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Vol.1 Irish Tech Hubs - Profiling Innovation in Ireland

Overview

Much like Japan, Ireland is a small island nation full of big-thinking innovators. Indeed, that’s only
the beginning of their shared similarities - both are countries with huge potential to make waves
in the start-up scene. From a Japanese start-up perspective, one of the key draws about Ireland
is surely the deep talent pool of young, educated professionals who are keen to evolve ideas and
make change for good. Combine this with Ireland’s sense of community, collaboration, and a
connected, local network that stretches across the country, and it's easy to see why Japanese
start-ups, and indeed investors, ought to view it as an attractive destination. Furthermore,
although positioned as the most westerly country in Europe, it has strong links to the continent
and the rest of the world thanks to its far-reaching and well-connected diaspora. One look at the
current state of play shows how inviting Ireland is for tech start-ups to grow. Figures from the first
half of 2021 show that Irish start-ups raised €932m through venture capital grants, crowdfunding,
and debt finance - a record amount. Additionally, government body, Enterprise Ireland approved
over €48m in funding for start-ups with high potential. These figures go some way to showcasing
the appetite founders have for innovating, and also the willingness of government and investors
to back Irish-based tech firms. In short, the Irish start-up ecosystem is flourishing, something
highlighted by figures from 2021, where the first two quarters showed a 42 percent increase in
start-up registrations when compared with the same period from 2020. The sector’s hotbed status
is thanks to a wide array of start-ups; indeed, Ireland’s overall ambition is to become a top 10
entrepreneurial nation in the world by 2030 - as recently as 2019, an independent study found it
the 8th most entrepreneurial in the world, which indicates that it is trending in a positive direction.
Another comparison between Ireland and Japan, which shows how they can benefit each other
moving forward, can be seen in the 2021 Global Startup Ecosystem Index which ranks Ireland
18th in the world, with Japan sitting at 21st.
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A national network of tech hubs

Key to Ireland’s evolving tech ecosystem is The Irish Tech Hub Network (ITHN), a shining
example of how start-ups and scale-ups are being developed through regional collaboration. We
can make an oblique comparison with the Startup City Project created by the Japanese
government to have eight cities acting as hubs to help kickstart the country’s start-up ecosystem.
The ITHN helps Irish start-ups connect to the resources and supports they need to supercharge
innovation. The ITHN, founded in 2019, focuses a lot on regional indigenous tech but it also
encourages Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) (through a symbiotic relationship where FDI
companies scale in Ireland while benefiting from the support that will ultimately create long-term
jobs). The ITHN consists of a half-dozen regional hubs located around the island. Ormeau Baths
in Belfast, Portershed in Galway, Dogpatch Labs in Dublin, RDI Hub in Kerry, and Ludgate and
Republic of Work in Cork are the six centres leading the way. Altogether, these top-tier hubs are
collaborating to support start-ups and scale-ups regionally. The ITHN again underlines Ireland’s
strong networking community - each of these regional hubs work together in their mission to assist
start-ups so that Ireland continues to be collectively strong for start-ups. Through the ITHN,
investor introductions, knowledge sharing, networking opportunities, tech events, and more are
available to tech entrepreneurs (including FinTech, AgriTech, MedTech, companies using tech
for sustainability purposes and so many others). Additionally, ConnectedHubs is a government
of Ireland initiative offering remote working spaces; these are typically focused on providing
remote working spaces, but would be key to many of those in regional areas outside the ITHN
Hubs who are involved in start-up work.
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Accelerators and pre-accelerators

A subsection of these hubs, including Dogpatch Labs, PorterShed, Republic of Work, and RDI
Hub, is part of the NDRC. The NDRC? - a national startup accelerator programme focused on
tech entrepreneurs - has a startup pipeline supporting founders from the earliest stages right
through to growth and scale. Programmes include Founder Weekends: laser-focused workshop-
style gatherings for like-minded entrepreneurs to start companies overnight. NDRC
Masterclasses provide guidance and information on specific topics to foster tech innovation. The
NDRC also offers Pre-Accelerators: six-week programs designed to get start-ups to the next

2 Originally established as the National Digital Research Centre in 2007
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phase of their development, through mentorship, product development, metric analysis, and more.
These are the ideal preparation for the accelerators which offer a valuable programme including
a €100,000 investment through a SAFE instrument (developed by Y Combinator, the safe
agreement for future equity reduces legal fees, offers the investor a discount on a future price
round, and removes the negotiation over valuation - so the start-up gets a fairer deal). Importantly,
NDRC’s programmes are available to international companies (like Japanese start-ups) looking
to Ireland as somewhere to start, scale, and do business in Ireland - indeed, international
involvement is welcomed and encouraged (approximately 20 percent of those accepted to NDRC
accelerators are international start-ups).

