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How can Florida bridge the gap
with California in Startup
Investment and Innovation?

Florida Has the Founders. Now It Needs the Capital.

California’s venture ecosystem didn’t emerge from sunshine — it was built
deliberately, over decades, by government catalysts, risk-tolerant institutions, and
investors willing to bet on the impossible. Florida can do the same. Here’s how.
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Walk the corridors of any serious aerospace, autonomous vehicle, or advanced manufacturing
startup in Florida today, and you will hear the same quiet frustration: the idea is world-class, the
team is assembled, the market is real — but the capital is not here. Not at the scale, risk
appetite, or check size the opportunity demands.

Florida is now the third-largest state economy in the nation, home to a surging population of
engineers, veterans, and entrepreneurs. Its proximity to Latin America, its aerospace
infrastructure at the Space Coast and Eglin Air Force Base, and its dual-use defense corridor
represent strategic advantages no amount of California climate can replicate. And yet, when a
Florida deep-tech founder needs a $10M Series A to move from prototype to deployable
system, she gets on a plane to San Francisco.

FLORIDA VC (2023) CALIFORNIA VC (2023) FL DEEP-TECH SHARE FL UNICORNS (HQ'D)
1)

~$3.2B ~$90B <8% ~12

PitchBook estimates 28x Florida’s total vs ~30% in CA CA has 300+

Venture Capital Deployed by State, 2023 ($ billions)
California $90B

New York
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Massachusetts
Texas

Florida $3.2B

Where Florida VC Goes — Sector Breakdown (2023 Estimates)

Fintech 28% Oversized vs. national average
SaaS / Software 22% Oversized vs. national average
Healthcare IT 18% Near national average

Real Estate Tech 14% Florida-specific concentration
Deep Tech (Aerospace / Defense / AAM) 8% A\ Severely underweighted
Other 10% Fragmented

Florida vs. California: The Ecosystem Gap

X Florida Today v California’s Playbook

Thin VC fund formation pipeline 400+ active VC funds, 30+ at $1B+ scale

Angel base skewed to real estate / consumer DARPA / DoD seeded earliest Silicon Valley

No state pension LP mandate for innovation funds

Founders leave to fundraise in CA / TX Deep TRL / dual-use fluency in investor base

Limited deep-tech exits to recycle capital Capital follows founders; founders stay local

Recycled unicorn founder-angels seed next

wave

What the State Government Must Do

The government cannot manufacture risk appetite — but it can dramatically reduce the cost of
taking risk. California won the venture era with deliberate policy: Stanford’s DARPA
relationships, SBIC programs, and defense contracts seeded the earliest West Coast funds.
Florida must engineer its own catalysts.
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The Five Policy Levers

A state-backed vehicle that takes minority co-investment positions alongside
qualified private lead investors in CAPEX-intensive sectors — aerospace, advanced
manufacturing, defense tech, autonomy. This de-risks the private investor’s first
dollar and attracts out-of-state funds who need a local anchor. Florida Deep-Tech
Co-Investment Fund ($500M).

Angel investors who deploy into qualifying CAPEX-intensive startups receive a
credit against Florida corporate income tax. Small signal, enormous leverage: this
alone could unlock $300-600M in latent angel capital currently sitting in real estate
portfolios. Florida Innovation Tax Credit (25-35%).

Requiring even a 1% allocation to Florida-domiciled VC and growth-equity funds
would inject $2.5B into the ecosystem — instantly creating anchor LPs that give
Florida fund managers the credibility to close outside capital. Pension Fund
Innovation Mandate (1% of $250B SBA).

Many Florida deep-tech founders fall into the valley of death between Phase | and
Series A. A state matching bridge instrument keeps companies alive and moving
toward commercialization while federal Phase Il funding processes. SBIR Bridge
Grants ($500K—-$2M).

A deliberate preference for innovative, locally-founded companies in state spending
creates revenue traction that substitutes for venture backing in early stages. “Florida
First” Procurement Preference.

