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Back in the 1980s there was a very successful Australian software company called Software Development International. The three fellows behind SDI were Steve Dawson, Mike Gill and John Robinson, and they made a lot of money with a piece of software called Net/Master.

Net/Master was a systems management product, designed to manage terminals and peripherals in large IBM mainframe installations. IBM had a competing product called NetView, but it was demonstrably inferior and succeeded only because of IBM's marketing might. The SDI boys eventually sold out to the Americans for around $40 million, which was a lot of money ten years ago.

Now another Australian systems management company is making a name for itself internationally. Its name is Integrated Research, and like many Australian success stories, few people have heard of it. Systems management is not exactly one of the computer industry's most exciting product areas, but it is essential when computer networks get to any size at all.

Integrated Research was founded by Steve Killelea in 1988. He had been a software engineer for Tandem, a company that for many years was a market leader in "fault tolerant" computers. These machines are made with multiple redundant components, so that they rarely, if ever fail. (I remember being given a Tandem coffee mug in the early 1990s. It had two handles).

Killelea designed similar software for Tandem computers as SDI had for IBM mainframes. Tandem's machines were widely used in applications where high "uptime" was important - stock exchanges, ATM networks, telecommunications and the like. The disciplines of systems management are even more important in this environment, because everything is operating in real time and failure, as they say, is not an option.

Tandem was subsequently acquired by Compaq, but computers descended from its original fault-tolerant architecture still dominate what is now called the "high availability" market. As Tandem grew, as an independent company and then as a division of Compaq, so did Integrated Research.

Still few people have heard of this company, but perhaps now they will take notice. Two months ago Integrated Research listed on the Australian Stock Market, and with a market capitalisation of around $250 million it is now one of Australia's largest software companies. Revenues last year were $22 million, and it could come close to doubling that figure this year - the first six months of the financial year alone saw revenues of $14 million.

Integrated Research employs over 100 people, half of them outside of Australia, in its offices in the US and the UK. It has distributors in 38 other countries, and does a whopping 97 per cent of its revenues outside of Australia - most of it in the US. Its growth rate has exceeded 50 per cent per annum over the last six years.

By any standards, these are impressive statistics. Steve Killelea has some ideas on why Australia - first with SDI and now with Integrated Research - seem to be so good at systems management software.

"Australians are real innovators," he says. "We are young and we are competitive - you can see that from our results on the sporting field. It's true that until recently a lot of clever Australian software companies lacked the business skills to bring their product to market, but I think that is now changing.

"The investment climate is improving, and governments' attitudes are also getting better. With 20 million people, Australia is a not a massive market, but it is big enough to give people a start while being small enough to have a low cost of entry. You need the international results, but it's getting easier to do things from Australia."

Killelea says that it was important for Integrated Research to go public, but not because it needed the money. "We have been very successful financially - very profitable and with high growth rates. But when you are dealing with public companies, as we often are, it is a credibility thing to be a public company yourself. Also, it was a way to give share options to staff, which is what people expect now, particularly in the US, where many of our staff are based."

Despite the importance of the North American market, Killelea says he didn't really consider listing in there. "To list on NASDAQ would have meant moving our headquarters there. We would have kept development here, and that rips apart the fabric of company. I like to keep everybody together. Listing in the US may have had some short-term advantages, but over time we would have lost competitiveness."

Late last year, not long before it went public, Integrated Research announced a new swag of products, for the first time taking its systems management tools beyond the Tandem platform and into the Unix and Windows NT/2000 worlds. They have initially been successful, but they are still a very small proportion of the company's revenues. Killelea expects they will go well.

"Systems management in the Tandem world has been very demanding," he says. "We have had to maintain disciplines that our competitors have not had to worry about. We believe we can bring those attributes to the Unix and NT worlds, which makes a compelling sales story."

Most systems management companies around the world, including Australia's own SDI, have been swallowed up by compitors. Killelea has no intention of selling out. The company has gone public, but he has the majority of the shares, "and besides," he says, "I'm having too much fun."
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