
Opportunities expand as infrastructure matures
We recently spoke with Sam Lissner, a partner at Ridgewood Infrastructure, about the 
maturation of the infrastructure market and the opportunities it is creating, particularly in 
the lower middle market. Below is an excerpt of that conversation.

We’re hearing a lot today about the evolution of the infrastructure 
market. What is Ridgewood’s view on this change?

At Ridgewood, we don’t think the definition of infrastructure 
has fundamentally changed. For us, infrastructure has always 
meant investing in businesses and assets that provide essential,  
mission-critical services. They typically exhibit durable demand 
characteristics; high barriers to entry; and revenues supported 
by long-term contracts, regulated frameworks or other structural 
protections. Those characteristics are what have always defined 
infrastructure and continue to provide the downside protection 
investors seek from the asset class.

What has changed is the breadth of the opportunity set. As the 
market has matured, investors have recognized that those same 
characteristics exist beyond the traditional universe of large utilities, 
airports and toll roads. We believe one of the most attractive seg-
ments of that evolution is the U.S. lower middle market.

Many of these businesses provide the same essential services and 
defensive characteristics as larger infrastructure assets, but they 
also present opportunities to create value through operational exe-
cution. By partnering with management teams to help businesses 
scale and professionalize, we believe we can generate attractive 
risk-adjusted returns while remaining true to the core principles that 
have always defined infrastructure investing.

Can you give some examples of what you mean?

We’re focused on the U.S. lower middle market because it com-
bines the characteristics we value most in infrastructure — essential 
services, resilient demand and durable cash flows — with opportuni-
ties to create value through operational improvement.

Many of the businesses we invest in are simply too small to be 
meaningful acquisition targets for the industry’s largest infrastruc-
ture investors. During our ownership, we work alongside man-
agement teams to strengthen organizations, invest in people and 
systems, expand capabilities, and build greater scale. By the time 
we exit, those businesses often become attractive acquisition 
candidates for strategic buyers or larger infrastructure funds.

We’ve seen that play out across several recent realizations, each 
with a different investment thesis, operational strategy and exit path.

Vista Ridge, the largest water public-private partnership in U.S. his-
tory, supplies approximately 20 percent of the fresh water for one 
of the nation’s fastest-growing cities under a 30-year take-or-pay 
agreement. It delivers an essential service under a long-term con-
tracted framework. We invested during construction and worked 
alongside the municipality, our operating partners and other 
stakeholders to successfully build, commission and transition the 
project into operations. That is a good example of our approach 
to infrastructure investing — actively helping deliver and operate 
critical infrastructure. Ultimately, the project was acquired by a 
long-duration core infrastructure investor.

SiEnergy followed a different path. As a regulated natural gas dis-
tribution utility, it provides critical last-mile energy infrastructure 
to residential, commercial and industrial customers throughout 
high-growth regions of Texas. Working alongside management, we 
helped scale the business through investments in people, systems 
and operational capabilities while supporting continued customer 
growth. During our ownership, the customer base expanded from 
approximately 20,000 to more than 70,000 connections, making 
SiEnergy one of the fastest-growing natural gas distribution utilities 
in the country. We ultimately sold the company to a publicly traded 
regulated utility seeking to expand its presence in Texas.

More recently, we exited APP Jet Center, a strategically positioned 
fixed-base operator platform serving government, corporate 
and private aviation customers across major U.S. markets. During 
our ownership, we expanded the platform both organically and 
through acquisition, investing in new hangar infrastructure, enhanc-
ing operations and adding a fifth location in an attractive market. 
Those initiatives strengthened the platform and positioned it as an 
attractive acquisition for a larger infrastructure investor.

Three different subsectors. Three different operational value cre-
ation plans. Three different exit paths. But each investment was built 
around the same underlying philosophy: partnering with manage-
ment teams to grow and strengthen essential infrastructure busi-
nesses before transitioning them to longer-duration owners.

Why does Ridgewood focus on the lower middle market?

Our strategy has always been grounded in operational execution. 
We’re looking for essential infrastructure businesses with strong 
fundamentals that haven’t yet reached their full potential.

Many of these businesses provide mission-critical services and 
operate in attractive markets, but they can benefit from additional 
capital, stronger systems, expanded management resources or 
greater institutional capabilities. Our approach is to partner with 
management teams to help scale and professionalize those busi-
nesses — creating stronger organizations while improving the ser-
vices they provide to customers.

Importantly, many of these companies begin below the acquisition 
thresholds of larger infrastructure investors. Through operational 
execution and disciplined growth, we help build businesses that 
are larger, more institutional and strategically positioned by the 
time we exit. That creates multiple potential paths to liquidity while 
remaining focused on the same objective throughout our owner-
ship: building better infrastructure businesses.

