
CIO: I’m interested in the origin story behind Pantheon and 
its focus on real assets: How did it all begin? 

Leaf: We were founded in 1982 as the private equity arm of GT 
Management, and then in 1988, we did a management buyout. Five 
years ago, the partners alongside Affiliated Managers Group Inc. 
bought out the firm. That was a very positive transaction—providing 
both strong equity ownership across a broad group of partners and 
a platform for long-term growth. We have been investing in real 
assets since 1997, but that was primarily done via private equity. 
In 2008, we launched our infrastructure business and became one 
of the market pioneers in infrastructure secondaries. In 2015, we 
launched our dedicated real asset business. Today, we have $1.9 
billion in global infrastructure capital, and $2.8 billion including real 
assets. We have a good amount of firepower right now, with some 
very interesting opportunities—not only in infrastructure secondary 
markets, but also in metals and mining, and timber secondaries.

CIO : Let’s talk about real assets. First, how do you define 
them?

Leaf: We define real assets as infrastructure, energy, timber, 
agriculture, metals and mining, and then asset-backed strategies 
such as aviation and shipping. We exclude real estate because it is 
a very mature market that most of our clients access via established 
relationships. Real assets are considered a new, emerging asset class, 
but the reality is that it has been around for an extremely long time, 
pioneered by many of the leading endowments and foundations. 

CIO: Can you summarize current market dynamics? 

Leaf: The key catalyst for interest and capital flow into the asset 
class is the hunger for yield. We’ve been in a very low interest-rate 
environment for multiple years now, and investors need other sources 
for income generation. There are a number of subsectors in real assets 
that fit that bill extremely well. Core infrastructure is a great example, 
as are core real estate and certain asset-backed strategies. This 
shouldn’t come as a surprise, but when substantial capital flows into 
certain segments of the market, inevitably there is valuation pressure. 
We are currently seeing that play out in the core infrastructure space. 

CIO: What assets would you categorize in infrastructure?

Leaf: There are a couple of key sectors. One is transportation—
airports, ports, toll roads, bridges, and some rail opportunities. Then 
you have energy, which is the largest segment of the market and 
encompasses midstream infrastructure—the pipelines that transfer 
oil and gas from the site of production to where it’s used—power 

generation, and transmission, both from renewables and conventional 
energy sources. One market that we’d love to see open up in the US is 
social infrastructure, or P3 (public private partnerships). 

CIO: Let’s discuss strategic partnerships—a vague term, but 
one I understand is absolutely a theme in this space. What 
does ‘strategic partnership’ mean to Pantheon?

Leaf: For us, it’s typically where we work very closely to develop 
a tailor-made program for a client that has a certain amount 
of scale—where it makes sense to embark on a high level of 
customization. Different investors want different things out of real 
assets, and we want to really understand a client’s key drivers. The 
beauty of a strategic partnership is that it can work equally well for 
both parties. For clients, it can bring them into new markets and 
enhance their private markets’ capabilities. For us, we really get to 
know and understand what their key objectives are, and then help 
them build a portfolio strategy. Some of our strategic partnerships 
stretch back to 1991. 

CIO: And what are you seeing now from the secondary 
markets? I know that’s a Pantheon specialty.

Leaf: We were indeed early to spot this market opportunity. We’ve 
seen dramatic growth since 2010 when the volume then was relatively 
insignificant. Last year, we saw over $5 billion in potential opportunity. 
Yet, it’s still a niche market. In our experience, real asset secondaries 
amount to less than 10% of the volume that one would see in private 
equity secondaries—which we like. This is a market opportunity that’s 
below the radar.

CIO: Is there a natural line here between real assets and asset 
owners who, if they’re doing their job right, have a 30-year 
time horizon?

Leaf: It’s an asset class that I believe can be extremely well suited 
to long-term investors. The core thesis to real assets is that you are 
investing in scarce assets or resources that should grow in value over 
time as populations expand and urbanize. The cash yield component 
should provide a level of interim liquidity that can allow pension plans 
to meet funding requirements while also investing in a long-term 
appreciating asset. Lastly, some of these sectors will go through cycles 
and so you need to have a long-term investment horizon. n
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Real Assets’ 
Raison D’être
Kathryn Leaf Wilmes, partner and head of 
infrastructure and real assets at Pantheon, tells 
CIO’s Kip McDaniel why in this investing 
climate assets owners should be taking a closer 
look at real assets.
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IMPORTANT DISCLOSURE  
 
The above is a reprint from Asset International Chief Investment Officer magazine’s December/January issue. Asset 
International has provided Pantheon with the permission and authority to make this article available on Pantheon’s website. 
 
