
Garmin’s first product was introduced in 
January 1991. Aimed at boaters and pilots of 
small planes, the GPS 100AVD was about the 
size of a paperback book and sold for around 
1,000 US dollars. By 1992, GPS devices had 
become a 100 million US dollar-a-year market.

Garmin subsequently introduced another 
GPS unit for pilots called the GPS 95. This one 
incorporated a display of the plane’s position on a 
moving map, as well as nearby airports and radio 
beacons. 

The brand turned its attention to the 
automotive market in the late 1990s with two 
hand-held units: GPS III, introduced in late 
1997, incorporated a map of major roads in 
the Americas and displayed the position of the 
driver and destination on the map; and the 1998 
StreetPilot replaced the more detailed mapping 
programs requiring a laptop computer.

Garmin’s next project was a waterproof 
mobile phone with a GPS receiver and map 
display built in, called NavTalk. The company 
also expanded beyond GPS products in its 
aviation-related products, introducing a Mode 
C transponder (a device for communicating a 
plane’s position to air traffic controllers) and 
an intercom. Sales reached 232.6 million US 
dollars in 1999.

In 2003 the GPS spread from gadget 
enthusiasts to the mass market, which then saw 
the combining of a handheld personal digital 
assistant (PDA) with GPS technology, allowing 
users to receive turn-by-turn directions to 
contacts listed in their address books. Called 
the iQue 3600, the unit offered a full colour 
map and “voice guidance” to give users spoken 
directions while driving. 

At the same time, Garmin was rolling out its 
first GPS device to sell for under 100 US dollars, 
the Geko 101. Garmin technology was also 

featured in a Timex athletic training watch, 
enabling speed and distance calculations for 
runners. Towards the end of 2003 Garmin 
brought out its own training watch, the 
Forerunner 201, which included altitude 
capabilities.

As new products were launched, South 
African users were kept current with 
offerings, and came to feel that they’d be 
“lost without it”.

THE PRODUCT
Already a household name in South 
Africa, Garmin has six vertical markets 
in which it operates: On the Go, On the 
Road, On the Trail, On the Water, Onto 

THE MARKET
Once considered highly specialised equipment 
for aircraft and boats, global positioning system 
(GPS) technology now comes in a variety of 
hand-held and wristwatch units for sportsmen, 
outdoors enthusiasts, fishermen and drivers. In 
South Africa, when you’re talking GPS, you’re 
talking Garmin.

Having sold more than five million units 
worldwide in its first 12 years, the Garmin 
product line has grown into 50 different items 
marketed through a network of 2,500 dealers, 
distributors and partners in 100 countries.

With some 70 - 80 percent share in certain 
sectors of the South African GPS market, 
Garmin has shown 45 percent compound 
growth in revenue over the past four years and 
its staff complement has grown from 15 to 87 
over the same period. 

A consistent winner of international 
awards across all sectors, the brand continues 
to innovate. Garmin knows the future is 
geotagged: it’s about mobility and connectivity, 
collaborative social networking, safety, 
service and ready access to information. It’s 
more than Garmin guidance - it’s a lifestyle.

ACHIEVEMENTS
Garmin is a consistent winner of global awards, 
from Sailing Today’s Premium Buy 2009 for 
the GPSmap 5008, to the Stuff Magazine Best 
Sat-Nav Product of 2009 for the Forerunner 
310XT. The Oregon 300 (with Garmin GB 
Discoverer mapping) was awarded the Most 
Innovative Product in the Navigation Sector 
for 2009, and Which? Magazine named the 
nüvi 765T Best Buy in April 2009.

While these awards are a source of pride 
for the company and encourage continued 
innovation, Garmin counts its aid in 
humanitarian efforts among its most valued 
achievements. In its work with renowned 
humanitarian explorer Kingsley Holgate, 
Garmin was a major part of the effort to 
map communities across transfrontier 
parks in nine countries through Africa. This 
mapping now enables resources to be taken 
to communities many never knew existed. 

Garmin’s performance in South Africa 
has seen the brand post revenue growth of 17 
percent in the fitness sphere and 25 percent in 
the marine sector, even while the latter industry 
shrank 30 percent in the past year. Currently 
installed on around 20 percent of navigation-
enabled mobile phones, the brand’s growth 
since inception is logged at 700 percent.

HISTORY
Garmin was founded in 1989 in Kansas, USA by 
two electrical engineers, Gary Burrell and Dr Min 
Kao; the brand name being derived from the first 
names of the founders. 

Both men had been employed by Kansas-
based King Radio Corporation, a manufacturer of 
radios and aircraft navigation equipment. Burrell 
had a keen interest in integration and is credited 
with designing the first combination navigation/
communications radio for general aviation while 
at the firm.

Saving lives

The Garmin 525s simply offers the sharpest, brightest and most colourful 5inch

screen you’ll ever see. The 1kW digital sonar, capable of a scan depth of up to

2000 feet (610 meters) is CANet capable, allowing your sounder data to be shared

with other onboard plotter displays. An optional Bluechart g2 Vision card provides

high resolution aerial reference photos for navigating tricky harbours, channels

and marinas. After all if the Garmin 525s is good enough for the NSRI, surely it’s

good enough for you.

