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Attracting, Retaining, and Supporting
Newcomer Tech Entrepreneurs:
Lessons from Genesis, Newfoundland

and Labrador’s Tech Innovation Hub.

Laura Aguirre Polo
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Qatar startup Bonocle
closes $1M seed round

g

that provides innovative technology

solutions for the blind, has closed its
seed round totaling its funding to $IM in
grants and investments since its inception.
The funding was received from a combination
of local and international angel investors,
including prominent MENA investors such
as Dharmendra Ghai (HealthTech Mentor),
Fatima Al Kuwari, Amna Fakhroo and Faraj
Abdulla. The startup also received grants from
Qatar Science and Technology Park, Supreme
Committee for Delivery and Legacy, and
Mada, an assistive technology center in Qatar.

Bonocle, a tech startup founded in Qatar

Founded in 2016, Bonocle has developed
a unique braille education and entertainment
platform that combines hardware and
software to create an accessible and fun
braille learning experience for the blind.
The platform includes a range of educational
applications and games including apps to
teach the braille alphabet, spelling, math, and
chemistry, as well as different game genres like
board games, platformers, action-adventure,
and puzzle games.

With the goal of reviving braille and
making it accessible to all blind communities
worldwide. The startup has focused on
creating an affordable and portable device
that can expand with a software library,
internally developed and optimized for its
users. Bonocle’s first batch of devices has
already been sold in Qatar and Saudi Arabia,
and the company is ramping up its production
to meet demand in the Middle East and North
America.

Abdelrazek Aly, Bonocle’s CEO said,
“The seed round investment will be used to further
develop and refine Bonocle’s technology. as well as
increase production to meet the growing demand for
its products.”

Fatima Al Kuwari, one of the startup’s
early investors said “Assistive technology for the
visually impaired really captured my interest as an
investor and I look forward lo seeing this expand
globally and be available to everyone who needs it”

Dharmendra Ghai, angle investor &
mentor with insights into social impact
innovation added, “Braille is an important tool
to promole equality, independence, experience and
literacy for people with visual impairments. Its use is
essential for the complete integration of individuals
with vision impairments in to society. In the race of
making technology smarter and flatter, we made it
scarp’ for the visually impaired. Bonocle addresses
these last-mile gaps, providing transformative
assistive solutions to create a more inclusive world

Sor all. The future innovation is with entrepreneurs
who are willing to challenge the status quo and bring
a positive social impact™

Ramy Soliman, Bonocle’s COO reiterated,
“The startup is dedicated to making a positive
impact on the lives of the blind and visually
impaired and is excited to continue its mission with
the support of its investors™

Nova Scotia > Business

Meet the St. John's businesswoman who
faced Dragons to pitch a product for
nursing moms

Milksta Mommy Brew, a coffee alternative that aids in milk production, went from a passion
project to a profit project

Andrew Robinson - Reporter | Posted: Dec. 4, 2020, 7:20 p.m. | Updated: Dec. 7, 2020, 8:29 a.m. | 5 Min Read
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Laura Aguirre Polo, right, during techNL's Innovation Week with other female leaders and entr

growth and diversity of St. John's technology ecosystem. CONTRIBUTED
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Startup hub breaks records
for inclusiveness, diversity

Genesis has helped develop some of Canada’s most successful companies
despite N.L.’s low immigration retention rates

JAVIER ORTEGA-ARAIZA
SPECIAL TO
SALTWIRE NETWORK

Newfoundland and Labrador
has one of Canada’s lowest
immigrant retention rates,
yet the province's innova-
tion hub is seeing a record-
breaking level of newcomers
and women who are work-
ing on building high-tech
businesses.

At 47.8 per cent,
Newfoundland and
Labrador’s newcomer
retention rate only ranks
above P.E.l. when consider-
ing immigrants admitted
from 2015 onward, accord-
ing to Statistics Canada
(P.E.L has a 28 per cent re-
tention rate).

All Atlantic provinces sig-
nificantly lag behind Ontario
(92.0 per cent), British Co-
lumbia (86.5 per cent), and
Alberta (84.5 per cent).

Yetin St. John's, Genesis
- Memorial University's in-
novation hub - has achieved
record diversity indicators.

