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Recently a friend of mine urged me to visit a company in Western Sydney that he said was doing some interesting things. "They're about to float on NASDAQ," he said. "You ought to have a look at them."

I owed my friend a favour, so I checked the company out. It's called Zone (www.zonecctv.com) , and I met the managing director and had a good look at the technology. I was very impressed, so much so that I put some money into the company.

Zone does digital video systems - surveillance cameras and the like. Its technology is totally digital, and it can do wonderful things with security that I would not have thought possible. I'm impressed with the technology, I'm impressed with the people, and I'm impressed with the prospects of this sort of technology in a world where security is the number one item on many people's agenda.

More of all that later. My initial problem was that I wanted to write about this company because of all these things, and I wanted to invest in the company because of all these things. I invest a little in technology stocks, and I have always been scrupulous about real or perceived conflicts of interest. I cannot be seen to be talking up companies I have a stake in.

So I asked the editor what I should do. He said to go ahead, but make my interests clear. Even write about the ethical quandary in which you find yourself - that's an interesting subject in its own right.

He's right. In the modern world, since the near-total victory of capitalism, many of us hold shares in companies. And many of us are in a position to talk up or talk down those companies. I get a few emails each day on the subject, and virtually all analysts and journalists own shares, and are in a position to find out more than others by the nature of their jobs. Where does self-interest end and the common good start? Or do they overlap? And where is the line between inside information and well-researched intelligence?

I used to work for Gartner, one of the big IT research firms. Gartner employees are forbidden from owning stocks in the companies they cover, though in practice many do. If, in the course of your work, you come across an interesting investment, it's often a natural think to put some money in. I do not believe the practice causes many problems, though I do know for a fact that a senior figure at one of Gartner's competitor has made millions of dollars over the years investing in companies he tracks.

I don't know that we can ever get away from this. So I am placing my cards on the table here. I am openly writing about a company I am investing in, and I am letting everybody know.

Zone has been around since 1986. It was founded by Bill Nolan, a former CSIRO scientist and motor company executive. Zone built one of the world's first digital video systems, and has in recent years developed software, called Raptor, to tie digital cameras into a server to build a sophisticated video surveillance system.

Video surveillance has been around for years, but mostly its functions have been performed through hardware. Zone's raptor system does virtually everything in software, which makes it very easy to manage. I have never had much to do with this sort of thing, and it was not until I sat down with Bill Nolan that I appreciated just how much there is to video surveillance.

You want to be able to track multiple cameras and detect abnormal situations. You need to be able to store it all in such a way that you can easily find past images. You need to be able to tie it all together with other security systems such as alarms and physical sensors. And you need to do all this with a high degree of security and ease of use.

That is what Zone has done. It has achieved a great deal of success in Australia, with clients include many of the major oil companies (for petrol station surveillance) and banks. It has a number of resellers, in Australia and the USA, and has won awards in Australia and internationally for its products.

We live in a security-conscious world. Video surveillance is a fast growing industry, and has many more applications than you might think. Workers compensation and public liability applications are obvious areas in our increasingly litigious society, and with the addition of pattern recognition software, which can recognise people's faces and car numberplates and the like, the range of potential uses becomes huge.

Like it or not, that is the way the world is headed. As Scott McNealy, head of Sun Microsystems says: "You have no privacy. Get over it". We are under video scrutiny more often than we know it, and it's going to happen more and more.

So Zone has a grand plan to enter the US market in a big way. It will list on NASDAQ next month, and it is already in discussion with a number of major US organisations about potential applications of its technology. The times are right for this sort of technology, especially when it is done as well as this, and all the factors seem to be there for success.

I now of course have a special reason for seeing how well Zone does in the US. I'll report back in a few months, and see if I and the other investors have made a wise decision.
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