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AI-powered translator seeks 2017 listing
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Straker Translations CEO Grant Straker
is looking to acquire rival firms.

A New Zealand-based tech start-up that
uses artificial intelligence-powered soft-
ware to provide online language trans-
lation services has raised $NZ5 million
($4.78 million) in a funding round led by
ASX-listed investment firm Bailador,
and plans an ASX IPO in 2017.

Straker Translations has developed a
system known as the RAY technology
translation platform, which learns on
the job and is used by more than 10,000
small and medium-sized clients in over
20 countries for translation services.

The company was already backed by
Bailador in an earlier $NZ6 million
round in 2015, and company founder
and chief executive Grant Straker told
The Australian Financial Review the
fresh funding would be used to acquire
rival translation firms that had fallen

behind the tech curve. Mr Straker said
the company was targeting a listing on
the ASX next year to raise further cap-
ital for acquisitions, and was in the pro-
cess of engaging an investment bank to
run the listing process.

He said he expected the company to
be valued above the $100 million mark
upon its initial public offering.

‘‘There are a number of comparable
listed tech companies on the ASX that
give us a good deal of confidence
around how the market will view us as a
listed entity,’’ Mr Straker said. ‘‘Our valu-
ation models are based on what we can
deliver in future growth and EBIT. We
will be a listed high-growth and profit-
able tech company, with a strong com-
petitive advantage in a huge industry so,
if anything, we are probably conservat-
ive in our valuation metrics.’’

Mr Straker said there was a large
range of companies he could target for
acquisition, ranging from firms that

were breaking even off revenues of
$2 million to more established players
making solid profits off revenues
around $15 million.

Most of these companies have been
around for a number of years and have
loyal customer bases as a result, he
said. Application of Straker’s techno-
logy to these businesses would signific-
antly increase profit margins. The
company is seeking further global

expansion through its acquisitions.
‘‘We are seeing good growth in Ger-
many and buying a company there
would have some advantages,’’ Mr
Straker said. ‘‘We are actively in discus-
sions with some potential acquisitions
in the US as we would like to add more
scale into our US operations. ’’

Bailador is run by co-founders David
Kirk and Paul Wilson, and has a num-
ber of local start-ups in its portfolio,
including social media marketing start-
up Stackla, hotel industry software
company SiteMinder and corporate
video hosting service Viocorp.

‘‘The scale potential of this business
is huge, with the translation industry
already in excess of $40 billion,’’ Mr
Wilson said.

‘‘There are countless traditional
translation businesses which have not
kept up with technological advances. It
is natural for Straker to acquire cus-
tomer bases and apply their superior

tech and crowd sourcing-based pro-
cess to achieve higher margins.’’

Mr Straker said moves by technology
giants including Google and Microsoft
to invest significant research and devel-
opment dollars into language transla-
tion software would not pose a risk to
his business. He said the tech giants’ ser-
vices would raise awareness of the pos-
sibilities of smart software, but would
not be tailored specifically to compete
with the kind of services offered by
Straker. ‘‘If anything they are enablers
for the industry ... [clients need] more
accurate translations and a solution
around automation of the translation
process, which is where we have a
range of solutions,’’ he said. ‘‘The blend-
ing of humans and machine learning
will dominate many industries in the
next 50 years and there are consider-
able profits to be made if you can figure
out how to do it efficiently and at scale,
which is what we have done.’’

Ben Sand says he is looking for start-ups working in the medicine and computer vision space. PHOTO: DARRIAN TRAYNOR
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It’s really important
that everyone gets on
board with this.
Ben Sand, muru-D

Starting your own business is about
putting everything on the line, accord-
ing to Ben Sand, the newly installed
‘‘entrepreneur in residence’’ at Telstra’s
start-up accelerator muru-D.

He is a bona fide local success story,
having co-founded augmented reality
business Meta in 2013, which is now
worth close to $300 million and has
raised $100 million in venture capital
funds. He also has the obligatory
humble origins story to boot.

While trying to get his first start-up
Brainworth off the ground, Mr Sand
saved money by living in a dilapidated
house in Chippendale, Sydney, where
his bedroom doubled as an office for
five people during the day and the roof
leaked in five places when it rained.

To keep the computers dry, they
worked on wheeled desks they had
found for free on the street. He saved
every cent he could and managed to
survive, spending $1.92 per day on food.

‘‘It was pretty rough, raw and messy,
but we built some cool stuff,’’ Mr Sand
told The Australian Financial Review.

His big break came when he recon-
nected with Meron Gribetz, an old
friend from the University of Sydney, in
Silicon Valley and co-founded Meta.
But he has now returned to Australia
and is keen to help local start-ups get
up off the ground at muru-D.

Mr Sand said he left Meta late in 2015
to start a new challenge.

