
Brian Benson
Director of Entrepreneurship and Commercialization, CNSI

Brian Benson is the Director of Entrepreneurship and Commercialization at the California NanoSystems 
Institute (CNSI), responsible for all aspects of the Magnify incubator and driving strategic initiatives 
that support the growth of entrepreneurship and industry alliances for the Institute. Prior to joining 
CNSI, Brian was the portfolio & alliance manager at Children’s Hospital Los Angeles as well as program 
manager of the Consortium for Technology and Innovation in Pediatrics, an FDA funded pediatric 
medical device accelerator. He also held positions as team manager, crew chief, product development 
specialist, and marketing strategist with several automotive racing teams. He received his B.B.A. in 
Entrepreneurship from Loyola Marymount University.

Taj Eldridge
Senior Dircector of Investments, Los Angeles Cleantech Incubator

Taj Ahmad Eldridge is an American business executive and the Senior Director of Investments at the 
Los Angeles Cleantech Incubator (LACI).  Eldridge spearheads a division geared towards facilitating the 
successful growth of sustainability high tech startup companies engaged in entrepreneurial research 
and development of advanced technologies with the intent to create high-tech jobs throughout 
California. Prior to joining LACI, Eldridge served as the Director for the ExCITE Accelerator under 
the Office of Technology Partnerships (OTP) at the University of California at Riverside in Riverside, 
California.  ExCITE is a private + public collaboration between the business leaders, the County of 
Riverside, the City of Riverside, and the University of California Riverside.

Eldridge graduated from Texas A&M University, majoring in Literature and Poetry. He completed 
his Master of Business Administration from the Graziadio School of Business and Management at 
Pepperdine University in Malibu, California, and studied abroad in Santiago, Chile at the Universidad 
Adolfo Ibañez and at the Hong Kong University of Science & Technology.

Aaron Fyke
Managing Director, Thin Line Capital

Aaron Fyke has spent over twenty years as an entrepreneur, engineer and investor, having cofounded 
six companies in a number of energy technology areas.  He is currently bringing investment capital 
to bear on some of the world’s toughest problems in energy and sustainability. While CEO of Edisun 
Heliostats, an Idealab company, he was committed to lowering the costs of firmed solar power.  
Previously he headed up the development of a $10m XPRIZE in Energy and prior to that he was a 
Partner at Starfish Ventures, Australia’s largest venture capital firm.  Aaron is an adjunct lecturer on 
entrepreneurship at USC, and earned his MBA and MSME as an LGO fellow at MIT, and his BEng in 
Mechanical Engineering from the University of Victoria. He is a Professional Engineer both in California 
and British Columbia.
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Ragit Gadh
Professor, UCLA Engineering

Dr. Rajit Gadh is Professor of the Henry Samueli School of Engineering and Applied Science at UCLA, 
Founder and Director the Smart Grid Energy Research Center or SMERC (http://smartgrid.ucla.edu) 
and Founder and Director of the UCLA WINMEC Consortium (http://winmec.ucla.edu). Dr. Gadh has 
a Doctorate degree from Carnegie Mellon University (CMU), a Masters from Cornell University and 
a Bachelors degree from IIT Kanpur all in engineering. He has taught as a visiting researcher at UC 
Berkeley, has been an Assistant, Associate and Full Professor at University of Wisconsin-Madison, and 
was a visiting researcher at Stanford University.

Dr. Gadh’s current research interests include modeling and control of Smart Grids, Electric Vehicle to 
Grid Integration, Vehicle to Grid (V2G), Autonomous Electric Vehicles, Demand Response, Microgrids, 
Energy Storage in the Grid, Renewable Integration, Internet of Things, Wireless/RFID. Dr. Gadh is 
author of over 200 articles in journals and conference proceedings and 4 patents. His team has 
developed the WINSmartEV™ and WINSmartGrid™ research platforms at UCLA.