Focusing on success: start-ups and jobs

This micro-focus on tech is all part of a macro framework designed to create jobs on a national
scale. Already, there have been many success stories emerging from each of these hubs and a
number of alumni have already achieved great triumphs (AltoCloud, Nuritas, MartEye, and
Kappture are just a few). CEO of the PorterShed and Irish Tech Hub Network Mary Rodgers
explains: “The PorterShed, together with the other ITHN hubs, champion tech start-ups. We're
delighted to be integral to the evolution of Irish tech innovation - startups’ success is our pride,
and the country is an attractive place for both indigenous ideas to germinate and grow, as well as
for international founders to come, connect with innovators and branch out into the unique
opportunity areas that Ireland offers.” By way of example, Galway’s PorterShed has directly
helped to create approximately 830 jobs thanks to its support of start-ups and scale-ups. Tying
everything together is Enterprise Ireland (El), a government body driving tech innovation across
the country by providing key funding supports, research innovation expertise, guidance on
development and strategy, and more for high-potential start-ups.
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Vol.2 Setting up in Ireland - Irish Start-up Supports

Overview

Japanese founders looking for fertile ground for their idea will be delighted that the Irish start-up
ecosystem is in a state of growth. Some of this has recently been due to the easing of
restrictions, however, much is due to Ireland’s suitability as an entrepreneurial hub. While
Ireland has traditionally invited Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) - and is continuing to do so
through attractive economic policies and agencies like IDA Ireland - it is increasingly focused on
sowing its own seeds. Already, there have been six Irish unicorns (start-ups valued at or higher
than $1bn) - Workhuman, Intercom, Fenergo, LetsGetChecked, Stripe, and Flipdish - since
2018, highlighting just how rapidly the tech scene has expanded. Comparatively, in 2021, Japan
had approximately the same number of tech unicorns prior to IPO (Initial Public Offering)* - the
first of which came into existence in mid 2016. Irish unicorns remain rare; a lot of seemingly
invisible work goes on behind the scenes before any real successes can be shouted about.
Importantly, though, government funding and crucial support from independent bodies are what
get ideas off the ground, providing solid foundations for future unicorns to emerge.

Support

From an international perspective, Ireland is an attractive option to found a unique start-up -
largely because the country is riding the crest of a tech wave. For example, the Local Enterprise
Office (LEQO) is a government body that assists businesses with 10 or fewer employees recently
started up or currently undergoing development. This organisation offers mentoring, grants
(including ones for feasibility studies, business expansion, agile innovation), and more. The LEO
is essentially for start-ups at the earliest stages - there are some 31 of these offices in Ireland,
from Donegal in the north to Cork in the south. Another key organisation supporting start-ups
and scale-ups is Scale Ireland. This body is focused on supporting over 2,000 companies, more
than 900 of which are based outside Dublin. Key policy awareness, grant information, and a
willingness to engage with important stakeholders allows them to nurture an ecosystem that is
favourable to innovation. As we can see from

the image on the right, there are also quite a I?‘;"‘; °d°"“e Some international funders active
. . . .. rish funaers. . . i

number of active Irish funders, in addition to R

the government bodies, helping support fa Act ) o i

start-ups. Moreover, there are quite a few
international funders, too. Still, though, a - ‘ .
challenge for start-ups in Ireland can M : g  Seclowy
sometimes revolve around securing funding - e . Seroba. NOTION
Martina Fitzgerald, CEO of Scale Ireland, is a Y ‘ octopus i (]
big advocate of increased State support, and tribalvc ... i
believes that more can be done. However, bl Baderton, o U
she believes these challenges can be e
overcome through organisations like Scale V7 o BACKSTAGE]
Ireland, but also if founders seek support

from fellow founders in authentic ways: “Go

to someone who is experienced and a founder themselves who has navigated the pitfalls. They
will tell you the best options; you want to make sure that the early decisions you make don’t
hinder you in the future or have unintended consequences. Every start-up at the beginning and

4 Firsthand quote from General Partner at Incubate, Paul Mclnerney: “As of early 2021, there were six or
seven Japanese unicorns - but if you count the week following IPO (i.e. companies that hit a $1 billion
valuation very soon after IPO) the number as of early 2021 was already over 25”.
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into their future is looking for increased funding - that’s not going to change.” Indeed, Scale
Ireland’s lobbying is what paves the way for funding like the recently announced €90m start-up
investment fund to be backed by the Department of Enterprise, the European Investment Fund,
and the Irish Strategic Investment Fund.

More Start-up Resources

Additionally, startinireland.com is an intuitive tool that links founders to specific funding sources,
accelerator programmes, workshops, and more. Techlreland are focused on driving tech
innovation with the view to ultimately readying start-ups for a global introduction. Startuplreland
is another organization aimed specifically at helping international professionals keen to join the
tech sphere in Ireland.