‘‘I like to work on the hardest prob-
lems that have a high uncertainty. Aug-
mented reality was that three years ago
but now the certainty is a lot higher so
many more people are willing to take
up that challenge,’’ he said. ‘‘My energy
is now about helping many people
develop the skills to found companies
as I think that’s the most important
skill to have today. I’ll be opening up
more about my vision for that soon.’’

Applications for the latest Sydney
cohort at the accelerator were to close
at midnight last night. ‘‘What I want are
people who have that drive – to not
build a big company, but build a world
number one,’’ Mr Sand said.

He said he was looking for start-ups
working in the medicine and computer
vision space as the world of drones,
driverless cars and virtual medical
diagnosis expands.

‘‘We have world experts on com-
puter vision. It is the most important
technology at the moment. We’re miss-

ing out on this massive opportunity to
capture the value on this,’’ he said.

‘‘Telstra provides a tremendous
amount of support. For companies
coming into the next class, this is a
community initiative. That means that
everyone across Telstra is very sup-
portive of muru-D.’’

Mr Sand takes over as entrepreneur
in residence from Pollenizer co-
founder Mick Liubinskas, who is still
working with muru-D to help the start-
ups that move through the course with
making the leap over to San Francisco.

Mr Sand said there had been a lot of
change in the local start-up community
over the last year with $1 billion in
early-stage venture capital created.

In September, AirTree Ventures
closed the largest-ever Australian ven-
ture capital fund to invest in local emer-
ging technology companies with
$250 million raised.

The fund is run by well-known tech
investors Daniel Petre and Craig Blair,
and had previously raised $60 million
in 2014 and invested in Canva, 90
Seconds, Xplor and Edrolo.

‘‘There’s a lot of early-stage money
that has very recently come about ... I
think that’s going to be very inspiring. I
think we’re at a real tipping point ... it’s
really important that everyone gets on
board with this,’’ Mr Sand said. ‘‘If
everyone has a good deal, they’ll have a
good outcome.’’

iSelect trials fast-track
digital home loan plan
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iSelect’s Scott Wilson says the process
will speed up conditional approvals.
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ASX-listed iSelect is trialling a new
digital home loan process that lets
home buyers get conditional approval
for a loan in three hours from multiple
lenders, without needing to visit a bank
or fill out paperwork.

The technology is the first in Austra-
lia that digitises the home-loan applica-
tion process and can present offers
from multiple lenders, though many of
the banks offer a digital service for their
own loans.

Macquarie Bank, ING and Austra-
lian Finance Group are trialling
iSelect’s new service, but the business
has plans to do a full rollout in 2017.

The new service is part of iSelect’s
transition to become a ‘‘life admin’’
business, and chief executive Scott Wil-
son said it was developed in response to
the arduous process of getting a condi-
tional approval.

‘‘We’ve had more than 200,000 peo-
ple come and talk to us about home
loans, but one of the frustrating things
has been that it is an antiquated pro-
cess and there would be up to 46 pages
of documents [needed for conditional
approval] that had to be sent out and
signed ... we were seeing up to seven
signatures on the documents,’’ he said.

‘‘Now we can get you conditional

approval in three hours, but previously
it could take 10 to 15 days.’’

To make this process digital, iSelect
is using technologies such as DocuSign,
so documents can be signed electronic-
ally, and credit check business Veda.

Despite still being in a trial phase, a
third of home loans are now going
through this digital process.

‘‘We’re always looking to find ways
to strip out the non-value-adding
steps,’’ Mr Wilson said.

‘‘We want the customer to get the
right product. But these products,
while important, are pretty boring. You
want to get it and start being able to
move into your new home.’’

iSelect was called into question by
the Australian Securities and Invest-
ments Commission earlier this year
over its use of the word ‘‘independent’’,
which has since been removed from its
website, as the comparison website is
paid commissions.

It was also criticised publicly by the
Australian Medical Association earlier
this year, which questioned the influ-
ence of commissions on its health
insurance recommendations.

Mr Wilson said that like any other
mortgage broker, iSelect does receive a
commission when a loan is granted,
but has always remained steadfast that
commissions play no part in the advice
iSelect gives.

‘‘Our mortgage brokers don’t know
the commissions. That’s something
we’re really proud of,’’ he said.

‘‘Deloitte are doing a full review at
the moment too, which will show that
commissions don’t play any role.’’

The new digital home loan service
follows an announcement from the
company that it was changing the way
it reached customers online and was
poised to data mine millions of cus-
tomer phone calls and unleash an
army of automated bots to target new
customers on Facebook, following a
core systems upgrade.

The comparison website is trading
near its 12-month high of $1.97, around
$1.77, on the back of its 2016 financial
year results wherein its net profit
jumped 34 per cent to $12.9 million.

Mr Wilson said iSelect was also look-
ing at digitising services in other com-
plex financial categories.

‘‘At iSelect we deal with everybody.
Our oldest health insurance customer
was 103. So we’re looking at how to take
away that life admin for you, so you can
get back to enjoying life,’’ he said.