Dr. Gadh’s research has recently been funded by the following sources: (i) LADWP (in turn funded 
by DOE) in which UCLA is one of three academic cooperating partners along with USC, and, JPL/
Caltech in which DOE funding is roughly $60M) (ii) Korean Institute for Energy Research (KIER), (iii) 
EPRI NESCOR Grant (funded by DOE), (iv) California Energy Commission, and (v) the UCLA Smart Grid 
Industry Partners Program or SMERC-IPP consisting of over a dozen industry members.

Gary Gero
Chief Sustainability Officer, County of Los Angeles

Gary Gero was appointed by The Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors to be the County’s first 
Chief Sustainability Officer in November 2016.  His duties include: building and launching the largest 
community choice energy program in California; creating a countywide sustainability plan that 
addresses regional environmental, economic, and equity issues; and serving as the key environmental 
advisor to the Board of Supervisors.

Gary previously served as the President of the Climate Action Reserve, a nonprofit organization 
headquartered in Los Angeles and operating across North America.  He now serves as the Vice-
Chair on its Board of Directors. He has also served on the CFTC’s Energy and Environmental Markets 
Committee, the board of California Invasive Plant Council, and the Glendale City Planning Commission.

Gary earned his Master’s degree from the London School of Economics and his undergraduate degrees 
from the University of California at Berkeley.

Mark Gold
Associate Vice Chancellor for Environment and Sustainability, UCLA

Professor Mark Gold is the Associate Vice Chancellor for Environment and Sustainability at UCLA. 
His research focuses on integrated water management, coastal resource management, and urban 
sustainability. He is spearheading UCLA’s first ever Grand Challenge: Thriving in a Hotter Los Angeles by 
2050: a Path to 100% Renewable Energy, 100% Local Water and Enhance Ecosystem and Human Health. 
In addition, Mark serves on Mayor Garcetti’s Water Task Force and is a city representative on the 
Metropolitan Water District. Prior to working at UCLA, Mark was the President of the environmental 
group, Heal the Bay, for 18 years.



Danny Hayes
CEO and Founder, Borealis Engineering

Danny Hayes is the CEO and Founder of Borealis Engineering SPV, a Norwegian company. Danny, a 
serial entrepreneur, has a strong sense of what needs to be done to fix the problems in sustainability 
and infrastructure. He has applied himself to learning how to build cities, as well as focus on the 
optimizations that make cities smart. Danny developed a powerful concepts in finance using such 
vehicles Private equity, senior debt, Permanent Capital Vehicles and Spac’s in combination to fund 
infrastructure development. These combinations are intended for development funding in a way 
that facilitates projects without the need to dilute the patent residuals for developers, and stimulates 
investment by broadening the investment footprint for investors. Danny has a history of achievement 
in master planning of industry development, large unit global sales, business negotiations with fortune 
500 companies, lobbying political entities, and “HNW” clientele.

Eric Hoek
Professor, UCLA Engineering

Eric Hoek is an internationally recognized expert in water treatment, UCLA environmental engineering 
professor, founder of 4 successful water technology startups, and considered a thought leader in 
the water industry.  He has worked on various aspects of water treatment including drinking water 
treatment, wastewater treatment, desalination, oil & gas produced water treatment, municipal and 
industrial water reuse and oil spill remediation. He has served as a consultant to municipal water 
authorities, water technology startups, hedge funds, venture capital funds, law firms, private research 
foundations, non-profit foundations, US federal, state and local agencies and foreign national research 
agencies. He has over 130 scientific publications, over 70 patents filed in the U.S. and internationally, 
and serves as the Editor-in-Chief of the Nature Publishing Group journal npj Clean Water.  He is a 
graduate of Penn State (B.S.), UCLA (M.S.), Yale University (Ph.D.) and the Executive Management 
program at the UCLA Anderson School of Management.

