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trading in
the cloud
Lindsay James takes a look at how the Arab Finance Corporation is staying ahead
of the game by using an online trading and order management solution from
Microsoft Gold Partner Netiks

E

stablished in 1974, Arab Finance Corporation
(AFC) was the first financial company to be
created in Lebanon. Since its inception, AFC’s
mission has been to promote and develop capital markets
activities in the Middle East. This has traditionally
involved acting as a bridge between the Arab and
international financial markets, allowing local investors,
both individuals and institutions, access to international
capital markets, and channelling international funds into
the Middle East.
Always with an eye on the future, the company has
remained ahead of the game in terms of technology and,
back in 2001, it launched an online trading platform –
something that was innovatory at the time. The trading
platform, built by Microsoft Gold Partner Netiks, was a
Web-based solution which enabled customers to log into
a Web site to complete basic forms and place an order.
The order was then routed to AFC and Bank of Beirut
trading rooms, where a trader typed the order details
into another proprietary platform, such as Reuters or
Bloomberg, to complete the transaction.
“This early system was semi-manual, but it did acknowledge
the growing importance of Web-based solutions,” recalls Joe
Abi-Aad, general manager at Netiks. “It was our first step in
facilitating online trading for our customers.”
Now, almost ten years later, the finance industry has
evolved beyond belief, and the ability to trade online
is fundamental to being a successful player in such a

competitive market. With this in mind, it became clear
that AFC needed to expand on its Web-based solution to
allow it to maintain its competitive edge.
A key requirement of this solution was that it needed to
provide a single, consolidated interface to trading activities
in multiple security markets, such as foreign exchange,
equities, and derivatives instruments. Sami Akhras,
chairman and general manager at AFC explains: “Despite
the globalisation of financial markets, we still had to log
into different platforms when we got orders to trade for
different types of assets on behalf of our private clients,”
he says. “The same problem exists for many brokerage
firms, including some of our institutional clients. Instead
of logging into different applications, trading through a
single platform would generate efficiencies for traders in
an increasingly globalised market for securities.”
AFC chose to work with Netiks to design and build
this unified trading platform, as Tarek El Ahdab, the
company’s vice chairman, explains: “We have worked
with Netiks for seven or eight years, and its reputation
in the industry is unparalleled,” he says. “It is a very
established company, with great expertise. There was
no question that this was the partner we wanted to work
with on creating this solution.”
“We would bring our expertise in creating advanced
e-business solutions to the table, and AFC would guide
us with its in-depth knowledge of trading in the securities
market,” says Abi-Aad.
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the launch of AFC Beirut Trader, we couldn’t really
“ Before
call ourselves a major player in the local equity market,

but the solution has enabled us to substantially grow our
market share; it has really raised our profile and allowed
us to succeed in a way we never thought possible

”

While the idea of a single, online trading platform
offered efficiency for brokers, Netiks could see that
the Internet presented additional opportunities
to integrate other Web-based services that would
increase the value of the solution. Netiks envisioned
a single platform that offered a unified trading tool
and such services as news and quote providers.
The solution also had to be enjoyable to use
for employees at AFC. “AFC impressed upon us
the importance of a user interface with cuttingedge graphics and exciting interactive graphs to
differentiate the work experience we could offer
traders,” says Abi-Aad. “So we had three challenges:
build a single trading window into global markets,
add additional services from third-party financial
news and quote providers, and offer a user
experience unlike any other in this market.”
After a review of the platforms available to help
Netiks meet these challenges, it turned to Microsoft
for help. “We’d heard about Microsoft’s software-
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plus-services strategy, and we believed it was
totally right for this project,” explains Abi-Aad. “At
first we thought we would have to perform a sort
of technical upgrade, but after meeting with our
Microsoft account manager and attending seminars,
we saw the value in moving from our regular server
architecture to the software-plus-services strategy.
By working with Microsoft we have been able to
create a solution that is quite apart from that of
anyone else in the Middle East.”
Software-plus-services is an industry shift driven
by the fast-growing recognition that combining
Internet services with client and server software
can deliver exciting new opportunities. “Microsoft
is dedicated to helping individuals and businesses
take advantage of these opportunities,” explains
Hoda Younan, Microsoft’s financial industry sales
manager for the Middle East and Africa. “By
bringing together the best of both software and
services, we maximise capabilities, choice, and

