available provide more than enough data storage capacity, and can easily be increased should the need arise.

Cost Savings

Immediate cost savings were realised once the implementation was complete. CFI Retail reports that the user-friendliness and low maintenance overhead of the system has significantly reduced the cost of ownership, compared to the previous system. Administrative staff costs have also been reduced, as the company no longer needs such a large administrative staff component. “With the old system, management accounts were always a month late. Microsoft Navision has allowed us to reduce administrative staff by a third and accounts are never more than four days behind,” explains Munyeza.

CFI Retail has been able to further save costs by virtue of the security features provided by Microsoft Navision. The ability to set roles and responsibilities along with user permissions, and the change logging functionality has virtually eliminated fraud, according to Munyeza.

Increased Productivity Improves Return on Investment

Productivity levels have noticeably increased at CFI Retail, and are directly attributable to the new system. “With vast amounts of information available at our fingertips, we are seeing increased efficiency, effectiveness, and responsiveness,” notes Munyeza. “This is evidenced by the fact that we were able to make staff reductions and still achieve shorter production cycles,” she continues. “Our employees are able to collaborate far more, as they all have access to the right information at the right time. Our branches are now connected online to our head office and to each other, allowing staff to work in a more collaborative and productive manner.”

Although a common misconception might be to think that a modern integrated enterprise-level accounting system would have the potential to add complexity to the business processes, Munyeza says that the opposite has happened. “The administration is straightforward and the report and data port design is easy. It literally takes minutes to teach a new person how to use this system,” she says, adding that all-round data access has made employees feel more empowered. They are now able to deal with data input, processing, and reporting while sitting in their own offices, which was not possible previously. Consequently employees are experiencing less frustration and more job satisfaction. 

Greatly improved customer satisfaction has been another benefit of the implementation, and CFI Retail believes it is gaining a competitive advantage as a result. “Our creditors and debtors are very satisfied with the new-found speed and accuracy of our statement production,” Munyeza says.

Future Expansion

CFI Retail intends to move forward with the second phase of the implementation as soon the necessary foreign currency is available. 

Phase two will encompass the creation of a test environment, without disrupting ‘live’ operations, so that Pinsoft can redesign the coding structure to take maximum advantage of Microsoft Navision facilities, including the implementation of a fully-fledged procurement system and a Microsoft Navision–based SoftSys POS to achieve CFI Retail’s stated goal of running a single seamlessly integrated business solution. “We have a critical need to integrate a warehousing module and a POS system with what has already been implemented. We have already tested these Navision modules and know that they will greatly benefit our supply chain once implemented,” comments Munyeza.
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Microsoft Dynamics
Microsoft Dynamics is a line of integrated, adaptable business management solutions that enables you and your people to make business decisions with greater confidence. Microsoft Dynamics works like familiar Microsoft software such as Microsoft Office, which means less of a learning curve for your people, so they can get up and running quickly and focus on what’s most important. And because it is from Microsoft, it easily works with the systems that your company already has implemented. By automating and streamlining financial, customer relationship, and supply chain processes, Microsoft Dynamics brings together people, processes, and technologies, increasing the productivity and effectiveness of your business, and helping you drive business success. 

 

For more information about Microsoft Dynamics, go to:

www.microsoft.com/dynamics
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For More Information


For more information about Microsoft products and services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (877) 568-2495. Customers who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234 in the United States or (905) 568-9641 in Canada. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information using the World Wide Web, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com" ��www.microsoft.com�





For more information about Pinsoft Management Consultants products and services, call (263) (4) 369-445.


 


For more information about CFI Retail products and services, call (263) (4) 792-804 or visit the Web site at: �HYPERLINK "http://www.farmandcity.co.zw"��www.farmandcity.co.zw�














“With the old system, management accounts were always a month late. Microsoft Navision has allowed us to reduce administrative staff by a third and accounts are never more than four days behind.”


Isidore Munyeza, IT Manager, CFI Retail
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