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Dear Council Community,
As a new era of global disruption unfolds, inno-
vation is increasingly vital to the United States’ 
national competitiveness. For over a century, 
technological leadership has underpinned U.S. 
influence, security, and economic strength—but 
today, rivals like China are aggressively seeking to 
overtake America and claim the strategic and eco-
nomic advantages of global innovation leadership.
To confront this challenge and usher in a new era 
of prosperity for the United States, the nation must 
dramatically expand its innovation capacity. To that 
end, the Council on Competitiveness, through its 
National Commission on Innovation and Competi-
tiveness Frontiers, has set a bold goal: to increase 
the speed, scale, and number of U.S. innovations 
tenfold. Achieving this requires democratizing 
innovation—bringing more people and more 
places into the fold. The United States can no lon-
ger rely solely on a handful of coastal tech hubs; 
we must establish new innovation ecosystems in 
every part of our country. In support of this mis-
sion, the Council launched our “Competitiveness 
Conversations Across America” series to spotlight 
regions emerging as innovation hubs, which are 
reshaping the national innovation landscape.
The Mountain West states of Wyoming, Colorado, 
and New Mexico, which together form the I-25 
Innovation Corridor, make up one such region—

particularly in the converging fields of quantum 
computing and climate resilience. So, for the sec-
ond Competitiveness Conversation in 2025, the 
Council traveled to Boulder, CO, to explore this 
dynamic and rapidly evolving ecosystem emerg-
ing up and down the Front Range. 
Many lessons came out of “A Competitiveness 
Conversation: The Mountain West—Pioneering 
Climate Resilience & Quantum Innovation,” of 
which three particularly struck me:
•	 With over 6,000 quantum jobs across Colorado 

and New Mexico—the highest concentration 
in the United States—the region is emerging 
as a leading center of excellence in quantum 
technology. To further advance the quantum 
ecosystem, Colorado has launched a $200 
million startup loan program dedicated to 
quantum innovations. Additionally, New 
Mexico’s Quantum Moonshot initiative, which 
focuses on developing quantum technologies 
for both civilian and military applications, is 
competing for up to $160 million over ten years 
from the National Science Foundation. With 
these and other targeted investments, the 
Mountain West is supporting a virtuous cycle, 
attracting talent, fostering greater innovation, 
and driving economic leadership in this cutting-
edge field.

Letter from Council on Competitiveness 
President and CEO, The Hon. Deborah  
L. Wince-Smith
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•	 While the Mountain West has pioneered 
groundbreaking technologies and the region 
benefits from abundant natural resources, 
it has struggled to scale and deploy these 
innovations. To foster a vibrant, innovation-
driven economy, the Mountain West is working 
to establish an integrated ecosystem—
including academia, industry, the U.S. DOE 
National Laboratories, government, and 
private capital—that supports the translation 
of research and development into widespread 
adoption and societal impact.

•	 The Mountain West is proactively working to 
diversify and expand its economy. To do so, 
the region is expanding its sources of public, 
private, and philanthropic capital to sustain 
and accelerate innovation. Equally vital in 
creating resilience and driving the innovation-
driven economy is the strategic mobilization 
of the region’s intrinsic assets—from energy 
production and critical mineral mining to 
capturing the extensive research and talent 
pools cultivated by its five R1 universities for 
expanding high-tech industries of the future 
along the I-25 Corridor. 

The Mountain West region holds tremendous 
promise to become a leader in quantum and 
clean-tech innovation. However, unlocking this 
potential depends on strategic action and strong, 
visionary leadership. Among the co-hosts who 
made this event possible—University of Colo-
rado Boulder Chancellor Justin Schwartz, Uni-
versity of Wyoming President Ed Seidel, National 
Renewable Energy Laboratory Director Martin 
Keller, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience 
Engine CEO Mike Freeman, and Elevate Quantum 
CEO and Regional Innovation Officer Zachary 
Yerushalmi—there is a shared commitment to 
driving the necessary progress. Their leadership 

was pivotal to the success of the Mountain West 
Competitiveness Conversation, and the growth of 
the region we learned much more about and cele-
brated. I am grateful to each for their partnership 
in putting on this important event. 
I look forward to deepening the Council’s collab-
oration with these leaders and returning to the 
region to witness firsthand the remarkable prog-
ress and transformation taking shape across the 
Mountain West.
Sincerely,
The Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith
President and CEO 
Council on Competitiveness
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Agenda: The Mountain West—Pioneering 
Climate Resilience & Quantum Innovation

Sunday, March 30, 2025

AFTERNOON

5:00	 Registration and Competitiveness 
Conversation Reception

5:30	 Welcome

Mr. Chad Evans
Executive Vice President and Chief Operating 
Officer, Council on Competitiveness

5:40	 Fireside Chat: The Boulder Innovation 
Ecosystem

The rapid advancement of the Mountain West 
innovation ecosystem depends on its dedicated 
leaders. Three of these leaders, representing 
business, NSF Engines, and local government, 
will discuss their efforts to develop a cohesive 
regional strategy that drives collaboration across 
sectors and state lines—thereby enhancing the 
innovation capability and capacity of the region, 
and positioning Boulder for future growth.
The Hon. Aaron Brockett
Mayor of Boulder, Colorado

Mr. John Tayer
President and CEO, Boulder Chamber

Moderator: Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience 
Engine

6:30	 Reception Concludes

Monday, March 31, 2025
Building America’s Innovation Highway

MORNING

7:45	 Breakfast & Registration

8:25	 Opening Remarks

The Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith
President and CEO, Council on 
Competitiveness	

8:30	 A Keynote from the Governor

The Hon. Jared Polis
Governor of Colorado

8:45	 Crossing Borderlines, Expanding 
Bottom Lines: Exploring the Economic 
Dynamics of the Colorado, New Mexico 
and Wyoming Innovation Ecosystem
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Mr. Brian Lewandowski
Executive Director of the Business Research 
Division, Leeds School of Business, University  
of Colorado Boulder

Introduction: Dr. Justin Schwartz
Chancellor, University of Colorado Boulder

9:00	 Introducing America’s Innovation 
Highway: Transformative Collaboration 
Up and Down I-25 to Improve U.S. 
Competitiveness in Climate Resiliency 
& Quantum Computing

The I-25 Corridor serves not merely as a 
transportation route but a vital link connecting 
an emerging innovation ecosystem spanning 
Wyoming, Colorado, and New Mexico. All 
along I-25, businesses, universities, national 
laboratories, labor, and all levels of government 
are collaborating to establish a new regional 
identity focused on cutting-edge research and 
development that is positioning the corridor as 
a center of economic prosperity for the nation. 
On this panel, leaders from the three states 
will discuss how their innovation resources are 
increasingly becoming interconnected, and the 
benefits that come from this regional approach 
of economic development.
Dr. Parag Chitnis
Vice President, Research and Economic 
Development, University of Wyoming

Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience 
Engine 

Dr. Martin Keller
Director, National Renewable Energy Laboratory 
(NREL)

Dr. Justin Schwartz
Chancellor, University of Colorado Boulder

Mr. Zach Yerushalmi
CEO and Regional Innovation Officer, 
Elevate Quantum

Moderator: The Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith
President and CEO, Council on Competitiveness

9:45	 A Fireside Chat: Turbocharging 
National and Global Investment in 
America’s Innovation Highway

Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience 
Engine

Mr. Michael Sonnenfeldt
Founder and Chairman, Tiger 21

10:05	 Expanding the Role of Academic 
Institutions: Becoming Anchors  
of Regional Innovation and Economic 
Development

Colleges and universities drive basic research 
and make discoveries leading to new 
technologies and processes, businesses, 
industries, and high-value jobs. In the Mountain 
West, world-class institutions of higher education 
are at the forefront of research and discovery, 
and they are critical to the success of the 
region’s NSF Engine and EDA Hub. In this 
panel, leaders from the region’s critical colleges 
and universities will share best practices and 
examples for developing the innovations that will 
drive the next economy. 
Dr. James Holloway
Provost, University of New Mexico

Dr. Paul Johnson
President, Colorado School of Mines

Dr. Amy Parsons
President, Colorado State University 
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Dr. Justin Schwartz
Chancellor, University of Colorado Boulder

Moderator: The Hon. Deborah Wince-Smith
President and CEO, Council on Competitiveness

10:45	 Break

11:00	 Meeting the Growing Demand for Top 
Tech Talent

Dr. Stuart Andreason
Executive Director, Programs, Burning Glass 
Institute

11:15	 Building the Workforce of the Future: 
Strategies for a Globally Competitive 
Talent Pipeline Along America’s 
Innovation Highway

Innovation thrives on people. To fuel an 
innovation ecosystem, we need a skilled and 
creative workforce capable of tackling complex 
challenges and coming up with groundbreaking 
solutions. While the Mountain West has attracted 
talent from other parts of the country and the 
world, enhancing its talent pipeline is critical for 
long-term, sustainable growth and innovation. 
Leaders in the Mountain West’s workforce 
development landscape will show how they are 
working to create the skilled labor force of the 
future.
Mr. Matt Adamczyk
Principal Technical Program Manager, Microsoft

Mr. Dan Foy
Principal of Global Analytics, Gallup

Ms. Jessi Olsen
Chief Operations and Financial Officer, Elevate 
Quantum

Ms. Lucy Sanders
Founder and Executive in Residence, National 
Center for Women & Information Technology 
(NCWIT)

Moderator: Dr. Stuart Andreason
Executive Director, Programs, Burning Glass 
Institute

AFTERNOON

12:00	 Lunch

1:00	 Setting the Global Pace in Innovation: 
A Roadmap for Expanding the Capacity 
and Capability of U.S. Innovation in the 
Age of Disruption and Discontinuity

China seeks to overtake America’s leadership 
role—across economic, military, and social 
spheres—and is proactively working to define 
the rules of the road for the second half of the 
century and building the economic and strategic 
alliances to underpin its dominance. In this 
panel, experts will assess the current landscape 
of international economic and technological 
competition and explore how the United 
States can lead the world in innovating and 
commercializing the technologies that will define 
the next economy.
Introduction: Dr. Erwin Gianchandani
Assistant Director for Technology, Innovation and 
Partnerships, National Science Foundation (NSF)

The Hon. Patricia Falcone
Deputy Director for Science and Technology, 
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory

Dr. Steve Walker
Vice President and Chief Technology Officer, 
Lockheed Martin
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Moderator: Mr. Chad Evans
Executive Vice President and Chief Operating 
Officer, Council on Competitiveness 

1:45	 Tech Talk: From Lab to Market—A 
Commercialization Success Story from 
the Mountain West

Dr. Greg Rieker
Co-Founder and Chief Technology Officer, 
LongPath Technologies

2:00	 Collaborating Radically Across State 
Lines: A Regional Vision for Economic 
Development

How is a three-state cohesive mission and 
strategy shaping the Mountain West into a 
dynamic center for innovation? In this panel, 
economic development leaders from Colorado, 
New Mexico, and Wyoming will dive into how 
states with fundamentally different viewpoints are 
aligning state-level policies, sharing resources, 
and building partnerships to ignite a wave of 
creativity and entrepreneurship along the I-25 
Innovation Highway and beyond.
Mr. Josh Dorrell
CEO, Wyoming Business Council 

Ms. Leslie Hielema
President and CEO, New Mexico Chamber of 
Commerce

Ms. Eve Lieberman
Executive Director, Colorado Office of Economic 
Development and International Trade (OEDIT)

Moderator: Mr. Josh Miller
Senior Manager, State, Municipal, and 
Community Affairs, Verizon

2:45	 Democratizing Quantum: Unlocking 
Access, Driving Innovation, and 
Building Economic Opportunity in the 
Mountain West

Dr. Rajeeb “Raj” Hazra
CEO, Quantinuum

3:00	 Break

3:15	 Highlighting the Incredible Economic 
Impact of the U.S. Department of 
Energy National Laboratories

Mr. Dan Powers
Executive Director, CO-LABS

3:30	 Exploring Crown Jewels of the U.S. 
Innovation Ecosystem: The Critical 
Role of Federal Laboratories, Research 
and Development Centers, and Other 
Institutions

The Mountain West is home to three U.S. 
Department of Energy National Laboratories and 
several federal research facilities, which stand 
as cornerstones of regional innovation. These 
dynamic hubs not only attract top talent and 
investment but also provide a robust platform for 
cultivating flourishing ecosystems. In this panel, 
leaders from the federal science community 
will share how these laboratories and science 
centers are supercharging regional innovation 
now and into the future.
Dr. Kristan Corwin
Division Chief, Applied Physics Division, National 
Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST)

Dr. Martin Keller
Director, National Renewable Energy Laboratory 
(NREL)
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Dr. Mark Peters
President and CEO, The MITRE Corporation

Moderator: Mr. Dan Powers
Executive Director, CO-LABS

4:20	 Wrapping Up Day 1, Reviewing Day 2

Mr. Chad Evans
Executive Vice President and Chief Operating 
Officer, Council on Competitiveness

4:30	 Break 

6:00	 Competitiveness Conversation Dinner

6:10	 Dinner Introduction

Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience 
Engine

6:15	 Keynote & Dinner

Mr. J.J. Ament
President and CEO, Denver Metro Chamber  
of Commerce

7:00	 Networking, Drinks

8:00	 Dinner Concludes

Tuesday, April 1, 2025

Facing Reality—Challenges and 
Opportunities in Regional Sustainable 
Ecosystem Building 

MORNING

8:00	 Breakfast

9:00	 Perspective on Innovation in the 
Mountain West

The Hon. John Hickenlooper
United States Senator

9:05	 Opening Remarks

Mr. Chad Evans
Executive Vice President and Chief Operating 
Officer, Council on Competitiveness

9:10	 Understanding the Impact of Elevate 
Quantum: How the Tech Hub is 
Solidifying the CO-NM-WY Region’s 
Global Leadership in Quantum

Quantum computing holds the key to addressing 
some of society’s most pressing challenges, and 
the United States must outpace its formidable 
global competitors to ensure these solutions—
and the economic, strategic, and national 
security advantages they bring—benefit both our 
nation and the world. With substantial inaugural 
funding in place, the next steps are vital to the 
nation’s future. In this dynamic panel, technology 
and place-making leaders will make the case for 
the strategic investments required to position the 
Mountain West as a global leader in technology 
and quantum innovation.
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Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience 
Engine 

Ms. Wendy Lea
CEO, TechHubNow! 

Ms. Jessi Olsen
Chief Operations and Financial Officer, Elevate 
Quantum

Moderator: Mr. Chad Evans
Executive Vice President and Chief Operating 
Officer, Council on Competitiveness 

9:50	 Tech Talk: A New Vision for a 
Sustainable Future

Mr. John Mennel
Digital Assets and Offerings Leaders, Deloitte 
Sustainability

10:05	 Break

10:20	 A Fireside Chat: Insights on the Future 
of Photonics and Quantum

Mr. Scott Davis
CEO, Vescent

Dr. Tanya Ramond
Founder and CEO, Sapienne Consulting

10:40	 Financing the I-25 Innovation Corridor: 
Generative Returns While Solving 
Society’s Biggest Challenges

Public and private funding into talent, technology, 
and infrastructure is fueling the Mountain West’s 
rapid economic growth. A sustainable funding 
model is needed to maintain and expand 
the innovation capacity and capability of the 
region. In this session, financial leaders from 
the region will answer the question of how to 
keep an innovation hub financially sustainable 
while it works to solve society’s most pressing 
challenges. 
Mr. Eric Drummond
Founder and CEO, Innovation Corridor 

Mr. Kumar Garg
President, Renaissance Philanthropy

Mr. Doug Johnson
Chair, Denver, Tiger 21

Moderator: The Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith
President & CEO, Council on Competitiveness  

11:20	 Shaping a Competitiveness Strategy for 
the Next 25 Years

Pulling from insights gathered throughout the 
Mountain West Competitiveness Conversation, 
the cohosts will examine the enabling conditions 
essential for the region’s competitiveness 
strategy over the next 25 years, including the 
intersection of policy, infrastructure, education, 
innovation, and workforce development.
Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience 
Engine 
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Dr. Martin Keller
Director, National Renewable Energy Laboratory 
(NREL)

Ms. Wendy Lea
CEO, TechHubNow! 

Dr. Justin Schwartz
Chancellor, University of Colorado Boulder

Dr. Ed Seidel
President, University of Wyoming

Moderator: The Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith
President and CEO, Council on Competitiveness

12:00	 Conversation Concludes
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1.	 Unifying three states into one ecosystem 
allows each to benefit from the strengths 
of the others. Wyoming, Colorado, and New 
Mexico, linked north and south by I-25 to form 
the Mountain West’s Innovation Corridor, bring 
complementary assets: Wyoming and New 
Mexico offer rich mineral resources, while 
Colorado provides a strong talent pool and 
greater venture capital access. With its diverse 
cultures, economic strengths, and resources, 
the region’s varied perspectives—united by 
a common growth agenda—help prevent 
groupthink and foster enduring, thoughtful pol-
icymaking. This dynamic has propelled new 
business applications from 75,000 in 2012 to 
225,000 in 2024, contributing to a $680 billion 
regional GDP.

2.	 The Mountain West is emerging as a 
national quantum innovation hub. Colorado 
and New Mexico now host 6,000 private-sec-
tor quantum jobs—the highest concentration 
in the United States—and are strengthening 
their position through major investments at 
institutions like the University of Colorado Boul-
der and the University of New Mexico. Strate-
gic federal and state support has accelerated 
this momentum: Colorado launched a $200 
million quantum startup loan program, and 
New Mexico’s Quantum Moonshot is a finalist 
for $160 million in NSF funding. With world-

class university talent—including four regional 
Nobel Prizes—and proximity to three U.S. 
DOE National Laboratories, the Mountain West 
is positioned to grow as the world’s premier 
quantum hub.

