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LD+A: How did the idea for 

an industry/university research 

center in China come about?

Siminovitch: It grew out of a 

series of discussions with lighting 

industry partners in the U.S. and 

China. Our objective is to move 

toward mutual sustainability and 

energy-effi ciency goals. Our in-

dustry and university partners in 

both nations are interested in the 

concept of developing partner-

ships for real change. All involved 

parties want new products on the 

market, in the near term, that re-

duce energy use and fulfi ll quality 

promises. The energy-effi ciency 

industry is growing rapidly in Chi-

na, and there’s signifi cant interest 

among academics to engage with 

this process and to have an impact 

on the outcomes. The California 

Lighting Technology Center and 

our Chinese academic and indus-

try partners are accelerating this 

process using components of the 

CLTC operational model to estab-

lish industry partnerships and 

launch a similar center in China.

LD+A: What were you hoping 

to accomplish? 

Siminovitch: The current feel-

ing in the U.S., and with our part-

ners in China, is that there is a lot 

of high-level government activ-

ity—discussions, agreements  and 

promises—to reduce energy use, 

but not a lot of pragmatic, action-

oriented partnerships that result 

in real projects. We need new ef-

fi ciency programs that make criti-

cal market connections. This is the 

hallmark of the California Light-

ing Technology Center. We engage 

in this energy-effi ciency process 

at a commercial level with real in-

dustry partners, doing real things. 

Our objective is to replicate this 

type of can-do approach in China.

LD+A: The common percep-

tion is that products manufac-

tured in China are below par. 

What have you observed?

Siminovitch: Many of the 

manufacturers that we are work-

ing with in China are producing 

products that we see here every 

day in the U.S. There is defi nitely 

a wide range in the quality of the 

myriad products, and the light-

ing industry is no exception. Our 

industry is rapidly evolving, par-

ticularly with solid-state lighting 

developments, and there are some 

very advanced, forward-thinking 

activities happening in China and 

throughout Asia. This includes in-

novative, high-quality products as 

well as poor-quality examples. We 

Michael Siminovitch’s mental agility compels him to poke, probe and 

push boundaries. As the director of the California Lighting Tech-

nology Center (CLTC) and a professor in the University of Califor-

nia Davis design program, Siminovitch is responsible for researching and 

developing cutting-edge residential and commercial lighting technologies. 

Working with manufacturers, utilities and state agencies, he has developed a 

number of lighting products, such as the Berkeley Lamp, which saves three-

quarters of the wattage used by traditional lamps. Other innovations include 

a fl uorescent downlighting system for commercial and residential spaces, a 

high-performance torchiere, a high-effi ciency sulfur lamp and fi ber-optic 

illuminators. 

Since its inception in 2004 and under Siminovitch’s direction, CLTC has 

installed more than 100 demonstration sites to analyze effi cient lighting 

products, reportedly saving California 3.9 million kilowatt-hours (kWh) and 

3.4 million pounds of carbon emissions, which translates into an estimated 

half-million dollars in total energy cost savings.  

Now that he’s conquered California, what’s next? 

One of his latest initiatives was to spend two-and-a-half months in China 

setting up the Green Lighting Technology Demonstration Center at the Pe-

king Graduate School, located in Shenzhen City. The center is sponsored by 

industry in Shanghai and will pair university research with industry goals 

to explore the leading edge of lighting manufacturing in China.

CLTC affi liates will also participate; many are internationally established 

companies and look for these types of opportunities. Cree, for example is 

already involved. 

CLTC will not run the center; however Siminovitch will have a one-third 

time appointment and CLTC will assist whenever possible. One of CLTC’s 

primary goals is to forge a relationship with the center in order to exchange 

knowledge—and possibly researchers—once it is established. The center 

should be fully operational by the summer of 2011.

Siminovitch describes what he discovered behind the Great Wall.
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have to acknowledge both ends of 

this spectrum and encourage the 

production of high-quality prod-

ucts. Much of what is happening in 

Asian manufacturing is forming 

the backbone of the market trans-

formation here in the U.S., regard-

less of common perceptions.

LD+A: Are the Chinese on 

board with the sustainable, 

energy-effi cient practices we 

are trying to put in place in the 

west? 

Siminovitch: Our partners in 

China acknowledge that sustain-

ability issues need to be addressed 

quickly and that they are in a great 

position to do so. In the U.S., we 

have a lot of good intentions and 

enthusiastic words regarding our 

goal to become more sustainable, 

but the reality is that we should be 

doing more to put these intentions 

into practice. The same is true in 

China. This is why the industry is 

interested in developing an indus-

try/university center.

LD+A: How do China’s man-

ufacturing practices differ 

from those of western or Ameri-

can practices? 

Siminovitch: In my opinion, in 

China the solid-state lighting and 

the general lighting marketplace is 

characterized by the global econo-

my. Many of the products and sys-

tems that I encountered there are 

very similar to the products and 

systems that we have here. Per-

haps the most critical difference 

was the level of intensity associ-

ated with production, in terms of 

the sheer scale. Undoubtedly there 

is a large volume of manufactur-

ing that’s occurring in China that 

was once happening elsewhere, 

including here in the U.S. Fur-

thermore, we’re seeing a rapid de-

velopment of high-tech production 

and development facilities in Chi-

na, partially driven by the solid-

state activity. A unique feature as-

sociated with this large emerging 

production is the inherent ability 

to adapt to change. This ability to 

change is going to be particularly 

important as this industry is un-

dergoing rapid change. The indus-

try players in China are in position 

to quickly adapt to the demands of 

the market, and they are listening 

and learning.

LD+A: Are the U.S. or North 

American companies that part-

ner with CLTC concerned about 

your involvement with Chinese 

manufacturers?

Siminovitch: Lighting is a 

global industry. Many of our af-

fi liate partners already have part-

nerships in China. Also, many of 

our affi liates are looking to extend 

their sales activities from here in 

the U.S. into the rapidly growing 

marketplace in China. I take par-

ticular interest in the energy-effi -

ciency arena. Our understanding 

and experience in the energy-effi -

ciency marketplace will translate 

quite well to China’s growing con-

cern with this topic. An excellent 

example of this knowledge trans-

fer is the Smart Exterior Light-

ing initiatives that CLTC has pio-

neered here in California. Chinese 

lighting companies are particu-

larly interested in how solid-state 

lighting and controls can be com-

bined to achieve signifi cant ener-

gy savings, and we can share this 

information through example. 

LD+A: You were in China for 

two-and-a-half months; what 

was the most surprising thing 

you discovered?

Siminovitch: I’ve been go-

ing back and forth for a number 

of years. It’s one thing to go over 

there and visit and attend a confer-

ence and participate on a proposal. 

But, three months living there and 

working is a whole other thing. 

You’re dealing with normal day-

to-day experiences and since no 

one speaks English you have to be 

very observant. 

However, I’d say that seeing the 

way people handle business there 

was an eye-opening experience—

a revelation. We think we’re very 

sharp and progressive here in 

business skills but I’m learning 

a lot of things from the Chinese. 

There’s no shortage of commer-

cialism.

There are lots of exciting things 

going on in China.  Since China 

is a communist country we as-

sume that business is in the back-

ground. However, when you get 

there you realize there’s an amaz-

ing amount of business going on 

there. They have disabused me of 

many of my preconceived ideas. I 

have great expectations from this 

program and as a result of having 

a closer association.

—Roslyn Lowe
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