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Far from ports and borders, Louisville traditionally has not attracted ambitious, educated immigrants.

Those who have wound up in Louisville for various reasons tend to move on to bigger urban areas and coastal cities.

During the last decade, there have been studies about how best to promote Louisville to promising people from other countries.

And there are efforts under way to make Louisville a chosen destination for immigrants.

Lest you forget, this is Possibility City — if there’s a will, there’s a way. And David Jones Jr. and Mary Gwen Wheeler have both.

Jones, founder and chairman of venture capital firm Chrysalis Ventures LLC, and Wheeler, his wife and director of policy and management for Louisville-Jefferson County Metro Government, are the driving forces behind Greater Louisville International Professionals, a new economic development initiative to make Louisville more attractive to international entrepreneurs looking for a home.

Linking Louisville to the world

GLIP launched in November under the auspices of Greater Louisville Inc., the metro chamber of commerce, and its first networking event drew nearly 300 people, Jones said.

The multipronged effort includes creating organic connections from Louisville’s resident immigrant communities to people across the United States and the world as well as creating resources to make Louisville more attractive to people already here.

Just how well-financed the effort is is not clear. GLI officials, including Michael Iacovazzi-Pau, GLI’s manager of international programs, declined to disclose GLIP’s budget.

GLIP has received a startup grant from the C.E. & S. Foundation Inc., a local private foundation, along with similar funding from the Humana Foundation, Humana Inc. and Brown-Forman Corp., Iacovazzi-Pau said.

David A. Jones Sr., co-founder and chairman emeritus of Humana and David Jones Jr.’s father, is president of C.E. & S. Foundation.

All four entities put in seed money to start GLIP, to sustain it for its first year and to extend it into 2011. There is still fund-raising left to be done for rest of the second year, but the goal is to develop a formula for sustainability, Iacovazzi-Pau said.

GLI provides office space and other support, he said.

Networks needed

To refine GLIP’s goals and methods, GLI officials interviewed 30 Louisvillians from other countries about the advantages and disadvantages for immigrants coming to Louisville, and the central point they made was quality of life.

They liked the city’s parks, the welcoming reception and its low cost of housing, according to the surveys.

“What was really missing was a network. They were successful because they’d been able to connect (individually) with the right people,” said Iacovazzi-Pau, who is a native of Luxembourg.

So GLIP is using networking, its Web site and social networking to let newcomers know what the city offers in terms of ethnic food and cultural events and housing, and to help them hook up with Louisville companies looking for international talent, said Iacovazzi-Pau and Becky Ruby, GLI’s director of public affairs and communications.

That includes recruiting GLIP ambassadors. So far, about 24 people have been recruited to represent countries such as India, Iran, Ethiopia, Bangladesh and Senegal.

GLIP also has recruited 31 volunteers to be ambassadors, who are point people for individual immigrant groups. Another five are in the process of joining GLIP, and officials hope to have 50 ambassadors.

For example, Bosnians interested in Louisville would have one point person who could connect them into the network of networks that GLIP is working to assemble, Ruby said.

GLIP also has created a section on its Web site for potential newcomers to post résumés online, where they would be available for local human resources personnel by industry, career level, languages and country of origin.

GLI officials said the hundreds of people who turned out for the inaugural networking event last November is proof that the effort is worthwhile.

Jones said the ultimate beneficiaries will be businesses. The history of his private-equity firm, Chrysalis Ventures, includes an example of the kind of contribution immigrants can make, he said.

In 1995, Chrysalis was an early investor in Appriss Inc., co-founded by Yung Nguyen, who was born in Vietnam. After 15 years, Appriss remains Chrysalis’ most profitable venture, Jones said.

“It’s no exaggeration to say that if not for Appriss, Chrysalis wouldn’t be where it is,” Jones said.

GLIP is about helping the community not about extending immigrants a lifeline. “That’s an old-fashioned way of thinking.”

Jones is almost evangelical in his belief that Louisville can benefit dramatically from luring more educated immigrants, and the venture-capital community agrees.

In a January speech to the Venture Club of Louisville, Mark Heesen, a private-equity advocate, singled out immigration as a major factor in creating private-equity momentum, with half of the U.S.-based firms that received VC backing in 2009 founded by people who came here from overseas.

“If (an émigré) is willing to learn a new language and leave his country, he’s an entrepreneur from the get-go,” Heesen said in the speech.

GLIP is focused on making Louisville more globally focused.

“This is not pie in the sky,” Jones said. “This is how the most productive parts of the country are working already.”

Third time’s a charm?

