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There is no single market for agricultural and soft commodities – each com-
modity has its own unique value chain and combination of production methods, 
processing/transformations, and consumption patterns; the combinations of 
which any particular commodity can, and in many cases will, vary significantly 
by geography.

Prices for these commodities are influ-
enced by weather, input costs (seed, fuel, fer-
tilizer, equipment and labor), changing con-
sumer lifestyles, wealth distribution (both 
globally and within individual countries), 
currency values, interest rates, regulations 
(including impacts of GMO regulations), 
subsidization, and emerging technologies 
(such as bio-fuels). Where any particular en-
terprise falls within the value chain from pro-
ducer to consumer, the influence and impact 
of any one or more of these factors will vary. 

With the majority of agricultural and soft 
commodity wholesale prices at or near 
5 year lows, and the outlook projecting 
more of the same, almost all market par-
ticipants are facing significant challenges 
in maintaining profitability. From producers 
to processors, any company that operates 
in the ags and softs market must remain 
vigilant and constantly adjust to these rap-
idly changing market conditions, includ-
ing uncertainty driven price volatilities, 
in order to ensure a profitable operation.
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FALLING PRICES AND INCREASING 
VOLATILITY

Driven in large part by economic growth in the Asia Pacific region, and particularly China, in the last decade, 
investors began pouring money into developing the infrastructures to support increasing demand for commodities 
of all types, from ags to energy. However, with the slowing of the Chinese economy in the last year, falling from 
double digit growth to possibly well below 7%, the supply chain in almost all commodities has become significantly 
overbuilt, with supply of almost all commodities outpacing demand and driving global prices to record lows.

In over-invested and over-supplied markets, particular-
ly those as complex as the ags and softs markets, price 
movements will be particularly unpredictable. With un-
certain prospects for increasing demand in the short- or 
mid-term, prices will be increasingly sensitive to regional 
events, such as extreme weather, or the tenuous market 
forecasts that are seemingly based on nothing more than 
speculation. Further, given that production in many of these 
agricultural and soft commodities are centered in develop-
ing countries, political instability and limited market liquid-
ity can further contribute to significant price movements. 

GROWING COMPLEXITY IN A GLOBAL 
MARKET

Over the last decade the markets in ags and softs have seen a period of consolidation, with many companies 
pursuing growth, and price risk amelioration, by acquisition of assets both up and down the ags and softs supply 
chain. Trading companies, initially focused on securing supplies from producing regions and transporting those to 
the areas of increasing demand, such as China, began to acquire upstream assets such as farms, plantations, el-
evators, and export facilities. Large food processors too saw advantage in controlling the inputs to their business 
and acquired trading companies, merchant ag firms, and many upstream market components as well. 

These growing companies that now trade, manage, and 
transform physical agricultural commodities, the merchants, 
food processors, and consumer package goods (CPG) com-
panies, face a particularly complex value chain, potentially 
including farms or plantations, elevators or silos, processing 

facilities, manufacturing plants, warehouses, distribution facil-
ities, and numerous transportation assets, including trucks, 
trains, barges, and ocean going vessels. Maximizing the value 
of both the physical assets within that value chain and the com-
modities as they traverse it is a complex balance that requires
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the most up-to-date market information and a set of technology 
tools that provide the analytical capabilities necessary to max-
imize value for any given portfolio of assets and commodities. 
Throughout that value chain, daily and intraday decisions must 
be made as to how to manage supplies, facilities, and product 
movements to ensure profitability in a market in which small 
movements in commodity prices can have a profound effect on 
profitability. These decisions can include, among many:

/  How to optimally manage inventory levels and costs 
across a complex network of warehouses and bulk stor-
age facilities  

/   Balancing costs of commodity purchases and inventory 
movements against the need to maintain adequate sup-
plies of feedstocks, intermediate products (like flours or 
edible oils), and finished consumer products

/  Optimizing recipes for finished consumer products or an-
imal feeds

These firms must have the ability to react quickly to price 
changes, not only for inputs or finished products, but also for 
intermediate products. Comprehensive and real-time visibility 
into current market conditions, inventory levels and valuations, 
and operational costs, combined with advanced analytics will 
allow these companies to determine the highest value for each 
intermediate and finished product and make a rapid determi-
nation as to whether to sell the intermediate or to continue pro-
cessing/improving into stocks of finished goods.

