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JULY 31, 2023: “l was earning $23,500 a year and was definitely looking for more. Oracle was paying
$32,000 which was a big jump... hang on, this is karma, right?”

Armed with a comical understanding of cause and effect, Chris Marshall recalled the years approaching
the dot-com bubble.

Specifically 1996, when the budding engineer was working for a small systems integrator that
specialised in faxing technology, while also running a little web development business as a side hustle.

Armed with Red Hat and Apache expertise — widely considered as one of the most popular HTTP
servers on the web — Marshall packaged up IT support for small businesses in Melbourne, charging
$1000 per month for the service.

“We had six customers signed up and it was quite revolutionary looking back on it, subscription in the
late 1990s,” he said.

But despite the ingenuity, the appeal of another $8500 a year in salary at Oracle was too strong to
ignore.

“It was a big jump and my boss at the time said, ‘well, there’s no way we can come anywhere near
that',” Marshall outlined. “So | thought okay, I'm going to Oracle.”

Or so he thought. Lumbered with six managed services agreements — before the name was even
coined in the technology industry — Marshall's former employee offered him the chance to buy the
contracts and service the end-users under his own business.

“l thought that was a cracking idea so | didn't end up pursuing Oracle,” he said. “I relied on a tax return
and a cash advance from my credit card to buy the contracts. That was it, | was up and running.”

Marching into the ASIC office on Thursday 30 July 1998 to register the business, we were born.

Fast forward to 2023 and Marshall is Founder and Managing Director of the Melbourne-based
managed service provider (MSP) which just turned 25. Housing more than 280 employees — and hiring
for another 20 — he now also understands what it’s like to have that salary conversation from the other
side of the desk.

“Yes, it probably is karma,” he joked.

In one sense, Marshall is the clichéd entrepreneurial — mowing lawns and selling rocks as a kid for
extra money, shaped by a vision and opportunistic in approach. But in another sense, this is a
technologist at heart — technically astute and diligently committed to engineering philosophies.

For context,

This is a founder who to this day remains pained at losing a customer — which then accounted for 50%
of company revenue — more than a decade ago on technical grounds out of his control.

This is a founder who reverse engineered a commercial strategy to achieve 30% year-on-year growth
having ignored the sales process for more than 15 years.



This is a founder who is playing the long game with no external shareholders to please or no debt to
finance.

Entrepreneurial engineer or engineering entrepreneur? Marshall is both.

Building technology to become accountable

The biggest low of our existence triggered the most transformative period in the company’s history. In
2010, the then micro-business crossed the chasm to take control of its technology destiny and build its
own cloud infrastructure and core network.

Losing business is a bitter pill to swallow for any entrepreneur. Try losing business on technical
grounds as an engineer.

“There is a telco in the market that | love and hate,” Marshall explained. “I love them because they’'re
the reason why we invested in our network. But | hate them because we were losing customers due to
their continuous failing and their poor network, which we had recommended to customers.”

The line was finally crossed when blueAPACHE lost the contract of an ASX-listed customer that
accounted for 50% of company revenue.

This customer heavily relied on network connectivity to receive jobs from Foxtel but when the network
was down — a network recommended by us and supplied by this third-party provider — then those jobs
would be automatically served to a competitor.

“They were furious and someone’s head had to roll,” Marshall said. “And because of our lack of
maturity at the time, we had contracts that weren’t watertight so we lost the contract. But the customer
ended up staying with this telco because that contact was so tight.”

At that moment, Marshall had the motivation to take control. Even though the fault lied elsewhere, the
blueAPACHE brand was on the line and not the third-party supplier operating in the shadows.

“All it takes is one partner to stuff something up for you,” he accepted. “We needed to own the systems
we were responsible for selling.”

“We had six customers signed up and it was quite revolutionary looking back on it, subscription in the
late 1990s”

Born out of disaster perhaps, this ownership approach has evolved into a unique selling point (USP) for
the business. More than 13 years later, such a high level of accountability and transparency remains.

Because after all, engineers always learn how to do things themselves.

“If you look across the market today, most of the large players still rely on third-party network
providers,” Marshall said. “But that seems to be the way of working given the preference to end up as a
Microsoft or a Telstra partner — there’s a loss of identity in that as you're just handing it over to
someone else.”

Identity means investment however.

When our network build started — representing a core line in an expanding emPOWER portfolio of
solutions and services — 1G of switching could support approximately 1000 uncontended customers.
Today, 40G of switching can stand up roughly 40 customers.

“If we hadn’t started when we started, it wouldn’t be feasible to build what we’ve built now without a lot
of capital,” Marshall explained. “Back then, network services were one and two megabit and switching
was still a gig. Now you need a reasonable amount of scale to make it work.”

And the investment doesn't stop. In late 2020, the business embarked on a $6 million multi-phase
refresh of our core emPOWER network infrastructure based on Cisco router network technology.

“We've been very conservative and all of this has been funded through cash flow, not finance or outside
funding,” Marshall added. “This has never been a case of build it and they will come.