Beyond the size of the opportunity set, the lower middle market 
provides access to a range of infrastructure businesses serving 
non-discretionary end markets. While each investment is different, 
they share many of the characteristics we look for — essential ser-
vices, durable demand, high barriers to entry and opportunities to 
create value through operational improvement. Our recent invest-
ment in Dauntless Air is an example of that philosophy in practice.

Why is that?

Dauntless Air is a good example of how we think about infra-
structure. The company provides mission-critical aerial firefighting 
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CORPORATE OVERVIEW

Ridgewood Infrastructure invests in essential infrastructure 
in the U.S. lower middle market. We originate investments that 
provide essential services to customers and employ responsible 
and operationally focused initiatives to enhance value. Through this 
strategy, Ridgewood focuses on creating beneficial outcomes for 
stakeholders with investments that generate long-term, high-qual-
ity, noncorrelated cash flows.
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services to federal, state and local government agencies through 
the nation’s largest fleet of Fire Boss aircraft.

The business exhibits many of the characteristics we seek in every 
investment. It delivers an essential public safety service under long-
term, availability-based contracts. The fleet is difficult to replicate 
given the limited supply of aircraft, lengthy manufacturing timelines 
and specialized operating capabilities, creating meaningful barriers 
to entry. Those characteristics provide a resilient foundation for the 
business.

At the same time, Dauntless presents significant opportunities for 
operational value creation. That’s the combination we’re always 
looking for — a business with strong infrastructure fundamen-
tals and clear avenues to create additional value through active 
ownership.

What are some of those value-creation opportunities?

We see several opportunities to continue building the business 
over time.

Demand for aerial firefighting services continues to increase as 
wildfire activity expands across more regions of the country. While 
we don’t invest based on weather patterns alone, we do believe 
governments will continue prioritizing investments in critical emer-
gency response infrastructure. That supports long-term demand for 
the services Dauntless provides.

Beyond the underlying market, we see multiple opportunities 
to grow the business operationally. We can continue expanding 
geographically by deploying aircraft across different fire sea-
sons, increasing fleet utilization throughout the year. We also see 
opportunities to broaden the services provided by the platform, 
leverage existing customer relationships and continue investing in 
the organization as it scales.

Importantly, those growth initiatives build upon an already attractive 
infrastructure business. We aren’t changing what the company is — 
we’re helping it become a larger, more capable organization while 
continuing to provide an essential service to its customers. That’s 
consistent with how we approach every investment we make.

Are investors becoming more comfortable investing in these 
smaller, less traditional assets?

We think investors have become much more sophisticated in how 
they build infrastructure portfolios.

Ten or 15 years ago, many institutional investors were primarily 
seeking broad exposure to the asset class through large, diversified 
infrastructure managers. As the market has matured, investors have 
increasingly looked to complement those allocations with more 

specialized strategies that provide differentiated exposure and dis-
tinct sources of return. That’s where Ridgewood fits.

We provide investors with access to essential infrastructure busi-
nesses operating in the U.S. lower middle market — a segment that 
remains less competitive and where we believe operational initia-
tives can have a meaningful impact.

For many of our investors, Ridgewood complements existing infra-
structure relationships by providing exposure to businesses that 
may otherwise be underrepresented in their portfolios. 

Today, our investor base includes public and corporate pension 
plans, insurance companies, asset managers, foundations, endow-
ments, and family offices from around the world. While each 
institution has different objectives, they share an appreciation for 
disciplined investing, active ownership and differentiated access to 
a segment of the infrastructure market where we believe compel-
ling opportunities continue to exist.

What does it take to succeed in this market, given the growing 
number of choices facing managers and investors today?

Success in the lower middle market begins with experience.

Many of the businesses we invest in are founder-owned or fam-
ily-owned enterprises that have been built over decades. These 
owners aren’t simply looking for the highest bidder — they’re look-
ing for a partner who understands their business, shares their long-
term vision and can help take the organization to its next stage of 
development.

That requires more than capital. It requires patience, credibility and 
the ability to build trust.

Our team has been investing in and operating businesses in the 
U.S. lower middle market for decades, well before it became a 
more widely pursued segment of the infrastructure market. Across 
multiple economic cycles, we employ a disciplined investment 
process centered on sourcing relationship-based opportunities, 
partnering closely with management teams and driving operational 
improvement throughout our ownership.

Whether we’re working alongside municipalities on complex pub-
lic-private partnerships, supporting management teams as they 
scale their organizations or helping founders transition their busi-
nesses to institutional ownership, our approach is fundamentally 
the same. We focus on building stronger companies that provide 
essential services to their customers. That’s what has defined our 
strategy since inception, and it’s what continues to differentiate 
Ridgewood today.

Dauntless Air is a leading provider of emergency management 
infrastructure focused on aerial wildfire response.