Those who have studied the issue say successful cities have taken more concrete measures than the GLIP networking structure.

This is the third attempt to create an effort to attract the best and brightest from immigrant communities, said Alexei Izyumov, a professor at the University of Louisville.

The first two had strong starts, only to stall when the larger economy faltered, said Izyumov, a native of Russia who is director of U of L’s Center for Emerging Market Economies.

In 2000, Izyumov, who has a Ph.D. in international economics, collaborated with two other professors to produce a profile of Louisville’s immigrant community and make recommendations. “But the dot.com bubble burst, and suddenly, there was no money for the program,” he said.

There was another attempt in 2001, and that stalled as a result of the economic downturn that followed the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001.

“I’m pretty sure what we found then is the same now,” in terms of more formalized programs to attract immigrants. Other inland cities, such as Nashville, Tenn., did a better job of creating formal programs, Izyumov said.

The professors also found that immigrants needed tangible help with negotiating bureaucracies.

For example, foreign doctoral candidates and master’s program students often have visa problems, he said. Once a student’s visa expires, the student has to get a one-year extension. After that expires, the employer has to help a foreign job candidate obtain a professional visa, and “companies just don’t want to do that,” Izyumov said.

Louisville would have a big advantage if it could fund a person to handle visa matters, he said.

In addition, universities should fund scholarships for immigrants to help defray the higher costs of out-of-state tuition and because undergraduate scholarships exclude foreign-born students, he said.

For immigrants considering coming to Louisville, the city needs a formal program that answers the question: “What will happen when I come?” Izyumov said.

Every obstacle removed is a reason to stay here rather than returning home or going to California or New York, where there are larger immigrant communities and support, he said.

Izyumov called the GLIP effort good, “but what we considered was a much more significant effort.”

Iacovazzi-Pau said he read the earlier studies and recommendations, but he said Izyumov’s work was more on the public policy level.

“Their focus was very different than ours,” he said, with GLI focusing on bringing people together.

Izyumov’s position is that tangible programs to retain talented immigrants require funding and government involvement.

“There is a willingness now, but we’re in a difficult economic spot. How much can be done by goodwill, I don’t know,” he said.

“Someone has to have the will, and the funding has to support that.”

Success stories

Louisville has dozens of successful immigrant business professionals. Here are some examples:

Vidya Ravichandran
President, GlowTouch Technologies
GlowTouch Technologies was ranked No. 1 on Business First’s Fast 50 list of the fastest growing local private companies for 2009.
The 5-year-old technology firm provides application development, business process outsourcing and IT infrastructure services.
It has operations in Louisville, Tennessee, Massachusetts, California and India.
Ravichandran was a director of business development at National Processing Co. and helped NPC in its mergers and acquisitions strategies. She has a master of science degree from Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University.
Country of origin: India

Raja Rajamannar
Senior vice president and chief innovation and marketing officer of Humana Inc.
Rajamannar holds an MBA from the Indian Institute of Management in Bangalore. He received a bachelor of technology degree in chemical engineering from Osmania University in Hyderabad, India. 
Country of origin: India

Rishabh Mehrotra
President and CEO of SHPS Inc.
Formed in 1997, SHPS primarily is a third-party administrator of employee benefits, case-management and disease-management plans. In recent years, the company has expanded its focus to include more health-related services for employers. The company provides health information to clients’ employees and manages benefits such as health savings accounts and flexible spending accounts.
Country of origin: India
Awards: 2008 Ernst & Young entrepreneur of the year

Dr. Cedric Francois
Co-founder of Potentia Pharmaceuticals Inc., which develops medicines for the treatment of age-related macular degeneration. 
Francois was a member of the research team that contributed to the first successful hand transplant, conducted at Jewish Hospital, as well as part of the Louisville face-transplant team, whose work supported the first human face transplant, performed in Lyon, France. Potentia was sold in 2009 for $200 million to Alcon Inc., based in Hunenberg, Switzerland.
Country of origin: Belgium 

Yung Nguyen
Founder of VINE Co., a company that developed an electronic victim notification system.
That company now is Appriss Inc., which provides automated notification for a variety of markets, notifying people not just about prisoner releases, but also about changes in airline services.
Country of origin: Vietnam 

Greater Louisville International Professionals

Director: Michael Iacovazzi-Pau 
Founded: November 2009
Programs include: Mentoring and GLIP ambassadors 
Next events: On March 18, GLIP will host an after-hours networking event at The Green Building
On April 12, GLI will host the president of India, Dr. A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, for an event at the Hyatt-Regency Downtown
Web site: www.greaterlouisville.com/glip 
