
A    ustin has had many nicknames and 
slogans – from “Silicon Hills,” a nod 
to the City’s strengths in information 

technology entrepreneurship, to “The Live 
Music Capital of the World,” a reference 
to the City’s South by Southwest music 
festival and many live music venues, 
to the most recent unoffi cial slogan, 
“Keep Austin Weird.” In 2011, Mayor Lee 
Leffi ngwell added to the list by declaring 
Austin to be the “Clean Energy Capital 
of the World.” Among the strengths that 
help support this claim is the Austin Clean 
Energy Incubator (CEI).  

CEI is one of four incubators that make 
up the Austin Technology Incubator 
(ATI). Founded in 1989 as a program 
of the IC² Institute of The University of 
Texas at Austin, ATI initially focused on 
incubating businesses in software and 
other emerging information technology 
fi elds, but later expanded its vision to 
encompass wireless, clean energy and 
biosciences incubators.

The ATI incubators guide early-
stage technology companies towards 
commercial success by broadening 
their connections and networks, while 
helping them develop solid business 
plans, further their product development, 
access management talent, and raise 
capital. They draw on the resources 
of the university—including faculty 
researchers, but also students, not 
only to assist client companies, but 
also to provide a training ground for 
students in technology entrepreneurship. 
Companies are typically affi liated with the 
incubators for one to two years, with the 
goal of getting them to the point where 
they can raise what is known as “Series 
A” funding—their fi rst signifi cant round of 
venture funding. 
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The Clean Technology Incubator was launched in 2001 
as part of an effort to grow not just Austin’s, but the 
nation’s clean energy sector. The U.S. Department of 
Energy’s National Renewable Energy Lab (NREL), 
based in Golden, Colorado, saw an opportunity to 
grow the nation’s clean energy sector, but at the 
same time, saw the diffi culty in moving companies in 
this fi eld from the research and development phase 
into the marketplace. Clean energy incubators were 
viewed as a potential solution. “We want to make 
the same services that are available to the ‘dot.com’ 
and telecommunications companies available to 
young clean energy companies,”1 explained Dr. Marty 
Murphy of NREL, who spearheaded the effort. Based 
on ATI’s reputation, along with the community’s strong 
network of support for both entrepreneurs and clean 
energy, Austin was chosen as the location for the 
fi rst of a series of clean 
energy incubators that 
NREL helped seed across 
the nation. This group of 
incubators formed the initial 
core of the National Alliance 
of Clean Energy Incubators, 
of which CEI remains an 
active member.

Since its creation, CEI has 
worked with businesses 
focused on everything from 
solar farm development 
to LED lighting. “The way 
we look at clean tech 
is pretty broad,” says 
Mitch Jacobson, current co-director of CEI. “We are 
focused on anything that will truly help clean energy, 
create more effi cient energy, or bring down the cost 
of energy.”2  Biofuels, energy management, energy 
storage, electric vehicles, green buildings, water—all 
are part of the mix. 

Illustrative of this diversity are two current projects—
one focused on energy management and the other on 
transportation. The fi rst is the Pecan Street Project, a 
$30 million smart grid demonstration project started with 
seed funding from the U.S. Economic Development 
Administration and followed by major funding from the 
private sector and the U.S. Department of Energy. CEI 
is a founding participant in the project that is studying 
consumer behavior related to smart appliances and 

other energy management systems and providing a 
testing ground for the development of new business 
ideas in this fi eld. CEI is also looking towards clean 
energy opportunities in the transportation fi eld that build 
on connections with Circuit of the Americas, a Formula 
1 race track that opened in Austin in October 2012. 
Jacobson reports that CEI is partnering with race car 
companies like McLaren, Porsche and Honda to look at 
new technologies in transportation. For example, one 
of the incubator’s current companies, Yan Engines, is 
developing a new piston system that can be retrofi tted 
to existing diesel engines, making them 60-80% more 
effi cient. 

In the bioenergy fi eld, incubator companies have 
included:

• OpenAlgae, a company 
that has developed 
technology that enables 
low-cost recovery of oils 
from algae. Founded in 
2008, the company is built 
on technology developed 
at the University of Texas 
and is jointly owned by 
the Board of Regents of 
The University of Texas at 
Austin and Organic Fuels 
Holdings, Inc., of Houston, 
Texas. Although the 
company has graduated 
from the incubator, it is 
still affi liated with the 

University through its work with the Center for 
Electromechanics (CEM). The University of Texas 
houses one of the largest collections of algae 
specimens in the world, and CEM opened what 
is known as a “shadehouse” in 2011 to facilitate 
research aimed at mass-producing algae for use 
as biofuel and other byproducts.

