Geo Oceans
Case Study
Western Australian-based company
Geo Oceans started as a small
business monitoring seagrass with
a camera towed behind a boat, and
is now conducting industry-first
surveys on oil and gas facilities
using remotely operated vehicles
(ROVs). It has achieved this by
working collaboratively, committing
to research and development (R&D),
and finding new applications for
its technologies. We spoke to
Managing Director Ben Brayford and
Commercial Manager Nick Veitch.

How did Geo Oceans transition from
startup to global partner?
Geo Oceans was the brainchild of three marine scientists who,
in 2010, saw the potential for diverless solutions to marine
surveys, mapping and monitoring. With ROVs still in their early
stages of adoption and prohibitively expensive, we started out
using towed camera technology for environmental projects.
We then developed our award-winning GO Visions software
and hardware, which featured real-time data processing and
set new standards in the way benthic mapping data was
collected and processed. This technology had a lot to offer
but environmental mapping is usually only a once-off activity
at the beginning of a project. We focussed on developing the
GO Visions technology to perform regular monitoring surveys,
so we could generate recurring revenues to reinvest into
growth and capability expansion.

We purchased our first ROV in 2012 and, after internal trials,
took advantage of existing projects to roll it out with early
success. A fish monitoring project for a mining company
allowed us to trial a ROV fitted with our new stereo camera
technology to capture shallow water positioning data and
precisely measure fish population size, abundance and
biomass without needing divers.
We soon won projects on floating production storage and
offloading (FPSO) assets offshore for hull, riser turret and
ballast tank inspections, and conducted our first subsea
construction and decommissioning project on a pipe lay
barge. We began using mini-ROVs as a platform with bespoke
tooling systems for both environmental and major engineering
projects, shattering the stigma that they were ‘toys’.
In 2016, we used our subsea robotics technology to complete
an industry-first diverless under water inspection in lieu of dry
docking (UWILD) Class Special Survey inspection of a FPSO
facility. This removed the need for divers, large work-class ROVs
and dive support vessels, improving safety performance, reducing
downtime and producing significant cost savings for the client.
At that time, we were acquired by Global Energy Group
subsidiary Vertech, a company with impressive inspection
capabilities that we could support with our technologies.
It was a significant achievement in a short period of time.

How did you manage this in only six years?
Geo Oceans is a science-based company with a passion for
R&D, and this has been critical to our success. Being small
and in a capital-intensive field like robotics, we just focussed
on continuously improving and modifying our hardware and
software to meet our clients needs, and we could do that
because of the funding we set aside for R&D.
We actively sought out tools and software that we could
integrate with our ROVs, as well as complementary services,
such as integrating our mini-ROV technology with Vertech’s
inspection capabilities. In tandem with that, we also pursued
new applications and markets, and have moved from
mapping to monitoring to inspections, and from marine
environment to engineering construction and beyond.

What helped you to commercialise
your innovation?
We were fortunate to initially secure some key projects that
allowed us to fund and grow the business. Positive cash flows
from day one enabled us to re-invest back into our R&D program
and build our team. Working with clients also meant we were
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able to understand their challenges, and focus our R&D on their
most relevant problems to commercialise new capabilities rapidly.
Collaboration on many levels was important, especially as
we grew. We partnered with clients to develop and test our
new technologies, and sought out companies and universities
with complementary technologies and interests. For us it was
important to collaborate with organisations with similar culture
and values to ours, and with people the company trusted.
Being awarded several state and federal grants helped us
with important business-related matters early on – contract
and agreement templates, market research, and legal advice
for intellectual property protection strategies. The grants also
allowed us to employ an experienced business executive to
do all the things marine scientists would prefer not to do.
The Geo Oceans team has drawn on mentors for business
and technical advice, and the knowledge and experience of
several industry champions. Active engagement with Subsea
Energy Australia, the peak industry body for the subsea
supply chain, has provided access to industry networks.

What didn’t help or what would you
do differently?
We reached a point in our growth and market penetration where
it was difficult to expand without more backing. We needed
to find a suitable partner that could nurture and support both
our growth plan and our move into subsea inspections.
The investment made by SMEs into federal grant funding
applications can be considerable. While we consider ourselves very
fortunate to have received several government grants, we wonder
whether the process could be simplified. Sometimes the gap
between applying for and receiving the grant was unpredictable
and this occasionally resulted in the need to renegotiate with
suppliers, which was time-consuming and costly.

What was behind the decision to sell
to Vertech/Global Energy Group?
Being acquired by Vertech and the Global Energy Group has
given Geo Oceans a stronger balance sheet, access to global
supply chain opportunities and the ability to draw on the
knowledge of its parent company – all while maintaining the
autonomy and flexibility of a small business.
This is an exciting new chapter for us, as we now have the
platform to expand our operations globally to meet the
growing oil and gas marketplace. The acquisition will also
allow us to expand our operations into other sectors such as
renewable and nuclear energy.
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