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The big fish of Snapfish

DeCODE

Darlington
Jose Hecton

ALA Parthasarathy
iz ene of those rare
entrepreneurs who
doesnotsavhestart-
ed his business
out of passion for a partieular
- idaa. "The motive was to make a
pot of money" savs the co-
feunderof Snapfish, asuccessiul
enline photo service in the US,
which he seld to HP in 2005, The
deal fetched the founders over
%37 million, Today Bala is the
managing director {Eurcpe &
Asia-Pacific) of Snapfizsh by HE,
while the ather co-founders have
eonetheir separate ways.
Balawasinthe Bay AreainSan
Fruneise in the late '®0s and
withessed from close quarters
the amazing buzz—itwas a real
+old rush, he savs—of technolo.
svideasandhugeventurecapital
hacking, “That was a great time
in the Silicon Valley. Everyons
hadanideaandwantedtostrikeit
rich. Myself endmy partnerséall
of them Harvard MBAs) loved
with several ldeas including
mahile phones before settlingon
the online photc service busi-

ness. Itwasprebaoly theright de-
cision atthat time™

His middle-clzss upbringing
in Chennai meant he did not
dream tod big inifiatly All he
wanted wasa great joh. TIT Chen.
nal ensured a great start for the
vaung man, from wherehe grad-
aated inChemical Engineering.
He then maoved on to the Unifed
States to pursue his Masters in
Computer Science, to Kick-start
agreatcareer

“Being in Bay Areadees some-
thing to ali. The entrepreneur-
ship spirit engulfs vou,” he savs,
In1923 hefloateda softwarefirm
called Virmnan Software, which he
sold four vearslater He wasassno-
ciated witlifew other startupsas
well, huthestill lookedout forthe
billiondollarides Thebestplans
arenot necessarily laid cutwhen
peinginthethickaol things, sohe
took a year off and traveled the
world Hewassinglethenandhad
enotigh In the bank o afford a
vear long sabbatical. “When 1
cameback tothe S in 1988, T was
readyforsomething new."”

He began to intensaly search
for the next big idea and joining
him were three other friends in-
eluding his IIT Chemmai mate
Shripati Acharva, Iéeasbegan Lo
pourinbutecare had tobeiaken to
weed cutunviable ones. They al-
most went ashead with the plan to
start a cellphone company. but
stopped just short, Bvervone in

the group wasclear that thebusi-
ness sheuld be based on selid
grounds, something that they
couldsell afterbuilding scale.
There was alotof buzz around
onfing photos al thal time, and
there wers gquite a fow firms do-
ingbtmsinessinthatspace. Butwe
feltwerould takeitto thenextlev-
el and scale it quickly That was
hew Snapfish was born. 1 was
the tecnnology anchor in the
team, Shripati locked afier user-

BALA WAS IN THE BAY
AREA INSAN FRANCISO
IN THE LATE “30s AND
WITNESSED FROM
CLOSE QUARTERS THE
AMAZING BUZZ. IT WAS
A REAL GOLD RUSH OF
TECH IDEAS AND HUGE
VC BACKING

interface and product manage-
trent, whilethetwootherslooked
afterthebusinessinterests.”
They did notfind itdifficultto
get venture funding as the team
was impressive and had a robust
business ldea. Snapfish grew
from strength to strength and
soon ithad over 13 million users,
Inbetween, thedotcom bubble
purst and that dealt a big blow.
Snapfish had to seale down from
100em pleveestojust 20, Snapfish

also changed its business mode!
at thisstage, which was based on
films, to digltal photo prints. It
started spreading its wings out-
side the US and soon started of-
ficesin UK too. Butitwasfinding
it diffieult to spread quickly to
multiple countries, The big dad-
dies in the technelogy space
started showing interest in snap-
pingup Snapfish, butthey waited
for the right deal. HP started to
talk to them. By 2005, thew
started inching close to a deal.
‘When they found the right valua-
tion (Bala says It's between $300.
400 million), they struck it rich
and eashed out.Bala had turned
hisdreams into reality and Snap-
MshbecameShapfishby HP.
Buthe had his share of appre-
hensions. 11e was a little unsure
how HP would treathim and how
Snapfish would get Integrated.
“We held several rounds of dis-
cussions with HP on the issue of
integration and Snapfish retain.
ing its identity. 1, myself, was not
sire how [ will enjoy this transi-
tion. But there are no concerns
now as HP has made me feel like
an entrepreneur. 1 have contin-
ued to enjoy my freedom and
responsibilities,” savs Bala.
After the acquisition, he
joined HP asitsCTO. Hemoved to
India later as he felt he couid
make a difference in this part of
the world. “Snapfish by HP
makes 10times more revenues to-

dayand has8smilllonusers glob-
ally” he says. “Our decision to
sellhasbeenvalidated.”

“Digital cameras were the rea.
son why anline photos hecame
bigbusiness inthefirst place but
now maobile phones are driving
theculiure,” hesays. Todrivefur-
ther Innovation in the market,
Snapfish by HP haslaunched the
Snapfish Publisher, a platform
thatenables creation of morein-
teresting applications from de-
velopers outside. [ can foresea
India becoming a huge market
in the next three years in the
online photo space.”
Bala is not all work though. He
15 & scuba diver, trekker and a
supreme backpacker. "“The
spirit of adventurs remains
the same be, it start-ups or ad-
venture sports. [inst take off
whenever the moaod s right.
Sometimes [ goalone, and on
other occasions T take my
wifealong. It's greartoget
out on vour owi,
and go do vour
skiing  or-
trekking. 1t's
greatto beons
with nature
alone, with
Just your
thoughts  for
company”
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