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collection is curiously thin on sci-fi.

“It's kind of funny,” he says, “because at
Orcon all of the technical guys bar none had
copies of Star Trek on DVD and came in [to
the office] in their Klingon outfits and | never
understood it."

Woodhouse clearly understood a lot about
Orcon’s business: enough to spot the early

home, there's a different persona. We're
sitting by his personal library. He has an
entire wall lined with books: A tempting 500
or so books on politics, science, business
and other random topics.

There’s Noam Chomsky's powerful book
Failed States which deals with the United
States' assertion that it has the right to use

iven that he's got enough money

to retire and then some, why

would Seeby Woodhouse re-enter
the business world? And what'’s the link
between the Internet and carbon credits?
When Weoedhouse launched his latest
business venture, Green Carbon, earlier

First impressions

this year, the guest list sported an eclectic
bunch of locals. Thay included New
Zealand Institute CEO David Skilling; gossip
columnist Bridget Saunders; National Party
leader John Key; and model Nicky Watson.
Woodhouse is best known as the Orcon
Internet entrepreneur who sold out to Kordia
Group in the middle of last year for a cool
$24.3 million. That's pretty unusual fora 30
year old. But then, not many business men
revel in the name Seeby. It's a made-up
name, he says, inspired by his dad's love
of James Joyce's book Finnegans Wake in
which words are combined to take on new,
often lyrical, double meanings.

Woodhouse has a reputation as a man-
about-town, ‘A’ list kind of a guy. He's
frequently photographed with cute young
models and is on record for his work-hard/
play-hard ethos.

When we meet at his North Shore Auckland
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military force against ‘failed states’ around
the globe. And Edward Lear’s nonsense
poem The Quangle Wangle’s Hat which
Woodhouse says is part of his ‘nostalgia’
shelf from when he was a kid.

He enjoys the “what if' thinking of books,
he says. “That's how my brain works."

k&\When you are
in a new industry
you can create
some of the rules.
You can make
lots of mistakes
and go off on a
tangent and do
things. And if it
doesn't work you
can still reverse
around because
there aren't so
many people in
that space.?3

And reckons if the building was burning
down he'd scramble for his copy of Niccolo
Machiavelli's The Prince before legging it
out of there. Which is kind of interesting
because Machiavelli was writing about the
Florentine Republic of the 1500s, but there
are arguments that his ideas can be applied
just as well to modern day political life.
Not that Woodhouse sees himself asa
political creature. There were no political
undertones in his invitation to John Key =
to.the Green Carbon-launch, he says.
He dpasn‘t'_hava?w _pa_riicura'r_ political
2 ion and would have been just as
eased to-have hosted Helen C
Vo just asked Jorn

have been f:antasijc:tuo
s, says Woodhouse, is oneof

on how things work. “But evéry good bogk

those books that changes people's;npinldns

- they change your thoughts a little
= | i |

opportunity in the Internet Service Provider
(ISP) space when he was just a teenager
and retire handsomely from it 10 years later.
He set himself the goal of doubling the size
of the company every year. Seven out of 10
years he did just that.

Last year, he says, was a good time to sell
Orcon. The market was ready to buy, he was
ready to move on to something else “and

it looked like things were going to get a lot
tougher — which they clearly have”.

“When you are in a new industry you can
create some of the rules,” he says, “you

can make lots of mistakes and go off on a
tangent and do things. And if it doesn’t work
you can still reverse around because there
aren’t so many people in that space.”

As the ISP space matured, Woodhouse felt
the excitement diminish. “I was very good

at shaving out as many costs and being

as efficient as possible,” he says, “but the
long-term winners were going to be whoever
could answer the most calls per helpdesk
person, who could pay their helpdesk
people the lowest, and who could have the
lowest costs. It all came down to grains of
sand: shaving five cents off people’s bills,
getting the most customers and doing
advertising the most efficiently.”

When we spoke on the phone a few months
after the sale of Orcon he told me he was
semi-retired. He was learning to dance and
cook, playing the piano and buying furniture
for his house.

A few months after that, Woodhouse has re-
emerged at the head of Green Carbon. It's
a start-up company dedicated to providing
advice to businesses wanting to reduce
their carbon footprint. It will also supply
carbon offsets and invest in carbon-reducing
projects around the world.