As we can see from the sidebar on the right, AYLIEN is a stand-out AYLIEN, founded by

example of an international start-up that scaled in Ireland, and Parsa Ghaffari, is an
Parsa’s company highlights how possible it is for foreign nationals to | international start-up that
succeed in this country. successfully scaled in
Ireland. Parsa is
Additionally, New Frontiers works in tandem with a number of ITs originally from Iran, and

and technological universities to help entrepreneurs in the formative | moved to Ireland to get
stages of ideation to transform visions into realities. Bonded by the g iz ple e i

- the ground. He saw
same goal, though not all affiliated, these start-up supporters are

. .. L. . Ireland as the perfect
keen to guide Ireland’s innovators. Key to all of this is Enterprise breeding gmuﬁd to grow

Ireland (El), the government body driving tech innovation by the business, and they
providing key funding, research innovation expertise, guidance on now have over 30
development and strategy, and more. As part of their latest strategy employees and dozens
plans, El have targeted an increase of 20 percent in the number of of thousands of users.
‘prospective and fast-growing HPSUs’ (high-potential start-ups) We'll look at AYLIEN in
(something that should be music to the ears of international founders | more detail for one of our
looking for a way in), so it's clear that they are dedicated to driving case studies later in the

series.

innovation that delivers tangible results. To help achieve this, they
will continue to offer a HPSUs support framework for those with the
potential to create 10 jobs and €1m worth of export sales within three years. Start-ups eligible
for this programme will benefit from best-in-class guidance designed to get start-ups ready to
scale internationally. Those that don’t quite meet the HPSUs requirements may either be placed
on a start-up development plan or introduced to other bodies that can help deliver the potential
of each business. El can also arrange introductions to business Angels, venture capitalists,
seed funds, and other private investors.

Funding Access

A well-worn path for start-ups in Ireland is to apply for New Frontiers Funding through Enterprise
Ireland (€15,000) before applying for the Competitive Start Fund (€50,000) - also Enterprise
Ireland. Once a company has earned an established status, they can apply for Established SME
Funding and beyond. Securing funding takes due diligence and patience, but the rewards are
there for those who persist. Coupled with this, Angel investments are trending upwards. In late
2021, the Halo Angel Business Network indicated that angel investors put some_€18.2 million
into Irish start-ups and entrepreneurs last year.

Venture Capital Investments

In Ireland, towards the back-end of 2021, there was “renewed interest” in venture capital
investments into early-stage start-ups. That lines up nicely with what’s been happening in Japan
of late, as General Partner at Incubate, Paul Mclnerney explains: “I'd say Japan is heading in
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the right direction - but with still a lot of headroom for growth - VC investments last year were
somewhere in the range of $7.2 billion USD - nearly double 2020 - however still roughly 1/40th
of the US. Growth of VC funding has been what I'd describe as "healthy" in that the growth is
primarily driven by startups doing on average an extra round of funding before looking to the
public markets.” And while Ireland and Japan are similarly aligned here, it could be argued that
Ireland is a less populated market where excellent start-up ideas are more likely to succeed.

The Future

Other independent supports include: The EMPOWER Programme which focuses on growing
female-led entrepreneurship; InterTradelreland which offers €67,900 funding for 18-month
projects; and Techlnnovate helping to develop novel technologies through fellowships and other
academic courses. From a Japanese perspective, it's encouraging to know that so many
entrepreneurs’ ideas and tech start-ups do and will continue to succeed in Ireland because of
these grants and real supports. Combined with the network of tech hubs and start-up supports
around the country, too, it’s clear Ireland offers a fertile ground where all kinds of pioneer-led
start-ups have achieved, and will continue to achieve, national and global success.
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Vol.3 Emerging Trends in the Irish Start-up Ecosystem

Reinvesting in the Future

For international startups and investors looking to Ireland as a destination to launch an idea or
put money into a sector, it will be encouraging to know that there are a number of burgeoning
trends visible among businesses operating in the Irish ecosystem. One particular emerging
trend in the Irish start-up ecosystem is that many tech firms that were once start-ups and have
since scaled are now reinvesting in emerging start-ups - and helping to ensure the future
success of new innovations and disruptive technologies.

