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Inside Luminate: Rochester’s OPI accelerator
By GINO FANELLI

By now virtually everyone 
in the Rochester area has 
heard about Luminate. 

It’s a buzzword that’s hovered 
over Rochester throughout the 
latter half of 2017, with hopeful 
thoughts of economic develop-
ment, industrial growth and, ul-
timately, a healthy kick forward 
for a new Rochester economic 
boom. But what exactly is going 
at the old Sibley Building?

The Luminate accelerator is a 
two-year program funded at $5 
million per year aimed at attract-
ing young startups in the optics, 
photonics and imaging, or OPI, 
sector to come to Rochester. The 
accelerator is a collaboration be-
tween High Tech Rochester, now 
known as Nextcorps, and Empire 
State Development and funded 
through the Finger Lakes For-
ward Upstate revitalization ini-
tiative—a five year, $500 million 
plan announced by Gov. Andrew 
Cuomo in 2015. As part of build-
ing a healthier, revitalized Roch-
ester, the city’s strong roots as 
a center of optics was empha-
sized, and Luminate was one of 
the projects picked to leverage 
that strength.

A competition among startups 
garnered over a hundred appli-
cations, and in November, 26 of 
those applicants from around the 
world presented their ideas to a 
crowd of Rochester movers and 
shakers at the Hyatt Regency ho-
tel in the first annual Lightning 
Awards. Ultimately, 10 compa-
nies, three of which were local, 
were chosen to take up residency 
in the Sibley Building’s new in-
cubator. Each company received 
$100,000 and access to Roches-
ter’s network of mentors and re-

sources. In June, the best of the 
best will be chosen to receive an 
additional $2 million.

Just over two months into the 
program, managing director Su-
jatha Ramanujan already sees 
great things coming from the 
fledgling companies holed up in 
the Sibley Building.

“Things are going fantastic,” 
Ramanujan said. “They’re actu-
ally better than I originally ex-
pected—but maybe that was just 
me being paranoid—but it’s go-
ing extremely well. All of the 
companies are here, they’re en-
gaged, they have their labs set 
up—people are working with 
each other. We’ve brought in 
some great training seminars on 
sales and how to create your fun-
nel, and at the same time we have 
our optics lab working so people 
can test out and provide some in-
troductions to investors and cli-
ents. I think they’re enjoying the 
experience and growing from it.”

The 10 companies currently 
calling the Luminate incuba-
tor home are Molecular Glass-
es, an organic light emitting di-
ode company; optical micros-
copy company LighTopTech; 
eye-tracking software company 
Positive Science—all of Roches-
ter; Bounce Imaging and Intelon 
Optics of Boston; Lumotune of 
Waterloo, Ontario, Canada; Tar-
sier Optics of Baltimore; Think 
Biosolution of Dublin; Arovia 
of Houston; and Double Helix 
of Boulder, Colo. The ultimate 
goal, of course, is for the com-
panies to appreciate the network 
and resources available in Roch-
ester and choose to set up shop 
here. Ramanujan said it’s a bit 
early to know how much of that 
to expect.

“I anticipate of the 10 we 

picked, at least five will stay 
here. I can’t say how many will 
absolutely stay here, but that’s 
my realistic estimate,” Ramanu-
jan said. “I think you also have to 
be realistic when you’re talking 
about startup companies about 
how many will survive.” 

Asking some of the companies 
whether they plan to stay here 
generates a mixed bag of an-
swers. Mosaic Microsystems, a 
finalist in the Lightning Awards 
that now resides in the incuba-
tor, has definite plans to stay in 
Rochester.

“I am living in Pittsford now,” 
said Chief Technical Officer 
Shelby Nelson. “I am not a na-
tive Rochesterian, but we are a 
local company and we’re looking 
to build a factory here. … We’re 
all about Rochester.”

For others, the future is less 
set in stone as is the nature of 
young startups.

“As a company, it’s really dif-
ficult to know. We go where the 
problems are, and right now it’s 
optics which brings us here,” 
said Arovia co-founder Alex 
Wesley. “But we also have a 
presence in China, because that’s 
where our projectors are man-
ufactured. Our company is not 
really stable or settled enough 
to even think about a headquar-
ters.”

Whether companies stay here 
or not, the program’s goal is 
more than just attracting firms 
to Rochester, explained Vinnie 
Esposito, regional director of 
Empire State Development.

“This is about the future,” he 
said. “Obviously, the future of 
technologies and companies, 
but also about the future of our 
workforce and entrepreneurs. 
That’s what I mean when I say 

they’re bringing the energy and 
excitement. In part because they 
are younger they have different 
perspectives on the world—
they’re creating new ideas and 
inventions. It is imperative that, 
as a region, we continue to at-
tract people of that age demo-
graphic and that generation to 
want to be in Rochester.”

That idea has caused a good 
amount of motion in the Roches-
ter economic development land-
scape. Last month, Gov. Andrew 
Cuomo announced a $50 million 
pledge for “Roc the Riverway,” a 
plan to revitalize the waterfront 
of the Genesee River with parks, 
living accommodations and ame-
nities specifically tailored toward 
young urbanites.

“We’re bringing in more 
younger Rochesterians,” said 
Howard Zemsky, CEO of Em-
pire State Development,”There’s 
been many great articles written 
about growth in millennials, hip-
sters even,” he said at the ribbon 
cutting for Nextcorps on Feb. 16. 
“It’s a great story.”

It’s a sentiment which Ra-
manujan echoes. That regard-
less of what companies ultimate-
ly stay in Rochester, the very 
presence of Luminate is imper-
ative to establishing a Roches-
ter which is attractive to young 
people, and therefore brings in 
fresh thinkers, new startups and 
a healthy, diverse OPI landscape.

“If you don’t have children, 
there’s not a whole lot of reason 
to sit in the suburbs. You want to 
be in the city,” Ramanujan said. 
“And with Luminate, I think 
we’re part of that ‘this is a cool 
place to be.’ It feeds that culture, 
which in turn feeds the region.”
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