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 It moved, through seven different states, into nine different garages, over three decades. Bill Lowstutter’s invention could be the next big thing in clean technology, a lynchpin in moving America forward. 
  To most everyone else, it was a non-descript four-by-eight foot, 150-pound box taking up room next to parked Fords, Audis, Hondas and Subarus.

 And this amateur inventor, full-time consultant and part-time engineer was the guy just crazy enough to lug it around all those miles, all those times, based on some dream.

 “People would kind of look askance at me and you could tell what they were thinking, ‘What in the world are you doing dragging this thing around?’” Lowstutter said.

 But they were missing the point. 

The world was the reason he was schlepping this contraption from New Jersey, Florida, Pennsylvania, New York, back to Pennsylvania (to two different cities, no less), then on to Ohio, Kentucky and, finally, Colorado.

 He built his solar-panel prototype for use in both residential and commercial hot water system during the days of Jimmy Carter, gas-ration hangovers and tax incentives designed to spur innovation and potentially reduce the United States’ foreign-oil dependency.  The grand scheme for Lowstutter was to someday go international, eliminating countless metric tons of carbon dioxide along the way.
 But the Wall Street ‘80s and dot-com ‘90s intervened, and Lowstutter had nearly abandoned his start-up endeavor. He tinkered here and there. But the idea of a real business replacing old, inefficient solar panels with his creation had become as laughable as the sight of his device next to his lawnmower.

 That was until Lowstutter finally made it to the Rockies. 
 Renewable solar-thermal technology was cool again, even if it took almost 30 years, and the Colorado government offered the incentives to back up those ideals. Gas prices were slowing creeping up but hadn’t hit $4 per gallon just yet.  The timing seemed right for this long-time entrepreneur to drag out his old blueprints, put them on computers and begin another full-scale developmental push.
  There were trade show visits to gauge interest. Energistic Systems, though still a two-man operation, was formed. And through Lowstutter’s association with new business partner, Dan Fratello, a key association emerged. Never once through all of Lowstutter’s travels had he felt the inclination to join a Chamber of Commerce, even while his consulting company remained a viable entity. But Fratello told him about the South Metro Chamber, which strongly shared their clean-tech vision.
 And four months from now, if that well-traveled prototype of the Suntrac solar hot water collector that actually moves with the sun is deemed among the most ingenious designs, it could take that company from the garage to the penthouse through a business competition called the Rocky Mountain Clean Tech Open. 
 The contest is designed to provide start-ups the business acumen, marketing help and financial advice they need to succeed. The competition’s formation traces directly back to the Chamber’s emphasis and involvement in renewable energy.
 “The South Metro Chamber is unique in the Denver area in terms of its focus and support and its commitment behind clean tech, if you will, and renewables in general,” Lowstutter said. “It’s wonderful to see.”

 The commitment began on the banks of the Arkansas River five years ago.

 Jerry Healey, a Denver businessman, was among a group of local leaders attending a Chamber rafting trip that had stopped for a lunch break.
 “One of the great equalizers in life is a bunch of executives standing around in wetsuits,” Healey joked.
 A question was asked, dripping wet and with stone-cold bluntness: What’s got you riled up in the world?

 Healey mentioned the ‘70s gas crisis and the country’s war in Iraq. It was a shame, he said, that not much had changed regarding the Middle East’s sway over American lives in terms of gas dependency. It was unfortunate too, that many Colorado folks were unaware of the great work being done at the National Renewable Energy Laboratory in Golden.
 “I just planted a seed,” Healey says now.

 A Chamber-sponsored trip to NREL followed shortly thereafter, lifting the subject to a higher-priority level. Combining business with innovation benefiting the planet made too much sense to ignore.  L.G. Chavez, president and CEO of Burt Automotive, became a driving force along with Chamber president John Brackney, later prompting the creation of the Renewable Energy Task Force that aimed at addressing the energy crisis in proactive fashion alongside a group of concerned citizens. A fact-finding mission to California forged a relationship with some of that state’s energy visionaries and steeled the Chamber’s resolve.