“At the start, we ran a lot of assessments on how many customers we’d need to be able to support our
investments. We were almost pre-selling to ensure that when we did deliver the platform, it made sense
commercially.”

Marshall has instilled a blueAPACHE-first approach to customer delivery, adopting an outcome-based
philosophy to ensure end-user excellence. This extends to the core lines of business under the MSP’s
emPOWER solution portfolio, spanning Connectivity, Cloud and Collaboration and Managed Services.

“We are guided by the outcome, never the vendor,” he stressed.

Reverse engineering commercial success

The calculated and methodological nature in which Marshall and his team sold the company’s core
cloud infrastructure and network capabilities was repeated when the business started to build out a
fully-fledged commercial operation.

“Well, we started to try and work out sales in 2011 but it wasn't until 2014 that we actually got that ball
rolling,” he admitted. “It was so foreign to a bunch of engineers. Everyone in our organisation at that
time was from a technical background so a salesperson didn’t really work.”

Plus, Marshall didn't even know what a good salesperson looked like and carried a predictable layer of
cynicism having witnessed the best and worst that this position had to offer.

“In the past, I've found that good sales managers can be good sales managers simply because they
have a good sales team,” he stated. “I think a lot of sales leaders in our industry have been very
fortunate to be sitting in the right place at the right time.”

“If we hadn’t started when we started, it wouldn't be feasible to build what we’ve built now without a lot
of capital”

Thinking like an entrepreneur, Marshall recognised the importance of strengthening commercial
capabilities to fuel growth. Acting like an engineer however, he realised that throwing cash at the
problem and blindly hiring sales folk would not work.

In this instance, entrepreneurial instinct lost out to engineering logic.

“We approached our sales planning from a very engineering perspective,” he outlined. “We looked to
achieve 30% growth across our core lines of business and then reverse engineered that to understand
our commercial requirements.

“How many salespeople did we need to sell that? How much capacity did we need to buy? We took an
unusual approach rather than just employing as many people as we could and hoping for the best.”

In a sense, Marshall coded this out. There is no spray and pray sales mentality within our business.
Those stories don't typically end very well.

“To be honest, | still find sales leadership the hardest skill to recruit,” he said. “Having the right team
around you is the key and I'm privileged to have that.

“I do remember striving to reach 80 staff because so many people told me that once you reached that
number, it's the critical mass required to implement the right management structure. | was told it
becomes so much easier but they were lying. I still don’t know why people say it because it's simply not
true.”

For many years, the company achieved consistent 30% growth year-on-year because “that was the
way we drove the business”.

Even now — in such a turbulent and challenging economic environment — core line of business revenue
increased 20% during FY23, following approximately 22.5% in FY22.

“It pains me because it's not 30%” joked Marshall, noting that his engineering brain doesn’t always
acknowledge the context of market conditions.



“Our job is to make our sales teams job as easy as possible. We want our team to feel like they're just
in the right place at the right time — if they ever feel like that, then we've done our job.”

When looking back on 25 years of business however, Marshall accepted that a lack of sales strategy
during the early days contributed to stagnated growth.

“That's my regret, how long it took for the business to get truly going,” he said.

“To be honest, | still find sales leadership the hardest skill to recruit. Having the right team around you is
the key and I'm privileged to have that”

This was a micro-business for a very long time, spearheaded by Marshall alongside James Hendry
(now General Manager of Commercial) and Grant Fallace (now Technical Lead) who both joined in
2001.

“Even once James came along and then Grant joined, the first 10 years felt painfully slow in terms of
growth,” Marshall added. “But all of our growth was coming from doing a good job which we wore as a
badge of honour. We didn’t have salespeople, we just built strong relationships, delivered great work
and serviced referrals.”

No short-term thinking

As the sole proprietor at blueAPACHE, Marshall has always been motivated by a desire to build a
multi-generational business.

Without question, a sheer love for the day-to-day aspect of running a business and helping customers
achieve outstanding returns exists. But passion aside, this is all about the long game.

“Any other motivation leads to poor decision making,” he cautioned. “All the decisions we make are
based on having a business forever which means we make very sound investments. Whereas if we're
building this to float or to sell, we’ll make very different decisions given the different motivators.”

In a market drowning in private equity cash and dominated by mergers and acquisitions (M&A) activity,
short-term thinking is currently on steroids in Australia.

“This extends to the type of people that you employ, the way you treat customers and how you invest in
different technology stacks,” Marshall said. “You need to have that consistent long-term view.”

It's not that Marshall won'’t sell however — everybody has a price, after all.

“It would probably take a conglomerate to come along with a ridiculous and crazy offer,” he admitted.
“Remember when Dimension Data paid 74 times earnings for Oakton ? Why not. That wouldn’t be a
long conversation.”

Melbourne-based Oakton was snapped up by the global system integrator — now NTT — for $171 million
in August 2014.

