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Binder Hamlyn, London

I qualified as a Chartered Accountant with this London firm which was at the time one of the ten largest firms in England.

Although principally involved in audit, I completed a large number of special projects which developed my analytical and reporting skills. In the four years after qualifying, I progressed through four supervisory levels to become at 25 the youngest Audit Manager ever appointed in the firm. I had responsibility for the largest audit clients and this brought me into social contact and negotiation with directors of public companies.

When I let it be known that I wanted to travel, the firm paid for me to visit its associates in Hong Kong and Melbourne, but in the end the need for change took me to an Audit Manager’s position with Peat Marwick in Hong Kong.

Key experience:
Communicating effectively at senior management level
Managing a large staff in disparate, simultaneous projects

Peat Marwick, Hong Kong

This was not a smart move. Peat Marwick, largely because of the way business was done in Hong Kong, was a very staid and rigid work environment which I did not enjoy at all. Hong Kong and its business ethic was totally unlike what I had experienced in England. It encouraged me to think entrepreneurially and internationally.

After discussions with the Australian and UK managing partners when they visited Hong Kong, I accepted an offer to work in the Sydney partnership of Binder Hamlyn, with the prospects of an early partnership.

Key experience:
Exposure to extremely entrepreneurial corporations

Binder Hamlyn, Australia

I became involved with the audit of the Consolidated Press group at an early stage, but this quickly developed into a number of special financial projects for the Packer group including ski resort profitability analysis and special interest magazine publishing.

Binder Hamlyn was at the time suffering from “partnership wars” which provided an invaluable introduction to high-level politics. I agreed to transfer to Melbourne as a partner-elect at age 30. But at the point when I was considering whether I could work with my prospective partners, one of Kerry Packer’s senior executives came to Melbourne to ask if I wanted to be involved in the financial control of an absolutely new technology – home video.

Key experience:
Project analysis in the communications & publishing industry
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Publishing and Broadcasting Video

It seems strange to relate now, but a move from the accounting profession to a business accounting position was, at the time, an irreversible commitment. It is a move which turned out to be one of the best of my working career.

Home video was in its infancy and many theories on how it could be turned to profit were being discussed. I was Vice President, Finance of a division of Channel 9 which had committed nearly $10million to product rights when I joined. I was one of 5 Vice Presidents and the environment was exciting and incredibly fast-moving. We went from zero to about $40million a year in sales in about three years. It was my job to keep a financial and organisational lid on this growth. At the same time, I acquired responsibility for the sale of Taurina Spa mineral water and learned about some of the aspects of mainstream retailing.

We also introduced comprehensive reporting systems under a VAX system.

Like most senior financial executives, I had a desire to run an entire company – even a small one. I became General Manager of Video Channel, a small division which distributed training videos to businesses. Over the next 18 months we grew the business by 100% but it remained a poor relation of the more exciting home video divisions. I made an offer with my Sales Manager to acquire the division but failed to reach agreement with the new holding company which was no longer part of the Packer empire.

Key experience:
Meeting the needs of corporate management
Introducing computer systems
Managing  a  complete range of staff in a full company environment
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First Training

In January 1985, we therefore founded our own training video distribution company in Australia with an external investment of A$250,000. This company was later to become First Training, the largest distributor of training videos in the Southern Hemisphere. By 1993, when I sold my shareholding, First Training had grown to a business with A$8 million in sales from 9 offices in 4 countries, employing 50 staff.

During this entire period I was Joint Managing Director and the major driving force in the expansion of the business and the introduction of necessarily increasingly complex reporting and control systems. We were one of the first companies in Australia to put in place full Postscript production of catalogue and marketing material at a time when PC’s were not commonplace, let alone desktop publishing.

This was at the same time the most exciting, frustrating, satisfying, and exhausting 8 years of my life.

We started with a few licenses from producers we had not represented at Video Channel, and at the end we had all the licenses and no practical competitors. But it getting to this point, we had, of necessity, involved too many non-managerial shareholders. We had also been too kind in assessing the capabilities of staff we acquired in two major takeovers/mergers. In particular, the last of these left us with a highly politicised management structure. After four months of intense negotiation, the takeover had left me exhausted.