3.	 Innovation ecosystems are built on collab-
oration and cooperation. Drawing lessons 
from models like the Research Triangle, Moun-
tain West innovators are fostering multi-sector 
partnerships, even before opportunities sur-
face. This “off-season” collaboration, cultivated 
over years of research and investment col-
laboration without a specific grant on the line, 
facilitates speed and strength when chasing 
a common opportunity, for example, an NSF 
Engine, which led to winning the ASCEND 
Engine—a competition among more than 500 
applicants. And this distinctive approach to 
collaboration is self-reinforcing, as it fosters 
closer partnerships and greater alignment, 
and has a proven track record of success.

4.	 Federally funded innovation hubs serve as 
magnets for investment. Programs like the 
NSF ASCEND Engine and Elevate Quantum 
EDA Tech Hub, along with $4 billion of annual 
federal investments in the region’s federal 
laboratories, have significantly expanded the 
Mountain West’s capacity for innovation in 
sustainable technology and quantum com-

Cross-Cutting Themes & Big Ideas from 
the Competitiveness Conversation
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puting. Federal funding for these hubs specifi-
cally helps de-risk early-stage innovations and 
enhances the region’s reputation as a hub for 
skilled workers and businesses. An additional 
benefit of this strengthened brand has been 
attracting foreign direct investment and estab-
lishing global partnerships, including MOUs on 
quantum with Finland and technology collabo-
rations with the United Kingdom. Furthermore, 
the ASCEND Engine and Elevate Quantum are 
expected to serve as key economic drivers, 
fueling an expected $3.5 billion in regional 
economic growth over the next decade, pri-
marily from private sector investments.

5.	 Sustainable innovation requires diversi-
fied funding streams. Although the Mountain 
West has benefited from federal investment, 
including more than $30 million through the 
ASCEND Engine and $127 million through 
the Elevate Quantum EDA Hub, a less certain 
federal funding environment isaccelerating 
the need for diverse fundingfor R&D in the 
region. To ensure long-term financial sustain-
ability,the region is pursuing a mix of venture 
capital, philanthropic contributions, and pub-
lic funding to finance its innovation agenda. 
Public funding can be especially beneficial in 
early stages, with relatively small government 
investments attracting private capital by der-
isking projects; $13 million in public dollars in 

Wyoming helped unlock more than $100 in 
private investment. Regional initiatives like the 
ASCEND Engine and Elevate Quantum Tech 
Hub also channel capital from capital-rich Col-
orado into Wyoming and New Mexico, linking 
rural innovators to urban funding networks.

6.	 The Mountain West’s history of energy 
production is fueling a future of energy 
leadership.Wyoming and New Mexico’s 
legacy in carbon-based energy has built deep 
expertise now being applied to next-genera-
tion technologies, including one of the nation’s 
first small modular reactors and the first 
microreactor manufacturing plant, both under 
construction in Wyoming. These early mile-
stones signal the rise of a regional advanced 
energy industry poised to deploy renewables, 
advanced nuclear, and even fusion to meet 
rising energy demand driven by economic 
growth and AI.

7.	 Developing a full innovation supply chain 
is essential for economic impact. Too often, 
U.S. innovations are commercialized abroad—
Liquid Crystal Displays (LCDs), invented in the 
United States, are now mostly manufactured in 
China. To ensure the Mountain West captures 
the value of its R&D, the region is leveraging 
its unique colocation of researchers, material 
inputs, and end users to drive local commer-
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cialization. Economic development offices, 
like Colorado’s OEDIT, are funding innovators 
to turn discoveries into businesses, while 
university programs such as the University of 
Wyoming’s Tech Transfer office help translate 
academic research into viable ventures.

8.	 Workforce development underpins tech-
nology creation andadoption. While inno-
vations can lead to gains in productivityand 
spark entire industries, the workforce expected 
to use these technologiesmust be ready to use 
them to increase the region’s productivity. With 
eight R1 research universities, the Mountain 
West is creating programs to fill jobs of the 
future. While several universities have inaugu-
rated new quantum training programs—like 
CU Boulder’s CUBit initiative—just as crucial 
are the efforts to educate workers outside of 
traditional education pathways, like Central 
New Mexico Community College’s quantum 
training course. Private sector initiative, like 
Quantinuum’s quantum hackathons, also help 
build the fundamental skills students will need 
for a quantum career.
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Dear Council Community,
The Mountain West Competitiveness Conversa-
tion in Boulder, CO, provided valuable insights 
into how this dynamic region is reshaping the 
landscape of U.S. innovation. The perspectives 
shared—detailed in this summary report—high-
light a region poised to address the world's most 
pressing challenges. Following three days of 
discussions, I am left optimistic about the future 
trajectory of Wyoming, Colorado, and New Mex-
ico, confident the states' collective, collaborative 
efforts are generating a growing, resilient inno-
vation ecosystem driving the future of quan-
tum, photonics, sustainability, space, and other 
next-generation technologies. 
To understand how the Mountain West will 
influence our collective future, it is important to 
assess the factors underlying the region's com-
petitiveness. The Council produced the following 
competitiveness snapshot of the region to high-
light key trends shaping the innovation ecosys-
tem, which spreads across Wyoming, Colorado, 
and New Mexico. By understanding the region’s 
landscape across talent, technology, investment, 
infrastructure, and other factors, we can better 
appreciate the forces propelling its progress and 
make plans to take advantage of the opportuni-
ties ahead.

A few high-level observations: the Mountain West 
is attracting top talent and significant investment, 
which is supported by more than 30 federally 
funded labs, an extensive military research pres-
ence, five R1 research universities, extensive 
energy and mineral resources, a growing startup 
ecosystem, and a deep-rooted entrepreneur-
ial culture—all factors contributing to economic 

The Mountain West First Look



Council on Competitiveness  16

© 2025 Council on Competitiveness

growth surpassing national averages across the 
region. But, as with every region, there are chal-
lenges to overcome. The region’s rugged geogra-
phy results in infrastructure gaps—roads, bridges, 
and energy transmission systems require sub-
stantial upgrades to fully leverage regional assets. 
Additionally, expanding workforce development 
pipelines and improving access to capital is criti-
cal to ensuring sustainable growth.
Despite some hurdles, the Mountain West is set 
to continue its innovation capacity and capa-
bility, quickly emerging as a formidable global 
competitor, not only in quantum and sustainable 
technology, but space, AI, communications, and 
many other industries necessary for U.S. com-
petitiveness. 

I was privileged to meet many of the leaders 
working to accelerate innovation in the region 
during the Mountain West Competitiveness Con-
versation, and I leave with even greater confi-
dence that the future of this remarkable region is 
promising.
Sincerely,
Chad Evans
Executive Vice President  
and Chief Operating Officer
Council on Competitiveness

Strengths and Weaknesses
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Economic Growth and Investment

Industries of the Future and Partnerships
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Workforce Development

Infrastructure
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Charting a Path Forward
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Session Overview
Chad Evans, Executive Vice President and Chief 
Operating Officer of the Council on Competitive-
ness, opened the Mountain West Competitive-
ness Conversation by highlighting the Council's 
vital role in fostering U.S. innovation since its 
founding in 1986. From establishing the Malcolm 
Baldrige National Quality Award to advocating 
for the CHIPS and Science Act, the Council has 
consistently expanded the innovation economy 
to more places and people. With the launch of 

Competitiveness Conversations Across America, 
it is continuing this effort, engaging more regions 
in the innovation economy by identifying best—
and next—practices and, through the Council's 
flagship National Commission on Innovation and 
Competitiveness Frontiers, replicating them in 
communities and regions across the country. In 
his opening remarks, Mr. Evans also stressed the 
need for the United States to adapt to the com-
plexities of the 21st century, particularly through 
advancements in quantum science and climate 
resilience, positioning the Mountain West as a key 
player in this transformation.

Key Discussion Points
To begin the Mountain West Competitiveness 
Conversation, Council on Competitiveness Exec-
utive Vice President and Chief Operating Officer 
Chad Evans gave participants an overview of the 
Council on Competitiveness’s history as a voice 
for innovation and a more competitive United 
States. Founded in 1986 by then Hewlett-Packard 
CEO John Young as a continuation of President 
Reagan’s Commission on Industrial Competitive-
ness, the Council is a leading nonpartisan force 
in Washington championing policy that bolsters 
the United States’s scientific and technological 
competitiveness.

Welcome

Mr. Chad Evans
Executive Vice President and Chief 
Operating Officer, Council on 
Competitiveness
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To conclude, Mr. Evans made clear that, while 
the Vannevar Bush “Endless Frontier” framework 
of centralized and federally funded science had 
taken the United States far, it is no longer a suffi-
cient model. In the fast-paced, non-linear innova-
tion and competitiveness environment of the 21st 
century, the nation needs to be ready to harness 
inevitable disruption and discontinuity. Only by 
doing so can the United States hope to continue 
leading the world in technological progress for the 
next century, as it has in the past one. 
Critical to the United States setting the global 
technology pace are the efforts unfurling in the 
Mountain West to innovate in quantum science 
and sustainable technologies, two industries of 
immense global competition, and that will help 
determine the global winners and losers of the next 
economy. Fortunately, the Mountain West’s growing 
innovation ecosystem—featuring eight R1 univer-
sities, the Colorado-Wyoming Climate NSF Engine 
and Elevate Quantum Economic Development 
Tech Hub, growing start-up community, a large 
and growing presence of Fortunte 500 tech com-
panies, an established national laboratory footprint, 
and other important factors—is helping position the 
United States as the leader in these fields.
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Behind  
the Scenes
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PANELISTS

Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate  
Resilience Engine
The Hon. Aaron Brockett
Mayor of Boulder, Colorado

Mr. John Tayer
President and CEO, Boulder Chamber

FIRESIDE CHAT

The Boulder Innovation Ecosystem
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With the addition of the Elevate Quantum EDA 
Tech Hub, the Mountain West now has a unique 
opportunity to leverage two major science and 
economic development initiatives, and Boulder 
now stands out as a distinctive regional innovation 
ecosystem. Despite its relatively small size, the 
city excels due to the convergence of universities, 
federal laboratories, industry, and startups, signifi-
cantly amplifying its impact on innovation.
Turning to his guest speakers, Mr. Freeman, not-
ing how Boulder has built and sustained a strong 
capacity and “brand” of innovation, asked what 
makes the city attractive to innovators, research-
ers, and entrepreneurs? Mr. Tayer from the 
Boulder Chamber noted three things that led the 
city to its current success. 

Session Overview
The rapid advancement of the Mountain West 
innovation ecosystem depends on its dedicated 
leaders. Three of these leaders, representing 
business, an NSF Engine, and local government, 
discussed their efforts to develop a cohesive 
regional strategy that drives collaboration across 
sectors and state lines—thereby enhancing the 
innovation capability and capacity of the region, 
and positioning Boulder for future growth.

Key Session Insights
As the fireside moderator, Mike Freeman, CEO of 
the Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience Engine, 
opened the discussion by recounting his journey 
as the CEO of Innosphere Ventures, a 27-year-
old incubator that supports technical founders in 
launching innovative companies focused on cli-
mate resilience and life sciences while advancing 
regional economic development strategies.
He reported how a pivotal Brookings report 
prompted Innosphere Ventures to reassess its 
role within the Mountain West’s innovation eco-
system. The report indicated that eight metro 
areas would dominate U.S. innovation for the 
foreseeable future, excluding the Mountain West. 
It also identified nine additional areas, including 
metro Denver, that could potentially enter this elite 
group with the right strategy and resources. In 
response, Mr. Freeman and his team redefined 
their economic development strategy, ultimately 
pursuing a National Science Foundation Regional 
Innovation Engine grant focused on climate resil-
ience across Colorado and Wyoming. Competing 
against nearly 500 applicants nationwide, they 
succeeded in securing funding, leading to the 
establishment of the Colorado-Wyoming Climate 
Resilience Engine.

“The starting point of local 
economic development is 
science and innovation.” 
Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience Engine
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1.	 The foundation for an innovation economy 
was laid when, in 1877, the city chose to have 
a university built instead of a prison. Fast 
forward nearly a century and a half, and the 
University of Colorado Boulder is a pillar of the 
community, attracting $500 million in research 
and catalyzing a robust startup economy, Ball 
Aerospace being one notable early example. 

2.	 The quality of life in Boulder is exceptionally 
high due to the beautiful mountain scenery 
and plentiful nature. He noted how transfers to 
Boulder are the most requested among Goo-
gle employees.

3.	 A character of community collaboration, which 
Mr. Tayer described as a part of the “west-
ern frontier” attitude. He credited this spirit of 
cooperation with winning the EDA Quantum 
Tech Hub and, even more recently, the relo-
cation of the Sundance Film Festival; neither 
would have happened without wide-ranging 
community buy-in on these efforts.

Echoing Mr. Tayer’s point on the natural beauty 
of the city and region, Boulder Mayor Aaron 
Brockett noted how, while many people moved 
to Boulder for the job opportunities, many stayed 
for the natural environment. He cited the city’s 
concerted effort to preserve the environment, 
going so far as to be the first city to tax itself for 
the preservation of open space. Mayor Brockett 
also pointed to the robust innovation infrastructure 
in the city, including seventeen federally funded 
laboratories in the city that, along with the Univer-
sity of Colorado Boulder, provide a strong base 
of research, innovation, and technology-based 
start-ups. 
When Mr. Freeman asked about what other 
communities could take away from Boulder, 
especially with so many other cities wanting to 
join the innovation “club,” Mr. Tayer emphasized 
pushing quality of life. Mayor Brockett noted how, 
while Boulder has an incredible advantage with 
its natural gifts, they are not necessary to build a 
place people want to live. While competing for the 
Sundance film festival, for example, their final rival 
was Cincinnati, not known for mountain scenery, 
but able to leverage its developed riverfront and 
culture as competitive advantages. Every location 
has advantages; they just need to be tapped to 
magnetize talent, business, and capital. 
Mr. Freeman also noted that, with several federal 
laboratories, a strong university presence, and 
two overlapping federal innovation efforts with 
as much as $3 billion in economic impact, the 

“You cannot talk about the 
strength of Boulder’s innovation 
ecosystem without talking about 
its great quality of life.”
Mr. John Tayer
President and CEO, Boulder Chamber
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pressure is on for Boulder to deliver. The federal 
government wants to see results from their invest-
ments; how does Boulder achieve them? 
Mr. Tayer agreed Boulder, and the Mountain 
West more broadly, must become more adept 
at demonstrating the region’s national economic 
benefits. In the past, investing in science sufficed, 
he argued, but today, political leaders expect to 
see tangible results from those investments in 
the form of new industries and products. With 
500 cities vying to establish themselves as 
innovation hubs, Boulder needs to demonstrate 
its ability to convert investment into measurable 
outcomes. Fortunately, Mayor Brockett noted that 
with four Nobel Prize winners in quantum physics 
from the University of Colorado Boulder and its 
collaboration with NIST, Boulder’s “synergies” 

across talent and infrastructure are delivering in 
the region—laying the groundwork for what he 
envisions as the “Silicon Valley of Quantum” in 
the Mountain West. 
In response to a question from the audience 
about what he would like to see coming out 
of state legislatures, Mr. Tayer suggested the 
onus will be on states to step up with funding to 
continue the momentum moving forward in the 
region. He argued investment in higher education 
is too low, for example, and that increasing it at 
the state level, along with incentivizing business 
research, will help propel the Boulder ecosystem 
forward. However, Mayor Brockett, while noting 
that the state of Colorado and Governor Polis had 
taken steps like making Colorado’s tax credits for 
electric vehicles the strongest in the nation, also 
made clear local and state budgets are limited 
and cannot wholly replace federal investment. 
In their final thoughts to conclude the opening day 
of the Mountain West Competitiveness Conver-
sation, the panelists looked to the future to over-
come challenges the Boulder ecosystem faces. 
Mr. Tayer argued investments in Boulder had led 
to the growth of a strong innovation ecosystem, 
something author Richard Florida held up as an 
example in his book Rise of the Creative Class, 
this has also led to high prices—something espe-
cially felt in housing, and innovators are being 
priced out. In response, Mr. Brockett agreed with 
the challenge and highlighted the city’s efforts to 
support the production of affordable housing, but 
acknowledged there is still progress to be made.

“The federal laboratories in 
Boulder, alongside Colorado 
University Boulder, provide a 
baseline of innovation in the city 
that entrepreneurs can build on.”
The Hon. Aaron Brockett
Mayor of Boulder, Colorado
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Session Overview
The United States is undergoing a period of 
profound disruption and discontinuity. To lead in 
the next economy, the country must rethink and 
reorient its innovation strategy. As the Mountain 
West Competitiveness Conversation kicked off 
its first full day, Council on Competitiveness Pres-
ident and CEO Deborah Wince-Smith shared 
how the Council has been shaping the conver-
sation around innovation and competitiveness for 

decades, and how the Mountain West is gearing 
up to lead in the new frontiers of quantum com-
puting and climate resilience technologies.

Key Discussion Points
Kicking off the first full day of the Mountain 
West Competitiveness Conversation, Council on 
Competitiveness President and CEO Deborah 
Wince-Smith highlighted the profound turbulence, 
transition, and transformation shaping the global 
competitiveness landscape today. Disruption is 
now the norm, making the Council's mission—to 
drive productivity, catalyze the next generation 
of ecosystems, drive inclusive economic growth, 
and strengthen national security—more crucial 
than ever.
In 2019, under the leadership of Council Chair 
Brian Moynihan, Chair and CEO of Bank of Amer-
ica, the Council launched its flagship National 
Commission on Innovation and Competitive-
ness Frontiers, which includes more than 60 
National Commissioners from across the coun-
try—all leaders from business, academia, labor, 
and the U.S. DOE National Laboratory System. 
The Commission's first report, Competing in the 
Next Economy, presented a 10x imperative: to 
increase the number of innovations, the speed 

Opening Remarks

The Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith
President and CEO, Council  
on Competitiveness
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of innovations, and the number of innovators by 
tenfold. And to achieve this objective, the United 
States needs to field more individuals and more 
places on the innovation team. 
To advance this goal, the Council piloted the 
Competitive Conversations Across Amer-
ica series at the University of Wyoming in 2021, 
launching formally in Nashville, TN, in April 2024. 
The Conversations aim to convene cross-sector 
leaders to understand regional dynamics, assess 
local strengths, and empower regional leaders to 
collaboratively develop strategies for integration. 
The initiative to understand the best practices for 
"place-making innovation"—that is, the intentional, 
strategic creation of an investment, research, and 
policy ecosystem that makes a place come to life 
with a vigorous, vibrant, and innovation-driven 
economy—began in Nashville, TN. The Tennes-
see Competitiveness Conversation focused on 
mobility, energy, and advanced manufacturing. 
Next up, the Competitiveness Conversation series 
moved to Boise, ID, to explore semiconductors, 
advanced nuclear technologies, and cybersecu-
rity. The series wrapped up in West Lafayette, IN, 
with discussions on how “chips, qubits, and mole-
cules” are reshaping the Indiana-Illinois Innovation 
Corridor. The year 2025 started with a visit to San 
Antonio, TX, known as “cyber city,” to examine its 
integration into national defense and critical infra-
structure ecosystems.