Many of the founders behind Ireland’s recent tech success stories, including Stripe and Pointy,
are involving themselves in investment rounds for current and recent start-ups; the appetite to
invest in the tech stars of tomorrow is strong in Ireland (in spite of some roadblocks to funding
that need to be navigated around) - and that bodes well for the future. More imminently, it
highlights a promising present. This cyclical process is clear and highlights why it's important
that established Irish tech success stories have funded - and are continuing to fund - present
and future tech companies, thus helping to create a self-sustaining tech ecosystem. Bobby
Healy is the CEO and founder of Manna Drone Delivery, a drone delivery service in Ireland that
highlights again the leading tech disruption that Ireland is leveraging. They are a business that
uses custom-developed aerospace drones to deliver everything, including coffee and groceries,
to everyday customers. The cutting-edge technology used by their drones allows them to reach
speeds of up to 80km/h, making it easier and more seamless for retailers to deliver products
straight to customers’ doors. Even the coffee they deliver will arrive with all of the latté art intact.
Ultimately, Bobby’s unique idea has been given extra propulsion through investment from the
likes of Stripe’s Collison brothers. Bobby views the cycle of investment as a natural evolution.

“If you're a founder and you’ve built something big - the natural thing is to either build something
else again or start to look for ways to deploy your own capital to invest in other companies,
other teams, to learn yourself and
potentially make a few quid. It’s
not altruistic at all - it’s a natural
step for if you have a big exit, you _ N
have lots of money, and you're Enterprise Ireland
looking for things to do. And one of ] aim for a :
the things to do is to start investing \ 41% REDUCTION :
in the next wave of things because { _ o |
it's more scalable. \ in carbon emissions by 1

private investment fund
announced in Jan 2022

aimed at Agritech and
similar areas

“When | invest in companies, |
don’t do it because it's my duty or
my obligation. | do it because
there’s an opportunity to make a
few quid, back good founders, and learn from them or help them...it’s a natural evolution,”
Bobby said.

A Sustainable Ireland

Manna Drone Delivery’s use of leading tech also underlines how Ireland’s start-ups are involved
in sustainability - Manna'’s drones are electric and zero-emission, while their threads for lowering
deliveries are totally biodegradable. This feeds into the overall key trend emerging in Ireland:
many start-ups are targeting the ESG (Environmental Social Governance) space. Some are
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focusing specifically on environmental and sustainability solutions. For example, Irish-based
software firm Diligent has a Sustainability Reporting Software (created by Accuvio in Limerick)
that is focused on generating sustainability and carbon reports for several thousand emission
types. The software can help companies measure their environmental impact which makes it
easier for them to lighten their carbon footprint and figure out how to make proactive, green-
friendly business decisions.

Ultimately, Ireland is well placed, geographically and in terms of its start-up ecosystem, to truly
deliver real environmental results. Blue Carbon Ireland is a start-up company based in Galway’s
PorterShed, founded by Stephen Tummon and Finn Delaney, that is aiming to have a positive
impact. Alongside sustainability expert Javier Santoyo in an advisory capacity, Blue Carbon
Ireland are aiming to farm seaweed as a way to sequester carbon from the atmosphere. They
want to nurture other marine life and set up floating farms that can easily reduce the level of
carbon that’s in the atmosphere. Together with seaweed farmers, they'll look to harness industry
experts’ knowledge in order to put farms in place. The tech they use focuses on measuring
carbon credits, and this innovative idea highlights Ireland’s potential as a true leader in the
areas of sustainability. Co-founder Stephen Tummon explains: “The technology we’ll be using is
in the carbon credits and sustainability side. We’ll use what science is out there and what’s
happening so that when seaweed is grown, we can measure how much carbon has been
removed from the atmosphere. That’s the real USP; seaweed farming is being done now, but
there isn’t a huge amount being done with carbon in mind, and how to measure the carbon
Farm A has versus Farm B. Then we can convert that into carbon credits which is a big revenue
stream and helps Ireland reach its climate goals, or it can help other countries if we export the
carbon credits.”

Environmental awareness is certainly a key focus of many Irish start-ups. It's also a priority for
Enterprise Ireland: they aim to achieve up to a 41 percent reduction in carbon emissions by
2030, and championing business like those mentioned will surely accelerate that aim. What's
more, backing like the €10m private investment fund announced at the end of January 2022, for
those involved in AgriTech and similar areas underlines quite strongly just how real the appetite
to popularize this trend is outside government, too. When looking at the latest Environmental
Performance Index (EPI), which ‘provides a quantitative basis for comparing, analyzing, and
understanding environmental performance for 180 countries’, we can see that both Ireland and
Japan rank relatively high which speaks to their push to make sustainable decisions. However,
Japan edges Ireland (12th compared to 16th) in this particular scale. That said, it is clear that
Irish government has targeted eco-driven policy as a way to improve their performance further
still, and it is obvious that there is a concerted effort to see an increased number of sustainable
start-ups succeed.

