A life in uncharted

The adventure
continues for a
German entrepreneur
taking on Australia’s
big banks, writes
Miriam Steffens.

hatwould possessa

suecessful Buropean

businessman to packhis

wife and five children on
to a40-metre yacht, sail the seven seas
to the other end of the world and set
upin Sydneywith amissionto take on
Australia’s big banks? :

Tobetruthful, the settiing-on-
Australian-shores-partwas
prompied by an accident: his boat
struckareefoffFijiand had tobe
serviced in Australia, bringing Jost
Stollmann and hiswife to Sydney on
astunningwinter’sdayin 2003, "We
fellinlovewith the geography of the:
city, with theclimate ofthe cityand
the culture of the city,” he says,

Butthe storyreflects theideals of
challenge, free enterpriseand
exploration thatdefine this German
businessman's career. Stollmann,
whoisthe biggest shareholderand
chief executive of TyroPayments, a
company providing eftpos payment
services, has alwaysliked to do
things differently.

Havingmade hiswealth withanIT
servicescompanyin Germany that
atthe time ofits sale was turning
over €1 billion, he walked away from
becoming economics minister of the
world'sthird-largest economy days
beforebeing swornin, Instead, he
gave lectures promotinga US-style
“entrepreneurship culture” to his
tisk-averse countrymen and took his
family onthatjourney. He found a
newfrontierin Australia’s oligopol-
Isticbanking system, segking to
carveaniche inthe $400 billion card
transactions business.

Tyroispositioningitselfasan
alternative to the payment systems
offered by the bigfourbanks, using
aninternet protocol technology to
process debitand credit card
transactions which it says is faster,
cheaper and morereliable. A recently
announced increasein fees foreftpos
terminals, to startin October, has
givenit new ammunition.

Stollmann enjoysrecounting how
hewas called crazy to challenge the
bigbanks whenhe joined the:
businessin 2005, The companynow
works with 6000 merchantsand has
asizeable foothold in processing
Medicare claims. It hasbeen ranked
the nation's fourth-fastestgrowing
business by BRWand, aftersixyears
inthered, has"break-even in view".

Itisobvious the 56-year-old
relisheshisunderdog status. “We're
theanti-bank,"hesays, “Innovation
ishampered in Australia by the fact
thatthe banks ownand control
everything, from the terminals
through the networks through the
back-office systems.”

Itisnotthe first timehehascast
himselfas David versus Goliath.
Having come back to Germany after
hisuniversityyearsin France and
Harvard, and some ventures that
included a'stint with the Boston
Consulting Groupin Chicago,
Stollmann founded his own IT
companywhen he was 29,

In the mid-1980s technologywas
moving frommainframe computers
to PCs and open data networks. Using
compenents from different makers,
Stollmann competed with the big
names ofthe day: IBM, Siemens-
Nixdorf, Hewlett-Packard. His
business, CompuNet, became the
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biggest [T services providerinthe
country—and Stollmann one of the
first big shots of the new economy era.

“The PCmarket exploded,” he
says. "It wasanewland and itwas up
for grabs.” The key waste find
investorsto help fund the company's
giowth, lefting it double sales every
year. itwasthe days before debt
became a four-letter word but the
conceptwasunusual in Germany,

With some partners keen to pay
down debt as the business

Everybody said |
Was crazy because
you cannot
challenge the

oligopoly.

Jost Stollmann

prospered, Stollmannsolditto
General Flectricin 1996, cementing
hiswealth. Heleft the company the
yearafter,

CompuNet turned Stollmanninto a
business celebrityin Germany, and a
posterboy for can-doattitude as the
country was wrapped in angstover its
ability to compete internationally, It
made him anideal sidekick for
Gerhard Schroeder, whowas
campaigningto becomethe
chancellorand was seeking credibility

Challenger... Jost Stollmann says he is attracted by *
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for his promise of strikinganew
middle ground between the
incumbent conseryative government
and thelefrwing ofhis Social
DemocraticParty.

Stollmann was Schroeder's
spokesman on economics and
technology during the 1998 election
campaign, mffling feathers by
criticising Germany's “overburdening
social welfare system”,

Days before beingsworninasa
minister after Schroeder’s landslide
victory, Stollmann made headlines
again. Feelingundermined by a tug of
war over his portfolio, he walked away.

