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By ANDREA DECKERT

A Rochester-based accelerator program 
focused on helping entrepreneurs bring their 
optics, photonics and imaging-enabled tech-
nologies to market has partnered with a well-
known industry event that will allow the start-
ups to share their business ideas with an inter-
national audience.

The 10 companies currently working with 
Luminate will discuss their business ventures, 
and compete for additional funds, at the OSA 
Frontiers in Optics + Laser Science APS/DLS, 
which will be held Sept. 14 through 17.

Normally an in-person conference, the pro-
gram has changed this year to an all virtual 
web-conference format due to the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Sujatha Ramanujan, Luminate’s managing 
director, says the platform is ideal for the com-
panies affiliated with Luminate.

“Holding our finals pitch event during OSA’s 
conference provides a global stage for our 
cohort companies at an internationally recog-
nized annual event,” Ramanujan says. “This 
improved visibility could introduce our compa-
nies to potential partners, investors and cus-
tomers to help further accelerate their growth, 
and the commercialization and availability of 
new technologies in the market.”

Luminate is a $25 million, five-year program 
funded by Empire State Development’s Finger 
Lakes Forward Initiative. The program is ad-
ministered by NextCorps, a nonprofit catalyst 
for entrepreneurship in the region, and sup-
ported by a host of participating partners.

Accepted companies take part in the six-
month intensive accelerator program that 
brings in outside experts, industry leaders, 
and its advisory board to help scale startups 
working in the fields of optics, photonics and 
imaging-enabled technologies.

Luminate also provides early-stage compa-
nies with the capital necessary to further de-
velop their technologies, including $100,000 
upon program acceptance, and a chance to 
win up to $2 million in follow-on funding.

This year’s cohort included companies from 
all over the world that are developing applica-
tions in fields including health care delivery, 
medical devices, security, high speed commu-
nication, energy efficiency, biochemical analy-
sis and geo analytics.

The 10 companies that comprise Lumi-

nates third cohort are: Akknatek, ExPrimary, 
Haqean, Kilo Medical Solutions, Nordetect, 
Rubitection, Sanoor, Simulated Inanimate, 
SunDensity and Think Outside.

The annual conference is held in partner-
ship between The Optical Society and the 
American Physical Society’s Division of La-
ser Science. The event, which also serves as 
the OSA Annual Meeting, offers five days of 
comprehensive and high-quality research in 
more than 30 optics and photonics topics and 
across the disciplines of physics, biology and 
chemistry.

The conference — which is free to attend 
this year — is a chance for the companies 
working with Luminate to showcase their inno-
vations and compete for the follow-on funding. 
In addition to a grand prize winner, smaller 
prizes will be awarded, as well as an audience 
favorite.

In addition to the competition, conference 
attendees can hear what types of investments 
are currently being made and how they will 
help shape what is to come for those work-
ing in the optics, photonics and imaging field 
during a panel discussion entitled “Investing 
Early in Innovative Future Businesses.”

One of the panelists is Donald Golini, chair 
of the Luminate Advisory Board and found-
er of Rochester-based QED Technologies, a 
supplier of MRF polishing and SSI metrology 
equipment for precision optics finishing.

Golini says the conference will provide great 
exposure to the cohort companies, placing 
them in front of premier scientists and industry 
leaders from all over the world.

“Every opportunity to be on the global or na-
tional stage is a good thing,” Golini says.

Being in Rochester also presents opportu-
nities for the companies, he says, noting the 
variety of industry resources, as well at the 
collaborative and cooperative industry culture 
locally.

Luminate is an asset, too, he says. While 
there are other angel investors for startups, 
as well as business incubators, it is less com-
mon to see an organization that provides both, 
such as Luminate.

“It’s a rare opportunity,” he says.
Golini, who will be discussing emerging 

trends and raising business capital at the con-
ference, says there are many areas for growth, 
including the health care field.

He notes that the optics industry has already 
stepped up to address current needs, namely 
those related to testing for COVID-19.

“It’s rewarding to see that core optics tech-
nology might play a role in (addressing) this 
virus,” he says.

Ramanujan adds that investor-based com-
panies have weathered the storm brought on 
by the pandemic and are interested in technol-
ogies that can help today’s pressing issues, 
from clean energy to medical assessment and 
treatment of patients.

Current trends are showing that the priori-

ties around invest-
ing are shifting, and 
that shift bodes well 
for the companies in 
the current cohort, 
she adds.

“We are seeing so 
many exciting things 
happening,” she 
says. “These start-
ups want to change 
the world, and they 
are very capable.”

Luminate also had 
to pivot as a result of 
the pandemic. The 
program typical-
ly ends in June but 
has been expanded 
this year as a result 
of changes brought 
on by the coronavi-
rus.

In addition to con-
ference opportunity 
this fall, the current 
cohort has benefit-
ed from additional 
curriculum, speak-
ers and more oppor-

tunities to pitch their ideas to additional inves-
tors, Ramanujan says.

“We are using the extra time wisely,” she 
says.

Luminate has 30 companies in its portfolio 
and all are having success moving their busi-
nesses and ideas forward, she says.

The program has received well over 200 ap-
plicants since its inception, and the program 
has made a name for itself with companies 
affiliated with Luminate seeing opportunities 
they may not have previously, Ramanujan 
notes.

Past applicants have said the program al-
lowed them to secure additional funding and 
gave them the additional training they needed 
to succeed.

Like Golini, Ramanujan believes Rochester 
continues to be uniquely positioned in con-
necting international startups to its optics, 
photonics, and imaging ecosystem to foster 
economic development here.

The region is home to more than 150 optics, 
photonics and imaging companies, generat-
ing $3 billion in annual sales and employing 
17,000 workers, she notes.

Optics, photonics and imaging companies 
looking for opportunities in the Rochester re-
gion have access to an experienced workforce, 
funding, infrastructure and a supply chain.

“These startups are really in the right place 
and have the support they need to succeed,” 
Ramanujan says.

For more information on the conference, go 
to https://www.frontiersinoptics.com/home/.

Andrea Deckert is a Rochester-area free-
lance writer.

Luminate startups to make pitches 
before global audience this year

Sujatha Ramanujan

Don Golini


