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Introduction
It is now widely recognized that the adoption of Infor-

mation Technology (IT) by business organizations leads to
measurable and tangible benefits. Gains in productivity
and operational efficiency have been documented in many
research papers.  In a recent paper published in the MIT
Centre for digital Business, it was concluded that informa-
tion technology can be a significant source of productivity
increase when accompanied by complementary invest-
ments in new work systems, organizational re-design and
business process re-engineering.

The Arab Authority for Agricultural Investment and
Development (AAAID) has acknowledged the benefits and
advantages to be achieved through the adoption of Infor-
mation Technology. Since the late 1990's, AAAID has rec-
ognized the need to identify and adopt the appropriate
technological solutions both in the field and for managing
its internal operations, in order to achieve its stated objec-
tives. The need to adopt information technology solutions
within AAAID and its affiliated companies was envisioned
by AAAID leadership and a new organizational unit was
established in 1999 to realize this vision.  This unit was lat-
er transformed into the existing IT Department in 2001.

AAAID’s position on the Information Technology Ma-
turity Model, which is described in the next section, was
assessed by an independent consultant in 2003 and found
to be at the  Process Integrator level. Since then the IT
function has lead and enabled change initiatives that con-
tributed to the transformation of certain aspects of AAAID
business. Thus moving AAAID’s IT position up the matur-
ity curve towards the  business transformation enabler
status.  

The IT department has started to provide services to
AAAID companies and the Authority is currently consider-

ing spinning off the function into a separate company to
provide IT services to AAAID, its companies and the wider
agricultural sector in the Arab world.  This will move
AAAID’s IT to the top of the maturity curve as a true busi-
ness partner.

The objective of this article is to highlight AAAID’s ex-
perience in building a modern Information Technology
(IT) environment and implementing state of the art IT solu-
tions over the past few years, as part of the Authority’s
strategy to adopt new technology in all aspects of its opera-
tions.  Each section of this article could be the subject of a
separate paper; however, it is kept deliberately brief to
paint an overall picture of the Authority’s experience. Spe-
cific technical details about each of the IT initiatives under-
taken by AAAID can be provided in future articles depend-
ing on the priorities set by the editorial board of the
journal.

The Information Technology Maturity Model
Information technology has evolved from a mere data

processing service in the 1950's and 60's into a business
transformation enabler in the 90's and now becomes a ma-
jor business driver where the IT strategy is leading the
business strategy in many industries, especially non-
conventional and emerging business models such as tele-
communication and Internet based services. In the more
conventional businesses, IT has become a distinct competi-
tive advantage and a change leader that enables such busi-
nesses to anticipate and respond faster to changes in market
conditions, cut operational costs and increase productivity
and competitiveness. Figure (1) below illustrates the differ-
ent stages of the IT Maturity model.

IT in AAAID Strategy
In 2002, AAAID developed a 10 year business strategy

to enable the Authority to keep up with the economic, tech-
nological and environmental developments in the Arab re-
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gion and worldwide. It was stated that the current strategy
period shall witness the adoption of an integrated strategy
for information technology.  The broad features of the IT
strategy was stated as follows:

-  Implementation of a suitable Enterprise Resource
Planning (ERP) system, to meet the current and fu-
ture needs of AAAID.

-   Completion of the IT infrastructure which includes
networks and telecommunication; operating systems;
hardware maintenance facilities and Internet connec-
tivity.

-   Adopting a new organizational structure for the IT
Department and providing it with a qualified staff.

AAAID Information Technology Strategy
The information technology strategy for AAAID was

drawn out following an assessment of the Authority’s cur-
rent and future business needs as well as the current state of
technology at AAAID at that time. The strategy was fo-
cused on filling the gap between what was required and
what was available at that time.  The IT strategy consists of
three key elements that must be addressed in a coordinated
and balanced way for the Authority to realize the intended

benefits of the strategy.  These elements are: 
The People element; which involves the education

and preparation of the human capital within AAAID to ac-
cept and participate in the change that would be brought
about by implementing the strategy;

The Process element; which refers to need for under-
standing, documenting and streamlining the existing busi-
ness processes to eliminate inefficient and redundant pro-
cesses before the automation takes place. 

The Technology element; which refers to the selec-
tion and implementation of the appropriate technologies
and the continuous improvement thereof to achieve the stat-
ed objectives of the strategy.

To address the above elements from a practical perspec-
tive, the strategy was further broken down into three com-
ponents or axes as follows:

-   IT Infrastructure: includes networks, equipment and
operating systems;

-   IT Business Solutions: includes software and other
solutions to be deployed in accordance with business
requirements;

-    IT Service Delivery: refers to the manner in which
IT services are delivered and continuously enhanced.
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Figure 1. The Information Technology Maturity Model.
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The IT strategic objectives were stated as follows:
-  Support and AAAID’s business strategy by implement-

ing the suitable IT systems and processes required to
achieve the Authority’s strategic investment and de-
velopmental objectives.