. )

Gender Equality I'GA Irish start-ups founded /
While Ireland still has some way of Irish tech led by women raised over
to go in terms of gender companies are 1T
equality, it's clear that there are founded or led €100 million

positive signs coming through by women in funding

that visible and real change is
happening within the Irish
startup ecosystem. At a glance,
it is clear to see that Ireland is becoming a more inclusive space where female professionals are
achieving great things, and the statistics are moving in a healthy direction. In 2021, the amount
of funding for women-founded firms reached €230m, which is significantly over double the
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amount that was raised in the year before that. It's a positive move, but there is still more to
achieve in terms of gender equality.

“We do need to do more to ensure that more women entrepreneurs are coming through. And
that’s why we had a specific panel on sustainability and diversity at our regional summit,” Scale
Ireland CEO Martina Fitzgerald said.

Evidently, progress is being made in terms of the financial numbers. As Martina points out,
gender equality is not quite a trend just yet, but organizations like Scale Ireland are working
hard to make it one - and there is a justifiable concerted effort on many parts to help ensure that
equal representation within the sector is reached in the near future. In Ireland, of all the
indigenous tech start-ups in the country, ®only 16 percent have a female founder - the gender
imbalance in Ireland matches up somewhat with what we’re seeing in Japan where females are
not as well represented as males (however, in Ireland we do see positive signs as indicated
above); available figures from Statista.com shows that 7.8 percent of the adult population in
Japan were starting - or had started - a start-up, while only 2.9 percent of females indicated the
same. For context, the global average of start-ups with at least one female founder is 20 percent
(per a Statista report) - on the face of it, then, Ireland is ahead of its Japanese counterparts in
this regard.

Overall, a number of developing positives can clearly be seen through the lens of Ireland, and
combined with the innovation initiatives, funding supports, and dynamically connected nature of
the country’s ecosystem, it is certainly a richly enticing prospect for international startups,
including Japanese ventures, to locate and grow exponentially.

® As per a Techlreland report published in March 2022 which shows that of the 2,968 indigneous tech
companies listed on Techlreland.com, only 16 percent had a female founder.
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Vol.4 JETRO Case Study: VISUA

Introduction
VISUA is an artificial intelligence business that was founded in 2012 by two Italian co-founders,
Luca Boschin and Alessandro Prest. Originally called LogoGrab, it was eventually re-branded
as VISUA in 2020, accompanied by the tagline ‘The Visual-Al People’ which highlights that,
although they are a tech company with intricate algorithms at their core, their heart is all about
putting people first in more ways than one. Originally, the company developed their technology
in Switzerland but they were effectively set up in Ireland when they moved there shortly
afterwards.

“We were looking for success in whichever way the path would
take us and Ireland came in the path of trying to be successful in

v . ’ . . what we were doing,” Luca Boschin says.

“And that was the right choice. We were open to other

opportunities, but where we saw an opportunity for us at the time

was in Ireland, so that's where everything happened.” The English

language, the culture, and the openness to new companies looking
to Ireland as a place to start up all appealed to the two founders.

And Luca believes that Dublin boasts an even healthier ecosystem today than it did almost a
decade ago, in spite of some obstacles that it still faces.

“There is definitely competition from London and Berlin and a few other places, but | would say
that Dublin is up there in the top list. To those that look at it from the outside, they can even be
sold on being part of the EU, so that helps as well, but | would say that Dublin is probably in a
better place than when we moved there back in the day; | see even more value today.

Background

To put it simply, the operation’s Al computer-vision technology effectively allows their clients to
boost existing data and unlock visual signals in content such as images and videos (among
others). One success story of how VISUA has helped companies can be seen through
Brandwatch, a company that trawls online conversations and analyses them to discover insights
for their clients. They leveraged VISUA’s tech to analyse previously untapped sources - namely
logos and visuals where no text is mentioned - which allowed Brandwatch to better understand
more about how their clients were being talked about and referenced online. Prior to this,
Brandwatch had to rely solely on online conversations (text) to determine how their clients’ were
being discussed; VISUA'’s tech opened up a whole new level of insight and potential,
seamlessly and cleanly allowing them to identify insights from conversations that included logos
and other visuals of said clients.
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Visua has grown so much since its early days in Ireland, and they are part of a wave of Al
success stories that underlines just how suitable a country it is to set up shop. In particular,
Dublin has become a hotbed for Al companies to establish operations and develop. So, why is
Al so strong in Ireland today, according to Luca?

