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Case Study
Subcon is a marine asset
stabilisation company with a
remarkable 80% market share in
Australia. Established in 2011,
Subcon has built an impressive,
global rsum of projects by
providing rapid installation of
innovative products in the offshore
and nearshore environments.
We spoke to founding partner
and Managing Director, Matthew
Allen, about how he built the
Western Australian business into a
multinational company so quickly.

Can you tell us about Subcon’s
commercialisation journey?
My background is in marine engineering and naval architecture,
with experience delivering large diameter, drilled and grouted
foundations for oil and gas platforms. After 15 years working
with operators and tier 1 contractors, I understood marine
construction. I had dreamed of creating a successful business,
and wanted to set an example to my kids to chase their dreams.
Our business plan specified we would start selling basic
products our clients needed, and once the doors were opened,
promote our more innovative solutions to differentiate us from
competitors. We started with concrete stabilisation mattresses,
then developed installation methods that reduced vessel time
and costs (our value proposition).
Combining existing products with new technology won us
quite a lot of work. For example, the standard solution to
sandbagging under water was a 20kg bag with one handle.
We added three more handles so the remotely operated
vehicle (ROV) could pick up the bags faster.

Then we realised a ROV could pick up an 80kg sandbag, so
we designed one and perfected the necessary logistics, which
was a huge breakthrough. The industry had been using 20kg
bags deployed by divers for 40 years, but now we had big muscly
ROVs. We were the first ones to introduce heavier bags, which
reduced installation time by 75%. When a client is paying
$150,000 per day for a boat, this is a significant saving.
Preparing for the inevitable downturn in oil and gas made us
think about diversifying. We analysed our core competencies
– in hydrodynamics, marine concreting and scour mitigation
– and extended our subsea oil and gas capability to reef
construction, coastal stabilisation and port infrastructure.
We won a tender to construct an artificial reef by first learning
what problems our potential clients were looking to solve,
then developing our own market leading design. Then we were
asked to implement a fibre design to stabilise a pipeline in
New Caledonia, on the basis it had been proven in the fishing
reefs, and from there, oil and gas companies started to adopt
it. Applying our technology in adjacent industries gave us
room to invent, test and prove new products and methods.
We’ve commercialised quite a few products since 2011, and
have grown from a start-up sharing a warehouse and a forklift
with two other businesses, into a proud company employing
40 staff and 30 contractors with our own offices in Perth
and warehouses in four countries. We’re exporting Aussie
engineering know-how to the four corners of the globe!

What helped you develop and grow the
business by commercialising innovation?
Completing a Master of Business Administration gave me
the skills to develop the business to the necessary level,
and participating in the Entrepreneurs Program gave me
confidence I was doing all the right things.
Innovation grants helped, as did research & development
(R&D) tax offsets. A Researchers in Business grant gave us
access to a group of CSIRO scientists to solve a technical
problem, and a Commercialisation Australia grant allowed us
to engage a PhD scientist of our choice at a time when we
could not have otherwise afforded one.

we never deviated from, whether we’re constructing reefs or
deploying sandbags with a ROV: to save vessel time and costs.
Collaboration is another key feature of our business plan.
We’ve produced our best work when we’ve taken a co-creative
approach to problem solving and product development, and
have shared the savings with clients. A trusting relationship
with your clients means you hear about their problems and are
well-placed to come up with a solution. One minute we were
selling a client a 20kg bag of concrete and the next we were
up on a platform preparing J tubes and stabilising tie-ins.

What barriers did you face on the path
to commercialisation?
Competitive tendering practices make it difficult to get
innovations to market because the procurement gatekeepers
haven’t adapted to the new way of evaluating the true
value add for their business, particularly in technical tenders.
When we tendered with the 80kg sand bags, procurement
was only assessing the cost of each one, rather than the
hundreds of thousands of dollars we could save them by
doing the job faster. We had to develop targeted marketing
for the project engineer and the procurement team to ensure
they were aware of the full benefits.
I’d love to see something done about payroll tax. A small
business finally makes a profit after years of investment and gets
hit with a big Tax Office bill and the first payroll tax bill. It’s a
perfect storm of external demands on cash at a time when you
need to reinvest back into plant and equipment and growth.
Obtaining finance can also present a barrier to Australian
companies trying to export their services. Last year we had
equipment in nine countries across four continents that we had
to fund with cash because we couldn’t get finance from banks
for bespoke equipment deployed overseas, but we’ve since had
support from the Export Finance and Insurance Corporation.

What does the future hold for Subcon?
More work in the oil and gas sector. Last year a global operator
asked us to deliver an innovative pipeline stabilisation system
in the Philippines, and created the solution with us.

Completing ISO 9001 certification in our first year has been
critical to our business development, and regular accreditation
audits have driven business growth and performance. We’ve
hired people who think outside the box but can also deliver
within the tight confines of ISO, industry specifications, and
strict delivery requirements. Our mantra is “innovate freely,
deliver rigorously”.

We’ll keep doing the reefs, and have just tested a new coastal
fringing reef that attenuates wave energy and prevents coastal
erosion that could be applied in decommissioning oil and gas
platforms to provide environmental benefits. We are using the
same technology to help wind farms in the North Sea to enhance
their value to the fisheries in which they’re located by putting
in purpose built structures to help bring back fish stocks.

A good business plan helped and we stuck to it diligently.
It contained a clear and compelling value proposition that

Who’d have thought we’d get to that from a 20kg sandbag
and a concrete mat?
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