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Introduction

The aim of this study is to look over the main issues of handling external information. (Remark: external from the point of view of enterprise.) For this purpose we will define firstly the type of information playing a significant role in decision-making (internal information, “transition zone”, external information) and the main fields of using external information. After that we will study how far the handling of external information can be effective considering both its discovering and its application. We will outline also the way in which the levels of management processes can be supported with external data (This can be said certain information-logistics or information management process). Finally we will introduce that service-package (called Info-Periscope) that has been developed according to the requirements of Józsefmajor Experimental Farm. The mission of this service-package is to survey, give structure and comment the external information sources.

Types of information

During the operation of enterprises a lot of internal (mainly describing its own conditions) information arise, of which considerable part is handled by the accountancy information system. Many of the internal data – which are very important for decision-making, but their handling is not an obligation  – remain in the notebook of managers, don’t get into the computerized management information system. (However, certain comprehensive  – EAA- and GIS-based – suggestions can be developed also in this filed, with regard to e.g. IACS. See also: http://miau.gau.hu/miau/46/ia2002full.doc) Data arises in the “transition zone” (between internal and external sources) can be handled mainly by a CRM-system.

External data can be classified as the group of data that describes the environment of enterprises (so it isn’t within the competence of accountancy system and CRM-system) and has a significant role in decision-making. This group contains among others the followings: meteorological data, prices, catalogs of machines, data for comparison of objects (benchmarking), etc. So external data may have very important role in many fields of decision-making, the following list contains only the most significant ones (some overlapping and omission may be allowed):

· Information describing the environment of enterprise has a primary importance during decision-arrangement (e.g. legal and economical environment, features of competitors/partners).

· Some kind of information (mainly that arises in numeric form) can be applied directly in planning (e.g. parameters of resources).
· Certain external information makes possible to compare the performance (e.g. efficiency) of the enterprise to another objects (cf. benchmarking) from closer or wider geographical area.

Effectiveness in handling of external information

Effectiveness in discovering
There are many “conventional” alternatives for managers to get external information. The most characteristic ones from those are: news from media, journals for professionals, libraries, or employing consultants or information brokers. However, there are some disadvantages regarding these sources:

· Data getting this way can’t be integrated directly into the internal information system of the enterprise (It can’t be easily processed forth).

· The information usually can’t be considered full-scoped.

· The systematic update of data can be carried out only with difficulties.

In contrast with these “conventional” possibilities, Internet can be mentioned as a new source of external information. Through spread of Internet-utilization and standardization of data-streaming, the data-owner organizations publish their data-asset in a large measure by means of Internet, or they have the opportunity (with the observance certain access and quality rules) to ensure the availability of data. (These efforts can be supported by some eGovernment-proprosals, cf. http://interm.gtk.gau.hu/miau/58/e-korm-zaro.doc) So it seems to be – theoretically – an appropriate solution that the demands for external information will be supply through the Internet. Utilization of Internet and standardization solves (or may solve) the problems with “conventional” sources, namely the finding of information is (or may be) more effective. However, significant part of online sources gets to grips with these problems too.

Besides the “conventional” and “modern” alternatives of getting information, we have to calculate on also the “fortuitous” or “informal” ways. In these cases the above-mentioned standardization and system-organizer efforts are virtually pointless, because the utility, quality and up-to-dateness of information depends on only the personal abilities of the manager.

Effectiveness in application

The (either online or offline) external information sources usually can’t be integrated into the computerized management information systems (from the point of view of IT-developments) because of the following reasons:

· The managers in enterprises have usually no influence to data-providers, so the quality, accessibility (e.g. its URL), format of data can be changed.

· These types of data often can’t be handled in numeric form and/or their handling can’t be described in algorithms (like unstructured texts, about which the research of thesauruses and content discovering automatisms is a relevant issue.)

Therefore the integration of internal and external sources usually comes true “in the head” or “in the notebook” of managers; or (in case of the online way) getting information is limited only to ad-hoc web-searching, and/or the repeated visits of homepages somehow discovered.

Possibilities of information-logistics in Józsefmajor Experimental Farm

Henceforth we present the possible importance of external information (which quality can’t be influenced by the enterprise) in the management of agricultural enterprises (or especially of Józsefmajor Experimental Farm). The applied aspects are the following:

· In which stage of the applied general management model (See Figure 1), and for which reason use the decision-makers external data?

· Which type of external data is needed in these management stages, and which sources they come from?

· What kind of technology supports the use of above-mentioned data, and what kind of development possibilities are there in these fields?
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Figure1.: Management model of agricultural enterprises (Source: Székely Csaba - Györök Balázs - Kovács Attila: A mezőgazdasági vállalkozások tervezési és döntéstámogatási rendszerének fejlesztése; AVA-konferencia; Debrecen, 2003)

Strategic planning:

· The importance of external information: Since knowing the environment of enterprise has an important role in the whole process of strategic planning, the mindful utilization of the comprehensive external information is indispensable.

