
These examples illustrate the structure, depth, and type of output produced during a Phase 1 diagnostic. They are anonymised
and provided to support decision-making — not as case studies or endorsements.

Petroleum Retail: Accounting Automation Assessment

Background Context

A privately owned fuel retail company operates 10 gas stations across multiple locations. The business has grown
steadily, but its finance and accounting processes have not kept pace. Financial operations are handled by one
accountant supported by three administrative staff, relying heavily on spreadsheets, emails, and manual checks.

The owner is technologically curious and understands the potential of AI tools such as ChatGPT, but lacks a clear
roadmap for integrating AI into daily accounting operations in a way that is secure, compliant, and scalable.

The business is seeking to modernise its finance function through practical, low-friction accounting automation,
reducing manual workload while improving accuracy, visibility, and control.

The Scenario

The finance team manually processes supplier invoices, fuel delivery statements, credit card slips, and bank
transactions for all 10 stations. Data is captured into spreadsheets and periodically posted into the accounting system.
Bank reconciliations, supplier statement checks, and inter-station allocations are performed manually at month end.

This results in:

Heavy reliance on individual staff knowledge

Delayed month-end close

High risk of errors and missed transactions

Limited real-time visibility for the owner

Although the owner uses ChatGPT informally and understands its potential, there is no structured integration between
AI tools, the accounting system, banks, or document workflows.

The objective is to introduce end-to-end accounting automation that supports the existing team, reduces manual effort,
and enables the owner to make faster, better-informed decisions.

Executive Summary

This document outlines a practical strategy for introducing an integrated data and automation platform to a fuel retail
business currently relying on manual, spreadsheet-based accounting processes. The platform connects bank feeds,
supplier invoices, and accounting systems to eliminate manual data entry, accelerate month-end close, and provide
real-time financial visibility across all stations.

1. Product Vision & User Definition

Product Vision Statement

The platform transforms a fuel retail business from reactive spreadsheet accounting into a proactive, automated finance
function where the team gains hours back each week, the owner has real-time visibility into every station's
performance, and AI handles routine tasks while humans focus on insight and control.

User Types



The three primary user types are:

1. Business Owner – Needs visibility and insights without learning complex systems

2. Accountant – Responsible for accuracy, compliance, and monthly close

3. Admin Staff – Handles invoice capture, data entry, payments, and filing

Selected User: Accountant

Main Objective: Ensure accurate, timely, and compliant financial records across all 10 stations while maintaining
control over the chart of accounts, reconciliations, and month-end close.

Biggest Frustrations & Risks:

Time burden: Spending 60-70% of time on manual data entry, reconciliations, and chasing missing documents
instead of analysis and planning

Error risk: High potential for duplicate entries, missing transactions, or incorrect allocations across stations due to
manual data handling

Lack of real-time visibility: Cannot provide the owner with up-to-date financial position without manual
compilation work

Month-end bottleneck: Reconciliations and inter-station allocations create a 5-7 day delay in closing books

Dependency risk: Heavy reliance on institutional knowledge and manual checks means any absence creates
significant disruption

2. Strategy & Success Metrics

Core Strategy

Automation-First, Human-Verified Approach

The business will adopt a progressive automation strategy that:

1. Starts with Integration: Connect existing systems (accounting software, banks, suppliers) to eliminate manual
data transfer

2. Layers in Intelligence: Apply AI-driven data extraction, transaction coding, and reconciliation assistance

3. Maintains Human Control: Automate routine tasks while keeping the accountant in oversight role for exceptions
and approvals

4. Builds Incrementally: Deploy quick wins first (bank feeds, invoice OCR) before tackling complex workflows

5. Stays Cloud-Native: Use affordable, proven cloud-based tools that integrate easily without heavy IT requirements

The strategy prioritizes augmentation over replacement — empowering the existing team to work faster and smarter
rather than replacing human judgment.

Success Metrics

Main Objective (6-12 months): Reduce manual data entry and reconciliation time by 60% while maintaining 100%
accuracy and audit compliance.