“Itwas an obvious decision [for]
somebodylike me who wasnota
politician but an entrepreneurjoining
acabinetforaproject,” he says, If he
doesn't get the full support of the man
in charge - the chancellor-elect—the
projectwas doomed."

Forthenext major project hetook.
charge again—along-held dream of
circumnavigating the world with his
family: Their custom-builtyacht for.
the 754-dayjourney, Alithia, had
broadband and satellite connection,
intensive-care medical equipment
and stylishliving quarters of
Oanadian maple and stainless steel.

With teachers rom France,
Germanyand Switzerland and
security officers who doubled as
paramedics and crew, the
Stollmanns sailed to the Galapagos
Islands, Melanesia, cyclone-
devastated Tikopiain the Solomon
Islands, Sri Lankaand Burma. The
journey ended at the 2004 Olympics
inAthens,

Stollmann saysitwasan
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opportunity tospend two yearswith
his children, then aged sixto 14, and
teach them to understand different
cultures and “see our own world
from anew perspective".

Settling in Sydney afterwards, and
looking for “something new and
something thatcould makea
difference”, he hooked up with
venturecapitalistsand private
equilyinvestors, and was eventually
introducedito three Australian
computernetworking engineers
who had created their own internet-
based eftpos payment system.

Itwas ahigh-risk start-up, taking
on thebig four banksin one oftheir
main fields; yetit found crucial
stipport from the then Reserve Bank
governor, Ian Macfarlane, who
sought more competitionin the
paymentssector and offereda
specidlised banklicence for card
transactions, Tyro wasthe only non-
bankto apply and, after lots of red
tape, processed itsfirst ransactions
inlate 2006.

“Tyrois theword for the
newcomer, beginner, challenger,”
Stollmann says. “Everybody said
was crazy beeause you cannot
challenge theoligopoly.”

What drives amultimillionaire
suchas him to keep working when
he could justkickback and enjoy the
good life? Awife who doesnot want
him hangingaround thekitchen
table, for one,

Butthen hegives a more earnest
response. “The new thingsattract
meand the courage to try them, That
includes theideathatlots of them
fail, and that's QK.

Askedif there was still risk of failure
with Tyro, he says itis more a question
of howsuccessful Tyrowill be, “Wiil
Tyrobeaniche player that has proven
S0me innovation, ora game-
changer?" He saysitis verymuchin
the community’sinterest that his
companywill bea game-changer.

Theambitious executive hasno
plans of going away any time soon.
Alithiahasbeen sold, and Stollman
and hiswife Fiona became
Australian citizensinJanuary.
Rather than navigating the high
seas, he hasjoined the Royal Sydney
Yacht Squadron.

Ten guestions for ...
Maryanne Shearer,

founder and head of
the T2 tea company.

o What was your first job?

> Colesdelicatessen,

> [Fadmire] peoplewho
brealcthe rules and take

risks, offer newness and fresh

thinking. Steve Jobsissuchan
inspiration,

Name abusiness leader
youadmire.

What'sthe secret to
business success?
People, passion,
persistence;

The best piece of advice
youhave everreceived?
Weorksmartand hard and
therestwill follow!

Whatis yourgreatest
regret in business?
Nothavingthe confidence
totake risks earlier.

What skills orqualities do

youwish you had?

Sometimesyouneed to “let

itbe". Thave trouble with
that—everythinghas to be
perfect, all of the time.

D What are youreading?

b The Birth of Venus by Sarah
Dunant, abook-club book.
Loving it! And aheap of
magazines.

What are the highs of your

currentjob?
> Watching the T2 team grow.

Itamazes me constantly
that there are so many of us now.
We have created a tea culture
thathas absclute passion not
justfor teabutthe very besiretail
experience. It's fun; wehave a
great time.

O. Andthelows?

b Asthe company grows |
spend more time on
business than our customers
and product. I suppose thisis
more ofaspeed hump thanalow.

How do you achieve work-
life balance?

.> I'workjustashard onmy
home lifeasdo onmybusiness,
butsurprises happenin equal
parts on either sides, and that's
whatkeepslifeinteresting.
Growinga business and a family
atthe same timeis certainly a
challenge butit's wonderful.
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