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ASlowPathtoRapidSuccessJan26,2009By:MaryJoWagnerWhenasmallgroupoffourvisionariesputtheir"allornothing"RapidEyeconstellationconceptonthetableandchosetoprivatelyfundit—withnoguaranteedpreIsalerevenue—theydidnotchooseaneasypathforthemselves.Itwasabold,ambitiousmissionthatmanythoughtwasdoomedtofail.WhenwordofRapidEye'sactionshitthesatelliteindustry,therewasnoshortageofnaysayerswhothoughtthebusinessplanwasflawed."Whotriestobuildandlaunchfivesatellitessimultaneously?"theyasked."Andwhotakesontheriskofbuildingandlaunchingfivesatelliteswithoutguaranteedrevenue?"theyadded.ButonAugust29th,2008,thedoubterswereallprovedwrongwhenRapidEye'sconstellationoffivesatelliteswassuccessfullylaunchedintoorbit.WolfgangBiedermann,RapidEye'sCEO,talkedtoEarthImagingNewsletter'sMaryJoWagnerabouttheRapidEye"miracle,"supplantingLandsat,andcuttinganewswathintochangeIdetectionapplications.MJW:Itisdifficulttosuccessfullylaunchonesatellite,letalonefivesimultaneously.Whatwastheatmospherelikeonlaunchday?WB:Tense.Eveninthedaysbeforethelaunchyoucouldfeeltensionswerebuildingandonthedayitselfitwastensebecausethereisalwaysariskoflaunchesbeingabortedforsomeunforeseenreason.Thenwhenthecountdownhitzeroandthelaunchbuttonwaspressed,therewasalotofapprehensionforthefirstfewminutestoseeiftherocketwouldmakeit.Itwasn'tuntilwemadethefirstcontact,anhourandahalfafterlaunch,thatyoucouldseepeoplebegintorelax.Butoverallitwasareallyexcitingday.MJW:Didyoueverconsiderlaunchingthefivesatellitesseparately?WB:Veryearlyonwedid.Butitquicklybecameunrealisticbecauselaunchingeverysatelliteseparatelywouldbeveryexpensive.Thecostforalaunchcanrangebetween$10and$20millionU.S.dependingontherocketyouareusing.Wedidcontemplatetwolaunches.Butsinceweneedthreeworkingsatellitesinorbittomeetthebasicrequirementsofourbusinessplan,itreallydidn'tmakesense.Soweultimatelyabandonedthatideaandfiguredithadtobeallornothing.MJW:NowthatRapidEyeisanoperationalreality,whenwillcommissioningbecompletedandsales/distributionbegin?WB:OurcommissioningisdonebyMDA[MacDonaldDettwiler],ourgeneralcontractor.MDAisprovidingaturnkeysystemthatincludescommissioningandcalibration.WeexpectthatcommissioningwillbecompletedbytheendofJanuaryorearlyFebruary.Thesalesprocessstartedalongtimeagoanditisasomewhatdifferentsalesapproach.Thatis,wedon'thavealargeanchorcustomerwhohasbasicallypreIfinancedthebusiness.Sowehavehadtogeneratealotofinterestinourbusinessandourbusinessconceptearlyon.Onaverysmallscale,wehavebeenworkingthemarketsince1999.AfterfinancingwascompletedinmidI2004,weincreasedoureffortsasmuchaswecould.Overthelastfewyearswedidanumberofsmallpilotprojectswithcustomersusingassimilateddatasetstohelpcustomersunderstandthevalueandbenefitsoftheimagerytotheirbusiness.Throughthosetypesofdemonstrationsandacontinualmarketingandeducationcampaign,wegeneratedconsiderableinterestinRapidEyebeforeitslaunchandwehavemanymorepotentialcustomerslinedup.MJW:Asyoutouchedonpreviously,RapidEyewasfinancedalmostsolelyonprivatefundinganddidn'thaveanyguaranteedrevenuefrompreIlaunchsalesagreements.Insteadyouplanonsellingspatialproductstoendusersdirectly.Whatwasthebenefitoftakingthisbusinessmodelapproach?WB:Initiallytherewasnoobviousbenefit,becauseasyoucanimagine,sincewedidnothaveamajor



2009�01�28 http://eirs.geospatial�solutions.com/g...ontent/printContentPopup.jsp?id=577564 #2customerasananchornordidwehaveacompanyinthebackgroundwithdeeppocketstosupportthisventure,raisingfundsfortheprojectwasnoteasy.WhenRapidEyewasfounded,wewereacompanyofaboutfourpeoplewithagoodideawhoneededtofindfinancing.Tryingtofunditthroughpredominantlyprivateresourceswasnotanadvantageousapproachinthebeginning.Butnowthatwehavebeensuccessful,Ithinkourmodelistrulyanadvantagebecausewearetrulyindependent.Wecompletelyownandcontroloursatellites.Unlikeothersinourbusiness,wedon'tjusthavethemarketingrightstothedata.Wealsodon'thaveobligationstoamajoranchorcustomer,sowedon'tneedtocontinuallynegotiatetaskingandorderrequeststoensurethattheydon'tconflictwiththeanchorcustomer.Sointhatrespect,Ithinkweareamuchmorereliablepartnerforcustomers,becausewhenwepromisesomething,weshouldbeabletodeliverit.MJW:Whichusersareyousellingto?WB:Initiallywehavefocusedheavilyonthebroadagriculturalmarket,fromlargefarmers,totheagroIchemicalindustry,tofoodcompanies,forlogisticsandpurchasingplanning.Wearealsoslowlymakinginroadsintothecommoditytradingmarket,whichisoneofthemostdifficultsectors.Inaddition,wehavetargetedvariousgovernmentagenciesthathaveaninterestintheagriculturalindustry.Wehavealsoquicklydiscoveredthatforestryisanothergoodpotentialmarketforusbecausetheirplanning,assessing,andmonitoringactivitiescloselyfollowagriculturecycles.Anothersignificant,corecapabilityischangedetection—identifyingwhathaschangedonearthinfairlyfrequentintervals.WithRapidEye'shighrevisitfrequency,wecangiveourcustomersaviewoftheearthonamonthly,biImonthly,andpotentiallyevenabiIweeklyorweeklybasis,dependingoncloudcover.Changedetectionapplicationsareprovingtobequiteinteresting.Wearealsotalkingtoinfrastructurecompanies,forexample,oilcompaniesandelectricalutilities.They'reinterestedinourdata.Anybodywhoneedscurrentinformationquicklyisagoodtargetforus.MJW:Giventheuncertaineconomictimesatpresent,doesthiscommercialIsalesapproachleaveRapidEyevulnerable?WB:Asidefromsellingsolutions,wearealsosellingdata,andthereisafairlystabledatamarketouttherethatwearetappingintosoIamconfidentthatwewillhavegoodsuccess.Butwiththecurrenteconomictimes,wehavealreadyexperiencedsomereluctancefrompeopletopursuenewideasornewventures.Forexample,thesugarcaneindustryinBrazil,whichisahugeindustry,wasveryinterestedinourdataaboutoneyearago,butgiventhepresenteconomy,ithastemporarilytableditsinterestinacquiringimagery.ButoverallIfeelverygoodaboutourfinancialpositionandI'mconfidentthatwewillreachourobjectivesfor2009.Infact,oncewehavemasteredourfirstyear,Ithinktheuniquenessofourproductandserviceswillspeakforthemselves.SoI'mnotatallconcernedabouttheyearstocome.MJW:Howisprogresscomingonestablishingadistributionnetwork?Howmanydistributors/partnersdoyouhaveatpresent?Howmanynetworkstations?WB:Weareprogressingwell.Ourdirectsalesaregoingwell,particularlysincelaunch.Overnightwewentfroma"virtual"companywithagoodideatoabonafidecompanywithanoperationalsatellitesystem.Thathasenabledustoturnthesalestablesabit—ratherthanonlyuspursuingpotentialcustomers,wenowhavepeopleaskingustovisitanddiscusspartnershipsandsalesopportunities.That'sverypositive.Wehaveafewdistributorslinedupandareinactivenegotiationswithseveralothers.WeexpecttocloseonthoseinJanuaryandFebruary.Overallweplantohaveanetworkofabout20to25distributorsthroughouttheworld.MJW:DespitethehighprofileofthehighIresolutionsatellites,mediumIresolutionsatellitesarestillsuccessful.DidthatbolsteryourconfidenceindevelopingtheRapidEyeconstellation?Howdoyouthinkthedatawillfare?WB:Whenwestartedout,therewascertainlysignificantfocusonthehighIresolutionsector.ButthehighIresolutionmarkettargetsveryspecificcustomers,suchastheintelligenceandmilitarycommunity.Wewantedtomoveinadifferentdirectionanditwasagooddecision,becausesoonwewillstandaloneinthismarket.LandsatisnolongerreliableandIwouldarguethattheSpotmediumIresolutionsatellitesarenearlyattheendoftheirlifetime.Withoutthosetwo,you'vealmostexhaustedthesuppliersinthismarket.Inaddition,there'sauniquenessthatweofferwithourconstellationoffivesatellites.Weareprobablythefirstsatelliteoperatorthatcanalmostguaranteedeliveryofuseabledata.Sowefeelverygoodaboutourpositionrightnow.Infact,italmostturnedoutbetterthanweexpectedtenyearsago.Weexpectthatwewilleasilymakeourforecastof$20to$25millionU.S.in2009andhopetoactuallydosignificantlybetterthanthat.Weexpecttopeakoperationsinfiveyearstogeneratebetween$150to$200millionU.S.inrevenue.Thoseareourgoals.