Now, in the Mountain West—featuring three col-
laborating states Wyoming, Colorado, and New 
Mexico up and down the I-25 Innovation Corri-
dor—the Council is focused on the emergence 
of quantum computing and sustainable technolo-
gies. In quantum computing, the Ms. Wince-Smith 
noted the Mountain West boasts an unmatched 
concentration of talent, investment, and innova-
tion. The region has attracted $3 billion in quan-
tum infrastructure investments, $1 billion in venture 
capital, produced four quantum Nobel laureates, 
and created 3,000 quantum jobs, positioning it 
at the forefront of a new computing revolution. 
Meanwhile, the climate resilience ecosystem has 
made significant strides, poised to lead globally 
in environmental risk mitigation. Areas such as 
cleaner agriculture, water resource monitoring, 
and wildfire prevention are exemplified by over 
eighty clean tech startups in the region. The 
Renewable and Sustainable Energy Institute, a 
partnership between Colorado University Boulder 
and the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, 
is just one example of the thriving public-private 
collaborations emerging here.
Overall, the Mountain West innovation ecosystem 
demonstrates robust growth and potential, poised 
to guide the nation toward a more prosperous, 
productive, and resilient future while enhancing 
the economies of its three constituent states. Ms. 
Wince-Smith concluded by introducing Colorado 
Governor Jared Polis, one of the most qualified 
voices on the evolution of the Mountain West's 
interstate ecosystem.

“The geographic concentration 
of innovation and benefits of 
innovation have to be spread 
more evenly across all the parts 
of our great nation.”
The Hon. Deborah Wince-Smith
President and CEO, Council on Competitiveness
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In his address to the Conversation participants, 
Colorado Governor Jared Polis envisioned 
strengthened collaboration among Colorado, 
Wyoming, and New Mexico to establish the region 
as a center of excellence in innovation and pros-
perity for the United States. He underscored the 
promising future of Colorado's innovation-driven 
economy, particularly in quantum computing and 
climate resilience technologies. While acknowl-
edging federal support for the state's techno-
logical growth, Governor Polis also made clear 
the importance of Colorado's proactive efforts to 
bolster these ecosystems.

Key Session Insights
Governor Jared Polis welcomed participants to 
Colorado with enthusiasm for the state’s inno-
vative and collaborative future. Colorado priori-
tizes quantum computing and climate resilience 
technologies as essential for economic growth, 
and the state’s designation as a quantum EDA 
Tech Hub and a climate resilience NSF Engine 
acknowledges existing strengths in these areas—
including across national laboratories, universities, 
and business—and positions Colorado for future 
growth in both industries.
In the realm of quantum computing, Governor 
Polis highlighted that while 3,000 private sector 
jobs may seem modest, this figure represents the 
largest cluster in the United States for this emerg-
ing industry. The state has fostered this ecosys-
tem through bipartisan-supported tax incentives 
for quantum companies and the development of 
two new quantum facilities, including one at the 
University of Colorado Boulder. This summer, the 
state will launch $200 million in loans to support 
quantum companies from the startup to produc-
tion stages.
Governor Polis then pivoted to the Mountain 
West's optimal innovation ecosystem for scaling 
advanced technologies such as quantum com-
puting and climate resilience. In fact, in addition to 
the federal funding that has flowed to the region 

A Keynote from the Governor

The Hon. Jared Polis
Governor of Colorado
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in the form of the NSF Engine and EDA Tech Hub, 
trade missions to Scandinavia, Korea, and Taiwan 
have successfully attracted international attention 
to Colorado in quantum and sustainable tech, and 
investments from these countries are furthering 
growth in the region's innovation economy. 
Since the Tech Hub designation, Colorado quan-
tum companies have secured $600 million in pri-
vate funding. Governor Polis anticipates substan-
tial growth in quantum jobs over the next decade, 
primarily within Colorado. The state is establish-
ing new talent pipelines with a goal of engaging 
10,000 new learners in the sector. Initiatives such 
as “Opportunity Now,” which provides grants to 
innovative educators across all levels, along with 
the creation of a Quantum Learning Lab at the 
University of Colorado Boulder, will contribute to 
building a skilled future workforce.
Equally crucial is Colorado’s climate resilience 
sector. Governor Polis reminded participants that 
outdoor recreation and agriculture—two vital 
industries—heavily depend on climate stability, 
making climate resilience essential for the econ-
omy. Through the Colorado-Wyoming Climate 
Resilience Engine, the state aims to cultivate 
regional resilience. In 2024, the Engine awarded 
$3 million in grants to thirty companies, with plans 
for an additional $3 million in 2025. The initiative 
projects the creation of over 22,000 jobs and an 

economic impact exceeding $1.5 billion, posi-
tioning the Colorado-Wyoming Engine to trans-
form the local economy. Colorado also intends to 
leverage its advanced aerospace sector, which 
intersects with climate resilience efforts focused 
on methane, wildfire, flood, and drought detection.
In conclusion, Governor Polis conveyed his opti-
mism about Colorado’s innovative trajectory and 
his commitment to leading alongside Wyoming 
and New Mexico. Together, these states can 
establish a new center of innovation excellence 
and economic prosperity in the Mountain West.
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Session Overview
Chancellor Justin Schwartz from the University  
of Colorado Boulder introduced Mr. Brian 
Lewandowski, Executive Director of the Leeds 
School of Business Research Division. To set 
the table for the Pillars of Innovation panel that 
followed, Mr. Lewandowsky shared data and 
insights about the Mountain West innovation eco-
system and economy.

Key Session Insights
Introducing his colleague, University of Colorado 
Boulder Chancellor Dr. Justin Schwartz acknowl-
edged it was no accident the Conversation was 
being held in Boulder; this part of the country 
knows how to compete, and how to win. 
Boulder and the broader Mountain West are 
leading in quantum and climate resilience technol-
ogies, as well as in training the innovators who will 
create and use them. Both industries come as a 
result of federal basic research funding decades 
ago; quantum computing, Chancellor Schwartz 
pointed out, is “long-growing tree” that would not 
exist were it not for that initial federal research 
investment—the foundation of new industries. 
LED lights, something that has rapidly proliferated 
around the world in the past two decades, are 
another example of decades of federally sup-

TECH TALK

Crossing Borderlines, Expanding Bottom 
Lines: Exploring the Economic Dynamics 
of the Colorado, New Mexico, and 
Wyoming Innovation Ecosystem

PANELISTS

Introduction: Dr. Justin Schwartz
Chancellor, University of Colorado Boulder
Mr. Brian Lewandowski
Executive Director, Business Research 
Division
Leeds School of Business, University  
of Colorado Boulder
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ported investment in science. Dr. Schwartz called 
this model the “blueprint” of national competitive-
ness, making the case that if the United States 
wants to continue to make breakthroughs and 
create new industries, federal science investment 
needs to be protected.
Thanking Chancellor Schwartz, University of 
Colorado Boulder Leeds School of Business 
Research Division Executive Director Brian 
Lewandowski quantified the Mountain West’s 
innovation economy. He started by highlighting 
the region’s defining characteristics: ruralness. 
Despite taking up 320,000 square miles, 8.2 per-
cent of the U.S. total, the Mountain West states 
of Wyoming, Colorado, and New Mexico only 
represent 2.6 percent of the national population, 
as well as 2.6 percent of GDP and employment. 
GDP growth and employment, while experienc-
ing recent slowdowns, have remained strong 
over the long term, especially compared to 
national trends, with local government, educa-
tion, and especially technology jobs leading 
long-term growth. Mr. Lewandowski noted the 
labor force in all three states is at the highest 
levels on record and job openings almost exactly 
match the number of unemployed persons. 

Diving deeper into the specific industries driving 
the Mountain West forward, Mr. Lewandowski 
noted the region lags the rest of the United 
States in manufacturing overall, having only half 
the national average for a region its size but, 
despite this, has a strong advanced manufac-
turing sector. All three states are in the top ten 
for energy production, and the region has higher 
scientific and technical employment than the 
nation as a whole, 9 percent versus 6.9 percent. 
Tourism also takes up a larger percentage of 
regional employment than the national average, 
thanks to natural endowments like national parks 
and ski resorts. And, according to Mr. Lewand-
owski, one of its biggest comparative advan-
tages for the region is its scientific and technical 
employment, which is much more highly clus-
tered in the region than nationwide.
New business applications have soared in recent 
years, from 75,000 in 2012 to 225,000 in 2024. 
This is in part reflective of a younger overall popu-
lation than the U.S. average—younger people, Mr. 
Lewandowski notes, tend to start more businesses. 
Mr. Lewandowski also highlighted the ways 
individual Mountain West states are competing. 
Wyoming has the most competitive tax environ-
ment in the United States, and has the highest 
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“The Mountain West states have 
diverse economies, populations, 
and growth that forms an 
ecosystem that supports 
innovation.”
Mr. Brian Lewandowski
Executive Director, Business Research Division
Leeds School of Business, University of Colorado Boulder

percentage of people working for a small busi-
ness. Colorado has the second-highest educa-
tional attainment in the country, and New Mexico 
has the fifth-highest R&D expenditures per capita. 
All three states, though, are in the top six for small 
business innovation research per capita.
Echoing the remarks from the previous night, 
Mr. Lewandowski also highlighted the role that 
“place” had played in the region’s economic 
success, with natural and cultural amenities, from 
ski resorts to the newly relocated Sundance film 
festival, serving as a draw to the Mountain West. 
But beyond culture, the convergence of research 
universities, federally funded laboratories, and 
an innovative private sector has also created a 
“place” in the sense of a regional ethos of innova-
tion and collaboration—just as valuable.
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PANELISTS

Moderator: The Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith
President and CEO, Council  
on Competitiveness
Mr. Zach Yerushalmi
CEO and Regional Innovation Officer,  
Elevate Quantum
Dr. Martin Keller
Director, National Renewable Energy 
Laboratory (NREL)

Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate  
Resilience Engine
Dr. Justin Schwartz
Chancellor, University of Colorado Boulder
Dr. Parag Chitnis
Vice President, Research and Economic 
Development, University of Wyoming

PANEL

Introducing America’s Innovation 
Highway: Transformative Collaboration 
Up and Down I-25 to Improve U.S. 
Competitiveness in Climate Resiliency  
& Quantum Computing
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Session Overview
The I-25 Corridor serves not merely as a transpor-
tation route but a vital link connecting an emerg-
ing innovation ecosystem spanning Wyoming, 
Colorado, and New Mexico. All along I-25, busi-
nesses, universities, national laboratories, labor, 
and all levels of government are collaborating 
to establish a new regional identity focused on 
cutting-edge research and development that is 
positioning the corridor as a center of economic 
prosperity for the nation. On this panel, leaders 
from the three states discussed how their inno-
vation resources are increasingly interconnected 
and the benefits that come from this regional 
approach to economic development.

Key Session Insights
Comparing the I-25 Corridor to other great trade 
routes of history like the Camino Real, the Silk 
Road, and the Roman Roads, Council on Com-
petitiveness President and CEO Deborah L. 
Wince-Smith noted that physical infrastructure 
is crucial for linking people together, but today 
intellectual infrastructure is just as important. 
Collaboration and idea exchange are as critical 
to building an innovation ecosystem as physical 
mobility between locations. To kick-off the dis-
cussion, she asked the panel of leaders how the 
three Mountain West states are building the nec-
essary intellectual infrastructure, and if it has truly 
become inter-state, or if state lines are still getting 
in the way. 
National Renewable Energy Laboratory Direc-
tor Martin Keller has had a long career spanning 
the globe and was impressed by the way the 
three states in the Mountain West are collaborat-
ing, especially over the past five years. An ethos 
of “let us get it done together” did not mean that 
the states have no differences, but rather that 
those differences were a source of strength, not 

just tension. This growing collaboration is being 
recognized; while venture capitalists used to treat 
the Mountain West as “flyover country,” today the 
interest in the region has grown dramatically, and 
the momentum continues. 
University of Colorado Boulder Chancellor Dr. 
Justin Schwartz added that, in his career, he has 
spent time at Florida State, NC State, and Penn 
State, and that at each of those schools and the 
cities they resided in, he was involved in conver-
sations around economic development. But only 
one of those places—NC State and the Research 
Triangle—had achieved the “gold standard” for 
innovation-based economic development. Why? 
Because NC State had collaborated with Duke 
University and the University of North Carolina to 
bring the Research Triangle to life, and had the 

“The physical infrastructure of the 
region is important, but so too is 
the intellectual infrastructure.”
The Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith
President and CEO, Council on Competitiveness
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enthusiastic backing of the state government. 
One organization alone cannot create an inno-
vation ecosystem; it takes a multilateral, regional 
approach. To work through differences, all players 
must maintain a growth mindset, rather than a 
transactional one.
University of Wyoming Vice President for 
Research and Economic Development  
Dr. Parag Chitnis, bringing the perspective 
from Wyoming, noted how his school is only 
fifty miles from Ft. Collins, CO, where Colorado 
State University is located. The close geographic 
distance makes collaboration between Wyoming 
and Colorado universities natural, something 

that Colorado universities have been happy to 
facilitate—for example, letting him “crash” the 
monthly call among Colorado university VPRs. 
Today, despite serving a state with one-tenth the 
population and GDP of Colorado, the University 
of Wyoming has collaborations with every major 
university and national laboratory in the Mountain 
West, leveraging the school’s expertise in phys-
ics to enhance quantum work. Finding and using 
these complementary advantages, according 
to Dr. Chitnis, is crucial for regional integration 
going forward.
Elevate Quantum CEO and Regional Innova-
tion Officer Mr. Zachary Yerushalmi recalled 
how his mentor, entrepreneur and chess grand-
master Dave Norwood, asserted an innovation 

“The Mountain West states 
have their differences, but if the 
attitude remains “let’s get it done 
together,” then we can overcome 
them.”
Dr. Martin Keller
Director, National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL)

“When I look at the opportunities 
available to the region, the best 
lever I see for us to pull on is 
quantum.”
Mr. Zach Yerushalmi
CEO and Regional Innovation Officer, Elevate Quantum



Council on Competitiveness  42

© 2025 Council on Competitiveness

ecosystem consisted of three things: ideas, peo-
ple, and money. Yerushalmi, however, ventured to 
add a fourth ingredient: “collaborate or die.” He 
sees it as unlikely that the region could surpass 
competitors like California or China in the artificial 
intelligence race, so the Mountain West must find 
an industry where it can lead. To Mr. Yerushalmi, 
quantum is that industry, and if the region does 
not seize the opportunity now, it will miss out on 
generations of economic growth.

Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience Engine 
CEO Mr. Mike Freeman shared the story of how 
it only took him 24 hours to get the presidents 
of four Colorado universities on board to submit 
a joint proposal based on climate and life sci-
ences when the Build Back Better grants were 
announced. Similarly, when the NSF Engines pro-
gram was announced, despite having no standing 
at NSF, Colorado universities asked his nonprofit 
Innosphere to lead a proposal. Both examples 
are emblematic of the region’s ability to come 
together quickly to pursue large-scale projects; 
success in those applications despite more than 
five hundred competitors proves the effectiveness 
of this cooperation. What’s the key to success? 

