Best laid plans

Nano companies keep one eye on Wall Streetand the other on growth
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Paul Rotella, left, and Barry Burnfield
of Molecular Imprints review plans
of the Austin, Texas, firm’s facility
expansion. The company makes
nano-imprint lithography toals that
can create structures down to 20
nanometers.
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he nanotech sector is in search of the right metaphor. Nobody wants the
dreaded “b” word, of course. After all, bubbles eventually pop. Or at least
deflate. Gamble? Who knows how this whole things going to work out,
anyway? Investors are wont to use gambling parlance. They make plays.
They hedge bets.

Building a company off a new and sometimes untried technology is
inherently chancy. But the nanotech business community — that collection
of scientists, engineers, lobbyists, entrepreneurs and finance types who agree
that there really is some “there” here (even though it’s too small to see) —
seem to have inched toward consensus on another choice for what nano-
tech is, metaphorically speaking,

Just listen to them.
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“Part of the next wave of compelling
IPOs is going to be small tech-enabled com-
panies,” nanotech investor Charles Harris
told Small Times last year.

“We are going to see, not a bubble, but a
wave of excitement,” echoed nanobiotech-
nology analyst Juan Sanchez of Punk, Ziegel
and Co. in April.

Bur just to be clear, aocx)rd.ing to Nano-
Tex CEO Donn Tice, “This is not like the
wave of the dot-com era.”

That is to say, this waves not going to
capsize your boat and slam you onto the
beach before a riptide drags you our to sca.

Or is it?

At press time, the Nanosys IPO, regis-
tered in April, had not yet priced. If success-
ful, industry insiders say, it could generate
demand for a flood of nano companies to fol-
low. If not, it could make it more difficult for
the rest of the nanotech circuit to go public.
(Nanosys is currently in a quiet period and
cannot comment.)

Top executives at leading nanotech start-
ups appear well aware of the ramifications. As
far as the nano wave is concerned, you might
say theyre keeping up with the bandwagon
withourt actually jumping on it, if you don’
mind your metaphors mixed.

“You have to strip off the term ‘nano-
technology’ and all the hype around it,” said
Thiemo Lang, porttolio manager of the Lux
NanoTech mutual fund in Munich,
Germany, and a leading proponent of the
“value nanotech companies just like any oth-
ers’ philosophy.

“You have to focus on the applications

and the addressable market,” he said.
Nano name-dropping

Nano startups are expanding rapidly,
focusing on commercializing their technolo-
gy. developing their markets and honing their
PR strategies — strategies that ultimately may,
or may not, leverage “nano” cachet.

Take the aforementioned Nano-Tex, the
firm that has achieved something of a cult
nano status for its wine-wicking, spill-spoil-
ing nanopants. The company has benefited
from its essential nano-ness and, conditions
permitting, could benefit more from being
“nano” on Wall Street.

But, says CEO Tice, thats hardly what’s
on his mind. In fact, the company is current-

ly undergoing a marketing retrofit in which
“we're moving away from these nano prefix-
es” for individual products.

“Nano-Care,” the treatment that helps
fabrics stand up to spills, is being re-dubbed
“Resists Spills.” “Nano-Touch” is being
named “Cotton Touch.” You get the picture.

Tice insists the move is not motivated by
apprehension over any sort of nano backlash.
“We're the real deal,” he said, alluding to the
company’s use of bortom-up self-assembling
manufacturing methods. “We're proud ro be
a nanotech company.”

The companys name will remain the
same, but Tice says its superfluous to have
“nano” as part of every single Nano-Tex prod-
uct enhancement.

The decision comes at a time when those
enhancements are spreading around the
world. Now licensed to more than 50 pro-
duction partners, Nano-Tex products will
appear in clothing at Nordstrom, Brooks
Brothers and Marks & Spencer, among what
now total 40 retail brands. The company’s
latest foray is India, where it has connected
with three top retailers.

It also has developed a portable counter-
top display for retailers to demonstrate spill

resistance on a swatch of Nano-Tex enhanced
tabric. “It’s really slick,” Tice said.

The new marketing efforts reflect the fact
that Nano-Tex is now transitioning from the
second to the third stage of its five-stage plan.
It achieved the first, penetration into the ULS.
apparel market, by licensing its technology to
and shirt makers.
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Nanosys CED Calvin Chow, left, leads the company's efforts to create nano-based
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Erik Scher examine nanomaterials. The company's IPO, expe
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