
What do you get when you combine
a trucker with a rocket scientist?

That may have a number of answers
with various levels of indelicacy and
poor humor, but according to Chris
Farmer, vice president of business
development at SkyBitz, those are the
ingredients that created the strange mix
of people on board with the logistics
technology company he evangelizes.

After emerging from stealth mode
last month, SkyBitz announced a new
$18 million venture financing round last
week. AIG Highstar Capital LP, a trans-
portation-focused investment vehicle,
and Industrial Technology Ventures
(ITV), which like the name suggests
focuses on technologies applied to
established industries, led the round.

This is actually the company’s third

round of funding. Farmer’s former
employer, Zero Gravity Venture Part-
ners, funneled the company a $4 mil-
lion Series A round in 2000. 

Friends and family kicked in another
$6 million in a round that converted
into a Series B1 preferred stock round.
Last week’s round was a Series B, and it
still has room for another $2 million
infusion.

SkyBitz has developed a cargo-
tracking technology they call Global
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SkyBitz Tracks an $18M Financing Round
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Locating System (GLS), and while it
may sound similar to another well-
known technology, it has a fundamen-
tal difference.

“Over the past couple years,” says
Carl Ryden, principal at ITV, “we have
seen about 30 business plans that basi-
cally take a GPS [global positioning sys-
tem], duct-tape it to a satellite radio and
call it a solution. We have looked at
those and passed. This is really elegant.
These guys have started with a blank
piece of paper and designed a system.”

The difference is in the data process-
ing. With a traditional GPS system, the
mobile unit does all the thinking to fig-
ure where it is, but SkyBitz has taken
the complex computation out of the
mobile unit and housed it in a central

data center — a characteristic designed
into the system by the engineers from
day one.

According to Farmer, this character-
istic gives the units several advantages.
First, this makes the mobile units
cheaper, because they are less complex.
More importantly, it dramatically
reduces their power consumption,
allowing them to run for several years
on “AA” batteries, and as a result, the
units are more mobile and easier to
install, because they don’t have to be
hard-wired to a power source.

“A lot of VCs don’t like investing in
transportation,” Farmer says. He says
VCs are concerned about dealing with
unions, the extremely rough conditions

“Over the past couple years
we have seen about 30
business plans that basically
take a [global positioning
system], duct-tape it to a
satellite radio and call it a
solution. We looked at those
and passed.”

—Carl Ryden

Index Index Val 1 day % rtn YTD % rtn 1 yr % rtn 3 yr % rtn 
PVCI 318.12 0.7 -41.4 -31.5 -31.6
S&P 822.53 0.0 -23.1 -16.7 -13.5
NASD 1361.27 0.9 -30.2 -19.5 -22.9
DOW 8398.49 0.1 -16.2 -7.5 -7.8
Source: ThomsonVenture Economics
Public Market Index Comparison as of 11/13/02 
PVCI stands for Post Venture Capital Index. Onetime VC-backed companies remain on the PVCI for 10
years after going public, after which they are dropped. They are also dropped if acquired, merged or delisted.
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Where would the world be without
the Blackberry? The wonderful device
lets users do everything they would do as
if they were in front of their computer
— almost everything. While the Black-
berry is great in many ways, until Onset
Technology came along, the device
didn’t allow users to open up attach-
ments or access files from desktops.

Over the last six years, Onset has
changed its business model and has
been working on its technology. The
Santa Cruz, Calif.-based company’s
effort has paid off. It just received $2
million in a Series C round from
Israel-based Catalyst Fund LP and a
$1 million line of credit from Tech-
nology and Life Sciences Division
of Comerica for general working
purposes. 

“There was very little you could do
with a wireless device; all you could
was email. Because of Onset now you
can open attachments and access files
and databases. We figured out how to
open attachments a year and half ago.
You used to be able to see you had an
attachment but couldn’t access it,” says
Stewart Fox, vice president of sales and
marketing for Onset. “Since then we’ve
expanded and added more functional-
ity. You can now browse networks, grab
files and send files. You can now do
everything on the road.”

In 1997, Onset started out as an
optical carrier recognition (OCR) tech-
nology company. Research In Motion,
the maker of Blackberry, which was an
Onset customer, noticed that Onset
had technology that would easily trans-

late to wireless devices. So Onset creat-
ed a new platform about two years ago.
“They were right. It was easy to tweak
our model to do what we are doing
now and we now have over 60,000
users,” says Fox. Almost all — 99% —
of the users are Blackberry customers,
since Blackberry is really the only wire-
less email device. 

“Lots of companies have announced
plans to get into the space so I expect
there to be more in the next six months
or so. We are already working with
those potential customers so we can get
our product to the end users,” says Fox.
“We can support all platforms.” 

To date, Onset has collected $16.5
million. Its first round was for $1 mil-
lion and came from a strategic investor
that was involved in OCR. Onset’s sec-
ond round was for $9.5 million and
was led by Intel Capital. Then, the
company did a $3 million internal
round about two years ago when it
changed its business model. 