“I suppose the Irish invested in the right education, Trinity College and a bunch of other
education institutes in Ireland have focused on Al as well, and you get the talent out of it - we’re
getting it ourselves. So, | guess that’s the reason, just investing in the right place. It's a
knowledge that is spread around the country more than it is in other countries, and you can
build companies out of it because you have the talent.”

al

Ireland’s skilled workforce
Luca is one of a long list of people who point to Ireland’s highly
educated workforce as one of the main reasons that smart
founders choose Ireland over its European counterparts. Plus,
as he says, the ecosystem has flourished impressively in recent
years. It could be argued that the various funding types
available in Ireland have helped the likes of VISUA to succeed -
and the same can be true for many start-ups and scale-ups. For
VISUA, angel investment certainly played an important role in
—- their growth early on, but it's easy to see how availability of
VISUA Co-founder, Luca government funds (and the support that comes with that) was an
Boschin enticement for both Luca and Alessandro in choosing Ireland
over other countries.

“Enterprise Ireland is the third-largest early-stage VC globally®, | think. If you think about it, one
of the reasons we came to Ireland was Enterprise Ireland. They brought us over - they were part
of our first serious investment in what we were doing.

“Before seriously starting the company, it was a side project that | did with Alessando my co-
founder, so we both had our work that allowed us to survive and then on the side we were
working on the project. Even back then we still had to raise some funds - a couple of hundred
thousand to put a prototype together and see if it would actually work. So, that was the initial
angel investor money that we got, but in the beginning it was just a side project to see if there
was something behind it. Then, in 2014, we raised €600k and part of that was given by
Enterprise Ireland, and we relocated to Dublin to start the business.”

Clearly, both Luca and Alessandro had to put in a great deal of time and energy to get VISUA
operational in the early stages, which again underlines just how much invisible work needs to be
done in order for ambitious plans to be achieved. More to the point, the combination of private
and governmental finances made it easier for them to think big.

8 Indeed, depending on the figures one looks at, Enterprise Ireland ranked even higher. Global VC
authority Pitchbook ranker El as no.1 in terms of venture capital investing.
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The future?

And although based and founded in Ireland, VISUA has lots of employees distributed around -
and from all around - the world. It underlines how Ireland can easily become a base for start-ups
who want to scale, without the need for expansive offices. Ireland certainly has that potential - it
can become a hub for more and more disruptive companies, benefitting from the healthy
ecosystem and creating jobs, while also having more novel freedoms. And while Luca points to
the housing and rental market as an area that Ireland needs to improve on in order to more
effectively attract disruptive, agile, and impressive start-ups, he views the work-from-home
solution as one that could help strengthen Ireland’s position as a tech core even further.

“The only challenge is always the same: housing and the cost of living, and especially when you
want to have talent that can also live a good life, it's tough, but now there is the remote working,
so that helps as well,” he says.

VISUA Marketing Director Franco De Bonis adds, “Organisations like El are going to have to
look at new paradigms - new ways. It's not about ‘okay, can we make workspace available? -
it's about ‘can we make flexible workspace available?’ so that when people need that space, it's
available to them. Can we create scenarios where a company is founded in Ireland, but actually
people can be working from all over the world who are connected to it?”
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Vol.5 JETRO Case Study: AYLIEN

Introduction

AYLIEN is an international start-up that essentially uses Atrtificial Intelligence to help companies
to collect, analyze and contextualise swathes of human-generated content. It allows developers
and enterprises to leverage Natural Language Processing and Machine Learning for the
applications and solutions they have designed. Some of their clients to date have included
Revolut, Aon, Fidelity Investments, and many more big names. Having been set up in Dublin in
2012 by its founder Parsa Ghaffari who originally hails from Iran, and is now and Irish citizen,
they have scaled since then and are a big success story in Ireland.

Today, the operation employs dozens of people and has expanded its operations significantly. A
true example of how Ireland can be used as a launchpad for non-indigenous companies,
AYLIEN started in Ireland because Parsa was attracted by a number of factors.

“‘Number 1 was the startup entrepreneur visa which is still active but it had just been introduced
back in 2012 when | moved to Ireland to establish
AYLIEN,” Parsa explains.

“Number two was our first investor - that | had met
in China - had operations in Ireland; SS Ventures
as they used to be called - down in Cork.
Obviously, that’s a huge help when you're just
starting out to incorporate a company, set up a
bank account, and office space - it really helped us
ease our way into Ireland, so | think those were the
two initial factors, but obviously over the years
more and more reasons have cropped up in terms of support from Enterprise Ireland, [support
from] the government in general, access to funding - there are a lot of different reasons that |
can think of as to why Ireland is a great place to start a new company and to scale it up as well.
Plus...there were some blockers with other countries, in particular the US, and the UK didn’t
really have flexible start-up visa programmes for tech entrepreneurs,” he said.

Funding

Parsa’s voyage at the helm of AYLIEN has seen his company secure almost $10m in funding
through various sources, allowing the company to grow considerably. Primarily, they have
raised finances through VCs and money from Enterprise Ireland. Undoubtedly, Parsa has been
savvy in figuring out the best routes to take, and he has a detailed knowledge of the funding
landscape in Ireland as a result. So, how does he view the current state of affairs in Ireland?