  Just two years later, not only was there a Rocky Mountain Clean Tech Open spanning five states in place as part of a push to expand the competition nationally, but also a bigger-picture idea in place. A  Renewable Energy Incubator has piqued the interest of large corporations locally and became an important off-shoot project to further support the scaling of commercial ideas in the clean-tech sector.
 “This Chamber is different in that it’s not trying to be all things to all people. It’s picked out a few areas and they’re important areas, not superficial type things,” said Chavez, who is now heavily involved in promoting the development of viable, affordable and efficient all-electric vehicles that will help differentiate his car network moving into future decades. “It’s committed to health care and other areas of economic development. Renewable energy is another one of those. And the activity is tremendously high.”
 Yet the knowledge base was relatively low on renewables until that South Metro contingent made that first trek to NREL and, ultimately, the initial trip to San Francisco.  There, the group was introduced to the entrepreneurial spirit of the Clean Tech Open. Associated visits to Bay Area colleges and energy concerns hammered home the point that this was an issue worth tackling with full force.

 “From a professional perspective I believe America has a clean technology race to win or to lose over the next 10 years and in a carbon-constrained world, the business paradigm, political paradigms, lifestyles and business models are changing,” said Dick Franklin, who accepted the chairman’s position on the Renewable Energy Task Force in 2007 and now co-chairs the Rocky Mountain Clean Tech Open.
 “It’s probably one of the biggest opportunities economically, environmentally and socially of this century. And I’m a big believer in first-mover advantage.”

 Brazil, Saudi Arabia, Germany, Japan, China, India, Canada and Great Britain are some of the countries competing to win the clean-tech race.

  But the Clean Tech Open could be the ignition system necessary to launch that new era right here at home. 
 The California group drew a record 168 entrants in its fourth year. Rocky Mountain, which encompasses Colorado and four adjoining states, received 65 executive summary submissions for review without a large-scale promotional push. The newly formed Pacific Northwest region accepted 56 entries that aim to improve on available technology or, in many cases, break new ground.
 The competition is expected to total five to six regions by next year and aims to go nationwide within five years, with a stated goal of creating 100,000 jobs in the clean-energy sector by 2015.

 “It’s the right idea at the right time,” Franklin maintained.
 Chavez acknowledged there have been other segments of the economy in Colorado that have been hailed as the economic engine of the future that have thrived for a time then fizzled – biotech in the ‘80s; the Internet bubble of the 90s.
  But he has less skepticism now because of the Clean Tech Open’s inherent structure, where proof of concept precedes financial backing of those ideas.
 “They’ve actually got a product, not a hope or wish or a dream, but an actual project. That’s really exciting to me,” Chavez said.

 The competition requires aspiring entrepreneurs or small companies at the very start of their business to submit no more than a three-page executive summary, detailing the vision of their prospective company. Categories encompass everything from energy efficiency, green building and renewables to transportation, smart power and air-water-waste.
 Those plans are then vetted by a judging panel to the most viable and original concepts.
 “The candidates had a very broad range of ideas and where they were in the development cycle of both those ideas and their businesses,” said Wes Schrader, contestant chair for the Rocky Mountain Clean Tech Open. “And the way the competition is structured, we are very amenable and capable of spanning that spectrum, given the advice and mentoring component. It lends itself to the entrepreneur that’s maybe spending all his time on the technology/development side.”

 In the RMCTO specifically, the initial 65 submissions will be pared in late June to 12 potential start-up companies. That group will be sent to California for intensive training and seminars through a summer accelerator program designed to perfect corporate pitches and refine economic and design models. Mentoring sessions with an assigned business leader as a sounding board will follow over the next six weeks, covering financial and legal issues, funding and marketing.
 The end game is a 20-page business plan and 15-minute pitch to a panel of experts in the competition’s last stage.
 Three finalists then emerge in October, joined by nine others from the California and Pacific Northwest groups. Regional winners receive $50,000 in cash and in-kind services that include office space for one year; legal, accounting and insurance services, public relations and marketing, IT and software support and more with an opportunity to win the Clean Tech Open’s national prize of at least a $250,000 ‘start-up in a box’ at the awards ceremony in Silicon Valley.
 “I often say that the competition itself is almost irrelevant,” said Rex Northen, the Clean Tech Open’s executive director. “What really counts is you come in with an idea, with a business that has a chance of success and you turn that idea and business into something that has a high chance of success.”