“There are 500 places in the 
country that want to be the next 
innovation hub, but this region 
has the advantage that it can 
quickly come together and 
decide how to pursue large 
projects.”
Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience Engine

“The investments in quantum 
computing will be worth billions 
of dollars. Investors will only 
make those large bets in places 
they believe are climate resilient.”
Dr. Justin Schwartz
Chancellor, University of Colorado Boulder
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Mr. Freeman said it is trust built over many years. 
Dr. Chitnis also acknowledged that Innosphere’s 
ability to move faster than universities was a key 
driver of the region’s success. Mr. Yerushalmi 
added Innosphere is also willing to “lean out” and 
seek new partners and opportunities to partner as 
a distinctive advantage.
Turning to the question of financial sustain-
ability, Ms. Wince-Smith asked how the Moun-
tain West can build funding resilience in the 
face of an uncertain federal investment envi-
ronment. Mr. Freeman made the case for speed. 
His organization has created a venture capital 
fund for Wyoming-based innovators, with one 

coming this year for Colorado. To him, a mix of 
venture capital, philanthropic, private, state, and 
federal money are all needed to create long-term 
sustainability, not relying too much on one source. 
Mr. Yerushalmi said that, while he was not yet 
“concerned,” financial sustainability had become 
an area of significant focus for Elevate Quantum. 
But, given the importance of quantum as a tech-
nology the United States must lead on, the region 
needs to sure up its sustainable financing. 
Leading in quantum technology is undoubtedly 
beneficial, it is not sufficient for the Mountain 
West argued Dr. Keller. Rather, the region will 
achieve its greatest success by developing and 
integrating its supply chains, energy resources, 
minerals, and practical applications. This 
approach will enable a seamless integration of 
supply chains from start to finish, using locally 
sourced materials to produce locally designed 
technologies for local customers, all powered by 
regional energy. Dr. Keller believes the Mountain 
West has the potential to excel in this area like 
no other region in the country, a view supported 
by Dr. Chitnis supported. The University of Wyo-
ming Vice President of Research and Economic 
Development noted that mining—particularly 
the extraction of critical minerals—could play a 
crucial role in ensuring that smaller communi-
ties outside the I-25 corridor are not neglected, 
something he recognizes as a significant poten-
tial loss to the strength of the region.
One of the reasons that Dr. Schwartz argued that 
the Mountain West is well positioned in the long 
term is that regional players like Elevate Quan-
tum and the CO-WY Engine are already thinking 
that way. The quantum economy is coming, and 
the investments in it will be enormous. But in Dr. 
Schwartz’s view, investors will only want to put 
their money in regions they know are climate 
resilient to safeguard their bets. Otherwise, the 

“The supply chain and systems 
integration potential between 
Wyoming, Colorado and New 
Mexico, especially for energy,  
is unique.”
Dr. Parag Chitnis
Vice President, Research and Economic Development, 
University of Wyoming
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region could lose out to other places in the United 
States, or even overseas, who are more resilient to 
the climate shifts. 
Ms. Wince-Smith then asked about strategies to 
strengthen the region's manufacturing sector and 
protect American innovations from being commer-
cialized by countries like China. Mr. Yerushalmi, 
thoughtfully offered an example of why a thought-
ful approach was necessary, pointing out how 
after the Russian invaded Ukraine, German indus-
try faced devastation due to the loss of access 
to affordable energy and skyrocketing prices that 
followed. To mitigate disruptions and expand the 
manufacturing base of the region in this era of 
rapid disruption, Dr. Schwartz suggested focus. 
“You can do anything, but you cannot do every-
thing,” he said. 
To end, Ms. Wince-Smith noted how the Moun-
tain West had recently captured the opportunities 
offered by increased federal science and tech-
nology investment. In the Trump Administration, 
a renewed focus on domestic manufacturing 
offered an opportunity to build on the already 
strong foundation. In five years, what will the 
Mountain West look like she asked. Will it become 
a center for supply chain integration for quantum 
and climate resilience technologies?
For Dr. Chitnis, it must be a hub of innovation—
particularly in these two industries—for the region 
to progress. Climate resilience and quantum 
technologies are of critical importance, as are the 
minerals required to support them. Thankfully, the 
Mountain West has the materials, and through 
regional integration and collaboration, can lever-
age them to build a robust and resilient quantum 
and climate economy. Dr. Keller agreed it was 
better to produce minerals in the United States 
than in Africa or other places without strong labor 
or environmental laws, but he argued the coun-

try needs to encourage companies to set out on 
those ventures. Over the next five years, he saw 
an opportunity with the Trump Administration to 
significantly streamline regulation, making it easier 
to build new industries. Mr. Freeman expressed 
his frustration at times with the comparatively 
small footprint of manufacturing in the Mountain 
West. He hopes one outcome of the Conversation 
will be increased collaboration aimed at boosting 
the manufacturing sector in the region.
Ms. Wince-Smith left participants with one final 
word of advice: not to be captured by the “tyranny 
of incremental change.” Now was a time for big 
ideas and big moves that changed the course of 
the region, and set it on a path for future prosperity.
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Session Overview
Venture capital funding is an essential ingredient 
for creating an innovation ecosystem, funding 
research and startups that are the seeds for new 
industries. In this fireside chat, a regional innova-
tion leader and an investor spoke about how ven-
ture capitalists can support innovation economies, 
even beyond monetary investment.

Key Session Insights
Tiger 21 Founder and CEO Mr. Michael Son-
nenfeldt leads an investor network of 1,600 
members managing $200 billion in personal 
wealth, giving him a unique view on how high-
net-worth individuals are investing their assets. 
Private equity had surged to become the largest 
category of their investments in the past fifteen 
years—up to 28 percent from 10 percent—shift-
ing more money into startups. But for him per-
sonally, his focus has remained on climate invest-
ment, and the integration of philanthropy, finance, 
and politics to build a more climate-resilient future. 
When asked by Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resil-
ience Engine CEO Mr. Mike Freeman how he had 
begun to do that, Mr. Sonnenfeldt pointed to Muus 
Climate Partners, an investment firm he leads that 
puts money towards thirty-five different sectors 
of climate interest, including industrial transport, 
agriculture, and power production. The compa-
nies he invests in are at the end of the seed stage 
with a viable product and potential customers, but 
without production at scale. 
After running this venture for ten years, Mr. Son-
nenfeldt said the changes coming out of Wash-
ington had flipped the whole industry upside 
down, making it more difficult to predict how the 
market will act. This is especially problematic for 
forming new companies and getting startups in 
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the early stages off the ground. Early-stage com-
panies do not have cashflow, and are reliant on 
outside investment, with venture capital forming 
the “tip of the spear.” Venture capital investors 
apply a discount based on how long it will take 
a company to become profitable, traditionally 
sitting at 30 percent. But in the past six months, 
that discount has grown to 40 percent, severely 
limiting the ability of new companies to fundraise 
and putting their existence in jeopardy. Mr. Son-
nenfeldt warned that, if we are not in a distressed 
environment already, we are near one. 
Turning to climate resilience as an industry, Mr. 
Sonnenfeldt separated the concept into two ideas: 
mitigation and adaptation. Mitigation is stopping 
climate effects at a global level, like through the 
reduction of CO2 emissions, while adaptation 

focuses on combating local impacts like wild-
fires or water availability. He suggested that the 
Mountain West focus on the latter, given the close 
cooperation with the local governments using 
adaptation technologies and the more concen-
trated nature of the benefits. 
Asked for his advice for the Mountain West, Mr. 
Sonnenfeldt reiterated the theme that cooper-
ation was a huge advantage, especially with 
governments. He argued they had the power to 
lead investment, even with comparatively modest 
investment of their own. He gave the example 
of how airline miles were not a good deal for the 
average consumer, but the appearance of a good 
deal created intense brand loyalty, itself incredi-
bly valuable. Mr. Sonnenfeldt said governments, 
through small investments, could make new proj-
ects seem like a bargain to investors in the same 
way, even if the private investors wind up provid-
ing most of the funding, thereby building up the 
“brand” of a project independent of the current 
financial outlook.
Mr. Freeman, zooming in on funding for organi-
zations like the NSF Engines, noted the engines 
and others like them are engaging more deeply 
with corporations and philanthropic organizations 
to sustain their missions over decades. How does 
the Mountain West attract interest from investors? 
Mr. Sonnenfeld suggested two ways to attract 
attention: science and law. With scientific denial-
ism and misinformation rampant today, objective, 
empirical evidence about climate-related matters 
can have huge value; he invests in one MIT pro-
gram that visualizes climate impacts as one exam-
ple. In law, forward-looking policies can attract 
attention; for example, in California, utility compa-
nies are facing lawsuits holding them accountable 
for wildfires sparked by powerlines. These sorts 
of programs and efforts can attract private and 
philanthropic dollars towards solutions.

“The climate does not care about 
politics or finances.”
Mr. Michael Sonnenfeldt
Founder and Chairman, Tiger 21
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To conclude, Mr. Sonnenfeldt pointed out how the 
money philanthropists offer to universities is often 
not the full extent of what they can provide. For 
one example, he used his connections to get cli-
mate models from the MIT Climate Policy Center 
in front of more than 300 senators, congressmen, 
and governors. For another, his donation to the 
Ben-Gurion University climate school in Israel is 
anticipated to spur more investments behind him, 
multiplying the value of the original gift. 
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Session Overview
Colleges and universities drive basic research 
and make discoveries leading to new technolo-
gies and processes, businesses, industries, and 
high-value jobs. In the Mountain West, world-class 
institutions of higher education are at the forefront 
of research and discovery, and they are critical 
to the success of the region’s NSF Engine and 
EDA Hub. In this panel, leaders from the region’s 
critical colleges and universities shared best prac-
tices and examples for developing the innovations 
that will drive the next economy. 

Key Session Insights
The impact of universities is important through-
out U.S. history, according to the Hon. Deborah 
Wince-Smith, President and CEO, Council on 
Competitiveness, and their role is increasingly 
important today. Ms. Wince-Smith made the 
case universities do much more than educate the 
next-generation workforce; they lead innovation, 
create public-private partnerships, and partner 
with industry to anchor the Mountain West Innova-
tion ecosystem.
Colorado State University President Ms. Amy 
Parsons agreed with the growing role of univer-
sities in driving innovation. CSU was founded 
as a land-grant university, designed to promote 
education and regional development in the U.S. 
economy. An initial focus on agriculture and engi-
neering was meant to build up the skilled national 
workforce in the wake of the Civil War, with a tran-
sition towards scientific research in the wake of 
WWII as the work of research universities became 
increasingly critical to national security. It was in 
that climate that the modern system of competitive 
research grants was built, and the commercializa-
tion of university creations began. This history pro-
duced a national research system without a global 

peer, with the western U.S. being one of the stron-
gest parts of that system, thanks to incredible uni-
versities as well as federally funded laboratories, 
companies, and engines. But she stressed that, 
if any one of those legs is weakened, the whole 
system will be weakened. For example, Colorado 
State University is building one of the most pow-
erful laser facilities in the world through expansion 
of a 40-year relationship with the U.S. Department 
of Energy’s Fusion Energy Sciences program and 
collaboration with industry. These groundbreaking 
projects are only possible with “off-season” part-
nerships and collaborations—that is, constantly 
cooperating across universities, government, and 
industry even when not competing for a major 
regional project. 

“Our universities are the 
foundation of innovation in this 
country in so many ways.”
The Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith
President and CEO, Council on Competitiveness
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University of New Mexico Provost Dr. James 
Holloway agreed that the “off-season” engage-
ment is important but there needs to be even 
more. He argued that universities, U.S. DOE 
National Laboratories, and private industry must 
be ready to cooperate at the issuance of major 
new projects. Decades of collaboration are 
needed to build the institutional relationships 
that can be leveraged when it is time to com-
pete for something like an EDA Tech Hub; if the 
announcement of the initiative is when the rela-
tionship begins, it is too late.
Colorado School of Mines President Dr. Paul 
Johnson agreed with the need to enhance col-
laboration and pointed to complementary exper-

tise as an avenue to do so. His school has deep 
expertise in mineral extraction, something that is 
becoming increasingly relevant as vulnerabilities 
around critical minerals become more apparent. 
He espoused an idea of “impact beyond publica-
tion.” He suggested every university in the Moun-
tain West could apply some version of that model 
to maximize their regional economic impact.
However, University of Colorado Boulder 
Chancellor Dr. Justin Schwartz had to disagree 
with his colleagues on one point: to him, there 
is no “off season,” especially when it comes to 
relationship building. The universities in the Moun-
tain West have already proven their ability to work 
together and deliver when large grants are on the 
table. And when those investments come to the 

“We cannot lose focus on 
the importance of developing 
relationships during the ‘off 
season,’ not just when we need 
partners.”
Ms. Amy Parsons
President, Colorado State University 

“We prepared for decades to win 
the Elevate Quantum Tech Hub, 
and we did not even realize we 
were doing it.”
Dr. James Holloway
Provost, University of New Mexico
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region, Mountain West institutions can make good 
on them. This is part of another myth Dr. Schwartz 
wanted to dispel: that universities have multiple 
missions—knowledge creation, student success, 
and community impact. To him, everything his 
university does sustains one mission—to serve 
the state of Colorado. Large research enterprises 
are crucial to student success, who in turn create 
new knowledge and go on to serve in the work-
force. 
Dr. Holloway echoed that sentiment of service, 
noting how he often referred to his school as the 
University “for” New Mexico given its dedication 
to place. He built on the thought arguing a reori-

entation of how student success is measured; in 
the past, the metric has been “did you graduate?” 
Today, the metric should be “did you graduate 
able to pursue your aspirations?” Ms. Parsons 
agreed student success was critical, noting her 
university’s “Access to Excellence” plan focused 
on widening the number of Coloradans able to 
access the benefits of a university education. As 
she put it, “student success starts with who is 
coming in the door.” This sort of strategy encour-
ages more student to attend research universi-
ties and builds a stronger workforce for the state 
overall. Exposing students to different viewpoints, 

“We want our work to go beyond 
scientific journals and make an 
impact out in our communities. 
That is how we measure 
success.”
Dr. Paul Johnson
President, Colorado School of Mines

“When we let foreign talent stay 
in the United States, it tends to 
want to stay. We have a great 
opportunity to take in the best 
and brightest from around the 
world.”
Dr. Justin Schwartz
Chancellor, University of Colorado Boulder
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and creating “citizens, not just graduates” only 
furthers the university’s public service mission. Dr. 
Schwartz mentioned his own goal of graduating 
students so far ahead of their fellows they had an 
“unfair” advantage, ensuring that Colorado and 
the Mountain West stayed ahead of the educa-
tional curve.
Ms. Wince-Smith brought up the example of 
Aston University in Birmingham, UK, which has 
led the economic revitalization of the West Mid-
lands, acting as an anchor for economic devel-
opment, and asked how the United States could 
build that same sort of regional impact as a 
national imperative for its universities. Ms. Par-
sons and Dr. Schwartz felt part of the challenge 
is getting the word out about what universities are 
already doing, but they argue if messaging only 
comes from universities, it sounds self-serving. 
Right now, a failure to spread that message has 
put universities at risk, which puts the national 
economy at risk. 
Dr. Holloway made the distinction, however, that 
while Americans tend not to trust universities 
overall, they tend to trust universities in their com-
munities. Land grant universities, as Ms. Parsons 
noted earlier, were created to serve regional 
interests, with the idea of the national university 
only coming in the wake of WWII. To him, universi-
ties need to turn back towards serving their cities 
and states first to win back the public trust of the 
people who support them; for an institution that 
is primarily state-funded, state legislatures not 
seeing the value of the work a university does is 
an existential problem.
One other area where universities have come 
under attack is over the education of foreign 
students; the Hon. Wince-Smith mentioned how 
the number of American PhD students has fallen 
relative to their international counterparts. Dr. 
Schwartz, however, argued we should see foreign 
students as a valuable opportunity to recruit the 

best talent from overseas. Whenever it is possible 
for foreign students to stay in the United States, 
they often do, deepening the national talent pool. 
Dr. Johnson compared removing foreign students 
to a state school only wanting to recruit in-state 
students; it would simply leave the university with 
a smaller and less talented pool of applicants, 
denying the chance to bring new talent into the 
community. While both stressed educating foreign 
students should not be done at the expense of 
educating American ones.
To conclude, Ms. Wince-Smith prompted each 
university leader to identify their institution's next 
significant challenge and outline their strategies 
for addressing it. Ms. Parsons argued for reinvent-
ing economic development strategies, particularly 
by integrating advancing AI technologies as a 
component. Dr. Holloway stressed that universi-
ties must reassess their incentives related to eco-
nomic development. Currently, many institutions 
structure their IP sharing programs to maximize 
immediate license returns, which may generate 
short-term profits but do not constitute a viable 
long-term economic development strategy. For 
universities to fulfill their mission as engines for 
local progress, they must rethink this approach.
Dr. Johnson highlighted the importance of facili-
tating engagement by inviting startups onto cam-
puses to foster direct interactions with students 
and faculty. Such initiatives encourage startups 
and businesses to establish proximity to univer-
sities and enhance collaboration. By reorienting 
incentive structures, especially those rooted in 
tradition, institutions can further support this effort. 
Finally, Dr. Schwartz underlined the critical need 
for universities to continually adapt to the evolv-
ing preferences and needs of modern students, 
whether that means offering greater flexibility or 
breaking away from outdated structures. Ulti-
mately, universities must prioritize serving stu-
dents and evolve alongside them.
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Session Overview
As technology evolves, so too do the skills 
needed to be a technology worker. Ensuring 
employers have access to the cutting-edge skills 
they require is a crucial component in regional 
development strategy, as an ecosystem cannot 
grow without talented people to grow it. To kick 
off the “Building a Workforce of the Future” panel, 
Burning Glass Institute Executive Director for 
Programs Stuart Andreason spoke to Conver-

sation participants about how the skill needs of 
employers are evolving, and what that means for 
the Mountain West.

Key Session Insights
Regional economic development, which fuels 
innovation and accelerates product market entry, 
relies heavily on talent. Dr. Stuart Andreason, 
Executive Director for Programs at the Burning 
Glass Institute, highlighted how talent devel-
opment is lagging despite its importance. For 
decades, productivity growth has remained stub-
bornly low, resulting in stagnant wages and dimin-
ished economic mobility he argued. In the 1940s, 
individuals had a 90 percent chance of achieving 
greater economic success than their parents; 
today it is a coin flip.
The implications of this productivity stagnation 
extend beyond individual prosperity. A survey of 
15,000 small businesses revealed that the pri-
mary reason for their low capital investment in 
new technologies was the lack of available talent 
to effectively use those technologies. Without 
a skilled workforce, investments in innovation 
become unjustifiable, leaving businesses mired in 
inefficiency.
Regional development requires investment, inno-
vation, and most important to Dr. Andreason, tal-
ent. To him, examining the skills of the labor force 
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is a great way to understand the “DNA” of a job 
and a region. Over the past five years, according 
to his research dissecting online job ads, the skills 
needed for the average job have changed 37 
percent—the most impacted jobs changing skills 
by as much as 76 percent—with most changes 
coming from the introduction of new technologies. 
He noted that most people understand the world 
through an “occupation lens”—that is, we know 
what the function of an “accountant” is. But what 
an “accountant” actually does in their work may 
change wildly over time, even if the essential pur-
pose of the job remains the same. The Mountain 
West needs to be prepared to adapt to changing 
skill needs, even in supposedly “legacy” careers.
To underline the importance of the issue,  
Dr. Andreason offered the example of Massachu-
setts. On the surface, it looks like an innovation 
powerhouse, ranking highly on numbers of soft-
ware developers and on computer science gradu-
ates. But digging deeper, the picture is not as rosy. 
Employment growth in the tech sector has stalled, 
and those with “frontier” computer skills are leav-
ing the state, leaving behind tech jobs, which are 
increasingly looking like legacy work, not innovative 

work. Interestingly, one of the top destinations for 
Massachusetts innovators is the Mountain West, 
and Boulder specifically, lending credence to its 
status as an emerging innovation hub.
In his final comments before bringing up the 
rest of the talent panel, Dr. Andreason pressed 
his point that a talent strategy and an economic 
development strategy are the same, with skills 
being a critical measure of regional competitive-
ness. High-value, high-growth skills, like frontier 
software, are one of the key drivers of growth. 
Colorado and the Mountain West have a high 
concentration of these skills, and the region 
needs to make sure it keeps them. 