· Types of external information: Information that analyses certain dimensions (legal, economic, political system, etc.) of environment surrounding enterprises; long- and medium-term forecasts.

· Supporting technology: Since there are mainly text-documents (e.g. analysis) in this category, therefore researching of effective document-storage, -retrieving methods, or developing thesauruses, descriptive languages and automatisms for content-exploration can come up as supporting technologies. Besides this, certain expert system- or artificial intelligence-based solutions (e.g. forecasting) can be also used.

Yearly planning:

· The importance of external information: In case of yearly planning decision-makers can use both internal and external data (to which they can access – theoretically – in external databases). These external data can be utilized in every section of yearly planning.

· Types of external information: First of all data being in connection with inputs and outputs of the enterprise can be utilized, like parameters of resources (machines, chemicals, feeds, loans, etc.), farming processes (for orientating in the quality, amount and costs of products), on the other hand the marketing parameters of products (for orientating in the revenues). These data-resources can be very varied, some of them are: vendors of chemicals, seeds, etc; banks, Market Information System, Farm Accountancy Data Network, research institutes.

· Supporting technology: A significant part of this data can be handled by classical database-management and -querying solutions. At the same time factor play an extremely important role also in this filed: the standardization (data-streaming in standard form), and keeping the human control. The data-quality assurance can be done by an “information integrator” who is in contractual relation both with data-providers and suppliers and passes on the data in demanded form. Human control can manifest that e.g. data can’t be got into the planning system, but there is a revision option for its source and content. Besides these technologies, certain forecasting algorithms can be also used in yearly planning.
Operational management:

· The importance of external information: During the operation of enterprise both internal and external data arises permanently. So data characterizing of changes in external conditions plays an important role in establishing decisions.
· Types of external information: These types of data characterize mainly quantities (available resources in partners, salable products, etc.), prices (for resources and products), or environmental changes (e.g. short- and mid-term meteorological forecasts). The data-sources are similar to the ones in previous group, but a new one is that provides fresh (e.g. market) news.
· Supporting technology: These types of data can be handled mainly the above-mentioned database-technologies, but certain data (e.g. some kind of news) isn’t get into the computerized information system, it can be utilized “in the hand” of managers.

Analysis, controlling:

· The importance of external information: External data would play an important role in determination of the position of enterprises, as a component of a benchmarking-analysis. 
· Types of external information: Every data can be used in this stage that describes external objects (in regional-, county-, national- and international level), arises chiefly in numeric form and appropriate for characterizing the performance of enterprises. This data will be compared with the same indicators of the own enterprise. So the management can benchmark the performance against not only the his own self (or against the plans), but also against his potential competitors. In Hungary the Market Information System and the Farm Accountancy Data Network may become such type of data-provider. 

· Supporting technology: Also in this case the data-demand can be supplied by database-based solutions, emphasizing again the importance of data-standardization. The basis of comparison can be the consistent logic of EAA, its realization can be made with hierarchical principles (from enterprise- to parcel-level comparison)

Providing external information – Info-Periscope

On the grounds of the quite unfavorable conditions described above and considering the role which external information may fill in management process, this project sets the following aims:

· Collecting the relevant online sources.

· Cataloguing, indexing and critic evaluation of these sources.

· Analyze the way of getting these external data from providers to enterprises (especially to Józsefmajor Experimental Farm) – namely developing interface-solutions.

· Drawing up quality requirements towards data-providers.

For these aims came into existence the service-package called Info-Periscope (http://miau.gau.hu/periszkop) and that special service (http://miau.gau.hu/periszkop/cust/index_c.html), which suits the requirements of Józsefmajor Experimental Farm – within the frameworks of the Medium on Internet for Agrarinformatics in hUngary (http://miau.gau.hu).

Presently the main part of this service-package is the catalogue of links indexed by different dimensions, so users can examine the same set of sources from many points of view. Inside each of these dimensions the URL’s can be filtered by the help of two other aspects: by field of topic and quality of the source (adequate, “just on the line”, imperfect). In addition a short critiques are also given to certain sources, which highlight the deficiencies of the given homepage (that makes the work of users difficult or inefficient) (More details can be found in the homepage of Info-Periscope and in the project report: http://interm.gtk.gau.hu/periszkop/cont/kutjel.doc).

The other important part is the “Custom Page”, which was developed according to the demands of Józsefmajor Experimental Farm. This service contains a continually maintained and updated link-catalogue, which provides the most important online sources. The most significant aspect was in developing of this catalogue that the Experimental Farm is an educational, research and farming unit at the same time. The main online resource-categories in this service are: legal information; institutes (in education, government and [érdekvédelem]); business partners; statistical data; natural environment; price-information; (about commodity and market products); resources (by groups of resources).

Besides this service, users can suggest online resources to each other to the above-mentioned categories, or the suggested resources can be also valuated and commented. This feature establishes a sort of possibility to pass on the knowledge of professionals, since a kind of “net” of comments, opinions, links to other resources, etc. may arise around each record.
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