Maintaining the balance between costs and realized value 
requires a fundamental set of tools for optimizing profitability 
– price feeds, market intelligence solutions, and the appro-
priate software systems that can track, value, and measure 
profitability throughout the value chain all backed by a full set 
of advanced analytic tools that allows producers, traders, and 
merchants to test any number of scenarios related to inventory 
requirements, costs, and market prices.
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ADDRESSING COMPLEXITY WHILE 
MAINTAINING PROFITABILITY

Though traditional CTRM solutions can capture and value many of the transactions associated with wholesale 
purchases or trading of agricultural and soft commodities, these systems have proven inadequate in managing 
the complex value chains found in most of these markets. With the development of the first generation of com-
modity management (CM) solutions, merchants, food processors, and CPGs did have a solution for tracking and 
managing commodity trades, inventory movements, and transformations. Additionally, these systems were able 
to provide valuable information and feedback regarding cost management and some of the optionality that might 
exist along that value chain.

The first generation of CM systems were primarily architect-
ed as transaction based systems and were not designed to ad-
dress sophisticated analytics. The growing complexity and glo-
balization of the ags and softs markets has stressed these early 
generation systems’ abilities to model, manage, and provide 
the critical real-time data, information, and analytics required by 
commodities businesses. The necessity to capture, model, an-

alyze, and optimize the many assets, commodities, intermedi-
ate products, and finished goods that flow through global oper-
ations often exceeded the capabilities of these companies’ CM 
systems, particularly as most of these systems are not capable, 
and usually not intended to capture the entirety of the opera-
tional and financial inputs necessary to truly optimize complex 
global supply chains found in today’s ags and softs markets.
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Given that the data required for enterprise level business 
optimization exists across this wide breadth of systems, com-
panies seeking to maximize profitability in today’s market are 
faced with a complex and expensive challenge of aggregating, 

via a complex integration infrastructure, huge amounts of data. 
And even with such a data aggregation infrastructure, CM solu-
tions can only provide a portion of the analytics that are neces-
sary to truly optimize profitability at the enterprise level.

© Commodity Technology Advisory LLC, 2016, All Rights Reserved.

TRANSACTION BASED, FIRST 
GENERATION CM SYSTEMS NOT BUILT 
FOR ANALYTICS

Despite the increasing maturity of CM systems, these systems are simply not architected to be a singular 
system of record for the entirety of a global scale, multi-commodity business. Virtually all larger companies have 
deployed CM solutions as components of an infrastructure that will contain a myriad of other systems – including 
ERP solutions for accounting, administrative functions, and financial reporting. Additionally, rarely will a large 
scale global business deploy only a single CTRM or CM solution for managing a diverse portfolio of agricultural 
and softs commodities. Each of these commodities has very particular markets and uniquely complex functional 
requirements that just simply are not addressed in total by any singular CTRM/CM vendor. As such, it is common 
for larger commodity businesses to have an IT infrastructure that will include any number and combination of ven-
dor supplied solutions and internally-developed software, including spreadsheets.

That being said, with the release of the latest generation 
of CM solutions, many vendors in this space have improved 
their systems’ capabilities in the area of decision support. 
While these updated systems have proven effective for some 
portions of the value chain, particularly in the areas of trading 
and physical logistics, they are limited in their capabilities to 
address the entirety of that chain and the enterprise, which 

is why spreadsheets continue to be the dominant tool used 
for analysis today. With such limited visibility, any optimization 
strategies developed within any singular business unit such as 
trading, or individual facility such as a processing plant, may 
in fact create negative consequences for those units down-
stream, and therefore can have very limited utility.



Enterprise level, analytics driven optimization decisions re-
quire a solution that reaches out to all relevant systems across 
the breadth of the business, including multiple CM and CTRM 
solutions, ERP solutions, operational systems such as facility 
management software, inventory management systems…and 
the list goes on.

  
Further, in this rapidly changing and volatile market, opti-

mizing bottom line performance requires the ability to quickly 
aggregate and analyze an ever-increasing volume of data at 
near real-time speed. Simple integration or data aggregation 
approaches that rely on point-to-point data transfers are insuffi-
cient in this market and may in fact provide misleading analysis 
due to missing or outdated data as processes are initiated or 
files are transferred and aggregated.