“What an accountant does today 
looks different than what they 
did five years ago, and what 
they will be doing five years from 
now. We need to be ready for 
how the skills we need for our 
jobs change, even if the function 
remains the same.”
Moderator: Dr. Stuart Andreason
Executive Director, Programs, Burning Glass Institute
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Session Overview
Innovation thrives on people. To fuel an innovation 
ecosystem, we need a skilled and creative work-
force capable of tackling complex challenges and 
coming up with groundbreaking solutions. While 
the Mountain West has attracted talent from other 
parts of the country and world, enhancing its 
talent pipeline is critical for long-term, sustainable 
growth and innovation. Leaders in the Mountain 
West’s workforce development landscape showed 
how they are working to create the skilled labor 
force of the future.

Key Session Insights
Introducing his panel of workforce leaders, Burn-
ing Glass Institute Executive Director for Programs 
Dr. Stuart Andreason asked what they were see-
ing as emerging regional innovation hubs com-
peted to build up their talent pools. 
Gallup Principal of Global Analytics Mr. Dan 
Foy started by noting four of the trends that his 
firm had identified nationwide:
•	 Perhaps unsurprisingly, the past four years have 

seen a massive disruption in the workforce 
brought on by the emergence of remote work. 
And despite some employer steps to curtail 
remote work, he predicted that it would persist. 

•	 The emergence of AI is having an unsettling 
effect; while the number of people using AI on 
the job is still growing, many more people are 
anxious about the impact it will have on the 
future job market. 

•	 A lack of upskilling in the workforce on 
technologies around AI have led to concerns 
around affordability. 

•	 K-12 education is struggling to keep students 
engaged and interested in STEM careers, 
bottlenecking the number of people ready to fill 
technical positions.

Elevate Quantum Chief Operations and Finan-
cial Officer Ms. Jessi Olsen noted workforce 
development has become one of its the tech 
hub’s primary hurdles. To meet the challenge, 
many quantum institutions have turned to internal 
workforce development to supplement the cur-
rently insufficient public pipeline. National Center 
for Women & Information Technology (NCWIT) 
Founder and Executive in Residence Ms. 
Lucy Sanders, in response, relayed how she had 
worked earlier in her career, when at Bell Labs, 
with the National Science Foundation to broaden 
the use of computing. To build a computer-savvy 
workforce, they recognized that they needed to 
broaden access to computing technologies. This 
same problem is reflected today in the struggle 
to build a quantum workforce. “Intentionality” she 
argued, is central to any effort to build a success-

“We are going to see the 
aftereffects of the pandemic on 
how we work for years to come.”
Mr. Dan Foy
Principal of Global Analytics, Gallup
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ful quantum workforce; workforce development 
cannot just be “allowed to happen,” or else we will 
end up with siloed systems constantly reinvent-
ing the wheel. And it starts with broadening the 
number of people, from K-12 to senior-level com-
puter scientists who are exposed to and trained in 
quantum.
Ms. Sanders highlighted the Elevate Quantum 
Workforce Collaborative, a group of ecosystem 
partners focused on strengthening the regional 
quantum workforce. Founded on the principle that 
local quantum entities benefit more from collabo-
ration than from competition, this group convenes 
periodically to create new workforce develop-
ment pathways. The partners contribute their time 

pro bono, driven by a shared belief in a unified 
regional approach to workforce development. Ms. 
Olsen added leaders must be willing to invest 
resources to advance workforce development 
and address existing gaps, too. She argued for a 
broader focus beyond PhDs and STEM degrees in 
quantum, as an example, highlighting the neces-
sity of building an entire ecosystem comprising 
researchers, technicians, HR personnel, etc. 
Microsoft Principal Technical Program Man-
ager Matt Adamczyk outlined how his company 
is taking an intentional approach to workforce 
development through its “TechSpark program.” 
The program is built on two ideas: Talent is every-

“We need to be intentional about 
workforce building at a systems 
level. We cannot just ‘let it 
happen.’ "
Ms. Lucy Sanders
Founder and Executive in Residence, National Center  
for Women & Information Technology (NCWIT)

“Human resource officers do 
not know how to hire people for 
a quantum workforce. Training 
support roles is as important as 
training scientists.”
Ms. Jessi Olsen
Chief Operations and Financial Officer, Elevate Quantum
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where, opportunity is not; and when Microsoft 
builds disruptive technology, it has a responsibil-
ity to see it deployed for the good of the whole 
community. Working in all 50 states, TechSpark 
provides technical training for local communities, 
connecting them with new technologies to allow 
them to take full advantage of innovation. By 
doing so, the positive economic impacts of tech-
nologies like AI and quantum can be felt nation-
wide, not just the negative ones.
Mr. Foy has seen signs that AI would create a 
surge of talented workers looking to fill those new 
opportunities. His research shows most workers 
believe AI will reduce the number of jobs overall, 
with 21 percent believing that they will eventually 
lose their job because of it. 

Mr. Adamczyk offered Microsoft’s experience 
at training people on AI as a potential model for 
how to approach a workforce adapting to quan-
tum. Microsoft puts AI skilling programs into three 
buckets: 
1.	 User—people using products like copilot on 

their computers for day-to-day tasks, 
2.	 Scientists—researchers using AI to build bet-

ter products or enhance research, and,
3.	 Business leaders—people preparing organiza-

tions for AI disruption. 
While quantum is in earlier days than AI, a similar 
setup might be viable once it further matures. He 
stressed people do not need to understand quan-
tum physics to use AI successfully, any more than 
they need to understand machine learning to use 
AI; the application is the essential component. 
Dr. Andreason, referring to the anxiety among 
workers caused by coming disruptions, 
reminded participants that the workforce is 
often not as tuned into the innovation sphere as 
they are. He asked, how do you close the gap 
between workforce training and innovation when 
it is not well understood by most workers? Ms. 
Olsen suggested bringing educators into the 
conversation, but also guidance counselors and 
career planners. Students need to be intention-
ally connected to opportunities—it is not “if you 
build it, they will come.” 
Mr. Adamczyk made it clear that the days of 
getting a degree and working for forty years are 
gone. Lifelong learning is going to be the new nor-
mal, but modern tools, like AI tutors, should make 
that an exciting opportunity rather than a hurdle, 
building worker confidence. Mr. Foy had the data 
to corroborate that idea; those using AI at work 
were significantly more confident in their future 
prospects than their peers, especially if they had 
received on-the-job training in its implementation. 

“Having a career today means 
being a lifelong learner. That 
should not be scary; it should be 
exciting.”
Mr. Matt Adamczyk
Principal Technical Program Manager, Microsoft



 Building the Workforce of the Future 59

© 2025 Council on Competitiveness

To end, the panelists focused their attention back 
on where workforce training has traditionally had 
its beginning: high schools and colleges. Ms. 
Sanders called high school the “entry point” to 
the workforce and advocated for more programs 
to connect high school students to frontier tech-
nologies, like one in Colorado sponsored by Gov. 
Polis, which brings cyber into classrooms. And 
while the use of AI by students has been contro-
versial, the panelists agreed it was ultimately a 
positive step. When pocket calculators were intro-
duced, people believed that they would become 
a crutch in math education. The opposite was 
true; they radically expanded student capabilities, 
Mr. Adamczyk said. Students do not necessarily 
need to be computer scientists, but a working 
knowledge of AI implementation will be crucial for 
future success.
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The Hon. Patricia Falcone
Deputy Director for Science and Technology, 
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory
Dr. Steve Walker
Vice President and Chief Technology Officer, 
Lockheed Martin

Moderator: Mr. Chad Evans
Executive Vice President and Chief  
Operating Officer, Council on Competitiveness
Short Video Statement: Dr. Erwin Gianchandani  
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Assistant Director for Technology, Innovation 
and Partnerships, National Science  
Foundation (NSF) 
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Setting the Global Pace in Innovation:  
A Roadmap for Expanding the Capacity 
and Capability of U.S. Innovation in the 
Age of Disruption and Discontinuity
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Session Overview
China seeks to overtake America’s leadership 
role—across economic, military, and social 
spheres—and is proactively working to define the 
rules of the road for the second half of the cen-
tury by building economic and strategic alliances 
to support its dominance. In this panel, leaders 
assessed the current landscape of international 
economic and technological competition and 
explored how the United States can lead the 
world in innovating and commercializing the defin-
ing technologies of the next economy.

Key Session Insights
Teeing up the panel via video, National Science 
Foundation Assistant Director for Technol-
ogy, Innovation and Partnerships Dr. Erwin 
Gianchandani praised the work being done in 
the Mountain West to advance the NSF’s goals 
of advancing U.S. economic competitiveness, 
national security, and regional development. 
With global competition on the rise, investing 
in regional innovation is key to maintaining U.S. 
global scientific and technology leadership. 
Dr. Gianchandani’s directorate, TIP (Technology, 
Innovation, and Partnerships) seeks to leverage 
NSF investments to accelerate the commercializa-
tion of new technologies and capabilities. Doing 
so requires more places across the United States 
to join the innovation economy—not just a few, 
primarily coastal, hubs. The Mountain West today 
serves as a model for how to grow regional inno-
vation ecosystems, thanks to the partnerships 
between sectors and an ethos of collaboration. 
To Dr. Gianchandani, the Mountain West is today 
one of the most important regions for U.S. eco-
nomic and national security. That is why it was 
one of the regions selected for an NSF Engine, 
which together have to date invested $200 million 
in ecosystems nationwide, spurring a further  
$1 billion in private funds. 

After the video introduction, Council on Com-
petitiveness Executive Vice President and 
Chief Operating Officer Mr. Chad Evans 
highlighted the work of the Council’s Technology 
Leadership and Strategy Initiative (TLSI), a dia-
logue of CTOs from business, academia, and the 
U.S. DOE National Laboratory enterprise, which 
meet to discuss and provide recommendations 
for dealing with the disruptions and discontinu-
ities present in today’s innovation economy. 
Looking back to Dr. Gianchandani’s introduction, 
Mr. Evans asked, with a 330 million person, $30 
trillion economy, how can the country invest to 
make an impact? The NSF has an $8 billion bud-

“The $8 billion NSF budget may 
seem small, but it is responsible 
for funding dozens of ‘unicorns’ 
making an incredible societal 
impact.”
Mr. Chad Evans
Executive Vice President and Chief Operating Officer, 
Council on Competitiveness 
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get, a comparative drop in the bucket, but many 
“unicorn” companies have started thanks to their 
funding. 
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory Deputy 
Director for Science and Technology and TLSI 
Co-chair Patricia Falcone noted the TIP direc-
torate Dr. Gianchandani leads is a great way to 
enhance partnerships, but the NSF is not the 
only federal science funder. The Department 
of Defense is the largest supporter of research, 
followed by Health and Human Services and the 
Department of Energy. This diversity of research 

funders, rather than being inefficient, instead pro-
vides great opportunities for experimentation and 
partnership. 
Lockheed Martin Vice President and Chief Tech-
nology Officer Dr. Steve Walker added DARPA to 
the most influential federal science funders list. 
As the former Director of DARPA, he noted how 
every DARPA program begins with parallel efforts 
for technology development and systems integra-
tion to produce a worthwhile capability, a model 
for defense technology that could be applied 
more broadly.
Turning to the topic of overall levels of U.S. 
R&D funding, Mr. Evans underlined a continu-
ing structural disinvestment in R&D at the federal 
level—from 2 percent of GDP to 0.6 percent of 
GDP. Much of this loss has been supplemented 
by increasing private sector R&D, but is that a suf-
ficient replacement? Dr. Walker thought not; in his 
view, new ideas most often come from universities 
and academia, and cutting their federal funding 
will kneecap future innovation. 
Private sector R&D investment is witnessing 
significant growth. The top five commercial com-
panies in the United States collectively invested 
$230 billion in research and development (R&D), 
and while those investments come from large 
technology hyperscalers like Google and Ama-
zon, Lockheed Martin is also investing heavily in 
R&D, as well as making investments in dual-use 
technologies. While this may not fall under the 
category of basic science, Dr. Walker argues it 
remains crucial work. 
However, Dr. Falcone points out a significant 
downside to the decline in federal science fund-
ing: reduced support for PhD and graduate 
students. While national R&D spending figures 
appear strong, the reality is concerning if young 
graduates are burdened with debt and lacking 
adequate support, as this could hinder our capac-

“We did not end up with one 
big science department like 
Vannevar Bush suggested, but 
the diversity of science funders 
we have today is a strength.”
The Hon. Patricia Falcone
Deputy Director for Science and Technology, Lawrence 
Livermore National Laboratory



 Setting the Global Pace in Innovation 63

© 2025 Council on Competitiveness

ity to innovate in the future. She even suggested 
that addressing this issue may necessitate a com-
prehensive reevaluation of the Defense Education 
Act to enhance support for student scholarships.
Pivoting to why it is so important for the United 
States to remain at the forefront of global inno-
vation, Dr. Falcone whichever country leads 
in emerging technologies like AI and quantum 
will define the framework the world operates in, 
giving them immense leverage over the global 
landscape. AI specifically is a “force multiplier,” 
enhancing the ability of researchers to create; 
failure to lead in AI may make leadership in other 
technology areas more difficult. She also raised 
access to space and space situational awareness 
as other areas of immediate concern, a sentiment 
Dr. Walker echoed, as peer adversaries are mobi-
lizing their space capabilities. 

While Dr. Walker agrees the United States has a 
strong innovation ecosystem, the country strug-
gles to convert innovation into capability, at least 
in defense terms. That is where the Technology, 
Innovation, and Partnership (TIP) directorate and 
the NSF Engines can create tremendous value, by 
connecting innovators to those who can use their 
products. For example, Lockheed Martin is not 
a global AI leader, but through partnerships with 
NVIDIA and Microsoft, it is leading in AI deploy-
ment through defense. These collaborations can 
connect disparate players across the innovation 
continuum to complete the journey from idea to 
deployed capability.
Dr. Walker and Dr. Falcone raised manufactur-
ing as a point of concern, as well, with Mr. Evans 
bringing up the examples that the United States is 
responsible for less than 1 percent of global ship 
manufacturing, and BYD, the Chinese automo-
tive manufacturer, makes twice as many electric 
vehicles as Tesla. Dr. Walker reminded partici-
pants how vulnerable U.S. supply chains are, as 
revealed in the wake of COVID-19; in response, 
Lockheed Martin is setting up manufacturing sites 
in allied nations globally to prevent disruption in 
the event of a conflict. Even so, the United States 
must strengthen its advanced manufacturing 
capability. Dr. Walker argued the microelectron-
ics manufacturing industry was allowed to slip 
away—from over 30 percent of global manufac-
turing to nearly 10 percent—and now the United 
States is spending billions to reclaim a piece of it. 
Dr. Falcone added how AI can assist in boosting 
U.S. manufacturing, both in design and in sup-
ply chain monitoring. While AI is taking strides in 
designing products and new materials, it can also 
be deployed to monitor manufacturing perfor-
mance and optimization.

“In national security, you do not 
want to end up in second place.”
Dr. Steve Walker
Vice President and Chief Technology Officer,  
Lockheed Martin
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Mr. Evans then highlighted the current negative 
narrative surrounding AI, primarily focused on 
potential job losses. He drew a parallel to the 
internet in the 1990s, which, instead of diminish-
ing employment opportunities, created signifi-
cant new avenues for growth and propelled U.S. 
productivity ahead of Europe and Japan. He then 
asked the panel about their expectations of AI's 
future impact on the economy. 
Dr. Walker shared that Lockheed Martin has 
begun integrating AI into internal operations and 
recently deployed AI systems in the field. The 
company has teamed with NVIDIA to deliver 
real-time AI updates to field platforms. For exam-
ple, in a notable achievement from earlier this 
year, an AI-augmented warship successfully 
detected and intercepted a Houthi missile—
among the first demonstrations of AI-enhanced 
combat capabilities.
Dr. Falcone pointed the 2025 “AI Jam” hosted by 
OpenAI, where over 1,500 scientists from the U.S. 
DOE National Laboratory system explored how 
AI models could support their work; participants 
brought diverse problem sets to test how AI could 
advance their research. More recently, her lab 
conducted workshops to train all employees—not 
just scientists—in AI tools. The enthusiasm among 
participants highlighted the positive reception to 
productivity gains these tools present.
To conclude, Mr. Evans highlighted an upcom-
ing policy report from the TLSI: the Compact for 
America: A Call to Action for a New Tech-Driven 
Industrial Base and National Innovation Ecosys-
tem. Asked to give a preview, Dr. Falcone how 
the report lays out ways the United States can to 
enhance its innovation capability and capacity, 
like retaking control of standards-setting bod-
ies from China, updating how we conceive of 

the defense industrial base, and expanding the 
innovation economy to more places and people 
across the country. Dr. Walker remarked that 
the report supports the ongoing importance 
of defense primes while pointing to a growing 
necessity to accelerate the growth of dual-use 
technologies and innovations from smaller com-
panies. He concluded on a positive note—the 
United States maintains substantial advantages in 
innovation, he said, and it is positioned to remain 
at the forefront of global technology with the right 
policies in place. 
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Session Overview
For innovations to enhance U.S. competitiveness, 
they must move from the lab to the market, which 
can be a long and challenging process. LongPath 
Technologies Co-founder and Chief Technology 
Officer Dr. Greg Reiker told the story of how his 
company made the journey from initial investment 
to successful business.