Garmin 525s
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Fitness and In the Air.
On the Go offers Garmin GPS on laptops, 

PDAs and mobile phones.
On the Road covers slim, light units that 

provide turn by turn voice prompts and high 
quality graphics. The GPS navigator comes 
preloaded with Garmap Southern Africa 
Streetmaps and thousands of points of interest 
(POIs). The zûmo 660 - designed by bikers for 
bikers - is a rugged unit with enhanced A2DP 
stereo Bluetooth connectivity for hands-free 
phone calling without a rider having to remove 
gloves or helmet.

On the Trail is where outdoor navigation 
meets choice - from touch-screen simplicity 
to hands-free wrist options, the smallest and 
lightest waterproof GPS, and TracBack facilities 
- in a range of products designed for every type 
of adventure.

On the Water is the marine range that 
comprises chartplotters, fishfinders, GPS 
sounders, handhelds, marine networking and 
radar.

Onto Fitness is the Garmin range for 
swimmers, cyclists, athletes and runners of every 
type and incorporates options such as a personal 
trainer, heart-rate monitor and data storage for 
post-workout analysis in rugged and waterproof 
casings.

In choosing Garmin, fitness buffs are able to 
upload, analyse and share information on Garmin 
Connect, a website that hosts a global community 
of cyclists, runners and outdoor enthusiasts. The 
website enables the analysis of core metrics, 
customised reports and goal setting to determine 
how performance measures up with others. Users 
can “model” their workouts on other members’ 
successes, allowing for shared experience to 
become a personal part of their workout.

In the Air comprises a broad range of aviation 
products, from handhelds to glass cockpit 
systems. (In South Africa aviation products are 
supplied through separate, specialist channels.)

All products are backed by Garmin’s 
dedication to customer support. With a national 
after-sales service and support infrastructure, the 
brand ensures that Garmin users stay loyal to a 
company that is loyal to them.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS
We rock. We roam. We don’t stay home: GTribe, 
Garmin’s quarterly lifestyle magazine was 
recently launched for those with shared interests 

and passion. It’s an eclectic 
mix of adventure and fun 
designed for travel-minded 
executives, adrenalin 
junkies and all those in 
between. A cutting-edge, 
innovative, cool read, it 
reflects the lives readers 
currently lead and inspires 
them to live the lives they 
want to lead.

A hybrid publication 
- available in print and 
online - GTribe has a  
20,000 print run and 
with over 32,000 online 
visitors in the first month 
of operation has been 
enthusiastically received 
by its target market.

Another exciting 
move from Garmin is 
the imminent launch of 
Intelligent Routing, a 
service which offers real-
time traffic data to ease 
road congestion and frayed tempers by giving 
users information during traffic back-ups. Some 
50,000 cars around the country send traffic 
information into a data centre which is broadcast 
to Garmin users with traffic receivers. Users can 
input their route and see the amount of traffic 
they will encounter, and information including 
the duration of traffic jams and optimal routes to 
take is made available immediately. Following a 
thorough test period, traffic broadcasts now wait 
only on a final licence approval from ICASA to 
be made available to the public.

PROMOTION
With an overall adspend upwards of 15 million 
rand a year, Garmin is promoted across all media. 
The brand incorporates a strong PR strategy 
when launching products and to inform users and 
potential users of innovations. Garmin’s 2010 
Nature campaign including 2 TVC executions 
was recently named Best TV Advertisement by 
BestAds.com in the USA.

Key to Garmin’s dominant presence in the 
adventure and outdoor arena, however, are 
its Brand Ambassadors, which include well-
known and exciting local personalities such as 
Paralympic swimming phenomenon Natalie du 

Toit, professional Xterra triathlete Dan 
Hugo, Mannie “Mr African” Heymans, 
solo adventurer Riaan Manser and Miss 
South Africa 2009, Tatum Keshwar.

When Ambassadors perform, 
Garmin is there: on Wednesday 8 
July 2009, Riaan Manser crossed the 
finish line in Tamatave, 5 000km and 
11 months after setting off to become 
the first person to circumnavigate 
Madagascar by kayak, alone and 
unaided - except for the guidance of a 
Garmin.

Cementing the Garmin outdoor-
everywhere image is the Jump Garmin 
Skydiving Team, a small group of 
highly experienced gravity-powered 

THINGS YOU DIDN’T KNOW ABOUT 
GARMIN

m	Garmin offers Celebrity Voices for users 
to customise their sat-navs and give their 
journeys the VIP treatment

m	Riaan Manser became the first person to 
circumnavigate Madagascar by kayak, 
alone and unaided - using a Garmin

m	By its second issue, Garmin’s GTribe 
magazine had a 20,000 print run and over 
32,000 online visitors

m	Garmin was used by the 2009 Boundless 
Expedition Team (led by Kingsley 
Holdgate) to map communities across 
transfrontier parks in nine countries 
through Africa

aviators who jump from or out of literally any 
aircraft - anytime, anywhere - wearing the small, 
versatile Foretrex 210 wrist-mounted GPS.

BRAND VALUES
Safety, accuracy, security, lifestyle: These are the 
values embodied by the Garmin brand. 

Garmin is continually redefining the business 
it’s in - and it isn’t just about navigation any more. 
This brand is a trusted part of an adventurous 
and well-lived life. It’s a working tool that 
takes exploration seriously so users can relax 
into the experience. It’s a “getting there” item 
that becomes a “where I’ve been” celebration. 
It’s about getting a businessman there on time; 
keeping a family safe; and offering information 
at every turn.

The Garmin payoff line expresses precisely 
how its loyal users feel: “You’ll be lost without 
it!”
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