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SUBJECT


A briefing on green energy businesses in King County. 

SUMMARY

Today’s briefing on green energy businesses in King County is a panel presentation. The panelists include: Thomas Ranken, President and CEO of Washington Clean Technology Alliance; Aaron Feaver, Ph.D. Chief Technology Officer of EnerG2; and Yale Wong, CEO of General Biodiesel.

BACKGROUND
In 2011 the Transportation, Economy and Environment Committee has focused on the region’s economy as well as energy. Previous panels have briefed the Committee regarding the status of our economy and what local businesses are doing to succeed in a down economy.  The past panelists explored with the Committee what government can do to help stimulate economic growth. The Committee has also initiated significant legislation in the area of renewable energy. 

In preparing for this panel presentation, staff researched the green energy sector and interviewed each of the three invited panelists to learn more about the green energy sector in King County and opportunities for its growth. Three themes emerged from this investigation:

1) King County has many ingredients necessary to foster green energy businesses.  King County has a strong technology sector, an entrepreneurial spirit, close connections to the University of Washington, an educated workforce, and an active group of angel investors interested in promoting green energy in the Northwest.

2) There are significant challenges for starting and growing green energy businesses. Many green energy products require significant research and development investments.  Securing financing can be very challenging because investment returns may not occur as quickly or at level that attracts venture capital investors.  Energy products are also often subject to regulatory and testing requirements necessary for public safety (unlike software products – a common comparison start-up industry). Lastly, new green energy technologies often must compete with energy products, such as oil, that have an established infrastructure and consumer and government acceptance. 

3) The public sector has played a significant role in the development of the green energy sector thus far. Public universities, regulatory policies, public financing, and public deployment of green technologies have all been key ways to promote green energy. Public financial investments in green technology businesses or technology are particularly challenging now given the economic climate and the inherent uncertainty and risk in developing new green energy technologies. 

Today’s panel presentation integrates theses themes with the topics that the Committee has been following all year, focusing on the green energy sector and how to encourage more such  businesses in King County. 

The Committee has invited three panelists to discuss green energy businesses. Listed below are brief biographies of each panelist and the questions each panelist has been asked to address at the panel. 

Thomas Ranken, President and CEO, Washington Clean Technology Alliance

Founded in 2007, the Washington Clean Technology Alliance (“WTCA”) was formed to respond to a regional need for an organization to advocate for the emerging set of “cleantech” industries, including green energy.  As part of its mission, WTCA promotes local green energy businesses and products here and around the world.  

Mr. Rankin has significant business background in bio-tech.
  As the head of WCTA, Mr. Rankin is responsible for leading this trade association, consisting of over 80 members.
Mr. Rankin spent fourteen years as a Trustee of Harborview Medical Center including serving as President of the Board.  He has served on the Boards of VizX Labs, Axio Research, the Technology Alliance, the University Sunrise Rotary Club (President), Seattle Mental Health (Chair), Crisis Clinic, and others.  He received his MBA from the University of Washington and a BA in economics from the University of Virginia.  His MBA thesis was “US Petroleum Dependence and Energy Alternatives."
Questions addressed to Mr. Ranken:

1) What do we know about the number of green energy businesses here in King County?

2) What attracts green energy businesses here to King County?

3) What challenges do green energy businesses have trying to start or grow businesses here in King County?

4) What services are available now to help green energy entrepreneurs start businesses here in King County?

5) What advice would you give new entrants into the clean energy industry?

Aaron Feaver, Ph.D. Chief Technology Officer, EnergG2

Concentrating on the synthesis and processing of high performance carbon materials, Dr. Aaron Feaver is a global expert on the move to engineered materials solutions for clean technology. Dr. Feaver co-founded EnerG2 and has written and spoken extensively on nanotechnology topics. He has led the company's technology development from inception at the labs of the University of Washington in 2003 to a venture-backed business today. Prior to Dr. Feaver's focus on nanotechnology, he was a project manager and engineer within Boeing's Design for Environment/Manufacturing initiative. Dr. Feaver received a BS from University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign and a PhD in Materials Science from the University of Washington.
Questions posed to Dr. Feaver:

1) Why was EnergG2 started here in King County? 

2) What were the greatest challenges to starting the company and now in trying to grow the company?

3) Describe in what way EnerG2 is a public private partnership?

4) What is the role of venture capitalists and angel investors in green energy businesses and the limits of relying on angel investors?

5) Why do you think public investment is necessary for the growth of green energy?
6) What is your outlook for future hiring? 

Yale Wong, CEO, General Biodiesel

Mr. Wong is a successful entrepreneur who brings expertise, practical knowledge, and seasoned strong business insights to the biofuels industry.  In 2006, Mr. Wong and his wife, Laura Wong, founded General Biodiesel with the vision and mission to “Generate Positive Energy” within the local economy. Through his leadership, the company has successfully attracted sophisticated investors, repeatedly achieved progressive milestones, and executed the evolving mission of a dynamic enterprise in a competitive market.

Previously, Mr. Wong  was the founder and CEO of Compass Communications Inc., one of the largest broadband Internet service providers in Washington.  Compass was a pioneer in developing and selling suite-to-suite fiber optics, offering HDTV over the Internet, and selling dedicated international transmissions. The company was profitable within its first year and, under Mr. Wong’s leadership, grew from a small start-up to a multi-million dollar corporation.  

Mr. Wong  is active in, and has been recognized by, many business, civic, and environmental organizations and is a recipient of the Mayor’s “Small Business Award” for the City of Seattle.

	Questions Dr. Feaver was asked to answer:

1) Why did you decide to locate in King County? 

2) What were the greatest challenges to you in starting your company and now in trying to grow your company?

3) What roles can government policies and funding play in encouraging biodiesel?

4) What do you think is necessary for establishing a larger scale biodiesel industry in King County, particularly using biodiesel as jet fuel?

5) What is your outlook for future hiring? 

	 


� Mr. Rankin co-founded and was CEO of VizX Labs, which developed the GeneSifter software system used to make discoveries about genes.  He also led a team that turned around and doubled the size of Axio Research Corporation, which was later sold to Solutia.  He directed public affairs at the state’s largest biotechnology company, Immunex (now Amgen) and was President of the Washington Biotechnology & Biomedical Association.


Mr. Rankin was elected Chair of the national Council of State Bioscience Associations.  He was appointed Chair of the DC-based Biotechnology Industry Organization’s State Government Committee, was instrumental in crafting the highly successful state affiliate strategy, and was elected to the Emerging Companies Section of BIO’s Board.  He was also a key player in the state’s Washington Biotechnology & Biomedical Association for many years as Chair of the Board, Chair of the Government Affairs Committee, member of the Board, and as CEO for three years.
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