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CONNECTICUT:

Immigrant Entrepreneurs, Innovation, and Welcoming Initiatives in the Constitution State

In Connecticut, there is no doubt that immigrant entrepreneurs and innovators play an important
role. Immigrant entrepreneurs bring in additional revenue, create jobs, and contribute
significantly to the state’s economy. Highly skilled immigrants are vital to the state’s innovation
industries and to the metropolitan areas within the state, helping to boost local economies.
Furthermore, local government, business, and non-profit leaders recognize the importance of
immigrants in their communities and support immigration through local “welcoming” and
integration initiatives.

Immigrant entrepreneurs contribute significantly to Connecticut’s economy.

From 2006 to 2010, there were 31,320 new immigrant business owners in Connecticut*
and in 2010, 18.5 percent of all business owners in Connecticut were foreign-born.?

In 2010, new immigrant business owners® had a total net business income of $2 billion,
which is 15 percent of all net business income in the state.

Connecticut is home to many successful companies with at least one founder who was an
immigrant or child of an immigrant, including United Technologies Corporation, Pitney
Bowes, General Electric, and Terex.” Those four companies together employ over
550,600 people and bring in over $217 billion in revenue each year.®

Highly skilled immigrants are vital to Connecticut’s innovation industries, which in turn
helps lead American innovation and creates jobs.

Immigrants contribute to Connecticut’s economic growth and competitiveness by earning
degrees in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields from the
state’s research universities. In 2009, around 38 percent of STEM graduates earning
masters or PhD degrees from these universities were foreign-born, and 68 percent of
graduates earning PhDs in engineering in Connecticut were not born in the U.S.’

In 2011, the U.S. Department of Labor certified 5,271 H-1B high-skilled visa labor
certification applications in Connecticut, with an average annual wage of $72,199,®
which is within range of Connecticut’s median household income of $69,519, but higher
than its per capita income of $37,807.°

An expansion of the high-skilled visa program would create an estimated 6,600 new jobs
in Connecticut by 2020.'° By 2045, this expansion would add around $2.2 billion to
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Gross State Product and increase personal income by more than $2 billion.'* The
following are examples of metropolitan area demand for high-skilled foreign-born
workers.

0 The Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford metropolitan area had 1,761 H-1B visa
requests in 2010-2011, with 74.5 percent of H-1B visa-holders working in STEM
occupations.*® Major employers with a need for H-1B high-skilled workers
include the University of Connecticut, Larsen & Toubro Infotech Limited,
Cognizant Technology Solutions, Infosays Technologies Limited, and Sagarsoft
Inc.

While the numbers are compelling, they don’t tell the whole story.

Immigrant entrepreneurs not only contribute to large innovative companies, but also to
small businesses in local communities. In cities across Connecticut, immigrant family-
owned small businesses contribute to the vitality of their local communities. Although
initially aimed at other immigrant customers, many businesses quickly see an expansion
of their clientele to include a diverse array of immigrant and native-born customers alike.

In Hartford, Connecticut’s capital city, immigrants have been starting businesses since
the city’s founding.™® From taco truck owners, to Asian grocers, to barbers from Bosnia,
immigrant entrepreneurs and small business owners are helping to spark a revival in
Hartford.**

o Hartford’s Park Street neighborhood, an approximately two-mile retail corridor
running from Main Street to Prospect Avenue, contains a mix of restaurants,
bodegas, clothing boutiques, grocery stores, jewelry stores, and other retail and
service providers, many of which are immigrant-owned and operated. ™

In Danbury, the city’s Main Street and side roads are lined with immigrant-owned
businesses, particularly from Central and South American points of origin.*® Locals have
observed that “immigrant-owned businesses have helped the downtown survive at a time
when many storefronts were empty.”*’

0 Luis Diaz, from Guatemala, opened Ortega’s Restaurant in downtown Danbury in
2012. Diaz says his restaurant specializes in many types of food to cater to
Danbury’s diverse population. “We want to try to attract different people, like
Americans, Spanish[-speaking] people, all different cultures. We have a little mix
of everything,” he said.

