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Venture capital fund for startups makes first 3 investments
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(Crain’s) — A new Illinois-based venture capital fund for start-up firms announced Monday that it has invested in its first three companies — two in technology and one in consumer products.

The Illinois Innovation Accelerator Fund, which recently achieved its $10-million goal in capital commitments, chose Viewpoints.com in Chicago, One Llama Media Inc. of Champaign and Ifbyphone Inc. of Skokie as funding recipients.

David Weinstein, the fund’s managing director, declined to disclose the amount allocated to each company, but said it was between $250,000 and $1 million.

“This is the first formal outside capital for them,” said Mr. Weinstein, who also is president of the Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center. “We are participating in the seed round for them.”

Viewpoints.com got the funding about seven months ago, Ifbyphone Inc. about five months ago and One Llama Media last month.

Irv Shapiro, CEO of telecommunication company Ifbyphone, said the Illinois Innovation Accelerator funds, along with other venture capital, helped him hire six sales employees and expand staff to 19 from three. He said he’s using the money to pay for infrastructure and to ramp up sales and marketing efforts for his service, which allows consumers to call a business by clicking on its Web page.

Rob Schultz, interim president of One Llama Media Inc., said his company will use the capital to market its online music recommendation service.

“We’re in a soft launch right now,” he said.

Matt Moog, CEO of Viewpoints.com, planned to use his funding to help increase staff and build out his consumer review Web site.

The Illinois Innovation Accelerator Fund is administered by the Chicagoland Entrepreneurial Center, a non-profit affiliate of the Chicagoland Chamber of Commerce, and was launched last year with the goal of providing capital to start-up business ventures.

“It is well-documented that we have a lot of great investors, but they typically (invest) in the late stage (of funding),” Mr. Weinstein said. “We don’t have many (venture funds) in early stage.”

The goal is to invest in four to six companies each year for the next three years. Mr. Weinstein said the fund is targeting companies in technology, consumer products and retail, new media and clean technology sectors.
 
