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Ratkovich Co.
Sets New CEO

REAL ESTATE: Founder
steps aside, elevates Saenger

| Strong Anchors: Grocery stores
continue to be pandemic-resistant.

By HANNAH MADANS Staff Reporter

Ratkovich Co., one of the largest and most
influential developers in Los Angeles, has a new
chief executive.

Brian Saenger, who previously served as
chief operating officer and general counsel at
the company, took over Feb. 15 from founder
‘Wayne Ratkovich.

Please see RATKOVICH page 41

GROCERY CENTERED

DPI Retail looks to ‘preserve and renew’ its properties

By HANNAH MADANS Staff Reporter

worked hard during Covid-19 to ensure
its properties remain strong in the face
of the pandemic.

According to DPI Chief Executive
James Kruse, the retail real estate company
has spent the time looking to “preserve,
protect and renew” its 21 retail properties
and two office buildings.

That includes remodeling some of its
centers, which are located in California and

E | Segundo-based DPI Retail has

MuckerLab Nears a Major Milestone

TECH: Accelerator to mark
a decade of backing winners

By ELIJAH CHILAND Staff Reporter

It’s been nearly a decade since Santa
Monica-based venture capital firm Glenmont
Mucker M doing busi as
Mucker Capital, launched its startup acceler-
ator for fledgling tech
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See page 16

Utah and are often anchored by grocery
stores and other daily use stores.

“For a lot of our shopping centers, we're
lucky that we have grocery stores, dollar
stores, Big Lots that are open and operating
and doing fairly well, which anchor most of
our shopping centers,” said DPI President
Fred Vitt. “They’ve been paying their rent.
There are a lot of small shopping centers
we're working with; we try to focus on
deferrals if we can to help them out.™

Kruse said DPI has been flexible with
tenants during the pandemic and, at times,

companies.

has granted rent relief. Such moves, he
explained, are in the best interests of both
the tenants and DPI.

“It’s important to preserve tenants,”
Kruse said. “If we were to lose one of our
ethnic restaurants ... there’s not another one
of those restaurant types standing in line
waiting to lease,” he said. “It’s important to
preserve those people ... there’s nobody else
that we’re going to be able to talk to. The
tenant pool is very shallow and not very

Please see DPI page 40

funding to grow their businesses.

In some industries, those 10 years might
not count for much. But in Los Angeles’ rapid-
ly evolving tech sector, it’s been long enough
to make the firm a venerable institution with
close ties to some of the region’s fastest
growing companies.

In 2011, when MuckerLab launched, few
other programs existed in Los Angeles to
guide tech entrepreneurs through the process
of refining their products and raising seed

Founding partners Erik Rannala and Wil-
liam Hsu saw an opportunity in Los Angeles,
when the notion of a “Silicon Beach” develop-
ing west of the 405 was only just taking shape.

“We believed that L.A. lacked at the time
someone who was willing to go and take the
founding risk with the entrepreneurs,” Hsu
said.

Please see MUCKER page 38
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The Business Journal celebrates the proud
tradition of Black-owned businesses in Los
Angeles with a monthlong look at talented
people and exciting companies that are making
their mark.
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Pet Care Gets
Unleashed

TECH: AirVet’s telehealth
service helps doctors, owners

By HOWARD FINE Siaff Reporter

Growing up the son of a prominent local vet-
erinarian, entrepreneur Brandon Werber never
thought he would have to search for a vet for his

two French bulldogs.

But when one of his dogs ate a potentially poi-
sonous household asparagus fern, Werber’s father

was traveling overseas and couldn’t be reached.

Please see AIRVET page 39

SPECIAL REPORT: Ports Going Strong
The ports of L.A. and Long Beach have
weathered two major storms. Page 21

FINANCE: Fifth Wall Joins SPAC Craze
Real estate technology investment firm
raises $345 million. Page 3
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AirVet: Company Experiences a Pandemic Boost

Continued from page 1

“All of a sudden, I was just like every other
pet owner — scrambling to find a vet when ev-
ery hour counts,” Werber said. “It was a terrify-
ing feeling.”

Werber found a vet, but he realized there
was no quick and efficient way for pet owners
to connect with a vet to get urgent advice.

Pet owners had to rush their pets to 24-hour
emergency pet hospitals and then wait hours to
be seen, even if all that was really needed was ex-
pert advice on how to handle a pet crisis at home.

So, the entrepreneur with one startup under
his belt decided to launch another — this one
focused on developing a platform to match pet
owners needing care advice for their pets with
veterinarians willing to provide that advice on
demand. And in November 2018 Beverly Hills-
based AirVet Inc. was born.

Just over two years later, AirVet has become
one of the largest pet telemedicine companies in
the nation — thanks in large part to a pandemic
that forced both pet owners and veterinary hos-

pitals to turn to online services.

The company started signing up veterinari-
ans and opened its app to customers at the very
end of 2019. In the 13 months since then, about
100,000 pet owners have used AirVet, and the
company has signed up more than 4,000 veteri-
narians and veterinary hospitals.

“AirVet appears to be the largest veterinary
telemedicine platform in the nation,” said Ted
Root, a former chief executive of a pet pharma-
cy delivery service who now consults to the in-
dustry. Root estimated AirVet has access agree-
ments with up to 15% of the estimated 30,000
veterinary practices nationwide.

