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Northern Digital Inc. chief executive officer Jamie Fraser says the firm’s technology, including measuring and tracking devices, give it lots of growth potential.

Northern Digital: Measuring success

By John Schofield, Special to The Record

or Jamie Fraser, it was love at
Ffirst sight — of the corporate
kind.

The president and chief executive
officer of Waterloo-based Northern
Digital Inc. discovered the company
early last year when he was search-
ing for new opportunities.

For 11 years, he had climbed the
corporate ladder at Amphenol Corp.,
aleading, U.S.-based manufacturer of
connectors and cables. Duringa
distinguished career there, he rose to
senior vice-president and helped
boost sales for his business unit from
$50 million to $300 million a year. But
by late 2007, the Montreal-born Fra-
ser was ready for anew challenge
and ready to return to Canada with
his family.

Inthe course of his inquiries, he
came across Northern Digital, a
manufacturer of advanced measur-
ing equipment for medical and indus-
trial applications.

Last winter, he made the trek from

hishome in Endicott, N.Y., to Water-
loo to meet with his predecessor,
David Crouch, and other senior exec-
utives. He was immediately im-
pressed with the company’s products
and its people. “Iwas amazed,” he
remembers. “It has a fantastic oppor-
tunity for growth.”

Since April of last year, when
Fraser was picked to take the helm,
he’s worked hard to make that
growth areality. The 47-year-old CEO
isleading the company, commonly
known as NDI, through a period of
significant change.

Founded in 1981 by University of
Waterloo computer science professor
Jerry Krist, NDI was sold to a group
of company executives in 1998. In late
2007, the remaining executive owners
— Crouch, chief operating officer
Jim Kearns, chief technology archi-
tect Terry Fisher and vice-president
Paul Clausen — sold a majority stake
tothe Audax Group, a Boston-based
private equity firm. (Clausen and
Fisher remain with the company.)

Atthetime, Crouch stated that

Audax’s deeper pockets would help
NDIreach “the nextlevel.” Last No-
vember, the company trimmed its
workforce from about 130 employees
toits current 108, blaming the global
credit crunch and its impact on cap-
ital spending by U.S. hospitals.

Despite the tough economy, Fraser
says NDI has made significant sales
gains this year, and the company will
continue to focus on growth by en-
hancing current products and adding
new ones. Employees seem ready for
the challenge. More than 50 have
invested their own money, says Fra-
ser, who is the second largest share-
holder after Audax. “They’ve re-
sponded very well to the change,” he
observes. “These are not always easy
things —to go from almost a family
structure to a financial, more formal
structure.”

NDI'smedical division is by far its
biggest money maker, accounting for
about 70 per cent of the company’s
sales. Its Polaris line of optical track-
ing systems isnow the standard of
care in neurosurgery when line-of-

sight measurements are possible,
says Fraser.

When operations involve soft
tissue and surgeons can’t make mea-
surements by sight, NDI offers its
Aurora electromagnetic measuring
technology. Both devices allow sur-
geons to precisely chart their proce-
dures.

NDTI’s Polaris and Aurora medical
devices are typically sold to other
manufacturers for integration into
computer-assisted surgery systems
or other medical systems, which are
sold directly to hospitals.

Inneurosurgery specifically, says
Fraser, NDI has 70 per cent of the
market for computer-assisted neuro-
surgical systems. As the surgeon
views live images of the procedure on
acomputer screen, Polaris emits
infrared light to track the precise
position of the wired surgical in-
struments, which are designed with
small spheres to reflect the infrared
light back to the position sensor.
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NDI’s fastest growth
this year has been from
its industrial division

» NDI continued from page 46

Aurora’s electromagnetic technol-
ogy isused to track instruments
when surgeons are required to delve
deeply into tissue for procedures
such as biopsies.

While sales of the medical devices
have been slower this year, Fraser
says they’ve been bolstered over the
long term by a growing trend toward
minimally invasive surgery. He’s
particularly excited by the prospects
for Aurora.

“This soft tissue area is very new
to us—about two to three per cent of
revenuesright now,” he says. “But
it’sa very explosive growth opportu-
nity. It has the true potential to dou-
ble our medical business.”

Surprisingly, NDI’s fastest growth
this year has come from its industrial
division. It’s an unexpected perfor-
mance considering the sad state of
Canada’s manufacturing sector, and
the fact that NDI has directed most of
its marketing efforts to the auto sec-
tor.

The company’s industrial prod-
ucts still account for about 15 per cent
of revenues, says Fraser. But the
popularity of products like its Op-
totrak Portable Coordinate Measur-
ing Machine has helped drive double-
digit sales growth in the division.

Product engineers at any manu-
facturing firm can bring the device
onto the shop floor to obtain razor-
sharp measurements of parts or
components accurate to 50 microns
—about halfthe width of a human
hair. The device is better priced and
has more applications than its com-
petitors, says Fraser.

“Its prospects are very exciting in
the sense that companies continue to
make more complex structures,
whether its ships or airplanes or
cars,” he says. “Additionally, there’s
been more focus on making sure
those parts are of the highest qual-
ity.”

NDI originally built its business
on measuring devices for the life
sciences research sector, with a spe-
cial emphasis on kinesiology, the
study of human movement. With its
enormous success in the medical
field, life sciences became an in-
creasingly smaller part of the compa-
ny, today accounting for about 15 per
cent of sales.

Under his watch, Fraser says, no
division will be allowed to wither. He
believes new products like Wave,
launched toward the end of 2008, will
help NDI’s life sciences division
flourish again. Designed for speech
research, the non-line-of-sight, mo-
tion-capture system can track
mouth, tongue and facial move-
ments, and is quickly being adopted
by top researchers in the field. “Life
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Christian Monterroso uses a
high-precision measuring device
developed by Northern Digital Inc.

sciences before was seen as a flat part
ofthe company,” he says. “We’ve put
together a strategy to make it grow,
anditis growing.”

The seasoned CEO says he’ll use
thelessons he’s learned over along
career in industry to drive NDI's
success. Raised in London, Ont.,
Fraser started working right after
high school, selling electronic com-
ponents tofactories. He later joined
Atlantis Systems International, a
Brampton-based aerospace manufac-
turer, where he served as an opera-
tions manager.

Eager to graduate into general
management, he enrolled in the
executive MBA program at the Uni-
versity of Western Ontario’s Richard
Ivey School of Business, graduating
in1995. Soon after, he joined Amphe-
nol’s Canadian subsidiary, Toronto-
based Amphenol Canada Corp.

At NDI, Fraser isleading a compa-
ny with a strong track record. Over
the years, it has appeared numerous
times on Profit magazine’s Next 100
Fastest Growing Canadian Compa-
nieslist, and hasreceived Canada’s
50 Best Managed Companies award
eight times.

With his experience and Audax’s
strong financial backing, Fraser says
the company can go even further.

“It’s alittle unusual that a guy
who ran a $300-million business
comes to manage a company that’s a
tenth that size,” he says.

“Butit’s such a great Canadian
story of technology. I'm very proud to
leadit.”
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