Investors Snatch A123 Shares but Technology Challenges Remain
BY MARA LEMOS STEIN
9/28/2009 (Dow Jones Clean Technology Insight )– A123 Systems Inc.'s initial public
offering last week captured investors' imagination -- - and wallets --- with a vision of a
future where power is stored intelligently and deployed efficiently in a world of
lower carbon emissions.
At the core of that vision is lithium-ion battery technology, which has revolutionized
consumer electronics but is still in its early days for applications in transportation or
utility-scale storage. Batteries' cost, size, weight and life span are among the
challenges faced by A123 and its competitors, and could disrupt the company's
trajectory to profitability.
Experts and investors familiar with A123's lithium-ion technology say that it doesn't
provide the most power in a battery pack compared to competitors but it is one of the
safest, performing at high temperatures.
In spite of the challenges, the Watertown, Mass.-based battery developer and
manufacturer staged the second most successful IPO so far this year because investors
have been hungry for a chance to invest in the new wave of energy technology, said
market watchers. There was also a pent-up demand for IPOs after a long drought, as
investors' appetite for risk is returning, they said.
What's more, A123's technology --- a lithium-iron-phosphate chemical combination --- has
been used commercially in Black & Decker's power tools for years, and it is being
tested by major automakers including BMW, Chrysler Group and General Motors Corp.
That reflects the company's ability to deliver commercial amounts of its pack and to
position itself in a market that analysts say could range between $15 billion and $20
billion in 2015.
After underwriters increased the size of the offering and the price range earlier last
week, A123 Systems' shares closed up 50% on its first day of trading as a public
company on Sept. 24, and the company raised $378 million. On Friday, the stock shed
3.4% to end at $19.70 per share.
"[A123 System's] goal is not to be the most bleeding-edge technology, it's to provide a
highly capable product at a low cost that operates in a reliable manner; and that's the
definition of a very successful commercial product," said Richard Baxter, a Bostonbased principal at Charles River Associates International, a consultancy firm, and
author of the book "Energy Storage: A Non-technical Guide."
According to a March 2009 report by Thomas Weisel Partners on the electrification of
transportation, the cathodes in lithium-iron-phosphate are safer and more stable than
the combinations using cobalt dioxide and manganese. Lithium-iron-phosphate is also

cheaper than the other configurations, and the issue of lower conductivity presented
by phosphate has been dealt with through dopants by A123, as well as other battery
makers.
Other challenges faced by developers of batteries for the plug-in hybrid and fully
electric vehicles is battery weight, size or volume, and how many times the battery can
be charged without being depleted over its lifetime. Finally, it's crucial to achieve the
best of all of these for the least cost, experts and market watchers said, since price
will determine the pace of the adoption of the technology.
Tackling these issues is work-in-progress for battery developers, and a great chunk of
the funding from private investors, public offerings and government is being directed
to research and development. Since inception in 2001, A123 Systems has invested $109
million in R&D, not counting the portion of the costs taken on by its customers that
fund specific projects, the company said in regulatory filings.
A123 didn't disclose the cost-per-unit of its products, though. It reported revenue of
$42.9 million in the six months to June 30, and an operating loss of $40.3 million, up
from $32.3 million in the same period last year. It had an accumulated deficit of $193.5
million since inception.
Other lithium-ion battery developers include Kokam, a South Korea-based producer and
its Kokam America subsidiary, which earlier this year formed a partnership with Dow
Chemical Co.
"We have looked at a number of lithium-iron-phosphate technologies and we have thus
far elected to invest in Dow Kokam's lithium-ion polymer technology because we
believe that it offers a potentially lower cost of production and higher energy
density," said Walter Schindler, managing partner at Costa Mesa, Calif.-based Sail
Venture Partners, which invested $12 million in Kokam.
The bet in lithium-ion is also counting on the support of the U.S. government, which is
providing grants and low-cost loans to technology developers to help spur these
advances and reduce reliance on fossil fuels. A123 Systems received a $249.1 million
U.S. Department of Energy grant last month, the second-biggest awarded as part of a
$2.4 billion program to start up a domestic battery industry. Dow Kokam, for its part,
got a $161 million grant to build its manufacturing facility.
If the reception of A123's debut in the public markets is any indication, investors at
large have a strong faith in the widespread adoption of electric vehicles.
"I have absolutely no doubt that the automotive space is transitioning much more
rapidly than people realize into batteries," said Ion Yadigaroglu, a partner of Capricorn
Investment Group, a venture capital firm that has invested in Tesla Motors Inc., the
maker of the luxury, fully electric Roadster car.
To some extent, betting on this transition is still greatly in the domain of venture
capitalists and private equity firms, so A123 Systems' offering had some momentum from

its "scarcity value" not only of IPOs but also of this type of technology company, said
R. Andrew dePass, senior advisor at Greentech Capital Advisors, a New York-based
investment bank.
"This is a play on the electrification of the automobile sector where the growth is
expected to be huge," said dePass. "A123 is one of the only pure-play for batteries with
a differentiated technology that investors could get their hands on."
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