State Co-Investment Leverage: Private $ per $1 of Public Capital

State / Program Private Leverage _

Maryland Challenge Fund $7.0x Best-in-class benchmark

Texas Emerging Technology Fund $6.2x Defense + energy focus

Florida (projected) $6.0x Assumes full policy
implementation

Colorado Advanced Industries $5.5x Aerospace / manufacturing

Georgia Investor Tax Credit $4.8x Broad eligibility

The Maryland Model is Instructive

The state’s $84M Challenge Investment Program returned over $7 in private capital for every $1
deployed by the government. Florida, with 4x Maryland’s population and a far stronger defense
ecosystem, could expect outsized returns from an equivalent commitment.
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Policy Rollout Timeline — Projected Milestones

Legislature passes Innovation Tax Credit; Co-Investment Fund capitalized
2026 — Year 1 at $100M seed tranche. First 15-20 qualifying deals closed with state
co-anchor.

SBA pension mandate takes effect; $2.5B unlocked. SBIR bridge program
2027-2028 — Years 2-3 launches. First out-of-state VC funds open Florida offices to access
co-investment.

First cohort of co-invested companies reach Series B/C. 10,000+
2029-2030 — Years 4-5 deep-tech jobs created. Two to three Florida funds raise $150M+ vehicles
anchored by SBA LP.

First Florida deep-tech unicorn exits; founder capital recycles into next
2031-2035 — Years 6-10  generation. Florida ranks top-5 nationally in defense-tech deal flow.
Ecosystem flywheel begins.

The Attitude Shift Legacy Investors Must Make

Florida’s investor class is shaped by three decades of wealth creation through real estate,
hospitality, and financial services — industries where capital cycles are visible and collateral is
tangible. Asking that same community to fund a pre-revenue eVTOL company with a $40M
hardware budget and a 7-year exit horizon is a category mismatch, not an intelligence failure.
The attitude change required is a portfolio theory update.

Technology Readiness Level (TRL) — What Florida Investors Must Learn to Read
TRL 1 TRL 2 TRL 3 TRL 4 TRL 5 TRL 6 TRL 8 TRL 9
Basic Concept Proof of Lab Validation Relevant Env. Demo System System Deployed
Research Formed Concept Complete

A company at TRL 4 with a validated prototype and a defense LOI is not “pre-revenue” — it is mid-stage by any
defensible technical metric.

Where Florida Legacy Investors Lose Deep-Tech Deals — Drop-off Funnel
Sees pitch deck 100% ENEEEEEEEN
Takes first meeting 60% EEEEEE
Understands TRL framework 30% (T 1]

Models 7-year exit horizon 15% [T

Issues term sheet 5% (]
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The Four Mindset Shifts

A competitor cannot replicate a validated airframe, a certified manufacturing
process, or a proprietary sensor suite in eighteen months the way they can clone a
SaaS product. The difficulty of the bet is priced into the upside. CAPEX intensity is a
moat, not a liability.

TRL 4 with a validated prototype and a defense LOI is mid-stage by any defensible
technical metric. Florida angels who learn this framework stop passing on deals
California VCs fly in to close. Learn to read TRL, not just MRR.

Deep-tech venture requires smaller ownership stakes, longer horizons, and trust in
technical leadership. The return profile is venture, not private equity. Shift from
operator-control to portfolio-construction thinking.

Florida’s geography — Eglin, Hurlburt, MacDill, Patrick SFB, NAS Key West, and the
Space Coast within a 400-mile corridor — carries non-dilutive revenue and lower
commercial risk that pure commercial bets cannot match. Treat dual-use defense
exposure as a feature.

“The California investor didn’t invent superior judgment. He
inherited superior infrastructure. Florida must build what Silicon
Valley was given.”

Florida’s Defense & Aerospace Corridor — The Strategic Investor Advantage

Key Defense & Aerospace Installations Within the Florida Corridor

‘ Installation Strategic Relevance

Eglin AFB / Hurlburt Field Northwest Florida (Panhandle) Largest Air Force base globally;
special ops + weapons testing

MacDill AFB Tampa Home to CENTCOM & SOCOM,;
defense tech demand hub

Patrick Space Force Base Space Coast (Brevard County) Launch operations; satellite /
space tech ecosystem

NAS Key West Key West Naval aviation; maritime
autonomy testing

Cape Canaveral / KSC Brevard County Commercial launch; NASA
programs

West Palm Beach / South FL South Florida Emerging AAM / eVTOL

corridor; dual-use proximity
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The Economic Impact: Short and Long Term

Bridging Florida’s venture capital gap is not a charitable endeavor. It is among the highest-return
economic development investments the state could make — if done with discipline.