flexibility for our customers. The broad softwareplus-services approach unites multiple industry
phenomena including software-as-a-service, service
oriented development, and the Web 2.0 user
experience under a common umbrella.”
In June 2008, AFC and Netiks launched the AFC
Beirut Trader, the first and, until today, sole direct
market access trading solution for the Beirut Stock
Exchange. “Customers access core functionality
within the trading engine and connect to the Beirut
Stock Exchange using only a Web browser,” says
El Ahdab. The benefits of the implementation
have been significant, with traders at AFC
experiencing marked improvements in efficiency,
and the company as a whole seeing significant
improvements in operating effectiveness. “Before
the launch of AFC Beirut Trader, we couldn’t
really call ourselves a major player in the local
equity market, but the solution has enabled us to
substantially grow our market share; it has really
raised our profile and allowed us to succeed in a
way we never thought possible.” says El Ahdab.
But this is just the start. AFC Beirut Trader
represents the first step in a more ambitious
project. Building on the same technologies,
Netiks has been developing a solution called AFC
Global Markets. The solution leverages Microsoft
software-plus-services to create a back-office order
management and trading engine hosted by AFC
that provides a single interface to route orders to
different securities markets. The solution uses
the Microsoft .NET Framework version 3.0 and
Windows Communication Foundation, a unified
programming model within the .NET Framework
for building service-oriented applications, to
integrate Web services based connectivity and
platform-agnostic trading capabilities into the
AFC Global Markets. The solution also boasts a
sophisticated order management system that uses
business logic to set price margin definitions,
trading limits, and routing rules for the different
markets in which each customer trades.
“The Netiks solution is a great example of what
partners can do with Microsoft technology,” says
Younan. “I’ve worked with Netiks on many projects,
but this has been really interesting throughout. By
leveraging Microsoft technology, and adding real
value to our solutions, the company has created
an industry-leading cloud-based solution that has
allowed AFC to excel. I’m really proud of what
Netiks has achieved.”
In the coming months AFC is hoping to go
live with the first version of the global solution.
In this respect, AFC will benefit from integration
services which will link the trading engine with its
on-premise enterprise resource planning system
so that trading activities and financial systems
are updated daily. AFC will have the option of
downloading a Windows-based application with
leading-edge graphics, charting, and interactive
capabilities. This desktop application will offer
additional order management services and live
news and quote management services from thirdparty providers, as well as a multimarket trading
service to global markets.
AFC also expects clients to be excited about

the cutting-edge user interface that Netiks has
developed under its guidance. “Traders are either
extremely stressed or bored; it’s the nature of the
business,” says Akhras. “The AFC Global Markets’
interface will make a real difference to their work
environment, with compelling interactive features
that make accounts, balances, real-time profit and
loss, order tracking, and charting easy to follow.”
El Ahdab concludes that the launch of the first
phase of AFC Global Markets will have a huge
impact on his business. “Since we launched AFC
Beirut Trader, we have considerably increased our
revenues in the local market,” he says. “And when
the AFC Global Markets is launched and hosted at
AFC, the potential target market will be enormous.
It’s a very exciting time for us.” f

Expanding Market Share
Because AFC Global Markets was
designed for software and services to
be delivered over the Internet, Netiks
can benefit from economies of scale.
Put simply, more customers can be
reached with less investment in software
development and delivery.
With AFC Global Markets, Netiks
and AFC are targeting Middle Eastern
institutions and private clients. “Thanks
to the software-plus-services strategy, we
can reach global customers that we would
not have been able to touch before,”
says Abi-Aad. He explains that by gaining
seamless connectivity to a number of
networks such as Reuters, all customers
connected to that network become
potential Netiks customers.
“Originally, we thought of developing
the solution just for AFC. However, AFC
customers who buy subleases to AFC Global
Markets become our customers because we
collect a fee per transaction on the system.
The extensibility of this strategy opened up
new possibilities, and now we are offering
it to other customers on a white label basis.
Looking even further afield, we can use the
same delivery strategy for markets in other
industries, including logistics, distribution,
or pure e-commerce.”
Netiks executives believe that the new
opportunities resulting from expanded
reach and flexibility of choice will increase
revenue. “The software-plus-services
strategy generates transactional revenue
for us,” says Abi-Aad. “Revenues will also
come from custodian fees on securities,
commercial banners and sponsorship of
e-learning videos, integration services,
and e-learning subscriptions. For Netiks,
the software-plus-services strategy is the
way of the future.”
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