Key Session Insights
According to Dr. Greg Reiker, Co-Founder and 
Chief Technology Officer of LongPath Technol-
ogies, the concept behind their technology is 
straightforward, despite its cutting-edge imple-
mentation. Every year, oil and gas fields in the 
United States emit billions of cubic meters of 
methane into the atmosphere. Up to 10 percent 
of the methane produced annually in the United 
States is lost due to leaks, reflecting a significant 
environmental and financial concern. To address 
this challenge, the Department of Energy, through 
ARPA-E, initiated a program focused on finding 
solutions.
Lasers and quantum sensing emerged as promis-
ing options. When certain frequency lasers excite 
molecules, they undergo a detectable quantum 
state change, creating a unique “fingerprint” for 
identification. Developed at NIST in the 1990s, 
this technology can detect specific molecules 
from great distances. Dr. Reiker recognized its 
potential for solving the methane detection issue 
but needed support from multiple agencies to 
bridge the gap between conception and com-
mercial deployment. CU Venture Partners, a grant 
from ARPA-E, and Colorado OEDIT provided the 
necessary funding for testing in an oil field, while 
Innosphere facilitated connections with commer-
cial investors.

TECH TALK

From Lab to Market—A Commercialization 
Success Story from the Mountain West

Dr. Greg Rieker
Co-Founder and Chief Technology Officer, 
LongPath Technologies
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The first commercial deployment occurred in 
2020, demonstrating the viability of the concept. 
However, the initial funding limits proved insuffi-
cient, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic 
when oil prices briefly fell sharply, adversely 
affecting potential customers' ability to invest 
in the technology. Dr. Reiker credited a $5 mil-
lion grant from the DOE with saving LongPath, 
enabling them to attract an additional $30 million 
from private investors. This funding facilitated the 
recruitment of experienced executive leadership 
and the expansion of the company’s infrastruc-
ture. By 2024, the technology was deployed in 
all oil fields in the United States, with a record 
mitigation of six billion cubic feet of methane 
leakage that year. A $160 million loan from the 
DOE, secured last year, will further accelerate 
LongPath's growth, with Dr. Reiker anticipating a 
hundred-fold expansion in impact.

Dr. Reiker shared a crucial lesson from Long-
Path's journey: the company's success hinged 
on the support of various institutions at critical 
junctures. He described these organizations 
as essential “bridges” over multiple “valleys of 
death” that threatened the project's success. 
Projecting his experience onto the broader U.S. 
innovation ecosystem, he noted that if any of 
these bridges—whether in investment or intellec-
tual infrastructure—were to falter, the breakdown 
would be significant. Strengthening these connec-
tions, however, would support more companies 
like LongPath to achieve commercial success.

“A ‘village’ of support and 
investment made LongPath 
Technologies a success.”
Dr. Greg Rieker
Co-Founder and Chief Technology Officer,  
LongPath Technologies
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Collaborating Radically Across State 
Lines: A Regional Vision for Economic 
Development
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Ms. Leslie Hielema
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of Commerce
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Session Overview
How is a three-state cohesive mission and strategy 
shaping the Mountain West into a dynamic center 
for innovation? In this panel, economic develop-
ment leaders from Colorado, New Mexico, and 
Wyoming dove into how states with fundamentally 
different viewpoints are aligning state-level poli-
cies, sharing resources, and building partnerships 
to ignite a wave of creativity and entrepreneurship 
along the I-25 corridor and beyond.

Key Session Insights
Verizon Senior Manager for State, Municipal, 
and Community Affairs Mr. Josh Miller, whose 
work takes him across the Mountain West, has 
seen much of how the complementary strengths 
of Wyoming, Colorado, and New Mexico have 
contributed to the region’s $680 billion GDP. Inte-
gration and cooperation do not happen by acci-
dent; they must be built up, through the input of 
strong leadership, and often starting at the state 
level. As the moderator of this discussion, Mr. 
Millar asked the panel of economic development 
leaders how these three states align their eco-
nomic development strategies towards innovation 
and growth, and what key challenges and oppor-
tunities they are facing. 
Colorado Office of Economic Development 
and International Trade (OEDIT) Executive 
Director Ms. Eve Lieberman began with a 
reflection on how the Mountain West states are 
more alike than they are different, and they have 
a long history of interstate collaboration. With 
Colorado’s advanced industries and Wyoming 
and New Mexico’s energy and natural resources, 
the three states form a strong unit of innovation 
and economic growth. However, challenges 
do remain, like extending advanced industries 
beyond Colorado, and beyond the Front Range to 
include rural areas in all three states.

New Mexico Chamber of Commerce Presi-
dent and CEO Leslie Hielema, who has served 
in economic development roles across several 
states, agreed, noting that New Mexico’s econ-
omy is highly concentrated around a few key 
industries like natural resource extraction. While 
complimentary to Colorado’s strengths, it limits 
New Mexico’s growth. But this is a situation that 
Ms. Hielema has seen change before; she previ-
ously served as the CEO of the Orlando Cham-
ber, itself an economy reliant heavily on tourism 
and large-scale events. But after a successful 
pivot towards the tech economy, Orlando has 
become one of the top ten fastest-growing hubs 

“The collaboration we see in the 
Mountain West did not come to 
be by accident but the result of 
intentional integration at the state 
level.”
Mr. Josh Miller
Senior Manager, State, Municipal, and Community  
Affairs, Verizon
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in the nation. With the right policies, it is possible 
to build an innovation economy from a small foun-
dation. And New Mexico’s foundation of innova-
tion is already strong, especially in quantum; two 
national laboratories, a new Quantinuum R&D 
facility, and a quantum center at the University of 
New Mexico. Government support has thus far 
been more limited—two quantum bills failed to 
pass in the previous legislative session—but a 
future bill could pass.
Similar to New Mexico, Wyoming shares a history 
rooted in extractive industries, particularly coal, 
as noted by Wyoming Business Council CEO 
Josh Dorrell. Recognizing that these industries 

may see a decline, he and his state are actively 
seeking new opportunities. The region's mining 
heritage and the abundance of critical minerals 
provide Wyoming with the natural and profes-
sional resources necessary to emerge as a key 
supplier of essential materials for the region and 
the nation. 
Additionally, Wyoming's long-standing expertise in 
energy production—generating twelve times more 
energy than it consumes—contributes to what Mr. 
Dorrell refers to as a high “industry IQ” in elec-
tricity generation. This expertise is leading to one 
of the first small modular reactors (SMRs) in the 
United States being constructed in Wyoming by 

“With two national laboratories 
and a strong quantum industry 
presence, the momentum for 
quantum in New Mexico is 
building.”
Ms. Leslie Hielema
President and CEO, New Mexico Chamber of Commerce

“The people of Wyoming are 
highly experienced energy 
producers today, which gives us 
a huge advantage in the energy 
industries of tomorrow.”
Mr. Josh Dorrell
CEO, Wyoming Business Council
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TerraPower. Concurrently, the state is conducting 
siting evaluations for microreactors, with support 
from the Governor, while Radiant Energies plans 
to establish a manufacturing facility for microreac-
tors within the state. 
These emerging opportunities build upon Wyo-
ming's legacy in power production, shifting 
the state from simply providing fuel inputs to 
actively developing a new energy infrastructure. 
Mr. Dorrell noted the Mountain West is uniquely 
positioned to develop nuclear energy solutions 
to address the country’s growing need for safe, 
affordable, reliable, and clean power.

Mr. Dorrell acknowledged Wyoming still faces sig-
nificant challenges. With a population comparable 
to Albuquerque, NM, Wyoming is sparsely popu-
lated, and connectivity remains a pressing issue. 
He suggested that deep investments in infrastruc-
ture, including a rail line connecting Albuquerque 
to Billings, MT, could address these connectivity 
gaps, though economically challenging. 
Shifting the conversation back to advanced 
industries, Mr. Miller inquired about how the 
three states are capitalizing on their growth. Ms. 
Hielema cited Elevate Quantum's role in fostering 
an ecosystem of quantum innovators, particularly 
in enhancing technology commercialization from 
the two U.S. DOE National Laboratories. Despite 
the benefits of cross-state collaboration, both New 
Mexico and Wyoming are hindered by their small 
populations. Mr. Dorrell concurred, mentioning 
that Wyoming, despite having the nation’s rich-
est county (Jackson), struggles to attract venture 
capital funding. A cyclical “chicken-and-egg” 
dilemma has emerged: a lack of deal flow makes 
it difficult to attract capital, and insufficient capital 
further stifles deal flow. However, potential solu-
tions exist; for instance, a $13 million small busi-
ness credit successfully secured $100 million in 
venture capital. Additionally, through connections 
facilitated by the NSF Engine, Wyoming innova-
tors can now engage with funds in Colorado, a 
state with a stronger venture capital ecosystem, 
benefiting the entire region.
Ms. Lieberman shared how Colorado is effectively 
using venture capital to bolster advanced indus-
tries. Boasting the fifth-highest venture capital 
investment in the nation, Colorado has invested in 
initiatives such as a new quantum incubator at CU 
Boulder and $74 million in tax credits for quantum 
businesses. These funds have also contributed to 
developing talent pipelines and enhancing con-
nectivity with Colorado's rural areas.

“The rest of the world is taking 
note of the progress the 
Mountain West is making. Our 
innovation ‘brand’ is growing.”
Ms. Eve Lieberman
Executive Director, Colorado Office of Economic 
Development and International Trade (OEDIT)
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Regarding the implications of advanced tech-
nologies like AI for the regional workforce, Ms. 
Hielema note the future will demand a diverse 
range of skills—from vocational training to PhD-
level expertise. Initiatives like the Quantum New 
Mexico Coalition are essential for partnering uni-
versities with communities to cultivate talent pools 
for the emerging quantum industry, ensuring 
opportunities are accessible to a broad audience. 
Mr. Dorrell anticipated that these industries would 
further connect the Mountain West, expanding the 
densely populated Front Range while incorporat-
ing Wyoming and New Mexico. He viewed this 
as a positive development, believing that growth 
in urban areas would simultaneously create more 
opportunities for surrounding rural communities.
As the region's metropolitan areas grow and 
the innovation economy expands, it is essen-
tial to elevate its innovation “brand” on the 
global stage. Ms. Lieberman acknowledged that 
the Mountain West faces a steeper challenge than 
coastal hubs in this regard. However, the desig-
nation as an EDA Tech Hub and the establish-
ment of the NSF Engine have enhanced access 
to capital, resources, and the region’s “brand 
recognition” as a center of gravity for innovation. 
For example, on international trade missions, the 
Mountain West is gaining recognition as a center 
for quantum computing and climate resilience, 
leading to memorandums of understanding with 
Finland on quantum technology and the United 
Kingdom on climate tech.
Both Ms. Hielema and Ms. Lieberman noted 
the importance of ensuring economic develop-
ment benefits everyone across the three states. 
They advocated for a “rising tide lifts all boats” 
approach, rather than competing for a limited pool 
of resources. One of the most effective strategies, 
they noted, is to continue fostering state-level 
partnerships, particularly to enhance job training 
in rural areas.

As a final thought for participants, Ms. Hielema 
observed that following the rising costs in Silicon 
Valley, many innovators are relocating to places 
like Florida, which is also becoming increasingly 
expensive. The Mountain West has a unique 
opportunity to benefit from a new wave of innova-
tion migration, particularly in the quantum sector. 
Ms. Lieberman added that both quantum and 
climate tech are crucial national security issues, 
which will garner federal investment. The Moun-
tain West's regional collaboration can harness this 
investment, benefiting the nation as a whole.
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Session Overview
The quantum computing industry has moved 
out of the laboratories of academic institutions 
and U.S. DOE National Laboratories and into the 
startup space, ready to make the leap to commer-
cial viability. As the leader of among the world’s 
most advanced quantum computing companies, 
Quantinuum President and CEO Dr. Rajeeb Hazra 
offered his view on the quantum industry and its 
future societal impact.

Key Session Insights
Dr. Rajeeb Hazra, President and CEO of Quantin-
uum, leads one of the world’s foremost quantum 
computing companies. He opened his presen-
tation by posing three critical questions that will 
shape the future of his organization: Where will 
quantum computing take us as a global society? 
How will quantum computing be realized? And 
what is Quantinuum’s role in that journey?
Quantinuum stands out as a powerhouse in the 
quantum industry, employing 570 individuals 
across multiple countries, including 420 PhDs. As 
the largest quantum employer in both Colorado 
and New Mexico, more than eighty of its employ-
ees hold degrees from institutions in Colorado 
and New Mexico. However, he asserted that for 
the Mountain West to fully realize its potential, it 
must significantly scale up its production of quan-
tum talent—by ten or even a hundred times—
given the anticipated growth in the industry.
Founded in 2021 as a spin-off from Honeywell, 
Quantinuum is dedicated not only to building 
quantum computers but also to developing soft-
ware that runs on these machines and creating 
developer tools to enable others to write their 
own quantum programs. According to Dr. Hazra, 
Qaantinuum's software team may not single-hand-
edly change the world, but it provides essential 
tools for those who will.

Keynote from Quantinuum President  
and CEO, Dr. Rajeeb Hazra 
Democratizing Quantum: Unlocking Access, Driving 
Innovation, and Building Economic Opportunity  
in the Mountain West

Dr. Rajeeb “Raj” Hazra
President and CEO, Quantinuum
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Quantinuum currently operates five quantum com-
puters—not mere prototypes or “toys,” but fully 
operational machines solving real problems for cli-
ents. Yet, he highlighted that the company’s most 
valuable assets are its people. Dr. Hazra believes 
that if the company were to lose a computer or fall 
behind in technology, it could recover. However, 
without talent, its prospects for success would 
be bleak. He underscored that whether quantum 
technology transforms the world or remains a 
niche with limited applications depends on the 
ability to develop a skilled workforce to support 
the industry. This talent shortage is a concern for 
Dr. Hazra, leading him to adopt unconventional 
strategies to address it. 
Quantinuum maintains small offices worldwide; 
while this may seem inefficient, having an office 
in Munich, for instance, becomes essential if the 

best quantum scientists are located there. Fur-
thermore, the company actively invests in early 
workforce development, even publishing picture 
books to teach basic quantum principles to chil-
dren and sponsoring quantum hackathons. Dr. 
Hazra views these strategies integral to his com-
pany’s long-term success.
Assuming the workforce challenge is met, Dr. 
Hazra sees vast opportunities for quantum com-
puting to drive transformative change, likening its 
potential impact to that of microscopes in biology. 
Quantum computers, by accurately representing 
objects as they are in nature, can enhance under-
standing and provide artificial intelligence with 
data that has been previously inaccessible, sig-
nificantly expanding its capabilities.
In closing, Dr. Hazra reaffirmed Quantinuum's 
commitment to developing its quantum ecosys-
tem and workforce in the Mountain West. He 
noted that achieving this vision is not a task his 
company can accomplish alone; it requires the 
collective effort of the entire innovation ecosystem 
to build a sustainable and prosperous quantum 
community. If successful, the rewards could be 
substantial.

“Quantum computing rests  
on the ingenuity of mankind.  
AI cannot replace that.”
Dr. Rajeeb “Raj” Hazra
President and CEO, Quantinuum
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Session Overview
The Mountain West has a high concentration of 
federally funded laboratories, which attract out-
side investment, grow a high-tech talent pool, and 
foster innovations. Setting the table for a panel 
featuring leaders from the federally-funded labs, 
CO-LABS Executive Director Dan Power shared 
more about their collective impact the Mountain 
West’s economy. 

Key Session Insights
With over thirty-five federally funded research 
laboratories in Colorado and two national labora-
tories in New Mexico, the Mountain West boasts 
an impressive concentration of federal scientific 
talent and investment. To nurture this lab ecosys-
tem, CO-LABS Executive Director Dan Powers 
leads an organization focused on supporting Col-
orado's federal laboratory landscape. CO-LABS 
is a membership-driven association comprising 
federal labs, Colorado’s research universities, 
economic development organizations, key indus-
try associations, private sector supporters, and 
government partners, all united in their mission to 
enhance the contributions of federal laboratories 
to Colorado and the region.
The three U.S. DOE National Laboratories in the 
Mountain West—Sandia National Laboratories 
and Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mex-
ico, and the National Renewable Energy Labo-
ratory (NREL) in Colorado—anchor the region’s 
innovation ecosystem and centers for collabora-
tion. For example, the Quantum Scientific Com-
puting Open User Testbed (QSCOUT) program 
links all three labs with external innovators, provid-
ing access to advanced quantum technologies for 
experimentation. Additionally, quantum-enabled 
supercomputing will soon be accessible, further 
empowering local partners to harness its poten-

PANEL INTRODUCTION

Highlighting the Incredible Economic 
Impact of the U.S. Department of Energy 
National Laboratories

Mr. Dan Powers
Executive Director, CO-LABS
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tial. The national laboratories also have a direct 
economic impact. Sandia and Los Alamos each 
contribute over $1 billion to New Mexico's econ-
omy through subcontracting payments, primarily 
benefiting small businesses. 
CO-LABS also works to spotlight the success 
stories and applications emerging from these 
research institutions. Last year, NREL reported 
294 innovations ready for licensing, launched 12 
startups, and secured 46 patents. Many of these 
innovations bridge the gap between quantum and 
climate research; for instance, quantum simulations 
in materials science could enhance energy storage 
capabilities, thereby improving grid reliability.

While the U.S. DOE National Laboratories are 
significant innovation drivers, they are not the only 
federal research institutions in the region. The 
National Institute of Standards and Technology 
has long collaborated with the JILA lab (the join 
joint institute of Colorado University Boulder and 
NIST formerly known as the Joint Institute for Lab-
oratory Astrophysics), which is a leader in quan-
tum standards-setting. Additionally, organizations 
like the NSF, U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), and 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) operate 
environmental monitoring and modeling programs 
in the Mountain West, addressing wildlife habitats 
and agricultural conditions.
These research institutions are national assets. 
However, given their importance to the region's 
economy, Mr. Powers argued leaders in the 
Mountain West should be among the strongest 
advocates for federal research. These labs are 
the “primordial soup” of innovation, which dramati-
cally benefits the region. 

“The national laboratories are a 
national asset; they do not just 
belong to the Mountain West.”
Mr. Dan Powers
Executive Director, CO-LABS 
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Dr. Martin Keller
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Session Overview
The Mountain West is home to three U.S. Depart-
ment of Energy National Laboratories and more 
than 30 federal research facilities, which underpin 
regional innovation, attract and grow talent, and 
accelerate business development in the Moun-
tain West. In this panel, leaders from the federal 
science community shared how these laboratories 
are supercharging regional innovation.