Nurit Katz
Chief Sustainability Officer, UCLA

Nurit Katz is UCLA’s first Chief Sustainability Officer where she is working to foster partnerships among 
academic, research, and operational departments to facilitate creating a world class living laboratory 
for sustainability at UCLA. As Executive Officer for UCLA Facilities Management, Nurit provides 
strategy support to make the university more operationally efficient and coordinates with Emergency 
Management on resilience planning. Facilities Management provides energy to the campus through 
a highly efficient cogeneration plant, as well as managing landscaping, renovations, operations, and 
maintenance. Nurit is also an Instructor for UCLA Extension’s Sustainability Certificate Program. Nurit 
holds an MBA from the UCLA Anderson School of Management, a Masters in Public Policy from the 
UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs, and a BA in Environmental Education from Humboldt State 
University. She serves on the Executive Committee of the Luskin Center for Innovation and on the 
Advisory Boards of Sustainable Works and the Green Business Council of Southern California as well as 
the Steering Committee for the USGBC Resilience LA Initiative, the Built Environment Advisory Board 
for the LA Cleantech Incubator, and the leadership team for Path to Positive LA. Nurit is also working 
on building statewide collaboration and best practice sharing through the CA Higher Education 

Sustainability Conference Steering Committee.  



CJ Kim
Distinguished Professor, UCLA Mechanical and Aerospace Engineering
Volgenau Endowed Chair in Engineering
Vice Chair for Academic Personnel

Professor CJ Kim received his B.S. from Seoul National University, M.S. from Iowa State University, and 
Ph.D. from the University of California at Berkeley, all in mechanical engineering, and joined the faculty 
at UCLA in 1993, where he is currently Distinguished Professor and holds the Volgenau Endowed Chair 
in Engineering. Directing the Micro and Nano Manufacturing Laboratory, his research is in MEMS and 
Nanotechnology, including design and fabrication of micro/nano structures, actuators and systems, 
with a focus on the use of surface tension. The recipient of the Research Excellence Award (Iowa State 
Univ.), TRW Outstanding Young Teacher Award (UCLA), NSF CAREER Award, ALA Achievement Award, 
Samueli Outstanding Teacher Award (UCLA), and Ho-Am Prize in Engineering, Prof. Kim has served 
on numerous professional and governmental committees and panels in MEMS and nanotechnology, 
including General Chair of the 2014 IEEE International Conference on MEMS. An ASME Fellow, he is 
currently serving as Senior Editor of the IEEE Journal of MEMS; on the Editorial Advisory Board for IEEJ 
Transactions on Electrical and Electronic Engineering; and on the International Steering Committee of 
Transducers. He has also been active in the commercial sector as a scientific advisor, consultant, and 
founder of start-up companies.

Emily Loughran
Senior Director of Licensing & Strategic Alliances, UCLA Technology Development Group

Emily Loughran joined UCLA TDG in 1994 as a technology transfer officer. Currently, as the Senior 
Director of Licensing she manages the licensing and patent prosecution groups, and oversees the 
office’s large portfolio of invention disclosures, patents, and license agreements. Emily started in 
intellectual property administration at the City of Hope Medical Center where she was the Technology 
Transfer Manager responsible for patenting and licensing activities. Emily holds an M.B.A. from USC 
and a B.S. from UC Berkeley.

Thom Mayne
Distinguished Professor, UCLA Architecture and Urban Design
Founder and Executive Director, The Now Institute 
Founding Principal, Morphosis

Thom Mayne has been a committed educator in architecture for over 40 years. His firm, Morphosis, 
is engaged in broader social, cultural, urban, political and ecological issues, which he brings to his 
teaching and research at The Now Institute. Mayne’s distinguished honors include the Pritzker Prize 
(2005) and the AIA Gold Medal (2013). He was appointed to President Obama’s Committee on the 
Arts and Humanities in 2009. With Morphosis, Thom Mayne has been the recipient of 26 Progressive 
Architecture Awards, over 100 American Institute of Architecture Awards and numerous other design 
recognitions. Morphosis works have been published extensively. The firm has been the subject of 
numerous exhibitions and 33 monographs.

Mayne’s significant contributions to architectural education include the highly regarded L.A. Now and 
Madrid Now initiatives. Under Mayne’s direction, UCLA students won the 2005 PA Award for L.A. Now: 
Volume 3, 4. There has always been a symbiotic relationship between Mayne’s teaching and practice, 
evidenced in his commitment to innovative, affordable housing for the Make It Right Foundation in 
New Orleans developed with UCLA students. Currently, he holds a Distinguished Professor position at 
UCLA Architecture and Urban Design, where he has taught since 1992.