Eka’s approach to providing the analytics capabilities nec-
essary to prosper in this market are based upon two main ten-
ants:    

/   All of a company’s data (including spreadsheets) must be 
accessible from one system.

/   Operational and financial optimization, including complex 
scenario testing, is necessary to effectively navigate in a 
market marked by increasing and accelerating volumes 
of data, including what is commonly termed “Big Data.”

Eka’s analytics solution, Commodity Analytics Cloud, en-
ables the complex data aggregation capabilities necessary to 
“see,” in near real-time, across all requisite systems in the en-
terprise. Additionally, leveraging what Eka calls a “Commodity 
Intelligence Engine,” the Commodity Analytics Cloud platform 
uses preconfigured and user definable apps to provide rapid 
analysis and insights into the critical issues facing business 
users, spanning multiple categories including P&L, procure-
ment, risk, and supply chain.

Eka has developed a number of apps to answer the most 
commonly posed questions in the commodity space; addi-
tionally, the platform provides a user-friendly interface that en-
ables business users to develop their own apps. Utilizing an 
in-memory processing grid, the system can process extremely 
large data sets in a very short time to support near real-time 
decision making. Utilizing some of the tools of a Big Data solu-
tion, including the use of NoSQL, the product aggregates data 
from any number of sources: internal systems such as CTRM, 
ETRM, ERP, CRM, and spreadsheets, plus external sources 
such as market curves and weather data.

EKA TAKES AN INNOVATIVE APPROACH
With more than a decade of experience in developing and deploying CTRM and CM solutions in the agricultural 

and softs markets, Eka understands that while a sophisticated and functionally rich CM solution is necessary in 
managing much of the business, there is no singular CM solution that can provide the breadth of data aggregation 
and analytics capabilities that enable complex businesses to truly optimize their bottom line performance.
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Complexity in the supply chains of agricultural and soft commodities has increased due to changing market conditions and 
increasingly global operations that have expanded upstream into supply chains. To remain profitable, agricultural companies from 
producers to processors will need advanced analytics. 

Although many CTRM vendors have started to build dashboards and KPIs into their platforms, these solutions are not sufficient 
as they only provide analysis for data that can be accessed through the CTRM. Transaction-based solutions should not be con-
sidered true analytics solutions as they were not designed to handle the increasing quantities and types of data. A true analytics 
solution provides:

/   Data eco-system that brings in information from multiple internal and external sources

/   Architecture to support high-speed data manipulations and calculations as well as accelerating volumes of data

/   Commodities specific intelligence baked into the analytics solution so users can reap value from the solution immediately

/   Self-service capability so users can use and customize the analytics solution themselves without relying on others

Eka has taken an innovative approach to yesterday’s transaction based solutions, creating a separate analytics platform that 
brings together large amounts of disparate information from multiple sources that includes CTRM and ETRM platforms, and also 
includes data from other internal and external sources such as ERP, CRM, spreadsheets, market curves, and weather data. The 
platform enables users to run complex forecasting models and scenarios to answer the “what if” questions.

SUMMARY
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ABOUT EKA
Eka is the global leader in providing Smart Commodity Management software solutions. Eka’s analytics-driven, 
end-to-end Commodity Management platform enables companies to efficiently and profitably meet the challenges 
of complex and volatile markets.

The company’s best-of-breed solutions manage commodi-
ty trading, enterprise risk, compliance, procurement, supply 
chain, operations, logistics, bulk handling, processing, and 
decision support. Eka partners with customers to accelerate 
growth, increase profitability, improve operational control, and 
manage risks and exposures.

Eka is a team of 315 staff with offices in the Americas, Asia, 
Australia, and EMEA, serving a rapidly growing global client 
base across multiple commodity segments.

To learn about how Eka can add value to your operations, email 
us at info@ekaplus.com.

www.ekaplus.com
info@ekaplus.com
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CTRM markets. We provide the invaluable insights into the issues and trends affecting the 
users and providers of the technologies that are crucial for success in the constantly evolving 
global commodities markets.

Patrick Reames and Gary Vasey head our team, whose combined 60-plus years in the energy 
and commodities markets, provides depth of understanding of the market and its issues that is 
unmatched and unrivaled by any analyst group.
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