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REACHING OUT

Having web-enabled its Java-based core banking system, Habib Bank is
now deploying a clutch of new access channels including web, WAP
and GSM short messaging

For customers of Habib Bank;, the business of managing their money has suddenly
becomme much more convendent. On September 1, in one grand gesture, the bank
launched a cluteh of new chanmels, allowing its customers (who reside mainly in the
Mruted Arah Emirates) to access their accounts not only from any web-enabled PC,
bt also via WAP.based mobile phones.

Those with regular G3M phones can now subscrbe to a customized SMS service that
uzes push technology to send out messages when certain events ocour in their
accounts, And to round things off, Habdb Bank has also put a new AT network in

place.

With WAP, Habib Bank was brealing new ground, It was the first bank in the Middle
East to announce such a service. 5o what has been the response from customers?
"Everyhody is talking about the WAP service, but at the moment more peopls are
using the web," says Habib bank chief executive, Reza Habib.
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Habth Bank's center of gravity may be the UAE, but the bank is incotporated in
Switzetland, It began life in India more than a century ago, as a family banking
business known as Habib Bank Ltd, bt after partition i 1947, found itgelf in Palastan,
In 1974, with some 2,000 branches, it was brought under state control. By that stage,
however, the founding famdly had set up Habib Bank &g in Sunich, and was busy
developing the bank's commercial potential waorldwide, beginning with a prime focus
oty trade finance, Today, Habib Bank A g operates in the UAE, S Lanka, the UK, the
U3 and a growing number of Afnican states,

Habib Bank's IT 12 managed from Dubat, In 1995, hawving previously man its operations
o locatized PCs, the bank installed a TCPAP-based WAN, with a Sun-Sybase platform
at the back end. Today, mid-range Sun Enterprise servers power the network from the
AE and other Sun equipment has steadily been introduced in the branches.

Hahbib Bank is a Java pioneer, In the mid 1990s, having rejected the accspted client.
gerver model becauge of the high administration overheads associated with
maintaining fat clients, it zet about developing its own object-based language that
would allow it to create a mote fexble general banking application. It created a
platform-ndependent language called hPlus and, using the language, went on to budld
a modular banking package that goes by the same name. Along the way, however, the
bank tapped into developments in Catifornda and was amazed to find that hPlus was
remarkably simdlar to Java,

Convinced that Java had the backing and momentum to become a global standard,
Habib Bank decided to port hPlus across, and it has remained a keen advocate of Java
technology ever since. The switch for the recently announced ATM netwark, for
instance, is one of the first in the world to be developed on a Java platform. "Backin
1997, we could see that the teething problems associated with Jeava were going to be
regolved, because we had been through that life cycle once ourselres with hPlus”
says Habib,

"There were two reasons irutially for migrating to Java" he continues. "First, it iz
based on acceptability-every browser was going to support Java, and secand,
hecause there was going to be a huge team working on it, we thought it would evolve
really well, They have done a tremendous job; today there are millions of users; and
component development is getting more and more exciting, To my mind, the only thing
lacking i a native Javwa computer-a ightweight client that past nans Java"

hFhas was among the world's first portable Java banking solutions. Based on a core of
35 modules, the package offers 1,000 options that paved the way not only for s full-
fledged banking system, but also the ficed location and mobile services the bank is
now introducing. "hPlus today relies on a Sybasge back end, which has some powerful
Tava capabilities that no other database vendor provides,” says Habib. "In Sybase
WVersion 12, for example, you have columns and tables that are actually Java objects,
whereas, with other databases, you have to do yous own serjalization to access
objects in the database, And with the rest of the system now in Java, deployment is
quite flexable. We have a simple, multi-tiered architecture-keeping it simple is the
secret. Interoperability remains the biggest problem facing financial institutions "

For the front end, Habib continues to investigate thin clients. "The SunRay concept iz
really quite beaudiful " he says. "It gets back to the old world of total centralized
power, but it needs a lot of bandwidth to communicate with central services, and if
wour operation spans different countries it is too expensive. But we recently deployed
an [P-telephony application in the bank, and we are looking at devices that are
essentially telephones-Samsung has an IP phone, with & browser, pullowt keyboard
and touchscreen [ believe we could replace T0.20% of the PCs in the hank with
something like that
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With hPlus fully implemented in the branches, the bank last vear turned ite attention
to developing additional ways to interface with its customers. "The next step was
these delivery channels, which will allow s to realize further benefits. And the good
patt iz that, with the internet, we can bring a new product to matket every month if we
]jke-ll

The first such added-walue offering is an internet-based letters of credit application
the bank was due to launch in November. "We can offload more and more services to
the weh, which means customers have better control of their accounts and easier
access, and at the bankowe save alot of labor," says Hahib.

Aait worked ot its web and WAP services, the bank's chief concerty has been
secuity. "We currently have two different types of commercial firewalls from Cisco
atud Suty, and every device i the server root nuns SunScreen Lite " Habib explains.
"Beyond that, we have our own firewall bridge that is written in Java, But you can
nevet be too careful. Security is the one area where we are willing to pay dollars for
cotsultancy.

"But once we had deployed the security, the great upside is that the entire hPlus
banking system is now web-enabled. I can sit in Los Angeles and do my work as if 1
was in Dubai, not through the internet banking applicatiory, but wia hPlus itself. With
the security in place, we have proper digital certificates to ensure that [ am who I say ]
am when [ log on. 3o it has become very convenient. Bank employees can roam
around freely and still keep up to date in thedr work "
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