James McDermott
Managing Director, US Renewables Group

Jim McDermott is a Managing Director based in Los Angeles and is the firm’s Managing Partner. Mr. 
McDermott has operational control of the firm’s day-to-day activities. Prior to forming USRG, Mr. 
McDermott started his career as a public power banker with First Boston’s Municipal Finance Group 
in New York. While at First Boston, he worked with Southern California Public Power Authority, Los 
Angeles Department of Water and Power, Washington Public Power Supply System and several 
other West Coast municipal utilities and investor owned utilities. As a private equity investor, Mr. 
McDermott worked for Prudential’s Private Capital Group and Allen & Company. As an entrepreneur, 
Mr. McDermott has started, run and invested in the following companies: Stamps.com, Inc. (NASDAQ: 
STMP) (Founder and CEO), Spoke Software, Inc. (Founder and CEO), Archive, Inc. (Founder and CEO), 
Practice Technologies Inc. (Investor and Board Member), NanoH2O, Inc. (Founder and Board Member) 
and OH Energy, Inc. (Founder and Board Member). 

Mr. McDermott is active in the management of Fulcrum BioEnergy, Inc. (MSW-to-Fuels), SolarReserve, 
Inc., Common Assets, LLC, SET Technology GMbH & RTS. Mr. McDermott holds an MBA from the 
Anderson School at UCLA and a BA in Philosophy from Colorado College.  

Pulakesh Mukherjee
Principal, BASF Venture Capital

Pulakesh Mukherjee joined BASF Venture Capital in 2009 and is based in Silicon Valley, California, USA. 
He began his career in 2002 in Polymer Research at BASF in Germany where he was responsible for 
development and scaling up of novel water-based polymers. After his stint in research he joined the 
Intermediates Division and was delegated to Asia where he was Head of New Business Development of 
the Intermediates Division as well as responsible for marketing and sales of specialty chemicals for the 
Pharmaceutical Industry. Pulakesh has international expertise in research & scale-up, marketing, sales 
and business development.

He received his PhD from Stanford University, USA and has published in peer-reviewed journals and has 
co-authored more than 20 patents. Pulakesh represents BASF in the Board of its portfolio companies 
as either director or observer.  He also serves as advisor at the NREL VC Advisory Board and Stanford 
Energy Club among other advisory roles.

Garauv Sant
Associate Professor and Henry Samueli Fellow, UCLA Engineering

Dr. Gaurav Sant is an associate professor and a Henry Samueli Fellow in the Departments of Civil and 
Environmental Engineering, Materials Science and Engineering, and the California Nanosystems 
Institute, at the University of California, Los Angeles where he is also the Director of the Institute for 
Carbon Management. Dr. Sant’s research interests include reactions at solid-liquid-vapor interfaces 
including dissolution, precipitation, and electrochemical corrosion with applications to (i) carbon-
neutral cements, (ii) biological tissues, (iii) alloys, (iv) minerals, and (v) glasses and ceramics. In his 
research, special focus is placed on understanding the mechanistic origins of formation, degradation 
and aging of such materials in environments of relevance to engineered, biological and geological 
systems. The outcomes of this work are described in > 100 refereed journal publications. Dr. Sant also 
leads Carbon Upcycling UCLA/CO2Concretewhich was recently selected as a Finalist in the NRG COSIA 
Carbon XPRIZE Competition. Dr. Sant’s research has been recognized by awards including: the National 
Science Foundation’s CAREER Award, a Hellmann Fellowship, RILEM’s Gustavo Collonnetti Medal, the 
American Concrete Institute’s Walter P. Murphy Jr., and J.C Roumain Awards, and selection as one of 
UCLA’s Optimists. Dr. Sant received his B.S., M.S. and Ph.D. in Civil Engineering from Purdue University 
in 2006, 2007, and 2009, respectively.   