Measurable Outcomes:

1. Reduction in manual data entry: Decrease time spent on invoice and transaction data entry from ~15 hours/week
to <5 hours/week

2. Faster bank reconciliation: Reduce bank reconciliation time from 5 days to 1 day per month

3. Shorter month-end close: Reduce month-end close from 10 days to 5 days

4. Error reduction: Decrease transaction coding errors by 70% through automated coding and validation rules



3. Accounting Automation Journey & MVP

End-to-End Accounting Journey: Supplier Invoice Process

Step-by-step flow:

1. Document Capture

2. Supplier invoices arrive via email or paper

3. Admin staff forward invoices to a dedicated email address or upload to a document capture platform

4. OCR/AI tool automatically extracts: supplier name, invoice number, date, amount, line items, station allocation

5. AI-Assisted Data Extraction & Coding

6. System extracts key fields (supplier, amount, date, tax, station allocation)

7. AI suggests GL codes based on historical patterns and invoice content

8. AI flags anomalies (e.g., unusual amounts, duplicate invoices)

9. System assigns a confidence score to each extraction

10. Human Review & Approval

11. Admin staff reviews extracted data and makes corrections if needed

12. Transactions flagged as low-confidence or exceptions route to accountant

13. Accountant reviews and approves batch before posting

14. Automated Posting

15. Approved invoices automatically post to accounting system

16. AI generates descriptive journal entries based on transaction patterns

17. System logs all actions for audit trail

18. Payment & Reconciliation

19. Payment batches are created and reviewed

20. Bank feed automatically matches payments to invoices

21. Exceptions flagged for manual review

MVP Feature Set & Prioritisation

Core Features:

1. Automated Invoice Capture & OCR - Extract data from supplier invoices via email/upload

2. Bank Feed Integration - Real-time transaction import from primary business accounts

3. AI-Assisted Transaction Coding - Suggest GL codes based on historical patterns and rules

4. Simple Approval Workflow - Route exceptions and high-value items for review

5. Auto-Reconciliation Engine - Match bank transactions to invoices/receipts automatically

6. Exception Dashboard - Centralized view of items requiring attention

7. Audit Trail & Document Storage - Maintain full history of all automated actions

Prioritisation Framework: Value vs. Complexity



Implementation Priority:

1. Bank feed integration (foundation for all reconciliation)

2. Invoice capture & OCR (eliminates most manual data entry)

3. Document storage (establishes single source of truth)

4. AI-assisted coding (reduces decision fatigue)

5. Auto-reconciliation (accelerates month-end)

6. Approval workflows (maintains control)

7. Exception dashboard (improves visibility)

4. Data & Technical Considerations

Core Systems & Tools

Essential integration architecture:

1. Accounting Software - Cloud-based system (Sage Business Cloud)

2. Central repository for all financial data

3. API-enabled for automation

4. Bank Feeds - Direct connection to all business bank accounts

5. Real-time transaction import

6. Secure authentication via Open Banking or bank partnerships



7. Document Management - Cloud storage integrated with accounting system

8. Automated filing by supplier, date, station

9. OCR-enabled for data extraction

10. AI/Automation Platform - Integration layer connecting systems

11. Document processing (e.g., Dext, Hubdoc, Parseur)

12. Rule engine and ML-based coding suggestions

13. ChatGPT API or similar for natural language assistance

14. Communication Tools - Email integration for invoice receipt and notifications

15. Automated routing and alerts

AI as a Finance Assistant

Practical Application: Variance Explanation & Financial Insights

The owner could interact with an AI assistant integrated with the accounting data:

Example Use Cases:

1. Variance Analysis

2. Owner: "Why is fuel cost up 15% at Station 3?"

3. AI: "Station 3 fuel costs increased R223,200 (15%) vs. last month. Analysis shows: (1) Volume up 8% - 5 large
commercial customer fillups recorded, (2) Unit cost up 7% - wholesale price increased on Oct 15 delivery, (3) One
credit note pending from supplier for damaged delivery. Recommendation: Review commercial customer contract
profitability."

4. Performance Summaries

5. Owner: "How are we performing this month?"

6. AI: "Through Day 20, revenue is 3% ahead of forecast (R3.31M vs R3.22M). Margins are slightly compressed
(22.1% vs 23% target) due to wholesale cost increases. Stations 2, 5, and 8 are outperforming; Station 6 is 12%
behind - appears related to roadworks limiting access. Cash position is strong at R846K vs R684K target."