 Over $2.72 million worth of prizes has been awarded and $125 million in private capital raised in the first three years of the competition.
 Perhaps more important, 84 percent of alumni teams remain viable companies in an overall economic landscape that has seen nearly 90 percent of small businesses fail. 

 “I think the common niche in our story would be the middle manager in a company who is technically very adept. He might be working for Cisco or NASA. He clearly understands the technology and how to work inside a business but has no idea how to build his or her business and how to commercialize technology and so forth,” said Northen, who volunteered for the California project in 2006 before moving into a leadership role.
 “Those individuals suddenly have access to all the pieces they need to surround the technology with a complete wrapper of (CTO resources),” he added. “It’s a source of good ideas that we can then turn into real business.”

  In Colorado, the current economy is built upon the tourism, agriculture, health care and oil and gas industries, with metro Denver also having a strong presence in computer technology and aerospace. NREL has a presence. So cutting edge ideas already were in large supply along the Front Range and outlying areas.

 The state’s workforce to a substantial degree is highly-educated. Its universities carry distinguished reputations. The quality of life is considered top notch nationally. Colorado’s energy office has been a proactive government body.
 The environment appeared to be the perfect Petri dish to potentially spur the next industrial innovation.
 At least that was the thought process when Brackney and company decided to embrace the clean-tech movement with all the force of a bear hug in 2007, long after the Arkansas River wet suits had dried.
 It was, upon further review, potentially the economic engine that could –could create wealth and jobs; could reduce foreign-oil dependency and could benefit the environment.

 “That makes for a formidable movement,” Brackney said.
 Corporate expansion into the state and innovative homespun development were seen as possible direct benefits for the Chamber, cementing its involvement. The new employment to date since created in the clean-tech sector has helped reinforced that original notion. A broader idea of connecting businesses to expand the reach of those individual entitles is an underlying concept, as well.

  “It’s a winning issue,” Brackney explained. “It’s not the answer to end all answers. But it should be a something that a group of highly-educated, well-traveled, thoughtful people in south metro Denver should be collectively involved in to at least get our fair share – or better lead, in creating new jobs. And it seems like its working.”

 The business incubator and an associated competition aren’t new ideas in Colorado but the methodology is producing inventive thought, which is novel.

 “If we do our jobs right, we attract talent,” Brackney said.

 And talent begets talent.

 “The corollary outcome of these talented people working together and working towards a common vision is always positive,” Brackney added.

 The Clean Tech Open in its first year in Denver has attracted more than 100 volunteers, in addition to corporate sponsors and competitors.
 “It’s slowly gotten to this spider-kind of expansion or spread that now people are talking about,” Franklin said. “And if you go into meetings with companies, individuals, politicians, NGOs (non-government organizations), it’s, ‘Clean Tech Open. Yeah, we’ve heard of it.’ …”
 An aggressive fund-raising campaign is planned for the fall, designed to expand the base of corporate sponsors in the region, which includes Colorado, Montana, New Mexico, Utah and Wyoming. 
The hope is that financial heavy-hitters will travel to October’s awards ceremony to witness first-hand the creativity and forward-thinking technologies of the future in order to loosen the purse strings.
 Lowstuter, the nomadic inventor, hopes to front and center that day, demonstrating his wares and realizing the vision that began with his first prototype in 1978.
 A successful competition will allow him to abandon his consulting work and focus on driving his invention into the marketplace, which he says lacks a solar-powered, commercial-industrial solution to creating water temperatures at ranges of 150 to 200 degrees.

 But even if he isn’t one of the finalists, the connections he’s made through the process and sharper focus he’s gained about his business have been beneficial.
  And it means 12 other people have even better ideas than he does.

 “It’s amazing to me that so many are interested,” he said.

  Still, Lowstuter sure could use some garage space for the new water purification system that he’s been developing …
