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Aarti Betegeri, Reporter: The combination of a great idea and a focused business plan can help companies ride out even the worst storms.

This was true of one travel company, which from humble beginnings 19 years ago, now has sales of $150 million dollars a year, and growing. In fact, the founders are now preparing the company for a public listing.

Darrell Wade, Founder, Intrepid Travel: Travel can be a really volatile industry, you know, over the last 10 years there have been a lot of quite major external shocks that have impacted on the business. The biggest single shock we had was SARS, during 2003.

You also had a whole heap of people that were cancelling trips, travel agents that were not wanting to fulfil contracts. The learning from SARS I think was that cash is king, we've always been very financially conservative in terms of treatment of client monies and just not taking on any debt in the business, but something like SARS comes from left field. Over that 6 to 9 months we lost about $4 million, but we didn't lose any staff.

Aarti Betigeri: Intrepid Travel made its name by escorting small groups of people to developing countries.

Darrell Wade: Intrepid started a long time ago, it was 1988, a friend of mine from university, Geoff Manchester and I were travelling across Africa and we came up with this idea of combining all the good aspects of organised travel and all the good aspects of independent travel, backpacking, whatever you want to call it, and leaving all the bad aspects of that behind.

We started the company in a very small way, I mean there was just the two of us. Geoff led trips in Thailand, which was our first destination, and I was the office boy doing everything else in Melbourne. And I guess gradually it just grew and grew. We added an extra itinerary here, another country there, and 19 years later, we're in a hundred odd countries around the world, and nearly 1,000 staff. So it's just grown organically almost.

Aarti Betigeri: Turnover varies, but co-founder Darrell Wade estimates that this year sales will be around $145 million, and expects that figure to double within two or three years.

Darrell Wade: Managing growth is always hard, you predict where you think you're going to be and set down some objectives and some plans and invariably you get it wrong. I suppose our history is that we've tended to come in ahead of budget so as a result, your back office infrastructure and systems and processes are always found wanting. We often find ourselves scrambling to keep up with growth. 

I'd like to say we're much better at it these days, we certainly invest a lot more in it, but the reality is, it's probably still an inherent weakness in our company, being a relatively high growth company.

Aarti Betigeri: One way Intrepid is managing its growth is by streamlining sections that are non-core business, like its retail stores.

Darrell Wade: We've just formed a new joint venture with Flight Centre, because they are retailers, they understand it and are obviously better at retailing than we are. 

So we've formed a joint venture so that we can bring our product into the equation, and our brand, if you like, and what we're trying to do in terms of our emotional fit with customers, but Flight Centre can bring their systems and skills and lease negotiating techniques, all that type of thing that a retailer really does need and we don't have.

Aarti Betigeri: Intrepid Travel is now gearing up for an eventual public float.

No date's yet been set, but Darrell Wade says it's at least two years away.

Darrell Wade: People often ask me, why would you list? "Hey Darrell, you get good holidays, you must get a reasonable income, you seem to make good profits, don't go there, it's a nightmare There's all sorts of compliance issues, the media on to you the whole time."

There's downsides of listing, no doubt, but we're on a journey and we just see listing as logical part of that journey. 

I'm not sure that I want to tell you how many weeks on holiday I have a year because, you know, maybe in a listed environment, that's going to be a problem for me! But I usually take about 12 weeks a year holiday, I also travel a fair bit for work, two, three, sometimes four weeks a year, I just don't see how you can get sick of travel. Even a business trip, you're still meeting people, you're still talking to people, you're still in a different city, it's fun, it's great, I love travel.

Alan Kohler: 12 weeks holiday, that's a beauty! Aarti Betigeri reporting.