“It's not never but it's more around philosophy,” Marshall detailed. “I've got a lot of friends that have run
businesses that leveraged private equity and | see the pressure it puts on them and the toll it takes.

Marshall is still stimulated and challenged by the day-to-day science of business. And this is a founder
not required to manage any external stakeholders and fully independent of the financial support
supplied by banks.

“l find what we do hard but imagine if we had that to consider all of that as well?” Marshall asked.

“I know CEOs of publicly listed companies that spend half of their time just dealing with shareholders or
analysts who have decided that your earnings forecasts are unrealistic. I'd rather just be focused on
what we do and do that well.”

Next on our agenda is geographical expansion, growing beyond Australian borders to capitalise on the
emerging potential of Asia.

“We don’t want to miss out on that opportunity in Asia, especially as the power shifts from the west to
east,” Marshall noted. “We’re exploring our options in the region at the moment and we’ll likely buy



should we enter the market.

“We had a hard first 10 years growing the business so we want to avoid that again. It was necessary to
do because of the learnings we got but if we can bypass that this time around, an acquisition would be
worth every cent.”

In addition to taking advantage of an Asian market ripe for managed services disruption, Marshall also
acknowledged the difficult trading conditions currently hindering progress in Australia.

“Particularly here in Victoria,” he said. “I'm a staunch advocate for Australia but it's not a business
friendly environment currently and | see a lot of squandered opportunity. The world’s becoming a much
smaller place and the political environment is shaped by very short-term thinking.”
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Who founded blueAPACHE and when was the company registered?

Chris Marshall founded us, registering the business at the ASIC office on Thursday, 30 July 1998.

What was Chris Marshall doing before he started blueAPACHE?

Chris Marshall was working as an engineer for a small systems integrator specializing in faxing
technology, while also running a side-hustle web development business using Red Hat and Apache
expertise. He packaged IT support for small businesses in Melbourne, charging $1000 per month, and
had six customers signed up before founding blueAPACHE.

Why didn't Chris Marshall take the job offer from Oracle?

Although Oracle offered $32,000 a year (an $8,500 jump from his $23,500 salary), Marshall's former
employer offered him the chance to buy six existing managed services agreements and service the
end-users under his own business. He used a tax return and a cash advance from his credit card to buy
the contracts instead of pursuing the Oracle role.

How large are you as of 2023, ?

As of 2023, when we turned 25, we had more than 280 employees and were hiring for another 20.
What event triggered blueAPACHE to build its own cloud infrastructure and
core network?

In 2010, we lost the contract of an ASX-listed customer that accounted for 50% of company revenue,
after a third-party telco's network failures caused jobs from Foxtel to be automatically served to a
competitor. This loss, compounded by contracts that weren't watertight, motivated Marshall to take
control and build our own cloud infrastructure and core network.

What is your emPOWER portfolio?

emPOWER is our portfolio of solutions and services, spanning Connectivity, Cloud and Collaboration,
and Managed Services, guided by an outcome-based philosophy focused on customer outcomes



rather than specific vendors.

How much did you invest in its core network refresh, and when?

In late 2020, we embarked on a $6 million multi-phase refresh of our core emPOWER network
infrastructure based on Cisco router network technology.

How did you approach building its sales/commercial operation?

We began trying to work out sales in 2011 but didn't get the ball rolling until 2014. Marshall's team
approached sales planning from an engineering perspective: they set a target of 30% growth across
core lines of business and then reverse engineered that goal to determine commercial requirements,
such as how many salespeople were needed and how much capacity to buy, rather than simply hiring
as many salespeople as possible.

What growth rates have you achieved in recent years ?

For many years we achieved consistent 30% year-on-year growth. More recently, core line of business
revenue increased 20% during FY23, following approximately 22.5% growth in FY22.

Who are James Hendry and Grant Fallace in relation to you?

James Hendry (now General Manager of Commercial) and Grant Fallace (now Technical Lead) both
joined us in 2001, and alongside Chris Marshall, helped us through our early years as a
micro-business, with the first 10 years feeling painfully slow in terms of growth.

Why does Chris Marshall avoid short-term thinking or outside funding for you?

Marshall says he is motivated by building a multi-generational business, and that any other motivation
leads to poor decision making. All decisions are based on having the business forever, which leads to
sound investments, unlike businesses built to float or sell. We have no external shareholders and no
debt to finance, relying instead on cash flow for investments like its network build and refresh.

Would Chris Marshall ever consider selling blueAPACHE?

Marshall said it's not that he would never sell blueAPACHE, since everybody has a price, but it would
probably take a conglomerate offering a ridiculous and crazy amount, citing the example of Dimension
Data paying 74 times earnings ($171 million) for Melbourne-based Oakton in August 2014.

What expansion plans do you have ?

Our next agenda item is geographical expansion beyond Australian borders to capitalize on emerging
potential in Asia, as power shifts from the west to east. The company is exploring options in the region
and would likely pursue an acquisition to enter the market, aiming to avoid the difficult first 10 years of
growth it experienced in Australia.