Key Session Insights
According to Mr. Dan Powers, Executive Director 
of CO-LABS, federal laboratories and research 
centers possess a distinct ability to collaborate 
with industry and drive large-scale regional suc-
cess. To initiate a discussion on their impact, he 
invited fellow panelists to share how their institu-
tions have fostered innovation and collaboration. 
Dr. Kristan Corwin, Chief of the Applied Physics 
Division at the National Institute of Standards and 
Technology (NIST), drew inspiration from NIST’s 
mission statement: “To promote U.S. innovation 
and industrial competitiveness by advancing 
measurement science, standards, and technol-
ogy in ways that enhance economic security and 
improve our quality of life.” Through this mission, 
NIST has a significant role in the success of two 
highlighted ventures during the Tech Talks—Long-
Path Technologies and Quantinuum—as NIST has 
collaborated with both firms to on research. 
Dr. Martin Keller, Director of the National Renew-
able Energy Laboratory (NREL), shared a funda-
mental truth: his laboratory alone cannot create a 
better planet. To effectively disseminate the tech-
nologies and innovations it develops, NREL must 
engage partners. The laboratory currently main-
tains over 1,500 active partnerships and continu-
ally seeks new opportunities. These collaborations 
span a range of entities, from the Department of 
Defense and other federal agencies to industries 

looking to mitigate risks associated with their inno-
vations, including both small startups and global 
corporations like Shell and Exxon. The impact of 
these partnerships has been significant; when 
NREL was established, the idea of solar energy 
contributing to the grid was widely dismissed, 
yet today it is the fastest-growing segment of our 
energy mix. Dr. Keller cautioned, however, that 
this transition took thirty years—a timeframe we 
cannot afford today, and to accelerate the time-
line, even more partnerships are needed.
Dr. Mark Peters, President and CEO of MITRE 
Corporation, brings a wealth of experience from 
his career leading U.S. DOE National Laborato-
ries. MITRE, which overseeing the management 
of six of the forty-two federal research centers, 

“It took thirty years to get solar 
on the grid. We do not have that 
long to make the next big leap in 
energy technology.” 
Dr. Martin Keller
Director, National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL)
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is an important driver of innovation in the United 
States. According to Dr. Peters, the U.S. DOE 
National Laboratories serve as the "anchors" for 
other federally funded research and development 
centers (FFRDCs), playing a crucial role alongside 
a skilled workforce and strong connections with 
local leaders—elements he noted are present 
in the Mountain West. However, he challenged 
regional leaders to seize the opportunity to 
enhance manufacturing within the area. While he 
recognized no single region can excel in all sec-
tors, he specifically highlighted energy production 
and supply chain localization as key areas of 
opportunity for the I-25 corridor.
When asked about the intersections between 
quantum science and other fields, Dr. Peters 
highlighted how MITRE is collaborating with 
Sandia National Laboratory and MIT on projects 
related to quantum sensing and communica-
tions—both of which are critical areas for future 
military capabilities. Quantum technology also 
has significant potential in climate resilience, 
though is yet to have the same disruptive impact 
as artificial intelligence (AI).
Dr. Keller added that while NREL is not strictly a 
"quantum lab," it is deeply invested in exploring 
how quantum technology can be applied to the 
challenges the lab seeks to address. In fact, the 
integration of quantum technology and AI could 
be particularly transformative for complex issues 
like grid management, which is expected to grow 
increasingly intricate over time. Currently, the three 
independent U.S. grid systems operate manu-
ally, but automated monitoring and control are on 
the horizon. These systems will be enhanced by 
millions of sensing devices (the Bay Area alone 
has as many as two million such devices today). 
Effectively processing all this data and determin-
ing optimal actions requires substantial computing 
and machine learning capabilities, which is why 
NREL is keen on investigating the frontier of quan-
tum computing technology in conjunction with AI.

Dr. Corwin highlighted that NIST possesses the 
world's most advanced single-photon detectors, 
a technology that has primarily found applications 
in laboratory settings. However, over the past 
decade, significant efforts have been invested in 
leveraging these detectors as the foundation for a 
new AI architecture, culminating in the recent suc-
cessful demonstration of an AI “synapse.” Despite 
this breakthrough, she noted that while this tech-
nology can only be developed at NIST, it unfor-
tunately cannot be scaled there due to restrictive 
policies. Specifically, federal researchers wishing 
to commercialize their discoveries face significant 
challenges, as fundraising is nearly impossible 

“Before a federal researcher can 
commercialize their discoveries, 
they must step off a cliff. That is 
not right.”
Dr. Kristan Corwin
Division Chief, Applied Physics Division, National Institute 
of Standards and Technology (NIST)
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while still employed by the government, which 
often requires them to resign, or more often, not 
take certain potentially beneficial risks.
Dr. Keller similarly experienced beurecratic frus-
tration, as it has hindered his own commercializa-
tion efforts on two occasions. While at Oak Ridge, 
he experienced delays with a hydrocarbon proj-
ect, which took two years to advance due to reg-
ulatory red tape. Additionally, he faced challenges 
in commercializing a large-scale 3D printing tech-
nology, ultimately deciding to publish his findings 
and make the technology publicly available.
Dr. Peters attributed the situation to both federal 
research institutions and the federal government, 
highlighting how transactional attitudes and mis-
aligned incentives can impede technology trans-
fer efforts. Drawing from his experience in the 

nuclear industry, he acknowledged proper regu-
lation is necessary but processes need to accel-
erate. He appreciated how Congress and the 
Administration are prioritizing regulatory reform.
Looking ahead to the technologies that would 
define the coming decades, Dr. Peters believed 
that fusion power would have a transformational 
impact, noting how quickly fusion changes our 
grid will be determined only by how much we 
invest in it. Dr. Keller made the case that AI would 
be the most fundamental technology going 
forward, but access to energy will be a critical 
factor in its adoption. He expressed support for 
the “energy dominance” model, but stressed the 
need to consider all power sources as a part of it, 
warning that waiting for fusion to change the world 
would be a mistake. Instead, the nation ought to 
focus on microreactors and advanced renewable 
technologies to solve growing power needs driven 
by AI. Dr. Corwin noted that some AI models 
showed far lower power consumption than tradi-
tional models, possibly blunting their future energy 
requirements, but that it was important to pursue 
multiple pathways towards a more energy-resilient 
AI industry at the same time.
Asked how their organizations are engaging in 
innovation ecosystem building, Dr. Corwin brought 
up how NIST is working with young scientists 
through Elevate Quantum to encourage entrepre-
neurship, making them aware of the resources 
available to support them. Importantly, NIST uses 
its specialty in standards setting to support grow-
ing innovative fields. NIST recently published a 
single-photon technical dictionary to standardize 
communication in the growing field. While she 
acknowledged standards setting as a balancing 
act between acting too early or too late, setting 
them now creates certainty and efficiency in fields 
that are often in rapid flux. Dr. Keller, meanwhile, 
mentioned how as technology advances, it inev-
itably disrupts communities and social systems, 

“We will know in the next five 
to seven years whether fusion 
power will work or not.”
Dr. Mark Peters
President and CEO, The MITRE Corporation
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and we need a more holistic approach to man-
aging disruption. Dr. Peters, however, argued 
disruption itself is something we need to cultivate, 
especially inside the federal government, rather 
than accepting a status quo.
Mr. Powers, in his wrap up, asked each panelist to 
highlight the value of their organizations for U.S. 
innovation, which may be less well-known. Dr. 
Corwin pointed to NIST’s role in supporting basic 
research, the ultimate progenitor of commercializ-
able technology. Dr. Keller focused on the name 
of his laboratory; today, he always calls it “NREL” 
rather than the “National Renewable Energy 
Laboratory,” as its portfolio of work has expanded 
far beyond traditional renewable energy research. 
Finally, Dr. Peters reminded participants that the 
federal research organizations, especially the U.S. 
DOE National Laboratories, understand science 
and systems integration better than anyone else 
in the world. To him, they represent the nexus 
between economic and national security, and 
must be supported to keep both pillars of U.S. 
leadership strong.
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Key Session Insights
Introducing the evening's keynote dinner address, 
Mr. Mike Freeman, CEO of the Colorado-Wyoming 
Climate Resilience Engine, shared Mr. J.J Ament, 
President and CEO of the Denver Metro Chamber 
of Commerce, has extensive knowledge of the 
Mountain West economy, but it is his willingness 

to support regional success that make him an 
invaluable partner in any economic development 
initiative and a leader in shaping the region's eco-
nomic future.
To open his Boulder-based keynote, Mr. Ament 
welcoming attendees to “Metro Denver,” a brand 
gaining recognition both locally and globally. 
However, this seemingly simple name carries a 
complex history. In the 1980s, Colorado enjoyed a 
booming economy fueled by oil and gas; growth 
was so rapid that Denver declined to host the 
Olympics to avoid overwhelming the city with 
migration. This prosperity took a sharp turn in 
1982 when Exxon withdrew its investments from 
Colorado, causing the state's economy to col-
lapse almost overnight. Conditions deteriorated 
to such an extent that Forbes famously stated 
the Denver economy "couldn’t fall off the floor." In 
the face of this economic devastation, eight civic 
leaders from across the region united around a 
radical new vision for economic development, 
one that prioritized collaboration. They commit-
ted to promoting all of Colorado rather than their 
individual communities and vowed to refrain from 
disparaging each other or any industry within the 
state. This "Metro Denver" approach became the 
foundation for uniting the public, private, and phil-
anthropic sectors in efforts to revitalize Colorado’s 
economy.

Dinner Keynote from J.J. Ament

Introduction: Mr. Mike Freeman  
(Not pictured)
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience 
Engine

Mr. J.J. Ament
President and CEO, Denver Metro Chamber 
of Commerce
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Their dedication paid off. Mr. Ament noted, today, 
Colorado boasts one of the most resilient econ-
omies in the nation, less affected by downturns 
and home to numerous advanced industries. The 
state has attracted a significant influx of migrants, 
with 52 percent of its population born elsewhere. 
Furthermore, with a labor participation rate up 
to 20 percent higher than the national average, 
newcomers arrive in Colorado with a clear sense 
of purpose.
Despite these successes, Colorado faces new 
challenges. Mr. Ament expressed concern about 
the fracturing of the three pillars of public, private, 
and philanthropic collaboration, which are becom-
ing increasingly siloed. He noted that the state 
is experiencing rising ideological uniformity in its 
government, leading to resistance against certain 
industries—something he firmly opposes. Mr. 
Ament also cautioned that Colorado risks shifting 
away from an ethos of freedom and discovery 
toward mandates and prohibitions, which would 
severely undermine the state's innovation ecosys-
tem. Perhaps most troubling, he pointed out that 
complex issues are increasingly difficult to discuss 
without descending into disputes over motives and 
intent, a serious impediment to cooperation.

Nevertheless, Mr. Ament remains optimistic that 
Colorado can correct its course. The state has 
previously demonstrated its ability to collaborate 
for the common good and need only to redis-
cover that spirit. There are promising signs; the 
collaboration required to win the NSF Engine 
and EDA Hub is a source of optimism. When the 
people of the Mountain West come together, he 
said, they can achieve remarkable outcomes. For 
Mr. Ament, the first step toward igniting a new 
era of prosperity and innovation in Colorado is to 
remember this fundamental truth.

“When everyone thinks the 
same, very little thinking actually 
occurs.”
Mr. J.J. Ament
President and CEO, Denver Metro Chamber of Commerce

Mr. Chad Evans, Executive Vice President and Chief Operating Officer, 
Council on Competitiveness; Mr. J.J. Ament, President and CEO, Den-
ver Metro Chamber of Commerce; Mr. Mike Freeman, CEO, Colora-
do-Wyoming Climate Resilience Engine
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Key Session Insights
Kicking off the second day of the Mountain West 
Competitiveness Conversation via video, United 
States Senator the Hon. John Hickenlooper 
reflected on his time as Colorado’s governor, 
highlighting his administration’s efforts to support 
entrepreneurs and grow the diversity of the state’s 
economy. Now, with the support of the CHIPS 
and Science Act, those efforts can expand further 
today than ever before, including through new 

$75 million semiconductor manufacturing facilities 
being built in Colorado Springs to help ensure the 
supply chain disruptions are never repeated. 
He also praised the work of Elevate Quantum and 
the Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience Engine 
as critical to the Mountain West’s future. Elevate 
Quantum is working to make Colorado the “Silicon 
Valley of Quantum,” while the Colorado-Wyoming 
Climate Resilience Engine is preparing to lead 
in tackling pollution, wildfires, and other environ-
mental challenges. Together, these innovators are 
building tomorrow’s Mountain West economy into 
the future. 

MESSAGE FROM WASHINGTON

A Perspective on Innovation  
in the Mountain West

The Hon. John Hickenlooper 
United States Senator

“Your hard work has made 
Colorado more innovative, 
more collaborative, and more 
competitive.”
The Hon. John Hickenlooper
United States Senator
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Resilience Engine
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Chief Operations and Financial Officer,  
Elevate Quantum
Ms. Wendy Lea
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Understanding the Impact of Elevate 
Quantum: How the Tech Hub is Solidifying 
the CO-NM-WY Region’s Global 
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cess, little attention was given to the idea of “con-
sortia” of innovators working together; rather the 
focus was on co-located ecosystems. However, 
it is not possible to succeed as an ecosystem 
without innovators and institutions acting together 
and engaging. Converting innovators into real 
partners is the challenge, and one that quantum 
computing specifically needs solved to reach its 
full potential. 
Elevate Quantum’s Chief Operations and Finan-
cial Officer, Ms. Jessi Olsen, highlighted China's 
distinct advantage in establishing robust supply 
chain ecosystems. She argued that the Mountain 
West could increase the region's competitiveness 
by co-locating low-cost energy, essential materi-
als, and the industries that use these inputs, and 

she thought the climate tech sector could benefit 
significantly as an early adopter of this model. Mr. 
Freeman agreed and reinforced a recurring theme 
around a need to expand the manufacturing 
capabilities within the Mountain West.
Shifting to the cultural foundations of innovation, 
Ms. Lea cited the "Boulder Thesis" in which entre-
preneurs rely on each other as much as they 
do on funding and customers. This aligns with 
Colorado’s “give first” culture, where businesses 
actively support one another to strengthen the 
community. According to Ms. Lea, once this 
collaborative momentum builds, formal structures 
become unnecessary; the goal is for "organic give 
first" to thrive, allowing entrepreneurs to connect 
naturally in relationships built on trust and trans-
parency. Mr. Freeman shared a similar experience 

“China is using much of the 
same framework that we have 
used in the past to challenge the 
United States.”
Mr. Mike Freeman
CEO, Colorado-Wyoming Climate Resilience Engine 

“As much as customers and 
investment, entrepreneurs need 
each other.”
Ms. Wendy Lea
CEO, TechHubNow! 
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with leaders from other NSF Engines, who began 
informally exchanging best practices without for-
mal prompting. For instance, an Engine in Flor-
ida successfully inspired state schools to create 
semiconductor curricula in under a year, and 
learning from their approach is benefiting Engines 
nationwide. 
When asked about the technological promise 
of quantum computing, Ms. Olsen made clear 
that there are two major ways unfurling: 
•	 “Quantum 1.0,” encompasses technologies 

like lasers, transistors, and semiconductors; 
quantum-based technologies that have already 
changed the world many times over. 

•	 “Quantum 2.0,” which the are now entering, 
encompassing quantum sensing and 
computing. These technologies will enable 
better modeling of complex systems like 
weather or biologicals, and make monitoring 
the environment far more affordable. 

Mr. Freeman raised that underpinning both quan-
tum science and climate resilience technology is 
photonics, the study and application of light. In 
the fall, Innosphere and the NSF Engine applied 
for a photonics accelerator in the Mountain West, 
recognizing its importance across sectors. While a 
greater focus on photonics would be beneficial to 
each individual ecosystem, it also had the poten-
tial to serve as a unifying force across sectors, 
making it easier for these two large industry-build-
ing projects to work together in the long term. 
Mr. Evans then pointed out that other geogra-
phies are also making bids to lead in quantum. 
Illinois has invested $500 million in a new “Quan-
tum Park,” while Maryland has declared itself the 
“Capital of Quantum.” And overseas competition 
is not just coming from China; Australia is heavily 
investing in quantum, including in U.S. compa-
nies. Given these investments, should the Moun-
tain West view these other emerging quantum 

centers as rivals or partners? Ms. Lea believed 
that the more quantum centers the better, as the 
Mountain West needs the support of other quan-
tum ecosystems; however, given the EDA Tech 
Hub grant, the Mountain West has a responsibility 
to be a leader. 
Mr. Freeman reminded participants that Inno-
sphere is not intended to compete with other 
accelerators; rather, NSF projects like the one it 
supports are place-based, aiming for localized 
economic impact and growth. This creates a ten-
sion, as Innosphere finds itself balancing support 
for the local innovation ecosystem with assistance 
for innovators from broader areas who may com-
pete with the Mountain West. Ms. Lea responded 
by pointing out that maintaining collaboration 
among the three Mountain West states is already 

“Quantum 1.0 is about to give 
way to Quantum 2.0, which will 
be even more impactful.”
Ms. Jessi Olsen
Chief Operations and Financial Officer, Elevate Quantum
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challenging; expanding partnerships further could 
be a distraction in the early stages. However, it is 
exactly these types of broader collaborations that 
are crucial for the region's long-term success.
Wrapping up the discussion with an eye towards 
the future of the innovation economy in the Moun-
tain West, Ms. Olsen predicted the advanced 
industries in the region would be more closely 
cooperating on the shared problems that affect 
them, namely workforce training and supply chain 
development. Ms. Lea foresaw the rise of differen-
tiated programming to advance commercialization 
in different advanced industries. While the Elevate 
Quantum Tech Hub’s job is commercialization—
building businesses—that cannot happen without 
the right kind of research being done, both in 
academic institutions and national laboratories. 
Figuring out how that relationship is an ongoing 
process, but she imagined it would be far more 
streamlined. Mr. Freeman, to conclude, predicted 
the support infrastructures for bourgeoning tech-
nology companies to plug into would be much 
clearer, accessible, and effective. 
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Key Session Insights
Four years ago, Mr. John Mennel, Deloitte’s Sus-
tainability Digital Assets and Offerings Leader, 
hiked the length of the Colorado Trail and identi-
fied three parallels between long-distance hiking 
and long-term economic growth: understanding 
the landscape, navigating uncertainty, and main-
taining sustained energy.
Despite the inherent uncertainties of the future,  
Mr. Mennel shared three "good bets" that will 
significantly influence tomorrow's economy. The 
first is that AI will transform industries, serving 
as a major productivity enhancer even at a high 
cost. Deloitte projects that power demand from AI 
data centers will increase from 60-70 TWh (Ter-
awatt-hour) to 130-140 TWh by 2030—more than 
quadruple California’s annual energy consumption. 
AI data centers could account for a significant 
portion of future electricity load growth, poten-
tially 44 percent. Even if AI models become more 
efficient, the ongoing growth in power demand is 
likely to persist, especially as more data is pro-
cessed. Investment in data center infrastructure—
the buildings and non-computing equipment—
started to significantly pick up in 2021 and in 2024 
total investment hit $31.5B, which exceeds total 
investment in all hospital infrastructure.
Although AI's resource demands raise environ-
mental concerns, Mr. Mennel remains optimistic 
about its potential benefits. He cited applications 

Session Overview
In an era of rapid technological disruption and 
discontinuity in sustainable technologies, new 
challenges and opportunities are always on the 
horizon. Deloitte Sustainability Digital Assets and 
Offerings Leader John Mennel shared his vision 
for what is in the technological pipeline, and what 
its implications are for the Mountain West and its 
sustainability goals. 