“There’s angels, there’s venture capital firms, there’s the government - i.e., Enterprise Ireland -,

there’s friends and family. So, there’s different categories of funding...Ireland is doing okay in
some of these categories, but it has weaknesses in certain other categories,” Parsa says.
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“I think the venture capital side of things is fine; as a VC-backed company, we’ve been able to
attract three large VC firms to AYLIEN who have invested in the company. So, VC hasn't really
been an issue for us, but that doesn’t mean it hasn’t been an issue for other companies. In my
personal experience, VC has been the easier part because it's more established, it's more
developed in Ireland. There’s good VC firms, local and global with a presence in Ireland.”

On the face of it, it’s not difficult to attract investors, regardless of the source, when your idea
has exciting potential - and then has delivered on that promise. But it's important, too, to attract
investment from those who will consistently support you throughout your journey - something
AYLIEN have managed to do quite well with investors returning at different stages to invest

more capital.

Additionally, Parsa’s success leading AYLIEN clearly shows that an incredible amount of work
and diligence needs to be invested behind the scenes before any money may be invested.
Moreover, while there are supports available, early-stage founders may need to do a little
digging of their own and make their contacts work for them in order to achieve initial

For Parsa, it's important for founders to understand how things work and get to know the start-
up lifecycle in Ireland. After all, as he explains, there are still some aspects of the Irish
ecosystem that need improvement.

“There are a few gates here that aren’t exactly the way they
should be in Ireland at the moment from a taxation
perspective - so there’s a CGT entrepreneur relief where
we’re way behind the UK. In Ireland, for example, a we have
a 10 percent relief on the first million euro that entrepreneurs
make, whereas in the UK it's 10 percent on the first 10
million [pounds sterling], so obviously that translates into
more capital flowing back into the ecosystem, helping to
create new companies.”

AYLIEN Co-founder, Parsa
Ghaffari

Positives

That’s one aspect that needs to be addressed, and could on
the face of it, be easily fixed. At the same time, Parsa is well
aware of the many things that the Irish ecosystem does well. In particular, the regional focus of
the NDRC shows that there is tremendous interest in developing the many start-ups that begin
life outside the Greater Dublin Area. For Parsa, Ireland is really accomplished at providing that
initial framework, and believes it's something we should continue to nurture.

“It's really encouraging to see the regional hubs providing access to capital, mentorship, office
space all over Ireland, not just in one or two places. And also they facilitate funding; so, NDRC,
together with the likes of the PorterShed and Republic of Work - it's really encouraging to see
this current reincarnation and iteration of such programmes because in my opinion that’s all you

Copyright © 2022 JETRO. All Rights Reserved.


https://www.crunchbase.com/organization/aylien/company_financials
https://www.crunchbase.com/organization/aylien/company_financials

need as a very early-stage founder. You need office space, you need good mentorship, and a
bit of money to get your initial idea off the ground. So, | think we have that category figured out.

“But as you go on further, you kind of really have Enterprise Ireland and VCs, and there’s a big
gap in the angel space in Ireland,” Parsa explains, as his company has largely gone for
government and VC funding rather than looking at the angel space, a space he believes could
be strengthened further in Ireland.

Al leading the way
“Al and data analytics have always been really strong points in Irish universities,” Parsa says.

“They have really strong professors, lecturers, students in the field that have always been there,
and in this current boom of Al they have focused on Al and have done really amazing things. As
a company, we also attract a lot with these universities and research institutions.”

He points to Trinity, DCU, UCD, NUI Galway, and others as leading the way in these areas and
touches on the long-standing strengths that have existed across the country in recent times.
This is sure to be music to the ears of anyone looking to set up an Al start-up in Ireland,
especially as an international founder. Parsa also mentions an Irish Research Council scheme
that allows companies to host PhD and Masters students to carry out work through a
government assistance programme, something that helps companies to grow while offering
amazing experience to the next generation of Al leaders.

Advice for the next generation?

Parsa believes that Ireland really can be a leading force in Europe, especially if it looks to
strengthen the pros it has while also rectifying the cons. And when it comes to the next wave of
pioneers who may hope to follow in the footsteps of Parsa and his colleagues at AYLIEN, what
advice is he keen to share with them as they look to start up their own tech journeys like he
once did?

“If someone comes to me and asks ‘where should | relocate to in order to start my company?’ |
do always mention Ireland as one of three options (the US and the UK),” Parsa says, adding the
caveat that it would depend on the type of company they have. He also adds that there are still
areas that need to be improved on, while reiterating some of the many strengths the Irish
ecosystem offers new companies,” he says.

