
Introduction

The role of the information technology organization in supporting 
business-to-business (B2B) commerce can be summed up in two words: 
global marketplace. Today’s business environment is international in 
scope and continuous in pace. Add to that the fact that a single entity 
in a supply chain can represent all three roles of commerce—customer, 
supplier and partner—and the complications inherent in implementing 
and maintaining an IT system to support B2B commerce are apparent.

Chief among the hurdles in this complex environment is performance. 
If there is one thing the economic challenges of the last three years 
have shown us, it’s that there is no room for error in the 24/7 global 
marketplace. A slipup can have long-term consequences: Consider the 
negative fallout generated from the outage of Amazon’s EC2 cloud stor-
age service, at the same time Amazon is locked in a struggle for market 
share with rivals Google and Microsoft.

High-performance IT does not come cheap. Many organizations have 
reaped considerable efficiencies from their investments in enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) systems; yet investment is still needed to 
ensure smooth communication with suppliers and trading partners. 3
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Summary 

For IT leaders charged with 
streamlining data exchange 
and optimizing supply chain 
communications, cloud 
computing offers unique 
opportunities to attain these 
goals. In particular, a solution 
called “community cloud” 
can help mitigate transactional 
friction between customers 
and suppliers. Such efficient 
and effective supply chain 
operation is imperative in 
today’s global marketplace. 
It’s also important to find a 
community cloud provider 
that understands the complex 
requirements of business-to-
business commerce and is 
capable of servicing them. 



In terms of IT talent, what used to be a buyer’s 
market is turning around with the emergence of a 
so-called “green shoot” economy, reflecting slow 
but vibrant growth. For example, Microsoft’s data 
center chief, the person responsible for its cloud 
services infrastructure, recently decided to take 
his talents to Cupertino, jump-starting Apple’s 
dormant cloud plans. Such sophisticated IT skills 
are in play.

And while the move away from manual processes 
and hard-copy documents (i.e., paper, fax, postal 
services) for communicating along the global 
supply chain has begun, it is not a quick or easy 
process. According to a 2008 report by Aberdeen 
Group, just a little more than a third (34 percent) 
of purchase orders are transmitted electronically 
in North America. The numbers are only slightly 
better in other parts of the world.

Perhaps that’s to be understood of a global mar-
ketplace, which by definition means a diverse set 
of constituents that represent a wide array of busi-
ness situations, skills and tools. What’s needed is 
a platform to help standardize and centralize the 
infrastructure required to embrace and integrate 
all those various business situations in a smooth 
and efficient supply chain operation. 

Enter cloud computing, which is gaining momen-
tum as a next-generation computing infrastruc-
ture. More specifically, in relation to a global, con-
tinuous, interdependent supply chain, enter the 
concept of the community cloud, which promises 
to more closely bind interested parties such as 
customers, suppliers and business partners in a 
virtuous circle of commerce.

In The Clouds

Cloud computing has emerged from its own 
cloud of hype and speculation to take its place as 
an important, evolving, strategic IT resource. The 
National Institute of Standards and Technology 
(NIST) defines cloud computing as “a model for 
enabling ubiquitous, convenient, on-demand 

network access to a shared pool of configurable 
computing resources … that can be rapidly pro-
visioned and released with minimal management 
effort or service provider interaction.” 

Like the PC revolution before it, cloud computing 
entered the enterprise largely outside of IT’s pur-
view. Savvy end users tapped Google’s free online 
applications, while ambitious business unit man-
agers looking to end-run around overburdened 
IT organizations turned to software-as-a-service 
(SaaS) providers promising low start-up costs and 
quick implementations.

Skeptical of cloud computing at first, CIOs have 
begun to realize how it fits with their highest 
priorities: cost containment, guaranteed per-
formance and, in particular, business agility and 
innovation. Indeed, in a survey of 305 IT decision 
makers conducted by CIO magazine, 69 percent 
of respondents say the cloud is very or somewhat 
important as an enabler of business innovation. 
And CIOs are putting their money where their 
mouths are. Almost two-thirds (61 percent) of 
respondents to the CIO survey indicate they plan 
to spend more on cloud computing in 2011 than 
they did in 2010, with an overall average increase 
of 12 percent. 

In terms of supporting business-to-business sup-
ply chain capabilities there are several factors that 
make cloud computing an important element: 
global reach, continuous availability and the 
potential for more direct, less complex, interac-
tion. A great deal of the promise of the Internet, 
from its earliest commercial incarnation, lay in its 
ability to extend and improve supply chain com-
munications. To a not insignificant degree, the 
cloud is the fulfillment of that promise.

That’s why SEEBURGER Inc., a leading provider of 
business integration and communication services, 
is enhancing and extending its cloud-based capa-
bilities.  SEEBURGER understands that today’s IT 
and supply chain organizations are dealing with 
diverse sets of business data and trading partners, 
each with different levels of technical sophistica-
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tion and maturity, including crucial electronic-
data-interchange (EDI) capabilities, creating a 
veritable Tower of Babel among potential supply 
chain partners. “We’re taking out the Tower of 
Babel,” says Matthew Mikell, director of cloud solu-
tions at SEEBURGER, “and putting everybody on 
the same communication platform.”

Business Challenges

In many ways, consumers have run ahead of IT 
organizations in their application of technology. 
As we’ve seen, the emergence of cloud comput-
ing has gone hand-in-hand with the trend known 
as “the consumerization of IT”—technologi-
cal empowerment enabled by search engines, 
smartphones and other personal devices, and 
ubiquitous Internet access. Both trends have con-
tributed to sky-high expectations on the part of 
customers and end users around technology and 
communication. 