For Woodhouse the lure of the “Wild West’
is rearing up again. He can't resist the
temptation to get involved in new frontiers,
unbroken ground... the next big business
adventure.

Seeby sees green

Seeby Woodhouse is ‘absolutely’ convinced
that global warming is man made.

“| don't like to jump on the bandwagon,” he
says, “so | started digging into this stuff....
biology, physics and calculus and statistics
were all my subjects at school so that's

the kind of thing | read: New Scientist and
Cosmos magazine. Science is one of my real

If you are a real born and bred North
Shore boy, you race around in your
mum's Honda Civic with lowered
suspension.

Seeby Woodhouse says he missed
out on that part of his education.
The family moved to Auckland from
Palmerston North when he was about
three years old. He graduated from
Glenfield College and, apart from the
absence of a Honda Civie, has bean
a North Shore boy ever since.

He had a rocky start at school with

a teacher who had the whole class

in tears.

“My dad didn't think it was right,”
says Woodhouse, “and decided to
take me out of school.”

His parents were bath librarians

and had their own way of teaching.

“1 just read everything in the house
from top to bottom. | grew up

around books until | was 12. So then
when | went to [high] school | was
really lagging behind in things like
handwriting, maths and science but
my English and reading skills were
like [those of] a 25 year ol

It was, says Woodhouse, an unusual
beginning. “One of the reasons | went
back to school is that in August 1987
my dad had decided to re-mortgage
our recently paid-off house and put
all of our money on shares.”

Two months later the market cras
The family lost everything. It was

a defining moment for the young
Woodhouse. He has a vivid memory
of his dad breaking his piggy bank to
get his rare coin collection. “My coins
got sold and every last cent put into
the family finances,” he says. “It was
that bad: we were down to the last
penny.”

Weodhouse also recalls watching

the share crash drama unfold on the
family's black and white TV. “l can’t
remember who it was ... but | have
this memory of somebody rich and
powerful, someone on a yacht, saying
‘the crash is not too bad... it doesn't
really matter’. But my parents were

obviously really distraught about it
and | was think ‘this is all about
business and the business people
fine but my parents are not'.

It put the fear of God into the young
Woodhouse. “I think a lot of people
can point to one moment in their
lives when something happened and
everything chang he says. "That
was it for me.”

Woodhouse started bugging his wider
family for information. “What's a

company? What's the legal definition
[of a company]? Why is it different
from a person? What does limited
liability mean? What's a partnership?
What's a trust? Any time | heard
anything about business that | didn't
understand I'd ask someone and
work at it until | got the answe
Woodhouse.

“| became a sponge. Knowledge is
power and it's probably one of the
reasons done OK in busin
because I've got that grounding that
a lot of people maybe r 3

Once installed at school, Woodhouse
jumped at the chance to take part in
the newly-formed Young Enterprise
Scheme. Looking back, he reckons
his school companies were ‘pretty
much dismal failures’.

“But that teaches you a lot," he says.
“Young Enterprise taught me what a
campany hat shareholders are
and the diligence of having board
meetings. | learnt about working with
other kids who are shareholders and
passionately involved in the outcome
but who might not be the best peo
for the task.”

Woodhouse reck

been a very poor employee. “If |
hadn't run my own company \'d have
been a dismal failure,” he laughs. “I'd
be flipping burgers.”

In fact, the only time he h

worked for anyone

By all accounts, h

bad person to have on the
Woodhouse had three New Z:

Herald and two North

Advertiser paper runs. He'd get up

at five or in the morning and do
three paper runs back-to-back before
school. It would take him two or three
hours before school and then he'd do
another couple of hours after school.
For that, he earned the grand sum of
around $30 a week and saved for a
bought his first car.
The work and savi
already in evidence.

h, | hated says Woodhouse.

I'm not a marning person so that

Wi uperhuman.”

Nowadays he allows himself to sleep
in until nine am if he wants. “But

then I'm really produc at night,”
he says. "l quite often go to bed at
midnight and just lie there awake and
a whole lot of ideas start coming to
me and | think ‘I've got to get up” and
| work until four in the morning and
then have a big nap. For whatever
reason, my brain tends to get into a
bit of a productive state at night. So
if that's the time to power through
emails then | do it."