Anil Tammineedi
Principal, Angeleno Group

Anil Tammineedi is an investor at Angeleno Group, where he leads the firm’s investments across various 
sectors including smart transportation, energy efficiency and energy storage. He serves on the Board of 
Directors of several companies. Previously, he gained many years of operating experience at Broadcom, 
where he worked in product development and management roles related to semiconductors for 
communications, mobile and power management applications, and is an inventor on multiple patents. His 
prior investing experience includes his work at Applied Ventures, the corporate venture group of Applied 
Materials. Mr. Tammineedi holds an M.S. from Iowa State University and an M.B.A. from the UCLA Anderson 
School of Management, where he was a recipient of the Gloria Appel award for his contributions to the 
Entrepreneurship program. He is also a Kauffman Fellow.

Richard Wirz
Director, UCLA Energy Innovation Laboratory

Professor Richard Wirz is the Director of the UCLA Energy Innovation Laboratory in the UCLA Mechanical & 
Aerospace Engineering Department. He is an expert in large-scale energy generation and storage via solar, 
wind, and ocean sources. He currently serves as the Chair of Energy Research for the Steering Committee 
for UCLA’s Grand Challenge for a Sustainable Los Angeles by 2050. As part of this effort, Prof. Wirz led a 
recent study that examined the options for the Los Angeles region to be energy, water, and ecosystem 
sustainable by the year 2050. Before joining UCLA, Prof. Wirz had a long history in renewable energy, 
starting in 1993. He received two B.S. degrees, Aerospace and Ocean Engineering, at Virginia Tech, and 
then became the Technical Lead for Ocean Energy Technologies at SeaSun Power Systems in Alexandria, 
VA. Later, he assumed the role of Technical Lead, then Manager, for Renewable Energy at Gibbs & Cox, Inc. 
in Crystal City, VA. He then returned to graduate school to receive his Ph.D. degree from the California 
Institute of Technology (Caltech) Aerospace department, followed by a Senior Engineer position at JPL, and 
then his current role as an Associate Professor at UCLA. In addition to his work at UCLA, he is co-Founder 
and Chief Scientist of Element 16 Technologies, Inc., a company specializing in large-scale energy storage. 
He is also the Chief Scientist for WindStream Technologies, Inc., a company specializing in distributed wind 
and solar. He has several patents and pending patents, and has authored over 130 journal and conference 
publications, and two NASA Tech Briefs. In addition to his work in renewable energy, he is a semi-
professional musician/songwriter and the Director of the UCLA Plasma & Space Propulsion Laboratory.

Eui-Sung Yi
Assistant Adjunct Professor, UCLA Architecture and Urban Design
Director, The Now Institute 
Principal, Morphosis

Eui-Sung Yi is Design Principal at Morphosis Architects and Director of The Now Institute at UCLA 
Architecture and Urban Design. Yi’s position of Director with The Now Institute is a 10-year culmination 
of research initiatives and speculations with Thom Mayne on emerging urban issues confronting major 
metropolises and disaster-stricken cities; collaborating with Mayne, Yi has led graduate research studios on 
LA, Madrid, and most recently, Haiti and Cap-Hatien. Significantly, his team received an unprecedented P/A 
Award grand prize for LA Now: Vol. 3, the first academic project to be recognized with the award.

Professionally, Yi has worked extensively in Asia and the US. His 20-year history with Morphosis began 
in 1992; from 1994-1997, he co-managed the Korean office of Morphosis, where his team oversaw the 
design and construction of the Sun Tower, the first high-rise office to be built in the country. Shaping the 
ground-breaking performance goals of the San Francisco Federal Building (2007), Yi wrote the report that 
advocated for the GSA to adopt sustainable policies for all future projects. 
 
Currently, Yi is Principal for the recently completed, aggressively-sustainable global headquarters building 
for Kolon Industries in Seoul. Yi serves as an Executive Committee member of Docomomo International, 
and was in charge of the 2014 International Conference in Seoul, Korea. Additionally, Yi has been an AIA 
National Speaker on Urban Design and Sustainability for two National Conventions.


