Business ‘angels’ eye Maine

By Becky Buyers-Basso

BAR HARBOR—How do you define angels? Ethereal winged creatures that deliver messages from divine? Or well-heeled investors on the lookout for promising business ideas? Both definitions are correct, according to Charlie Sidman, a former scientist from The Jackson Laboratory and founder of an exclusive investment club called Maine Angels.

“The term ‘angel’ is borrowed from the entertainment industry,” Dr. Sidman explained in an interview this week. “An ‘angel’ is what they call the financial backer of a movie or play.”

Angels step in at the earliest stages of the creative process; they fill the gap between research and development funding and venture capitalists.

“Maine is the last state to get into the act,” Dr. Sidman said, noting that there are angel groups in every other state in the country. Working with the support of former Finance Authority of Maine (FAME) director Charlie Spies, Dr. Sidman organized the club last October when it became clear to him that “this was the missing piece” of financing Maine businesses needed.

According to the club’s web site, Maine Angels was founded to “enhance regional economic development in and through the private sector, by providing a cooperative mechanism for interested individuals to collaboratively locate, investigate and make investments in early-stage, high risk/return opportunities.”

The club started with eight people and currently has 19 members. Dr. Sidman said he expects that number to increase to two dozen by October 2004. Most of the members come from Southern Maine, but he would like to change that by moving the club’s meetings to different locations around the state. Their next meeting, on July 23, is set for Bar Harbor.

“We’re looking for potential new members, especially Maine-based individuals who want to invest in the state,” said Dr. Sidman. “It is a real way to give back the community in which they’ve succeeded.”

Individual investments are usually $10,000 or more per deal. Obviously, not everyone is eligible to become an angel. Members must meet the standard of “accredited investors” as defined by federal guidelines.

The group is very similar to any other investment club, but instead of picking stocks, Angels get involved at a much earlier stage of development. Consequently, there is a greater risk and a greater possible return, explains Dr. Sidman.

It takes an average of six months for an applicant to receive funding and only about one applicant in 20 is successful The group has yet to make any group investments, meaning that five or more members all invest in the same project.

“Angel funding is not appropriate for all businesses,” Dr. Sidman said. Not only does the idea have to meet a need, it must be scalable in order to provide the rapid growth investors need in order to make a profit, he said.

In addition, Angels usually make investments on an equity basis. 

“When our type of investors get involved, they contribute money and experience. Most of them have earned their fortunes through business and they want to be actively involved,” he said. “It’s like having a professional ball player at a sports camp.” 

Dr. Sidman sees parallels between evolution and genetics and business, calling business “another laboratory.” After a long career as a biomedical scientist, he earned an MBA from the University of Cincinnati. He says he has become fascinated by the application of science in technology and its commercialization, comparing the life cycle of businesses and industries with those of plants or animals. “If you model them mathematically, they are all the same.”

“If someone has a good business idea, money is never a limiting factor,” he opined. 

For more information about Maine Angels, entrepreneurs can contact the club at info@maineangels.org. Investors interested in attending the July 23 meeting should call 288-0428.
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