• Dorsan Biofuels, a company that created fungi 
that could convert biomass and waste streams 
into diesel fuel. The fi rm’s California-based CEO 
was the co-founder of Evolutionary Technologies 
International, a data integration software company 
that was one of the fi rst companies in ATI’s portfolio, 
while the CSO was from North Carolina. The 
fi rm’s technology ultimately landed at Novozymes, 

Austin, Texas.
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which purchased Dorsan’s intellectual property in 
December 2011.

Jacobson estimates that about 65 percent of the 
companies CEI works with are started by engineers, 
scientists and other entrepreneurs in Central Texas, 
about 25 percent come out of technologies developed 
by faculty and/or students at the University of Texas 
and about 10 percent are attracted from other cities, 
states or countries. In terms of direct economic impact, 
between 2009 and 2012 CEI helped 17 companies with 
a local impact of $65 million, successfully relocated 
seven companies to Austin, and contributed to the 
creation of 235 jobs.

CEI’s promotion of clean energy goes beyond just the 
companies in their portfolio. Their goal is to help build 
a clean energy ecosystem 
in Central Texas. In 
addition to its work with 
individual companies, CEI 
began hosting an annual 
Clean Energy Venture 
Summit in 2007. Held in 
partnership with Austin 
Energy, the centerpiece of 
the event was a business 
plan competition, providing 
cleantech entrepreneurs 
with an opportunity to 
present their innovations 
to investors, as well as 
experts from utilities, 
corporations, academia and government. The Summit 
now continues as a Startup Showcase that is part of 
South by Southwest Eco, an event that CEI hosts with 
SXSW, the group perhaps best known for the festival 
that puts Austin in the spotlight of the musical world 
every spring. Now in its third year, the Eco event 
recently drew 3,000 attendees to Austin for networking 
and discussions, as well as the Startup Showcase that 
aims to connect fl edgling companies with investors. 
CEI also partners with the CleanTX Foundation to 
host CleanTX Forums and Solar Energy Entrepreneur 
Networking events in Austin.

Recognizing the positive impact on the local economy 
and its entrepreneurial infrastructure, the City of Austin 
provides operational funding for the Austin Technology 
Incubator—with funding for the Clean Energy Incubator 

coming from the City’s municipal utility, a relationship 
that has been in place since 2006. Austin Energy, the 
8th largest community-owned electric utility in the 
country, has a strong commitment to clean energy, 
leading all public power utilities in the nation for sales 
of renewable energy in 2012 and fi nishing second 
among all utilities. In 2010, Austin’s City Council, which 
sets policy for Austin Energy, established a goal that 
the utility obtain 35 percent of its energy supply from 
renewables by 2020. It’s not surprising then that Austin 
Energy has a particular interest in new technologies 
related to clean energy. 

In addition to helping the City meet energy-related 
goals, the funding for CEI and its parent ATI is also 
a good economic development investment. Jacobson 
reports that a recent third-party economic impact study 

showed that the City of 
Austin “gets $68 back into 
their wallet” for every dollar 
they invest in the Austin 
Technology Incubator. 
Besides funding from Austin 
Energy, CEI also obtains 
funding from the State 
Energy Conservation Offi ce 
as well as from fees paid by 
the companies utilizing the 
incubator.
 
Jacobson says there has 
been a lot of interest in 
Austin’s incubator model 

from other areas around the country—both from those 
interested in opening a new clean tech incubator as well 
as those interested in adding a clean tech component 
to an existing incubator. In fact, the Texas State Energy 
Conservation Offi ce helped established two additional 
clean energy incubators within Texas itself in 2011:  the 
San Antonio Clean Energy Incubator and the Paso del 
Norte Clean Energy Incubator Program, a partnership 
of the University of Texas at El Paso and The Hub of 
Human Innovation. 

Jacobson’s number one piece of advice to those 
considering a similar move? “Collaborate with other 
partners within your city and state, whether it be events, 
sharing technologies, researchers, faculty, businesses, 
or capital.” “We take great pride in collaboration and 
partnerships across the industry,” he concludes. 
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SAFER’s vision is to position the South as the national 
leader in renewable energy production. SAFER works 
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energy intiatives. These initiatives focus on better policy, 
targeted research, effi cient commercialization, and outreach 
and education.
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For More Information:

Austin Clean Energy Incubator:  http://ati.utexas.edu/
entrepreneurs/focus-areas/clean-energy/

Clean Energy Alliance (formerly National Alliance of 
Clean Energy Incubators:  www.cleanenergyalliance.
com)

South by Southwest Eco:  http://sxsweco.com

1 “Clean Energy Technology Incubator Initiative Launched in Texas,” NREL 
News, April 26, 2000.
2 Linda Hoke, Southern Growth Policies Board, interview with Mitch 
Jacobson, November 1, 2013. Other quotes from Jacobson are also from 
this interview, unless otherwise noted.