Once Werber came up with the concept of
a veterinary telemedicine network, he turned to
investors who had helped fund his first startup
— a loyalty award platform company that ulti-
mately folded — and they put up $4 million in
seed money to help him launch AirVet.

Werber and a team of software designers
spent the next year developing the platform at a
time when there were very few pet telemedicine
operations.

“We were trying to develop a first-of-its-

Virtual Vet: Melissa Webster uses AirVet during
treatments to communicate with pet owners.

Lower Risk: Video chats
with vets reduce potential
Covid exposure.™

MELISSA WEBSTER

kind, Uber-like platform where vets could sign
on when they had a break from their own prac-
tices and handle calls from pet owners facing a
care crisis,” he said.

Another part of the platform was aimed at
veterinary hospitals to help them streamline
their services and allow for video visits with pet
owners and their pets.

AirVet launched its pet telemedicine service
at the end of 2019 — and the timing proved for-
tuitous.

Three months later, the Covid pandemic hit,
forcing vets and pet hospitals to sharply limit
services or reconfigure operations, so pet own-
ers could remain outside by the curb.

At the same time, pet owners were fearful
that they could risk Covid exposure by taking
their pets to a veterinary clinic or hospital.

Vet hospital focus

Werber said AirVet’s first push was into the
veterinary hospital market.

“With the pandemic, we quickly saw how
veterinary hospitals were overwhelmed,” he
said. “Each curbside visit to deliver a pet to the
hospital for examination and treatment involved
three to four separate phone calls,” as well as
using the hospital’s own makeshift remote pay-
ment platform.

“We decided to fold all this into one software
platform, with curbside check-in, a live video
and chat platform with veterinarians, one-touch
payment, and post-visit appointment schedul-
ing,” he said. “No one else is doing this.”

One veterinarian who has used AirVet’s plat-
form said it was desperately needed — and that
was before Covid.

Melissa Webster, who has practices at two
veterinary hospitals around Tampa, Fla., said
she had seen what telemedicine was able to do
for human health care and saw that this was the
future for veterinary practices.

“The big pharmacies and pet store chains
were taking a larger share of our business away
with each passing year, and I could see that the
only way we could preserve our business was to
offer telemedicine,” Webster said.

About four years ago, Webster started using
a pet telemedicine service but found its offerings
clunky. As soon as she heard about AirVet, she
signed up for the company’s software package.

“We use it for day of surgery, giving updates
on conditions of pets and answering pet parent
questions,” Webster said. “We also use it to gain
insight into the conditions at the pet parent’s
home, such as the caging they use for exotic an-
imals, the food they use and the like.”

She said one area of difficulty is pet own-
ers with poor internet connections, which limits
their ability to use AirVet’s video platform. She
said most of the time, AirVet technicians have
resolved the issues.

Saving time, money
For pet owners, a major advantage of Air Vet

Animal
Lovers:
AirVet's Jeff
and Brandon
Werber.

HEADQUARTERS: Beverly Hills

FOUNDED: 2018

BUSINESS: Telehealth and software platforms for
veterinarians and vet hospitals

CEO: Brandon Werber

EMPLOYEES: 32

AMOUNT RAISED T0 DATE: $15 million

NOTABLE: AirVet has only one vet on staff, Bran-
don Werber’s father, Jeff, whose celebrity client
roster has earned him nickname “Vet to the Stars.”

is the ability to resolve their pet problems with-
out having to make an emergency trip to a pet
hospital.

First-time pet owner Jess Wachtel, a law-
yer who lives in Studio City, said her husband
noticed in early January that their 4-month-old
Bernedoodle (a cross between a Benese Moun-
tain dog and a poodle) was lethargic and not
eating.

“This was a puppy who normally is bounc-
ing off the walls,” Wachtel said. “When we
called our nearby pet hospital, they said there
was a four-hour wait because of Covid capacity
restrictions and that the initial consult was $200.
So, I turned to the AirVet app that I saw featured
on a moming television show and uploaded
some videos of our puppy.”

Within an hour, Jeff Werber, Brandon Wer-
ber’s veterinarian father, called back. “He said
we didn’t need to take the puppy to the hospital
but could wait to schedule a visit to our vet.”

(Wachtel’s veterinarian ultimately diagnosed
the Bemedoodle with an autoimmune disease
involving the bones and joints.)

Wachtel said AirVet not only saved time and
money “but also put our minds at ease, which
was just as important.”

Stumbling block ?

AirVet’s appeal during the Covid-19 pan-
demic was evident when the company closed
an investment round in June of last year that
brought total outside investment to $15 million.

Major investments in the Series A round
came from Portola Valley-based Canvas Ven-
tures and San Francisco-based E.ventures.

“That allowed us to build the hospital plat-
form and expand our direct-to-consumer mar-
ketplace,” Werber said.

There is also hope that the Covid crisis may
ease a key barrier to AirVet’s future growth: the
need for veterinarians to be certified in each
state where they treat animals, which has pre-
vented pet telemedicine services such as AirVet
from setting up nationwide veterinary networks.

“Covid has permanently changed this land-
scape, and the regulatory framework will adjust
to make it easier to establish veterinary telenet-
works in the future,” Root said.
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