-   Maximize the productivity and efficiency of AAAID
business units by streamlining and automating the
business processes and reducing the current level of
paper based transactions within the Authority.

-   Build a robust IT infrastructure to support AAAID's
current and future computing needs.

-  Provide timely and accurate information to support
management decision making process throughout
AAAID.

-  Minimize information system costs and improve effi-
ciency through the use of standardized hardware and
software wherever possible. 

-   Continuously educate the business users, through train-
ing and tools, and improve the capability to utilize
technology and obtain information without excessive
dependence on IT.

-    Facilitate and improve electronic exchange of infor-
mation and sharing of knowledge between AAAID
and its affiliated companies.

-   Provide IT and related business services to AAAID af-
filiated companies as well as other organizations oper-
ating in the agriculture and food sector in the Arab
world, to enhance the sector’s productivity and com-
petitiveness (Figure 2).

IT Strategy Implementation
As mentioned earlier, at the start of the IT strategy peri-

od, AAAID had a simple IT environment which was char-
acterized by a number of limitations as summarized below:

- Unstructured and undocumented physical network at
head office.

- Peer -to- peer network architecture mainly used for
file sharing and printing.

- Very limited Internet connection and no internal e-
mail system.

- No web presence.
- In-house applications based on aging technology that

is difficult to maintain and enhance.
The implementation of the IT strategy was organized

along the three main axes based on the logical priorities re-
quired to achieve a rapid progress and demonstrate the ben-
efits to be had from the Authority’s investment in IT.  This
approach was crucial given the state of the IT environment
at the beginning of the strategy period, where management
was committed to invest in IT but was also eager to see the
fruits of such investment as soon as possible. Initiatives im-
plemented under each of the three axes are as follows:

IT Infrastructure
The IT infrastructure is the foundation upon which suc-

cessful IT environment is built.  Building a robust IT envi-
ronment was paramount to achieving the rest of the IT stra-
tegic objectives mentioned above, accordingly, the first
priority was given the infrastructure axis of the strategy.

Figure 2.  AAAID Information Technology Strategy.
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Several major IT infrastructure projects were undertaken
and successfully implemented to achieve the current status
of infrastructure within AAAID, as described below:

- Network Re-cabling Project 
- Network conversion to Client/Server Architecture
- Desktop Replacement project
- Virtual Private Network (VPN) Implementation
- Backup and Disaster Recovery Solution
The result is a modern, robust and secure infrastructure

built on the latest available technology that supports the
current computing needs and capable of being expanded to
supports any future IT initiatives. 

Although no formal benchmarking was carried out to
determine how AAAID ranks amongst similar organiza-
tions in terms of IT infrastructure, data collected informal-
ly indicates that the Authority has caught up with its re-
gional peers and surpassed many of them in a very short
period of time. One of the many blessings AAAID had in
the area of information technology, in addition to strong
support from top management, was the fact that the Au-
thority did not have a huge legacy environment to migrate
from; instead, it made a fresh start with a Greenfield in-
stallation.  Thus avoiding all the challenges and risks asso-
ciated with integrating new technology into existing lega-
cy environments.

IT Business Solutions
With the IT infrastructure and service delivery pro-

jects underway, the IT department started a parallel pro-
cess of system selection and implementation to serve the
critical needs of the business.  

The ERP Project:
Having run a comprehensive training program for all

of the authority’s staff, and completed the network ca-
bling project, AAAID started it’s a project to select and
implement a suitable Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP)
system to achieve the following objectives:

1. Enhance business performance and reduce transac-
tion cycle times.

2. Standardize and integrate AAAID’s business pro-
cesses.

3. Reduce dependency on paper based transaction and
enhance the ability to retrieve detailed historic in-
formation quickly and easily, and thus improve
analysis and planning.

4. Provide timely information about the performance
of AAAID to enhance the decision making process.

5. Enhance and automate internal controls and, there-
fore, save valuable management time.

After an initial study of AAAID business require-
ments, it was concluded that the ERP initiative should be
organized into two phases to automate the support func-
tions in the first phase and deal with the core business
functions in the second phase.  This was due to unique na-
ture of AAAID’s core business activities especially in the
areas project lifecycle management and follow-up of ex-
isting companies. This uniqueness made it difficult to fit
such activities in one of the known ERP systems, instead

it was decided that a  best of breed  solution will be
more suitable but it has to be fully integrated with the
ERP system.  

The first phase of the ERP covered the main support
functions within AAAID which includes Finance, Hu-
man Resources, Purchasing and Inventory.  It also cov-
ered Financing and Lending activities.

The implementation was completed and full conver-
sion to the new system was achieved by the end of 2005
when the first live set of financial statements was pro-
duced from the new financial system.