“Ireland really does have a chance of becoming the best hub - at least in Europe - for start-ups
and new founders who are just about to start a company.”
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Vol.6 The Cultural Nuances of Doing Business in Ireland

Ireland has its own unique set of cultural values. While they do share similarities with the UK
and their European compatriots, the Irish are a nation of entrepreneurs unto themselves.

Networking: In Ireland, networking can often take the guise of something that looks nothing like
networking (at least in a formal sense). The Irish are as comfortable networking over lunch or
drinks as they are at a formalized event; much of the networking that happens does so through
word-of-mouth. Finding the tech or entrepreneurial hub in the region you’d like to form your
start-up will make the networking journey smoother - introducing oneself to like-minded
individuals and having casual conversations by the coffee dock can often lead to in-depth
discussions and, ultimately, fruitful partnerships. With Irish Tech Hub Network hubs, like the
PorterShed, individuals can easily discuss ideas and form business connections simply by being
in the same workspace, and this has often led to business expansion and entrepreneurial
collaboration (Ecological start-up Blue Carbon Ireland being a good example where co-founders
Stephen Tummon and Finn Delaney were able to liaise effectively with sustainability expert,
Javier Santoyo, simply by being
in the same building).

Business cards: In Japan,
exchanging business cards is
traditionally considered an
important part of networking.
However, in Ireland, business
cards are not as highly thought
of. While Japanese
entrepreneurs will often follow a
particular ritual when offering and
accepting business cards, the Irish don’t consider the process with the same reverence;
informal chit-chat will often trump the importance of physical business cards.

Communication: In Ireland, there will regularly be a period at the beginning or before meetings
where casual conversation will take place, but typically, a clear demarcation will be made
between this and the actual meeting, when “business” may be conducted. A sense of humour
and willingness to chat and keep the conversation flowing are two things the Irish admire, and
so it's always a good idea to join in - respectfully - to foster those relationships. This is certainly
something for Japanese entrepreneurs to bear in mind, especially considering the use of silence
to digest information imparted to them.

Punctuality and decision-making: The Irish like to be productive in their business dealings, but
they will typically aim to do so in a friendly way. This also feeds into punctuality - a relaxed
approach can sometimes be seen in time-keeping, but a message ahead of time to inform of
lateness is always considered a courteous move (any longer than 10 minutes of a “no-show”, for
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example, will usually mean a meeting has to be re-scheduled). With decision-making, Irish
professionals don't like to waste time (needless back-and-forth is not considered an effective
use of time), but that doesn’t mean they won’t take a considered approach.

A rela)fed approach Fan There is regulary a period at the
sometimes be seen in beginning or before a meeting where
time-keeping. casual conversation will take place

inform of lateness is always between this and the meeting, when

But a message ahead of time to I A clear demarcation will be made
considered a courteous move B e

Negotiations: Much negotiating and deliberation can take place over long periods of time.
Relationships in Ireland are nurtured rather than kick-started, so patience may be required in
order to “get to know” the right person before a negotiation can take place. Negotiations
themselves are typically defined by each person involved having their say so that the right
outcome happens. Bravado, leaning on titles, and expecting a one-way street are not conducive
to productive - or fair - negotiations.

Gender representation: In Ireland, women are becoming increasingly better represented in
businesses than they once were. Whereas once upon a time, Irish operations were dominated
by men, today - although improvements still need to be made - we can see that 16 percent of
indigenous startups have a female founder. In Japan, the tech scene is less well represented by
women. As such, those from Japan looking to found a startup in Ireland will certainly engage
with a more gender-diverse group of people, including men and women. In Ireland, this means
that conversations are becoming balanced, gender-wise and inclusive conversations are more
common today than years ago. For Japanese business founders, this is certainly something to
consider in terms of adjusting to Ireland’s gender-progressive culture. As discussed in the article
‘Emerging Trends in the Irish Ecosystem’, great strides have been made in Ireland in recent
years regarding female representation in tech - although a lot more still needs to be done to
ensure true equality of opportunity. More and more women are succeeding and realising their
goals across the industry, and leaders such as Scale Ireland’s CEO Martina Fitzgerald and the
Irish Tech Hub Network’s CEO Mary Rodgers are at the forefront of ensuring that Ireland’s tech
ecosystem is strengthened and better represented all the time.

Copyright © 2022 JETRO. All Rights Reserved.


https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/01/business/japan-tech-workers-women.html

BERHIBRRHEBRICERLILEDTY,, VIO LR ER N K FERMERIC TS ZRY EHE
[CREIBLOIBNLTEYEIN ZOEREEERIETIEDTEHYEEA, KERORESEIEE
BROZHIBTTITVTIZEWN, oy A—TF S ER B F RN E LU TE TR R UEMIETE
BITENTEXRADTT THELIZEN,

Copyright © 2022 JETRO. All Rights Reserved.