After a further six months of frustration and failing, in my view, to get the support I felt I had earned from my fellow shareholders, I resigned. In retrospect, I think if I had been able to take a break, I would have continued and directed the company into new areas. The company continues at a reduced level in a business (video-based training) which has now seen its best days.

The best times for me were the middle years when we had passed the problems of a start-up, had a great, loyal, and highly committed team, and could see a real vision for the future. In a small way, it seems to me now like what I have read of the best days of Apple Computer when everyone was pulling together with the same certainty that we had something very special going for us.

Key experience:
Being where the Buck stopped
Using new technology to improve company performance
Creating a large company from zero
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Companies owned by S Verdon

Catch 123

The origins of Open Communications Inc lie with its Australian parent, Open Media Pty Limited. That company was formed in March 1984, as Catch 123 Pty Limited, to exploit the newly-arrived personal computer in the context of film production. To that point, all movie production accounting was a hopelessly historic affair. Films costing multi-millions would be all but finished before accurate cost analyses were available. Open Media used portable PC’s to provide up-to-the-minute financial information during the course of film production. I became a self-taught computer software developer, using a variety of programs to meet the needs of production companies in controlling and monitoring finances.

We sold the film production accounting business to one of our staff after about 3 years.

I see that one of the staff we trained was Production Accountant on the 1999 movie “The Matrix” which was shot in Australia.

Key experience:
Adapting proprietary computer software to produce a specialised solution
Self-taught understanding of the detail of many computer programs
Developing awareness of the film finance and production process

Open Media

We leveraged our knowledge of the film-making process and my involvement in training film distribution, to produce a series of Australian training videos using well-known local actors. Open Media licensed the videos for distribution, principally in Australia but also worldwide. The six videos we produced have now been licensed all around the world and have generated some A$1.4million in gross sales in the last 10 years.

After leaving First Training, I became involved in the distribution of computer books using direct marketing methods in Australia. It proved difficult to create a successful level of sales given the promotional costs. But there was clearly a need for a broad range of computer books to be made widely available. Then the Internet began to be discussed…

Open Communications

In September 1995, we established a presence on the Internet at www.opengroup.com. Since then, the web site has been developed to become the principal selling tool with over 800,000 automatically and manually generated pages. It offers secure order processing and a “shopping cart” system. Approximately 600,000 books and 100,000 maps are now listed. All the books are US publications and some 40% of sales are exports. Approximately 14% of all sales are to Australia. 

One of the most critical marketing elements is the delivery-inclusive pricing offered to minimize consumer doubt, and Australian dollar as well as US dollar pricing. This alone accounts for the abnormally high sales to Australia.

We have deliberately concentrated on “content over form” at our site. The pages are not full of slow-to-load graphics. There are no animated gifs, no Java. But it works and delivers the information demanded by the customer as promptly and effectively as current Internet technology will allow. It is not as fancy as Amazon’s site, but it costs us just A$600 a month to host.

The database development, marketing strategies, site design, programming, and maintenance were all undertaken by me without assistance.
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Personal Information


Date of birth
16th August 1951

Place of birth
London

Nationality
Australian/British (US resident status)

Health
Good

Marital Status
Long-term relationship; no children

Education



University of Kent at Canterbury
BA with Honours in Accounting
1969 to1972

Merchant Taylors’ School
8 Ordinary Levels; 3 A Levels
1962 to 1969

Qualifications


Fellow of the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England & Wales
1975

Employment



Open Communications Inc
Owner and President
1994 to present
Salary: US$50,000

First Training Pty Limited
Joint Managing Director
1986 to 1993
Salary: A$35,000->A$110,000

Open Media Pty Limited
Owner; Producer; Distributor
1985 to present

Video Channel Pty Limited and

Publishing & Broadcasting Video
General Manager

Vice President - Finance
1983 to 1985

1982 to 1983
Salary: A$30,000->A$75,000

Catch 123 Pty Limited
Owner
1983 to 1985

Binder Hamlyn, Australia
Manager
1981 to 1982

Peat Marwick, Hong Kong
Audit Manager
1980

Binder Hamlyn, London
To Audit Manager
1972 to 1979

Companies owned by Verdon are italicised.

Open Communications Inc
Open Media Pty Limited
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