The proceeds from the latest round
will be used to support Onset’s recent
acquisition of Wireless Onramp, best
known for its efficient forms-based user
interface designs. The company brings
Onset a number of customers, including
National Service Industries, Cingular
Wireless and Intercontinental Exchange. 

While Onset is not actively look-
ing for more acquisition targets, it
isn’t against acquiring companies if
the opportunity arises. Additionally,
the company is seeing revenue and
expects to breakeven by next calendar
year. —D.F.

Onset Accesses Files With $2M Round

(See SKYBITZ on page 13)
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faced by transportation hardware and a
culture that purchases technology dif-
ferently than other industries.

However, Highstar is funded by
several large insurance companies,
like its sponsor AIG, and capital
equipment lessors, like GE Capital,
that commonly deal with the trans-
portation industry. For its part, ITV
was established as a joint venture
between AIG and Atlanta-based
Cordova Ventures to focus on just
this type of technology.

While trucking is SkyBitz’ primary

focus now, the technology had its start
with a DARPA grant. The government
funded some rocket scientists to devel-
op a system to track satellites, and
when they were done, ITV’s Ryden says
the engineers used the same technology
and algorithms to reverse the process
and track objects on Earth.

SkyBitz’ Farmer says the company
has won a formally-unannounced, sig-
nificant government contract to work
on tracking inbound marine ship-
ments. SkyBitz is also working with
labs to add sensors to the mobile units.
The company already sells units that
can monitor humidity and tempera-
ture elements in refrigerated trucks.

Costs for the mobile units start at

$375, and Farmer hopes to get prices
down to $100 in volume. Monthly air-
time subscriptions to the service —
where the company hopes to really
make its money — start at $7.50.
Ryden says the company needs to sign
up 50,000 trailers to break-even, and it
already has purchase orders and letters
of intent associated with more trailers
than that.

Farmer says he expects SkyBitz to
recognize $2 million of revenue this
year, and between $30 million and $40
million in 2003. He did not disclose the
valuation of the round or the compa-
ny’s burn rate. However, he says he
expects SkyBitz to breakeven in the
third quarter of 2003. —C.R.F.

SKYBITZ
continued from page 3

George Hoyem has joined Blueprint
Ventures as a partner. Hoyem was a
co-founder and former managing
partner of The Redleaf Group. He was
also a partner at El Dorado Ventures.

Robert Pincus has joined Milestone
Merchant Partners LLC as chairman
of MMP Capital Partners LP, a pri-
vate equity fund focused on lever-
aged buyouts of lower middle mar-
ket businesses in the Mid-Atlantic,
Southeastern and Midwestern
regions of the United States. Pincus
was chairman of financial holding
company BB&T.

Tom Hartfield has been hired by
Houlihan Lokey & Zukin as a manag-
ing director. He will represent and
advise the investment bank’s home-
building and building products clients
in M&A transactions and private
financings. Before joining Houlihan
Lokey, Hartfield was a managing direc-
tor in the homebuilding and building
products group at UBS Warburg. 

Cary Stanford has left Houlihan
Lokey Howard & Zukin to become a
managing director with Saybrook
Capital LLC. Saybrook also hired Todd

Rosen as an associate and Brandon
Gregario as a senior financial analyst. 

Larry Bohn has joined Cambridge,
Mass.-based General Catalyst Part-
ners as a venture partner. Bohn, the
former chief executive and president
of software maker NetGenesis, will
now focus on identifying investments
in the enterprise software and infor-
mation technology sectors.  

Jacques Nasser, former Ford Motor
Co. chief executive, has joined One
Equity Parrtners LLC in Detroit as a
senior partner. There, he will be
responsible for scouting investments
in various industries worldwide. One
Equity Partners is the venture capital
affiliate of Bank One.  

Georges Muller has resigned from the
board of Swiss private equity firm
Private Equity Holding AG, effective
immediately.

Daniel Pharand has been named a
managing director with Venture
Investment Management Company
LLC ( VIMAC) ,  an early-stage,
Boston-based venture capital firm.

He will focus on life science invest-
ments in Montreal, Canada, where he
will be based. Prior to joining
VIMAC, Pharand served as vice pres-
ident for Innovatech Grand Montre-
al, where he was directly responsible
for managing the firm’s life science
investments.

Craig Enestein has been appointed
as chief  investment officer at
Omninet Capital LLC. He will have
responsibility for overseeing the
firm’s investments,  which span
early-stage investing, manufacturing
buyouts, real estate and asset man-
agement. Enestein was formerly
senior vice president of business
development and strategy at Liberty
Digital  Inc. ,  focused on media
investments and interactive televi-
sion technology, e-commerce and
content businesses.

Thomas Jennings and Kevin Mohan
of Summit Partners have joined the
board of directors at Sage Telecom
Inc. Last month, Summit invested
$30 million into the Allen, Texas-
based competitive local exchange car-
rier (CLEC).
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