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Intelligent cat's eye gleams at bright market prospects ahead


By Alistair Osborne, City Correspondent
Last Updated: 10:30pm BST 01/04/2002
A COMPANY founded by a former fireman that makes a revolutionary type of cat's eye to improve road safety is planning to come to the main market this year in a £100m-£120m float.

Astucia, which was set up by chairman Martin Dicks in 1992 and began trading from a Portakabin, has appointed investment bank WestLB to advise on the float. Nicholas Fisk is shortly to join from Innogy as finance director.

Existing investors, which include venture capitalist 3i with 16.6pc, a private Pakistani shareholder, and Mr Dicks, with around 14pc, intend to sell about a third of their holdings. Astucia will also raise about £20m of new money.

Mr Dicks, who was on duty for the Kings Cross fire, says: "I thought of the idea for this company in 1992 when driving down to London in dense fog. I started building the thing on the dining room table."

He began to make a new solar-powered, "intelligent" cat's eye, which warns drivers of the prevailing road conditions and can be seen at much greater distances than the conventional design, which relies on the car headlights.

In foggy conditions, the cat's eye shines a bright white. Once a car passes, it leaves an amber trail for four seconds so a following driver knows there is a car in front. Should the second driver encroach into the amber trail, it turns red, warning him to slow down. To warn of icy conditions, the light turns blue.

Michael Waddell, chief executive, says: "There are approximately 3,500 deaths on the roads each year. This product improves on the traditional cat's eye by a factor of 10. You can see a traditional cat's eye 90m ahead, giving you about three seconds to react. With our product, you can see it a kilometre ahead and you've got about 30 seconds."

Astucia, which expects more than £20m sales this year, up from £5.5m, and its first profit, has 95pc of its turnover abroad, and a forward order book worth £200m over seven years. It has also developed a camera that can be set in the cat's eye, capable of photographing number plates.

Mr Waddell denies that this is Big Brother technology for catching speeding motorists, preferring to see uses for road tolls and the kind of congestion charging that London Mayor Ken Livingstone plans to introduce.

Astucia is talking to services company Serco, which operates the road traffic management centres for the Highways Agency, about further uses for its product.
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