2009�01�28 http://eirs.geospatial�solutions.com/g...ontent/printContentPopup.jsp?id=577564 #3MJW:Youreportedlyhavesignificantinterestfrominsurancecompaniesandagriculturecooperatives.CanyounamesomeofthemandexplainwhatattractsthemtoRapidEye?WB:OneofourveryearlyinvestorswhoprovidedusseedmoneywasVereinigteHagel,thelargesthailinsurancecompanyinGermany—theycontrolabout65percentmarketshareoftheagroIinsuranceindustryinGermany.TheywereatruebelieverintheRapidEyeconceptandarenowoneofourstablecustomers.WearealsoworkingverycloselywithMunichRe,amajorreIinsurancecompanyinthecountryandnumbertwointheworld.Duetoconfidentialityagreements,Iamnotatlibertytodivulgeanyothercustomernames,butIcantellyouthatweareveryactiveintheagroIinsurancesectorsinEuropeandinNorthAmerica.MJW:Howistheimageryofhelptotheirbusiness?WB:WearedevelopingproductsandsolutionsinpartnershipwiththesecustomerstoensurethatwearedeliveringthevalueIaddedinformationtheyneed.Forexample,wehelpedtocreateandimplementacomplete,geospatialIbasedinsurancesystemforLithuania.Priortolastyear,Lithuaniadidn'thaveanagroIinsurancesystemoranywaytomonitorandmanageinsuranceprogramsfortheagricultureindustry.Toadequatelydevelopinsurancepolicies,youneedtoknowexactlywhatcropyouareinsuring,theexactlocationofthefields,andthepotentialdamageriskstothatparticularareafromhailordroughtorotherweatherIrelatedevents.Wehelpedestablishacompletegeospatialinformationsystemthatwasoperationalin2008,anditwillnowincorporateRapidEyedata.Thatsystemnowprovidesauthoritieswithamethodologytoidentifythegeographiclocationoffields,tomonitorthoseareasregularly,andtosupportdamageassessments.MJW:Inapreviousinterview,youstatedthatwithRapidEyeyouarefocusingonhighfrequencyandreliability,ratherthanresolutiontoprovideanimpetusfornewbusinessgrowth.Wheredoyouseebusinessopportunities?Howdoyouseethemissionbeingabletotakesatelliteimageryintonewmarkets?WB:IbelievethatthereliabilityandthecurrentnessofinformationderivedfromtheunderlyingdataisgoingtodrivethismarketintoallkindsofmonitoringandchangeIdetectionapplicationswhereyou'redealingwithfairlyfrequentchanges.Agricultureisanobviousonebutmonitoringinfrastructure,suchaspipelinesandutilitylines,isalsoapotentialmarket.Forexample,youcoulduseimagerytomonitorpipelines,particularlyinremoteareas,andidentifyanyadverseaffectsfromsurroundingactivities,suchasconstruction.Therewillbeanincreasingdemandforcurrentinformation,evenintheconsumermarkets,aspeoplebecomeawareofwhatisavailable.MJW:WhatisyourendgoalwithRapidEye?WB:Thoughthisisnotourendgoal,wearehopingtobecometheLandsatreplacement.OurdataisveryclosetotheLandsatofferingandwehavemanymorefeaturesthatLandsatdidnothave.SowearehopingtohelpfillthevoidcausedbytheproblemsofthecurrentLandsatsatellites.Wedon'tlookatourselvesasasatelliteoperatorthatjustwantstoselldata.Weseeourselvesasageospatialinformationprovider.WewanttosupplyreadyItoIusesolutionsthatcustomerscanreadilyintegrateintotheirbusiness—thatunderlyingsatellitedatathenisirrelevanttotheclient.OurapproachissimilartothemodernIdaycomputer.Historicallyyouhadtorememberstringsofcommandstoworkacomputer.Nowadays,youturnonacomputerandyoustartworking.That'stheideawehaveforourbusiness.WewanttomakeiteasyandaffordableforpeopletousegeoIinformation.Ialsobelievewe'llseesignificantconsolidationsinthegeospatialindustry,particularlyinthevalueIaddedsectorwhichishighlyfragmented.Wehopetoplayaroleinthisconsolidationprocess.MJW:Practicallyspeaking,however,canyoureallybeaninformationmanagementproviderwithouttheunderlyingdata?WB:Youalwaysneeddata.That'sabsolutelyright.Wecertainlyexpecttostartworkingonthenextgenerationofoursatelliteswithinayearortwo.ButinthelongItermourmainfocuswillbeongeospatialservicesandsolutionsmoperatingsatellitesisanimportantnecessitybutitisnotatthecoreofourbusinessstrategy.