Surprisingly, Woodhouse didn't do
business studies at univ

opted for electrical engi
Auckland University and lasted just a
year before a chance comment at a
lecture changed his life & .
“| remember someone d the
Internet is doubling in size every three
months in the US. So | thought, 'I'm
going to get into that. | don't care if
I've only got 100 bucks in the bank.
In a few months it will be $200, then
$400, then $800
Oreon Internet was born.

ethic were

nzbusiness.conz NZ8 june 08 35




Seeby Woodhouse with
John Key at the launch of
Green Carbon.

£€| try to approach
things from a redl,
rational, scientific
viewpoint and hope
that maybe one
day I'll do some
good. 73

passions.... | researched global warming
because | didn’t want to back a horse that
turned out to be a wrong bet and it's all
caused by sun spots or something.”
Woodhouse says he got as far as doing his
own caleulations on the amount of heat that
a CO2 molecule would absorb and how
that werks in terms of different amounts
of radiation. He worked out enough to be
convinced that scientists' predictions of
serious upcoming change were bang on.
Woodhouse is resigned to living with the
apparent contradictions of his new role.
“I've had people tell me | should be driving
a Prius,” he says. "But, hang on, I've already
got a car. If | sell that car it's just going to go
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to someone else who's going to drive it in
exactly the same way as me or worse. And
the creation of a Prius is going to do more
environmental damage because the energy
required to create a new car — especially

a car with heavy batteries and that sort of
swifi s way worse than ine 'mpach of just
driving the car I'm already in.”

Woodhouse contends that the problem lies
at a much deeper level than one individual’s
car.

“The trouble with any Western person saying
they drive a Prius Is that it doesn’t matter,”
he says, “because the average first world
person consumes 35 times more resources
than a third world person.”

Woodhouse sees parallels with arguments
surrounding the use of environmentally
friendly light bulbs.

“I've seen people go through their houses
and say, ‘I'll buy energy efficient light bulbs
and I'll throw out all my existing ones’. But
the energy required to make that energy
efficient light bulb was way more than just
using an inefficient light bulb until it blows.
So | say, if a light bulb is going to blow, sure
I'll replace it with an energy efficient one but
don't go through your house and throw out a
whole load of good light bulbs and put them
in landfill.

“Yes, there are some really serious issues
and I'd like to be part of the solution.
No-one talks about how we could all drive
huge ‘whale-tail' American cars that are
huge gas guzzlers as long as there weren't
so many of us on the planet. If there were
a billion people we wouldn't have all these
environmental problems.
“By the year 2050 we're going to have nine
billion people and they are all going to want
to eat more protein. It's just going to put
a huge strain on resources — as there is
already. Half the coral reefs have died and
most of the world's fishenes are in decine
or collapsed already. And if crops yield
50 percent less because we've got global
warming but we've got to feed 50 percent
more people, I'm really concerned.
“One of the scariest statistics ['ve ever
seen is there’s less than two billion people
in the world who you could class as having
a first world standard of living. Four billion
people in the world don't have access to
clean water or anything like that. So two
thirds of the world is living in poverty and
third werld conditions.
“The problem is huge. All | try and do is
have a good understanding of the issues. |
try to approach things from a real, rational,
scientific viewpoint and hope that maybe
one day 'll do some good. If people want
to criticise me that's fine.
“The problem we've got is that even if you
lived like a very frugal Westerner, if you are
a Westerner there’s still a problemn because
the planet can't sustain the whole world
living like we do now.
“So either we need to invent new sources of
energy and new sources of sustainability -
which | think is the only way forward — or we
need to drastically reduce the population.
The coming times are going to be very scary
so we need as many heads working on
pollution as possible.
“| like to know my topic. | certainly don't
think I'm an expert but | like to get to the
issue and try to understand. | did three
months of reading before | started Green
Carbon. | wanted to verify my own thinking
and make sure | was on the right track. |
also wanted to be able to answer questions
in a sensible manner rather than just saying,
‘oh, | have an environmental company and
it's cool’.
“l could have retired and done nothing. But |
can just tell | need to keep my brain active.™
Ruth Le Pla is an Auckland-based freelance
writer, Email ruth.lepla@xtra.co.nz

Futh Le Pla is an Auckiand-based freefance
writer: Ematl: auth. lepla@xtra.co.nz

For more on Green Carbon go o www.
greencarbon.co.nz?