In Norwich, immigrant-owned restaurants representing a breadth of national cuisines are
representative of the city’s past and present immigration history. Bill Stanley, president
of the Norwich Historical Society, said that these businesses “helped define the city” in
the past, and “today, in many respects...it’s happening still.”*°


http://www.brookings.edu/research/reports/2012/07/18-h1b-visas-labor-immigration#profile
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2012/7/18%20h1b%20visas%20labor%20immigration/18%20h1b%20visas%20labor%20immigration.pdf
http://articles.courant.com/2013-11-11/news/hc-ed-immigrant-business-program-20131111_1_new-businesses-international-hartford-kauffman-foundation
http://articles.courant.com/2013-10-10/news/hc-hartford-immigrant-businesses-20131010_1_hartford-city-hall-immigrants-businesses
http://www.hartfordinfo.org/issues/documents/neighborhoods/htfd_courant_050810.asp
http://www.newstimes.com/news/article/GOING-INTO-BUSINESS-104955.php
http://www.newstimes.com/news/article/GOING-INTO-BUSINESS-104955.php
http://www.newstimes.com/local/article/Moving-downtown-Danbury-forward-3735505.php
http://wnpr.org/post/danbury-immigrants-are-key-downtown-renaissance

(0]

In downtown Norwich, visitors can find “Peruvian, Pan-Asian, Irish and Italian
cuisine all within walking distance,” Patrick McCormack of Uncas Health District
stated.zé‘You don’t have to drive to a certain section to get a certain kind of
food.”

The Norwich Bulletin noted in 2007 that there is “a new wave of immigrant-
owned businesses, run by families, springing up. It is especially apparent in the
growing number of Chinese, Spanish, and Haitian-owned businesses in
Norwich...These businesses can be the engine that helps Norwich continue to
grow strong.”?

In Connecticut, localities have begun recognizing and supporting immigration through
“welcoming” and integration initiatives.

= The American Place, an initiative of the Hartford Public Library and an affiliate of
Welcoming America,? is “designed to welcome immigrants and facilitate their transition

into their new home city.
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The program provides services such as English and citizenship classes, resources
for studying, and assistance with accessing immigration information. The Cultural
Navigators program recruits and trains volunteers to mentor and tutor
newcomers.*

The White House recognized® the work of The American Place by honoring its
director, Homa Naficy, who herself is an immigrant from Iran, as a White House
Champion of Change in June of 2013.%° The recognition spotlights the positive
work Naficy and her initiative are doing for immigrant integration in the Hartford
community.

= International Hartford, formed in 2013,*" exists to support immigrant-owned
businesses. Specifically, the organization assists immigrants, refugees, and their children
start and expand businesses.?

o

International Hartford helps potential immigrant entrepreneurs overcome barriers
to starting a business.”® Milagros S. Cruz, Chair of the International Hartford
board, notes that the organization strives to partner with immigrants wanting to
start a business, help new and existing entrepreneurs navigate red tape, determine
best ways to access credit, as well as other services.*

At the organization’s kickoff event in October 2013, Hartford’s mayor stated that
Hartford is and “will continue to be a city of immigrants. It is immigrants that
have basically built the city.”*! Additionally, Art Feltman, Executive Director of
International Harford, said, “One of the things that we think that immigrants can
help Hartford with is to create those trade links both for import and export that
we’re not experiencing right now.”*
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0 The Hartford Courant described International Hartford as a great idea, “one that
can promote commerce downtown and in the neighborhoods where business is
dearly needed. And if it building on itself, if Hartford gets a reputation as a place
that is friendly to immigrant businesses, who knows? The entrepreneur with a
taco truck may smooth the path for a niece or nephew who starts a software
company. An entrepreneur in Hartford might open trade with his or her home
country.”*
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