7. Journal Entry Assistance

8. Accountant: "I need to record a fuel delivery that was split between two stations."

9. AI: "I'll help you create the journal entries. Please provide: (1) Total delivery amount, (2) Split between Station A
and Station B, (3) Supplier name. I'll generate the entries with appropriate GL codes and descriptions based on
your previous delivery postings."

Implementation:

AI assistant has read-only access to accounting data via API

Conversational interface (web/mobile app or integration with tools like Teams)

Context-aware responses based on role (owner gets strategic insights, accountant gets technical details)

Secure authentication and audit logging of all queries

Risks & Mitigation

Risk 1: Data Accuracy & Over-Reliance on Automation

Risk Description:

Automated coding and reconciliation may confidently apply incorrect categorizations, leading to material misstatements.
Team may become complacent and stop reviewing automated entries, trusting the system implicitly.

Mitigation Strategy:

Confidence Scoring: All AI-suggested transactions flagged with confidence level (High/Medium/Low)



Threshold Rules: Auto-post only High confidence items below R9,000; everything else requires review

Random Sampling: Accountant reviews 10% of auto-posted transactions weekly

Learning Feedback Loop: Corrections are fed back to improve AI accuracy

Monthly Validation: Cross-check key account balances against manual calculations first 6 months

Clear Documentation: Maintain manual procedure documentation as backup

Progressive Trust: Start with 100% review, gradually increase automation as accuracy proves out

Risk 2: Staff Resistance & Knowledge Loss

Risk Description:

Experienced staff may resist change, fearing job loss or reduced importance. If admin staff leave, their tacit knowledge
about supplier quirks, station-specific issues, and workarounds is lost.

Mitigation Strategy:

Change Communication: Frame automation as "removing drudgery" not "replacing people" - time saved allows
focus on analysis and problem-solving

Involve Staff Early: Admin staff help configure rules and train the system on their knowledge

New Responsibilities: Redefine roles to focus on exception handling, supplier relationships, and process
improvement

Knowledge Capture: Document tribal knowledge into system rules and procedures as part of implementation

Training & Support: Hands-on training with practice environment; ongoing support channel

Gradual Transition: Run parallel systems initially so staff build confidence

Celebrate Wins: Share metrics on time saved and errors prevented to demonstrate value

5. Implementation & Governance Plan

Implementation Approach

Phase 1: Foundation (Months 1-2) - "Quick Wins"

Objectives: Establish core infrastructure, demonstrate immediate value, build team confidence

Activities:

Implement bank feed integration for primary accounts (all 10 stations)

Deploy document capture tool (email forwarding address + mobile upload app)

Migrate existing supplier invoice templates to OCR system

Configure basic storage structure (by supplier, by station, by month)

Responsibility Shifts:

Admin Staff: Forward invoices to capture email instead of saving to shared drive; scan/upload paper receipts via
mobile app

Accountant: Review OCR accuracy; train system on supplier formats; approve bank feed connections

Quick Win Metric: Eliminate 80% of manual invoice data entry within 60 days

Phase 2: Intelligence (Months 3-4) - "Smart Coding"

Objectives: Reduce decision-making burden, accelerate transaction processing

Activities:

Configure rule-based coding for recurring suppliers and transaction types

Train AI model on 6 months historical transactions

Implement confidence-based review workflow

Create exception dashboard



Responsibility Shifts:

Admin Staff: Focus on exception resolution rather than routine data entry; provide feedback on incorrect codings

Accountant: Refine coding rules; review medium/low confidence suggestions; monitor accuracy metrics

Success Metric: 70% of bank transactions auto-coded with high confidence

Phase 3: Reconciliation (Months 5-6) - "Automated Matching"

Objectives: Accelerate month-end close, improve cash visibility

Activities:

Enable auto-matching of bank transactions to invoices

Configure multi-station allocation rules for shared suppliers

Implement supplier statement reconciliation assistance

Deploy AI-powered variance explanation tool for owner

Responsibility Shifts:

Admin Staff: Manage supplier statements upload; resolve matching exceptions

Accountant: Review auto-reconciliations; investigate flagged variances; maintain matching rules