The views and opinions expressed herein by Kathryn Leaf Wilmes are those of Kathryn Leaf Wilmes as of the date of the 
publication, and may change in response to changing circumstances and market conditions.   
 
This document and the information contained herein is the proprietary information of Pantheon; it may not be reproduced, 
provided or disclosed to others, without the prior written permission of Pantheon. This document is distributed by Pantheon which 
is comprised of operating entities principally based in San Francisco, New York, London and Hong Kong. Pantheon Ventures Inc. 
and Pantheon Ventures (US) LP are registered as investment advisers with the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission. Pantheon 
Ventures (UK) LLP is authorized and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) in the United Kingdom. Pantheon 
Ventures (HK) LLP is regulated by the Securities and Futures Commission in Hong Kong.  
 
This document is a marketing communication, and has not been prepared in accordance with legal requirements designed to 
promote the independence of investment research, and is not subject to any prohibition on dealing ahead of the dissemination of 
investment research. Nothing in this document constitutes an offer or solicitation to invest in a fund managed or advised by 
Pantheon or recommendation to purchase any security or service. The information contained in this document has been provided 
as a general market commentary only and does not constitute any form of legal, tax, securities or investment advice. It does not 
take into account the financial objectives, situation or needs of any persons, which are necessary considerations before making any 
investment decision.  Unless stated otherwise all views expressed herein represent Pantheon’s opinion. The general opinions and 
information contained in this publication should not be acted or relied upon by any person without obtaining specific and relevant 
legal, tax, securities or investment advice. The research data included in this publication is based upon information derived from 
public sources that are believed by Pantheon to be reliable, but Pantheon does not guarantee their accuracy or 
completeness.  Pantheon does not undertake to update this document, and the information and views discussed may change 
without notice. Legal, accounting and tax restrictions, transaction costs and changes to any assumptions may significantly affect 
the economics and results of any transaction or investment. In general, alternative investments such as private equity or 
infrastructure involve a high degree of risk, including potential loss of principal invested. These investments can be highly illiquid, 
charge higher fees than other investments, and typically do not grow at an even rate of return and may decline in value. These 
investments are not subject to the same regulatory requirements as registered investment products. In addition, past performance 
is not necessarily indicative of future results. Future performance is not guaranteed and a loss of principal may occur. 
This presentation may include “forward-looking statements”. All projections, forecasts or related statements or expressions of 
opinion are forward-looking statements. Although Pantheon believes that the expectations reflected in such forward-looking 
statements are reasonable, it can give no assurance that such expectations will prove to be correct, and such forward-looking 
statements should not be regarded as a guarantee, prediction or definitive statement of fact or probability.  
 
Pantheon has taken reasonable care to ensure that the information contained in this document is accurate at the date of publication. 
However, no warranty or guarantee (express or implied) is given by Pantheon as to the accuracy of the information in this 
document, and to the extent permitted by applicable law, Pantheon specifically disclaims any liability for errors, inaccuracies or 
omissions in this document and for any loss or damage resulting from its use. 
 
In Australia, this document and the information contained herein is intended only for wholesale investors under section 761G of 
the Corporations Act 2001 (Cth) (“Wholesale Investor”). By receiving this document you represent and warrant that you are a 
Wholesale Investor. Pantheon Ventures (UK) LLP is exempt from the requirement to hold an Australian financial services licence 
under the Corporations Act 2001 (Cth) in relation to the provision of any financial product advice regarding the financial products 
which are referred to in this document and is regulated by the FCA under UK laws, which differ from Australian laws.  
 
This document and the information contained herein is directed only at: (i) persons outside the United Kingdom and (ii) persons 
in the United Kingdom and who are “investment professionals” as defined in Article 19(5) of the Financial Services and Markets 
Act 2000 (Financial Promotion) Order 2005, persons falling within any of the categories of persons described in Article 49(2)(a) to 
(d) of that Order or other persons to whom it may lawfully be communicated in accordance with that Order. No other person in 
the United Kingdom should access this document and the information it contains, or act or rely upon by it. In all jurisdictions 
other than the United Kingdom, this document is intended only for institutional investors to whom this document can be lawfully 
distributed without any prior regulatory approval or action. 
 
Any reference to the title of “Partner” in these materials refers to such person’s capacity as a partner of Pantheon Ventures (UK) 
LLP. In addition, any reference to the title of “Partner” for persons located in the United States refers to such person’s capacity as 
a limited partner of Pantheon Ventures (US) LP.  
Copyright © Pantheon 2015. All rights reserved. 
 