Near Term (1-5 Years) Long Term (10-20 Years)

* 10,000-20,000 high-wage engineering » 2-5 Florida-anchored deep-tech unicorns
jobs + Recycled founder capital seeds next

* $5-8B in new private capital attracted generation

* Reduction in technical talent out-migration » State revenue diversified from tourism

* New supply chain demand for FL * FL defense corridor peers Austin and
manufacturers NoVA

* Increased federal contract wins as firms * University talent retained by local
scale employers

Projected Deep-Tech Job Creation (Cumulative)

Funded Scenario Status Quo (jobs) Difference
(jobs)

Year 2 (2028) 8,000 2,000 +6,000
Year 5 (2031) 22,000 6,000 +16,000
Year 10 (2036) 60,000 15,000 +45,000
Year 20 (2046) 140,000 32,000 +108,000

Estimated Annual GDP Contribution — Florida Deep-Tech Sector ($B)

2026 $1B $0.5B +$0.5B
2028 $4B $1.2B +$2.8B
2030 $12B $3B +$9B

2035 $38B $8B +$30B
2040 $80B $18B +$62B

The Texas Parallel — Austin VC Growth After Deliberate Policy Investment

2010 $0.4B Austin baseline; pre-incentive era

2015 $1.8B — Texas Emerging Technology Fund active
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2020 $5.2B Corporate relocations accelerate
2025 $14B — Austin is top-3 US tech market
2026 — $3.2B (current) Florida baseline if action taken now
2031 — $12B (proj.) 5 years post-policy activation

2035 — $22B (proj.) Ecosystem flywheel established

How a Florida Co-Investment Fund Multiplies Capital Through the Ecosystem

State pension $2.5B SBA allocation to 3-5x% (fund-level
mandate (1%) FL-domiciled VC funds | leverage)
Innovation Tax Credit = $300-600M unlocked Angel capital off real 4—-6x (angel round
estate sidelines leverage)
Co-Investment Fund $500M deployed Minority co-invest 6-8x (deal-level
alongside private lead leverage)
SBIR Bridge Grants $100-200M/yr Federal Phase I Non-dilutive; keeps
bridge; non-dilutive companies alive
Total ecosystem ~$3.5B public Cross-mechanism $15—-18B private
target capital stack attracted (10-yr)

The Window Is Open — But Not Indefinitely

The conditions that make this moment unusually favorable for Florida will not persist indefinitely.
The AAM industry is approaching its first commercial deployment window. The DoD’s dual-use
acquisition posture is more favorable to non-traditional vendors than at any point in the
post-Cold War era. The population and talent inflows Florida has received since 2020 are
beginning to calcify into permanent ecosystems — or they will leave if the capital infrastructure
doesn'’t follow.

Florida does not need to replace Silicon Valley. It needs to stop sending its best companies
there to get funded. The policy levers exist. The deal flow exists. The talent exists. What
remains is the decision — by lawmakers, pension trustees, family office principals, and legacy
investors — to treat innovation capital as infrastructure, not speculation.

The Sunshine State has always known how to attract people. The next chapter is learning how
to grow what they build once they arrive.

About the Author:
Santh Sathya is the Founder and CEO of LuftCar Air and Space Mobility, building the
infrastructure layer for advanced air mobility — from a patented eVTOL platform to an Al

.
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airspace system deployed across the Gulf. With 25 years across Ford, GE, Boeing, and L3Harris in hydrogen
propulsion, autonomous systems, and global strategy, he holds an MBA from Duke Fuqua and an Al Strategy
certification from MIT Sloan. He writes here as a practitioner — on advanced air mobility, hydrogen and the
future of transportation, deep tech investment, geopolitical strategy, and the state of democracy in an era of
rapid technological change.

Contact: santh.sathya@]Iuftcar.com
Note: VC deployment figures are estimates based on PitchBook, NVCA, and Florida Venture Forum data. Job creation and

GDP projections are illustrative scenarios anchored to comparable state programs in Maryland, Texas, and Colorado. All
forward projections assume full deployment of recommended policy levers by 2027.
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