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Course graduated from: BSc 

Year of graduation: 1983

Job: Co-founder and partner  
of Play Bigger 

Career: Computer scientist/
mathematician, BHP Steel;  team 
leader Best Knowledge Systems; 
Managing director, Ozware; 
managing director, Fluid Thinking; 
co-founder and CEO Quokka 
Sports;  Executive Vice President 
and CMO, Macromedia;  Senior 
Vice-President and General 
Manager, Mobile & Device Solutions. 
Adobe Systems 

Reflection: “The reality is that the 
great developments in society come 
through this thing called science and 
we live in an era where things are 
happening so much faster and new 
things become possible in days that 
used to take years and decades. If 
you have a scientific brain you also 
have a responsibility to learn how 
to communicate. Doing shit in a lab 
is fantastic but unless the general 
public understand what the heck 
you are doing with all that stuff it’s 
not going to help.”
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his thirty years of 
riding the constantly 
evolving wave of 
computer technology,  
Al Ramadan has been 
“best known” for many 

different achievements. Sailing buffs 
know him as the “high-tech mastermind” 
behind John Bertrand’s America’s Cup 
campaign: a leader of the team’s use 
of technology in both boat design and 
analysis of wind and weather data.  
Australian sports experts know that  
he represented his country in both 
yachting and baseball, while US  
sports nuts revere him as the man  
who pioneered Quokka Sports, an 
internet-based “total sports immersion” 
sports viewing system that was 20  
years ahead of its time. 

Technology Executive
Silicon Valley, on the other hand,  
knows him as one of its most 
experienced technology executives. 
Ramadan spent almost 10 years at  
the top of Macromedia and then  
Adobe Systems, in roles such as  
senior vice president, executive vice 
president and chief marketing officer 
and oversaw the introduction of new 
products such as the award-winning 
Flash Lite software platform which 
allowed people to watch YouTube  
videos and TV programs on the  
Internet and mobile phones.

Now, as one of three co-founding  
partners in the marketing advisory firm 
Play Bigger, Ramadan is playing a role  
that is by definition, much more low 
profile. This time his mission is to make 
the dozen or so technology companies 
in their portfolio companies into the 
“market leading” players or “category 
kings” in their particular market areas. 
One client is fellow Monash graduate 
Ben Werther, CEO of the big data 
analytics company Platfora, a firm 
dealing with such high profile clients as 
Disney, Citigroup and Comcast. Another 
is the “internet of things” company  
Sensity Systems. The work is, Ramadan  
says, a dream come true – and one in  
which he has happily put his days as a 
senior operational executive behind him.

“This is the culmination in a lot of ways  
of many different parts of my career,”   
he says. “I basically retired when I was 
50 and found I was missing some things 
from the business world. (Then) I found 
a fabulous way of partnering with two 
of my best friends in a life/business 
together which we enjoy many of the 
things I am passionate about - and  
work at the same time. I think I am  
the luckiest guy in the world.”

Ramadan is of course, well-aware  
of the much-reported risks, to both 
business and friendship, of combining 
the two  – and has seen plenty of 
casualties. But this time it’s working.

Quokka Sports

Started by Ramadan in 1995 with 
America’s Cup hero John Bertrand  
as his vice-chairman, Quokka was one 
of the world’s first digital entertainment 
companies. Twenty years ahead of its 
time in deluging happy armchair sports 
with data, images and video covering 
every possible aspect of a sporting 
event, its opening event, the 1998 
Whitbread Round The World Race, 
included in-depth coverage of the 
sailors, all the boats, real-time  

obstacles, and wind weather and ocean 
current data. By 1999 it was worth $1 
billion and employed more than 500 
staff. Quokka won gold at the Sydney 
Olympics  with partner NBC and many 
other awards. But consumer adoption 
of the fast broadband it required did not 
expand as quickly as had been expected 
and in 2000 Internet Advertising 
crashed. The business lost $US149 
million in the year 2000 and went into 
liquidation in April 2001.

Playing a winner’s  
game for the long haul

Balance of work and leisure
“There is no boss. It’s like a family, we 
are three brothers. It’s sort of tongue in 
cheek but we say we like to do 100 days 
surfing, 100 days skiing and 100 days 
working every year.”  The key to the 
team’s success, he says, is the balance 
of work and leisure time spent together.  
“What we have found is that our ability 
to be creative has been enhanced by  
the time that we spend outside of the 
office. Nine-tenths of the great ideas  
that we have happen on the chair lift  
or sitting out the back, waiting for a 
wave to come through or as we are 
Mountain Bike riding through a forest. 
It’s true that when you give your brain 
space, amazing things happen.”

More than 35 years have passed  
since Ramadan had his first introduction 
to computing by working on a Burroughs 
6700 mainframe computer that was  
“the size of a house”. And it’s three 
decades since he completed his science 
degree, with majors in computer science 
and applied mathematics, while working 
part time as a computer “systems 
officer” at the university. The Monash 
experience – across the work and the 
study –gave him the tools to move  
into the work force, he says.  

“I started my degree in geology and  
biology but in my second year I found 
a passion for computer science and fell 
in love with the problem-solving aspect 
of that and the architecture of building 
something.  Once the hook was in,  
that was the start of my path.”

Ramadan started his first solo  
venture, a software company called  
Best Knowledge Systems, in the  
mid-1980s. But the key preparation  
for that first step as an entrepreneur  
was his previous four years with BHP 
– his first job after graduation, working 
as a mathematician/programmer on a 
system for metallurgists, chemists and 
other technical workers at the company’s 

Westernport plant. 
“They needed to 
understand how  
you made steel,  
so what we did was 
revolutionary for the 
time. We needed to 
collect all the data from 
the steel processing 

mills. The technical people were trying to 
figure out what was the best steel for the  
doors on a Commodore. Some of them 
were trying to figure out what was the 
best configuration for roofing. This 
system, really for the first time, allowed 
people to collect all that real-time data. 
“A couple of years into that, I was 
completely sold on this as a career 
direction and it has been a governing 
light for me since then.”
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“It’s true that when you 
give your brain space, 
amazing things happen.”