TECH TALK

A New Vision for a Sustainable Future

Mr. John Mennel
Digital Assets and Offerings Leader,  
Deloitte Sustainability
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in weather modeling, grid management, and 
transportation, such as AI-assisted airline pilots 
reducing contrails responsible for a significant 
portion of airline emissions. AI is also advancing 
materials science, enabling better energy creation 
and storage technologies, ultimately benefiting 
environmental preservation.
Mr. Mennel’s second "good bet" is that combining 
geospatial technologies and AI will revolutionize 
productivity across industries. Deloitte predicts 
that by 2032, the number of Earth-observation 
satellites will triple to 4,000, collecting data only AI 
can effectively analyze. The economic impact of 
this capability could exceed $700 billion by 2030 if 
deployed at scale, enhancing precision irrigation, 
traffic management, and methane leak mitigation.

Lastly, Mr. Mennel noted the race to power these 
technological advancements and the need for 
novel energy solutions to meet growing power 
demands, particularly through advanced nuclear 
technologies. Innovation in fission reactor designs, 
small modular reactors (SMRs), and even fusion 
power can support the energy needs of these 
power-hungry innovations, alongside an important 
role for renewable energy as storage improves.
In conclusion, Mr. Mennel outlined key oppor-
tunities for the Mountain West to capitalize on 
these trends. First, investing in diverse skills is 
essential given changing demands, particularly 
in clean energy, where jobs accounted for half of 
all energy jobs created in 2023. Estimates sug-
gest the need to grow the nuclear workforce by 
approximately 275 percent to support new reactor 
construction, operations, and supply chain needs. 
Additionally, as AI becomes ubiquitous, cultivating 
soft skills will help workers stand out. Second, he 
urged the importance of preserving the Mountain 
West’s vibrant cities and natural beauty, which 
remain significant competitive advantages that 
must be recognized and protected.

“AI has the potential to usher 
in a new era of environmental 
sustainability.”
Mr. John Mennel
Digital Assets and Offerings Leader, Deloitte Sustainability
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PANELISTS

Dr. Tanya Ramond
Founder and CEO, Sapienne Consulting
Mr. Scott Davis
CEO, Vescent

FIRESIDE CHAT

Insights on the Future of Photonics  
and Quantum

Session Overview
The twin fields of photonics and quantum form an 
interdependent part of the Mountain West’s inno-
vation economy. Leaders in both of these indus-
tries explored the state of play in these industries, 
and how the region can leverage them to maxi-
mize their economic growth potential.

Key Session Insights
Photonics is the science and application of light 
across its various forms, from visible light to 
microwaves and radio waves. Dr. Tanya Ramond, 
Founder and CEO of Sapienne Consulting, was 
quick to share the pervasive applications of pho-
tonics, which are integral to everything from med-
ical imaging and consumer electronics to photo-
voltaic panels and directed energy weapons. In 
2022, the global photonics industry was valued 
at $350 billion, with Asia holding 66 percent of 
the market share and the United States capturing 
another 20 percent. Colorado and New Mexico 
host a combined 129 photonics companies, gen-
erating $2.5 billion in sales.
The concentration of these companies and talent 
in the Mountain West complements the region's 
ambitions to enhance its quantum sector. Dr. 
Ramond explained that the power of quantum 
technology lies in manipulating phenomena at 
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unimaginably small scales, enabling direct inter-
action with atoms and molecules for insights into 
their behavior. Photonics plays a critical role in this 
process, providing the laser and detector systems 
necessary to interrogate quantum systems and 
capture quantum information. This is particularly 
notable since these technologies themselves are 
rooted in quantum phenomena, which Vescent 
CEO Mr. Scott Davis referred to as “Quantum 1.0.” 
Iconic inventions like transistors, lasers, and 
atomic clocks—pivotal in ushering in the com-
puter age, information age, and GPS—are exam-
ples of Quantum 1.0. However, the anticipated 
impact of Quantum 2.0 will surpass that of its 
predecessor, with the potential for trillions of 
dollars in economic benefits through advances in 

timing, sensing, networks, and a new computing 
era. Achieving this potential presents significant 
challenges, as Quantum 2.0 relies on lasers that 
currently need to be improved by a factor of one 
hundred. Until advances in photonics lead to 
better laser technologies, the promise of Quantum 
2.0 will remain out of reach.
Mr. Davis pointed out that the Mountain West's 
leadership in photonics and quantum benefit from 
the co-location of its supply chain. With design-
ers, manufacturers, and end users in close prox-
imity, there is a rapid exchange of information and 
collaboration. Dr. Ramond added that the pres-
ence of federal laboratories and research univer-
sities in the region is crucial. Having institutions 
like NIST offers invaluable guidance in advancing 

“Learning the rules of atoms, 
molecules, and the quantum 
world can unlock incredible 
possibilities.”
Dr. Tanya Ramond
Founder and CEO, Sapienne Consulting

“The Mountain West has the full 
photonics and quantum supply 
chain in one place. That is a 
powerful advantage.”
Mr. Scott Davis
CEO, Vescent
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technology ahead of industry. Moreover, when 
PhD students graduate locally, they are more 
likely to stay and launch businesses in the Moun-
tain West, creating a unique pool of talent and 
expertise.
Mr. Davis also noted the importance of pub-
lic-private partnerships in fostering Quantum 2.0 
technologies. Lasers and transistors were initially 
developed with government support, and ear-
ly-stage public funding was essential for sustain-
ing these industries. This support is also import-
ant for ensuring that technologies developed in 
the United States are commercialized domesti-
cally rather than abroad.
Despite challenges, there are promising signs for 
the future of quantum and photonics manufac-
turing in the Mountain West. The region boasts a 
robust aerospace manufacturing sector, demon-
strating its ability to produce complex, high-value 
products that require advanced skill levels—qual-
ities essential for building quantum computers. 
With focused effort, the Mountain West will grow 
its leadership in quantum and photonics manufac-
turing in the United States and beyond.
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Although the current federal funding landscape 
is uncertain, Mr. Drummond remains optimistic, 
recalling his work during the Great Recession 
representing the Department of Energy’s Section 
1705 Loan Program, which secured $32 billion  
in investment for technology firms, including Tesla 
Motors.
Tiger 21 Denver Chair Mr. Doug Johnson pointed 
to the importance of bridging the "valley of death" 
and highlighted the need to enhance the I-25 
corridor's brand identity through effective com-
munication and storytelling. He believes that a 
clearer understanding of the region and its oppor-
tunities will help attract investors, giving them a 
better sense of how their contributions can drive 

Session Overview
Public and private funding to fuel talent, technol-
ogy, and infrastructure is fueling the Mountain 
West’s rapid economic growth, but a sustainable 
funding model is needed to maintain and expand 
the innovation capacity and capability. In this ses-
sion, financial leaders from the region answered 
the question of how to keep an innovation hub 
financially sustainable while it works to solve soci-
ety’s most pressing challenges. 

Key Session Insights
According to the Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith, 
President and CEO, Council on Competitiveness, 
long-term sustainable investment from diverse 
sources—public, private, and philanthropic—is 
crucial for commercializing technologies and 
maintaining and growing the innovation ecosys-
tem along the I-25 corridor. The federal govern-
ment has invested over $200 million to launch the 
Elevate Quantum Tech Hub and the NSF Colora-
do-Wyoming ASCEND (Advanced Sensing and 
Computation for Environmental Decision-making) 
Regional Innovation Engine, but sustaining these 
efforts in a challenging budget environment poses 
critical questions.
While serving as Assistant Secretary of Com-
merce in the 1980s, Ms. Wince-Smith witnessed 
the flat-panel display industry, initially developed 
in the United States, relocate to Asia due to insuf-
ficient capital for scaling domestic manufacturing. 
Unfortunately, ceding U.S. manufacturing capabil-
ities to others diminished future U.S. innovation in 
this technology.
Innovation Corridor Founder and CEO Mr. Eric 
Drummond jumped in, noting that with the NSF 
Engine and EDA hub operational, the Mountain 
West can leverage established relationships with 
private funders. Public investments can de-risk 
opportunities, attracting more private capital. 

“The United States at this point 
has the pattern recognition to 
know how to invest in innovative 
companies.”
Mr. Eric Drummond
Founder and CEO, Innovation Corridor 
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impact. Reiterating the importance of storytell-
ing, Mr. Drummond recounted how he secured 
venture backing for his startup by presenting a 
compelling vision to leaders at five Fortune 100 
companies and two co-anchor U.S. DOE National 
Laboratories. He said his close collaborations with 
U.S. DOE National Laboratories, including NREL, 
helped him gain credibility to secure funding.
Renaissance Philanthropy President Mr. Kumar 
Garg highlighted how many startup founders 
lack awareness of available funding opportuni-
ties, including non-dilutive research funding that 
allows early-stage support without surrendering 
equity. Many investors are open to funding early 
"1.0" versions of products, he said. Boulder and 
Colorado ecosystems are good examples of how 

local donors can shape innovation through active 
engagement, but he thought creating streamlined 
funding vehicles could further enhance sustained 
involvement from high-net-worth individuals.
Mr. Johnson brought up a unique approach to 
community financing taking shape in Fort Col-
lins. The FortZED partnership is aimed to reduce 
power consumption through collaboration among 
the city government, Colorado State University, 
local businesses, and individuals. By disparate 
groups working together, the city successfully 
attracted a Department of Energy grant that 
required matching local funds.
Mr. Garg noted that during the development of 
the National Innovation Strategy in the Obama 
White House, he observed many researchers treat 
commercialization as an afterthought. While there 

“Public, private, and philanthropic 
funding is together needed to 
support the innovation ecosystem 
over the long term.”
The Hon. Deborah L. Wince-Smith
President & CEO, Council on Competitiveness 

“We need an ‘all hands on deck’ 
approach from the government 
towards innovation.”
Mr. Kumar Garg
President, Renaissance Philanthropy
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is broad agreement on the necessity of capital 
markets and R&D investment, less emphasis is 
placed on transitioning innovation from labs to the 
private sector. However, commercialization can 
succeed under the right conditions. For instance, 
Mr. Drummond reflected on his work with Prince-
ton Plasma Physics Laboratory and the launch of 
his start-up, and how in his experience the United 
States is uniquely able to unite critical one-of-
a-kind resources, research scientists and busi-
nesses into powerful collaborations—a situation 
the Mountain West innovation accelerators are 
distinctively positioned to capitalize on.
Reflecting on successful innovation ecosystems 
abroad, Ms. Wince-Smith pointed to Israel, which 
has thrived through collaboration among univer-

sities, laboratories, and its population despite 
limited resources. Mr. Johnson noted that Israel's 
progress is rooted in its historical need for survival, 
fostering strong partnerships that ultimately led to 
its modern innovation economy. Mr. Drummond 
commented a similar collaboration is essential for 
startups and their supporting institutions in the 
Mountain West to enhance their ecosystems and 
attract additional capital.
Looking ahead, Ms. Wince-Smith stressed while 
federal funding for the tech hubs may not be per-
manent, their success is vital for U.S. economic 
and national security in areas like quantum and 
climate resilience. She asked how these acceler-
ators can develop sustainable financial models. 
Some companies, like Palantir, are framing their 
investments as a "patriotic obligation." How can 
this mindset be further encouraged?
Mr. Johnson drew a parallel to WWII wartime 
production, where the entire economy shifted to 
support military needs without individuals claim-
ing credit. Today, the tendency to seek control 
and recognition can hinder partnerships. He 
advocated for unity over competition in pursuit 
of shared goals. Mr. Garg agreed, saying we 
need an "all hands on deck" approach focused 
on results, even amid a complicated political 
landscape. The EDA Tech Hub and NSF Engine 
were designed to be bipartisan, and the coming 
year will demonstrate their effectiveness. Rather 
than accepting defeat, these hubs should actively 
advocate for their importance. 
In conclusion, Ms. Wince-Smith called on Moun-
tain West innovation leaders to form a working 
group to explore new financing models to main-
tain its leadership in quantum and climate tech-
nology. She challenged the region to prove it is 
capable of creative solutions, such as tax-free 
enterprise zones. 

“When you ask the community 
to contribute to innovation and 
development, they can and will 
step up.”
Mr. Doug Johnson
Chair, Denver Tiger 21
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Cheyenne has emerged as a hub for supercom-
puting, enhancing Wyoming’s reputation in high 
technology. Dr. Seidel elevated the importance of 
maintaining the United States' leadership in super-
computing as an existential challenge, which 
requires an all-of-government and all-of-society 
approach to tackle. This includes collaboration 
among laboratories and universities to strengthen 
U.S. capabilities in supercomputing. But with the 
future of high-end computer development increas-
ingly uncertain, especially with the introduction of 
quantum technology, Dr. Seidel advocated for a 
new ten-year plan to advance computing, which 
should involve partnerships with like-minded and 
technically proficient allies.
Asked about the challenges facing his university, 
University of Colorado Boulder Chancellor 
Dr. Justin Schwartz could name several: the 

Session Overview
Pulling from insights gathered throughout the 
Mountain West edition of the Competitiveness 
Conversations Across America series, the cohosts 
examined the enabling conditions essential for the 
region’s competitiveness strategy over the next 25 
years, including the intersection of policy, infra-
structure, education, innovation, and workforce 
development.

Key Session Insights
The I-25 Innovation Corridor is on the rise; Coun-
cil on Competitiveness President and CEO 
Deborah L. Wince-Smith praised the Mountain 
West as a success story of building collaboration 
and regional innovation ecosystems. Joined by 
the Mountain West innovation ecosystems’ most 
prominent leaders, she began by asking where 
the region is headed next. 
University of Wyoming President Dr. Ed Seidel 
began by expressing optimism for the region, 
and for Wyoming’s place in it. The University of 
Wyoming recently achieved R1 research univer-
sity status and has been working to be an active 
player in regional economic development efforts 
like the NSF Engine and the Elevate Quantum 
Tech Hub. The school has also expanded its 
footprint to community colleges across the state, 
investing $70 million to build the skilled workforce 
needed for the next economy. Wyoming has 
historically focused on energy resource extraction 
and export, and is now focused on building the 
industry for extracting rare earths and critical min-
erals for manufacturing. 
Ms. Wince-Smith, building on this new focus in 
Wyoming, pitched the idea of forming a consor-
tium for mining and processing critical minerals 
between the three Mountain West states to take 
full advantage of this natural resource.

“We need an all-of-society 
approach to win the next decade 
of high performance computing.”
Dr. Ed Seidel
President, University of Wyoming
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uncertain survival of the CHIPS and Science Act, 
the broader uncertainty coming out of Washing-
ton, foreign graduate student recruitment, and 
the declining willingness of students to attend 
universities are all important hurdles to overcome. 
But most important is the problem of getting the 
public back on the side of universities, believing 
them to be worthwhile institutions advancing the 
interests of the country and its people. He noted 
that his school, the largest in the Colorado sys-
tem, was often described as the “flagship.” How-
ever, a flagship has to lead, not just go it alone; in 
his view, tremendous work is needed to change 
the public discourse around higher education.
When Ms. Wince-Smith asked about how Colora-
do-Wyoming Climate Resilience Engine CEO 
Mr. Mike Freeman would tackle the problem of 

sustainable funding, he raised that while the NSF 
Engine was theoretically funded for ten years, 
today that continued support is uncertain. Right 
now, the Engine is looking at its potential eco-
nomic impact ten years from now if it keeps pace 
as a way of attracting non-federal investment: 
18,000 jobs and $3 billion; while that sounds 
impressive, Mr. Freeman stressed it could be far 
greater if investment ramps up.
Considering how quantum computing would 
impact the rest of the Mountain West innovation 
ecosystem, TechHubNow! CEO Ms. Wendy Lea 
described it as an enabling technology to inte-
grate with and activate other industries. Therefore, 
in her view, it did not make sense to go fundrais-
ing independently; an overall regional strategy 

“A flagship does not go it alone. 
Its purpose is to lead others, and 
that is what we are doing.”
Dr. Justin Schwartz
Chancellor, University of Colorado Boulder

“We should not be going off and 
fundraising by ourselves. We 
should be working on a single, 
regional story.” 
Ms. Wendy Lea
CEO, TechHubNow! 


