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Intel Capital is boosting its investments in clean technology startups as a way to develop new sources of power for Intel processors. 

The chipmaker's corporate venture arm, one of Silicon Valley's largest, said this week it put 24 million euros in a German company, Sulfurcell, which converts sunlight into electricity by using modules coated with a thin metallic film. 

Sulfurcell is Intel Capital's third clean technology investment in less than six weeks. The venture arm has been studying clean technology for about a year, said Stephen Eichenlaub, managing director, who assumed his position back then, but wasn't ready to invest until now. 

"There's so much activity (in clean technology), and it takes time to figure out where you can have the biggest impact," Eichenlaub said. "If you canvassed up and down Sand Hill Road, you'd get similar reactions."

Eichenlaub wouldn't say how much money Intel Capital is investing in clean technology, but the venture arm has settled on three areas: alternative power generation and storage, transportation, and innovative materials. 

Sulfurcell's solar modules, which the company develops and manufactures, are coated with a substance from the copper-indium-sulfide/selenide family of elements and are integrated into roofs and walls. 

Intel Capital led the Sulfurcell investment - which totaled 85 million euros - in conjunction with five European investors. 

In June, Intel spun off a startup, SpectraWatt, which plans to manufacture photovoltaic cells in Oregon for companies like Sulfurcell that make solar modules. 

"We started on the path of thinking of silicon-based solar cells as our chips, but ... realized it was a new line of business," Eichenlaub said. 

The manufacturing, sales channel, pricing, distribution, customers and regulatory environment were all very different for Intel and Sulfurcell, he added, "so we put it on its own two feet."

Also in June, Intel Capital announced an investment in Grid Net, a U.S.-based startup that makes a wireless smart power meter that controls energy use. 

GE Energy has licensed the meter, which Grid Net CEO Ray Bell said can also serve as a broadband router into the home. 

There are no investments announced yet in transportation, but Eichenlaub said it's a promising area because electric cars are essentially "rolling batteries" that will one day feed electricity back into the power grid, in addition to needing chips to communicate with other vehicles and car dealers. 

Eichenlaub has had to learn a lot in the last year about how utilities deploy energy and how people and companies decide to use it and has called on subjects he studied years ago as an engineer - photovoltaics, utility infrastructure, nuclear engineering. 

"I thought I was done with all that, but now I'm very happy to dust it off," he said. 

However, clean technology is also more and more about software, he said, which is one reason the area is attracting so many former technology folks in Silicon Valley. Smart meters are powered by software, and if the United States gets around to building a market for trading carbon credits, that will be software too. 

People like Grid Net's Ray Bell, who has worked at Oracle and Cisco, have an advantage in clean technology, Eichenlaub said, because they can ask questions that "someone with a utility background wouldn't know."