And that includes the supply chain processes con-
sumers and end users are most familiar with, such 
as subscription-based services and time-sensitive 
delivery. The prime example here is Netflix, which 
developed its subscription delivery system to 
such a customer-satisfying level that it drove its 
franchise-based competition out of business.

That puts a great deal of pressure on organiza-
tions to streamline and optimize their supply 
chains. Unfortunately, even when such business 
objectives are set, IT spending does not always 
keep up. For one reason, IT budgets are notori-
ously backward looking. From two-thirds to 
three-quarters of IT budgets are spent maintain-
ing current (and, most likely, well-worn) systems, 
according to reports, leaving only a small por-
tion of those IT dollars for new and innovative 
applications.

And innovation in terms of supply chain opera-
tions means electronic processing. Despite 
Netflix’s success with mail-based services, the 
back-and-forth exchange of paper is notoriously 

unreliable and costly. Indeed, depending on the 
company, it may cost from $1 to $100 to process 
a paper invoice. Even Netflix is attempting to 
wean its customers off mail and onto an online 
infrastructure.

Still, communication complexity along the supply 
chain comes not only from handling paper-based 
documents, but also in the formats, protocols 
and standards demanded by electronic docu-
ment processing in terms of the technology itself 
and from those invested in the technology. An 
example is the EDI protocol OFTP2 used in the 
automotive industry; compliance is a matter of life 
or death for small automotive suppliers, especially 
in this tight economy.

Finally, business process optimization (BPO) has 
been a goal for most organizations for many years, 
and while it hasn’t necessarily been achieved, 
that’s not because IT and business execs aren’t 
trying. By offloading the nuts and bolts of IT, cloud 
computing promises to help organizations come 
closer to their BPO goals. The same holds true for 
supply chain optimization.

The Community Cloud Advantage

Cloud computing is not a single exercise—there 
are actually several distinct iterations. Most famil-
iar is the public cloud, represented by the many 
SaaS vendors coming into the market and by 
Amazon’s EC2 storage service and Google’s online 
applications. Companies also may develop a pri-
vate cloud infrastructure, consolidating scalable 
computing resources then delivering them in a 
services-oriented model. A hybrid cloud model 
attempts to marry public cloud and private cloud 
infrastructures.

Least familiar is the community cloud model. 
NIST defines a community cloud this way: “The 
cloud infrastructure is shared by several organiza-
tions and supports a specific community that has 
shared concerns (e.g., mission, security require-
ments, policy and compliance considerations). It 
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may be managed by the organization or a third 
party and may exist on premise or off premise.”

The community cloud model is the most inno-
vative of SEEBURGER’s cloud services offerings, 
all of which are an outgrowth of the company’s 
managed services orientation and history. 
SEEBURGER’s community cloud initiative pro-
vides a managed platform to help internal and 
external communities communicate efficiently 
and effectively, as well as exchange files along a 
well-integrated and well-conducted network that 
reflects cutting-edge capabilities regarding secu-
rity, monitoring and validation.

The benefits of SEEBURGER’s community cloud 
initiative include those associated with cloud 
services in general: flexible, scalable compute 
capacity; a services layer managed by a third party 
in the cloud; and the cost benefits associated with 
moving from recognizing IT as a capital expendi-
ture to accounting for it as an operating expense. 
Because it leverages SEEBURGER’s long-time 
experience providing highly secure and consis-
tent managed services, SEEBURGER’s community 
cloud directly addresses two major trepidations 
CIOs still have with the cloud computing model: 
security and performance.

There are also benefits specific to SEEBURGER’s 
community cloud, such as the ability to integrate 
suppliers and customers more closely and more 
transparently through the handling of those 
formats, standards and protocols inherent to 
electronic communication of business informa-
tion. For instance, SEEBURGER’s community cloud 
provides effective ways to transfer large files (100 
MB to 1 TB) around the world, directly improv-
ing the still-too-cumbersome EDI process; secure 
increasingly sensitive business data and informa-
tion traversing an increasingly insecure globe; 
and exploit the ubiquitous Internet to simplify the 
onboarding of thousands of new suppliers. 

In terms of future developments, SEEBURGER 
looks to expand its community cloud initiative by 
incorporating the application of trade forecasting 

and performance scorecards. This would let users 
exploit features and capabilities many of them 
have become familiar with from their own finan-
cial systems.

“There is also the potential to go to [a major 
company] and ask, ‘What type of new suppliers 
are you looking for?’” says SEEBURGER’s Mikell. 
Companies will be able to find new suppliers from 
within a huge community of potential candidates, 
he says, and seek out those that are being scored 
most highly by their peers and partners. 

Conclusion

Cloud computing represents a profound change 
in the way organizations interact, exchange data, 
conduct business and satisfy customers. It also 
provides IT leaders the potential to more effi-
ciently assign staff and resources to their highest-
value use. 

In terms of business-to-business commerce, an 
iteration known as the community cloud can 
unlock deeper levels of communication and inte-
gration between suppliers and trading partners, 
getting beyond the corporate ”firewall.” With its 
community cloud initiative, SEEBURGER is offering 
an open, flexible and cost-effective platform that 
provides supply chain participants with transpar-
ent yet secure document and data exchange 
capabilities by way of its fully managed service.

Today’s dynamic global marketplace demands 
that organizations make the most of such oppor-
tunities to optimize their business prospects and 
improve their business operations. Performance 
matters, and there is no room for error. 4
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