Success Metric: Month-end close reduced from 10 days to 5 days

Governance & Controls

Accuracy & Auditability:

1. Audit Trail Requirements

2. All automated actions logged with timestamp, confidence score, and rule applied

3. Original source documents immutably linked to posted transactions

4. Change history maintained for all corrections and overrides

5. Review Controls

6. Mandatory review for: transactions >R9,000, new suppliers, low confidence suggestions

7. Weekly review meeting: Accountant and admin lead review exception report

8. Monthly validation: Accountant performs analytical review of key accounts

9. Access & Authorization

10. Role-based permissions: Admin (capture/review), Accountant (approve/post), Owner (view/query)

11. Dual authorization for payment batches >R90,000

12. System administrator access limited to accountant only

Documentation & Maintenance:

1. Living Process Documentation

2. Automated process flows documented with screenshots and decision trees

3. Coding rules and allocation logic maintained in shared knowledge base

4. Updated quarterly or whenever process changes

5. Configuration Management

6. All system rules and settings version-controlled

7. Changes tested in sandbox environment before production deployment

8. Rollback procedures documented

9. Continuous Improvement



10. Monthly review of accuracy metrics and time savings

11. Quarterly assessment of new automation opportunities

12. Annual vendor review and system capability assessment

Phased Delivery Strategy

Constraints:

No IT team (accountant acts as system admin with vendor support)

Budget: R90,000-R180,000 first year (software subscriptions + implementation support)

Skills: Admin staff comfortable with mobile apps/email; accountant has intermediate Excel skills; owner is
technology-curious but not technical

Delivery Roadmap:

Month 1-2: Foundation Setup Month 3-4: Smart Automation
Month 5-6:
Reconciliation &
Insights

Month 7-12: Optimization
& Scale

Week 1-2: Select and subscribe to
cloud accounting + document capture
tools

Configure coding rules for top
20 suppliers (80% of volume)

Enable auto-matching for
straightforward
transactions

Refine rules based on 6
months operating data

Week 3-4: Configure bank feeds; train
admin staff on document upload

Enable AI suggestions for
remaining transactions

Deploy supplier statement
reconciliation tool

Expand automation to inter-
station allocations

Week 5-6: Migrate 3 months historical
data; establish baseline metrics

Implement exception
dashboard and review workflow

Configure AI assistant for
owner queries

Implement cash flow
forecasting based on
automated data

Week 7-8: Run parallel with existing
process; validate accuracy

Reduce accountant review to
medium/low confidence items
only

First fully automated
month-end close

Explore advanced analytics
and reporting

Success Factors:

Vendor Partnership: Select tools with strong support and training resources

Change Management: Weekly team check-ins to address concerns and celebrate progress

Iterative Improvement: Start conservatively, increase automation as confidence grows

Owner Sponsorship: Regular demo sessions keep owner engaged and supportive

Diagrams

Accounting Automation Context Diagram



Review Workflow Process Chart





Exception Handling Paths

Common Exceptions

1. Duplicate Detection

Flag duplicate

Accountant reviews both

Keep one, reject other

2. Missing Information

Request from supplier

Hold in pending queue

Auto-remind after 7 days



3. Allocation Required (Multi-station)

Apply allocation rule if exists

Otherwise, flag for accountant

Create rule for future

4. Bank Reconciliation Mismatch

Suggest possible matches

Admin investigates timing/amount differences

Manual match or create adjustment

Summary

This approach represents a pragmatic, achievable path to modernizing a small business finance function without
requiring enterprise-scale resources or disrupting daily operations. By focusing on eliminating manual data entry,
enabling intelligent automation with appropriate human oversight, and providing the owner with AI-powered financial
insights, the solution delivers measurable value while respecting the constraints of a small team.

The key to success is progressive automation: start with foundational integrations that deliver immediate relief (bank
feeds, document capture), layer in intelligence as confidence builds (AI-assisted coding, auto-reconciliation), and
ultimately provide strategic insights that transform the owner's relationship with their financial data.

This approach balances innovation with pragmatism, ensuring that a technologically curious owner can harness AI
and automation tools effectively while maintaining the accuracy, control, and compliance essential to sound financial
management.