Other Business Solutions:
In addition to the ERP system, AAAID implemented

a number of other solutions to cater for specific business
needs and to move the Authority closer to the e-
administration status, the main ones are:

- E-mail system.
- Video conferencing.
- Remote access to AAAID networked services.
- Internal audit system.
- IT help desk and inventory tracking system .
- AAAID website.
IT Service Delivery:
Delivering information technology services to

AAAID employees in a smooth and evolutionary man-
ner is one of the main pillars of the IT strategy.  In the
early days of strategy implementation, significant em-
phasis was given to preparing the recipients of the IT
services (the employees) to understand and utilize these
services and, be able to envision and demand other ser-
vices or better ways of delivery that are relevant to his/
her job. The main initiatives undertaken in this area are:

-   Initial User Training: conducted in 2002 and cov-
ered essential computer skills.

-    Continuous User Education: delivered through
seminars and awareness sessions on various top-
ics related to implemented IT solutions. A perma-
nent and well equipped training laboratory was
established for this purpose.

-    IT Department Organization: achieved by speci-
fying clear roles and responsibilities for the dif-
ferent functions within the IT department and re-
cruiting more experienced staff.

-   IT Staff Development: through regular training
and participation in conferences, seminars and
other related IT events.

-   Documentation of IT Policies and Procedures: in-
cluding the IT security policy, helpdesk policy
and procedures and technical disaster recovery
plan (Figure 3).

Challenges Faced and Lessons Learned
A transformation effort of this size is never without

challenges and always provides valuable lessons that
contribute to the sustainability of success and avoiding
pitfalls in the future.  Although there is still some dis-
tance to be traveled in terms of AAAID’s adoption of in-
formation technology, what was achieved so far repre-
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Figure 3. AAAID’s  IT Organization.

sented a significant shift in working practices within the
Authority. There were major challenges associated with
the learning curve and the comfort level of employees with
regards to the new technologies being implemented, the
state of the telecommunication infrastructure in the host
country the availability of the required skills and services
in the local Sudanese market.  Many of these challenges
are present to a lesser degree and will continue to be in the
foreseeable future.

The main lessons learned so far include:
-   The need to maintain the interest and enthusiasm of

the users through continuous communication of IT
initiatives, plans and events.

-   The absolute necessity of senior management sup-
port and involvement in major projects.

-   The need for better planning of project resources.
User resources that need to be dedicated to a certain
IT project should be allowed to observe the pro-
ject’s priorities and arrangements should be made to
shift their regular day to day tasks to others.

Critical Success Factors
The progress achieved in the first phase of IT strategy

implementation is attributed to certain success factors that
need to be maintained throughout the upcoming phases in
order to achieve the stated IT strategic objectives.  The key
success factors are:

-  The strong support and guidance of top management
represented in H.E. the President of AAAID.

-  Dedication and commitment of the IT and user teams
on the various projects.

-  Cooperation of the business departments within
AAAID.

-  Structured and proven implementation approach
which addresses the people, process and technology
elements simultaneously.

-  Acquiring and applying the right mix of skills inter-
nally and from external consulting firms.

Future Plans
Internal Systems:
There is still a number of internal IT initiatives to be im-

plemented in AAAID, the main one being ERP Phase II
which will focus front office automation through workflow,
content management and service automation within the
core business departments. Other planned initiatives in-
clude: Business Continuity Planning; IT Governance; IT
Security Review and Benchmarking.

Service Provision:
The biggest future initiative by far is the planned spin-

off of the IT function into a separate IT services company
to provide IT and related business services to the agricul-
ture and food business sector in the Arab region.

AAAID has prepared a business plan to setup the pro-
posed company with the following main objectives:

-   Contribute to the achievement of AAAID’s business
objectives by helping the Arab agricultural sector to
implement new IT solutions that will increase its ef-
ficiency and productivity.

-   Close the technology gap between the Arab agricul-
tural sector and its worldwide competitors.

-   Provide a new source of income for AAAID that can
be re-invested in agricultural projects to further en-
hance AAAID’s ability to achieve its objectives.

It is worth noting that the concept of the proposed com-
pany has already been proven, as AAAID has started to
provide IT and related business services to some of its affil-
iated companies.

Conclusion
Information Technology adoption within AAAID is a

strategic initiative that was envisioned and is fully support-
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ed by its top management.  IT is viewed by AAAID Lead-
ership as one of the main tools that it will use in the upcom-
ing period to achieve its stated business objectives.

Although AAAID can be considered relatively new to
the field of information technology, the Authority has made
major strides towards its goal of fully automating its busi-
ness activities (e-Administration). With this goal already in
the Authority’s sight, AAAID is promoting and advocating
the adoption of information technology by other private and
public organizations operating in the agricultural business
sector in the Arab world.  This will be achieved through the
establishment of a specialized IT service company to trans-
fer AAAID’s experience and expertise to this sector. Thus
contributing to the enhancement of its efficiency and pro-
ductivity and moving closer to the overall goal of minimiz-
ing the food gap in the Arab world.
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