According to its official
data, more than half of the
startups participating in
Genesis’ three-year incuba-
tor program, Enterprise, are
founded by newcomers to
Canada.

In another diversity in-
dicator, techNL estimated
that 40 per cent of the com-
panies in the hub are led by
women.

A key contributor to
what Genesis is achieving is
Laura Aguirre Polo, who is
originally from Colombia.
At Genesis, Aguirre Polo
is a success manager with a
focus on belonging.

A native of Bogotd, Agu-
irre Polo went to university
in Salt Lake City, Utah, be-
fore moving to St. John's to
continue her studies.

“There is a very solid sense

Memorial University of Newfoundland and Labrador's Emera Innovation Exchange campus on
Signal Hill Road in St. John's houses the Genesis Centre. JOE GIBBONS = THE TELEGRAM

more than 2,500 jobs and
boost companies that gener-
ate more than $250 million
in annual revenue.

of belonging here, one that
1 haven't found in other
places. People are very kind
and welcoming, and they
genuinely want to help and
will help when they can,”
says Aguirre Polo.

Genesis has helped de-
velop some of Canada’s most
successful companies, like
Verafin, a technology com-
pany focused on developing
anti-money laundering and
fraud detection solutions.

Verafin was sold to NAS-
DAQ for US$2.75 billion,
the largest private acquisi-
tion of a Canadian technol-
ogy company at the time.

Overall, Genesis has
helped spur the creation of

HELPING PEOPLE
SUCCEED

Genesis is not Aguirre Polo’s
first foray into working with
newcomers, or into figuring
out ways to bolster diversity
and inclusion initiatives.
Before Genesis, she
worked with the Nunatsia-
vut Inuit communities in
Labrador and was a project
lead for the first anti-human
trafficking program for
newcomers in the province.
These experiences help

her understand what com-
munities need to f
cluded, a critical factor that
has helped Genesis foster a
collaborative environment
that helps people to succeed,
enabling them to stay.

“A strategy that has helped
us attract and retain clients
from historically underrep-
resented groups is to meet
these entreprencurs where
they are and actively seek
out ways to support them,”
says Aguirre Polo.

“Genesis offers a standard
range of amazing support
and services to all clients,
but we recognize that each
venture is led by entre-
preneurs with unique life

n-

stories, opportunities, and
challenges. To truly support
them, it is often necessary
to provide tailored support
that addresses their specific
needs and circumstances.”

By looking at the human
face behind the venture,
Genesis provides founders
with the support they need
to navigate the complexities
of the Canadian immigration
system, access mental-health
resourc nhance their
leadership skills, connect
with funders, and expand
their business network.

Aguirre Polo emphasizes
how addressing the found-
ers' top concerns helps re-
move the stress from their
lives, which further un-
leashes their potential.

“We have the mission of
helping build amazing tech
companies,” she says, while
at the same time, highlight-
ing how there are several
factors that can influence
a founder’s success, many
of which are not related to
their business.

Several times, these con-
straints have to do with the
founder’s migratory situa-
tion and how it might limit
what the founders can ac-
complish.

Despite the challenges, the
innovations being developed
at Genesis could have a sig-
nificant impact beyond St.
John's. Some of these solu-
tions, if scaled, could have a
worldwide influence.

And one of the reasons
why this is possible is be-
cause of the collaboration
between people from all
over the world, which is
what keeps Aguirre Polo and
her team at Genesis going.

THE
GLOBE

Women and immigrants poised to
lead Newfoundland and Labrador’s
tech industry

Business

MUN'S INNOVATION HUB
Increasing diversity and inclusion in tech sector

Innovation hub Genesis encouraging newcomer and women-led businesses to ‘think bigger'

IAVIER OKTELA ARALZA
SPECIAL TO SALTWIRE
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Immigrant entrepreneurs growing tech startups in
N.L. with specialized visa

Memorial University's business incubator, Genesis, has given out seven stamps of
approval

CBC News - Posted: Nov 16, 2019 7:00 AM NST | Last Updated: November 16, 2019

Himanshu Barthwal signs the incubator agreement at Genesis, Newfoundland’s innovation hub in Toronto.

ATLANTIC CANADA / NEWS

Can an Al-powered counsellor boost
Atlantic Canada’s student recruitment
initiatives? Meet the founder who
believes so

Himanshu Barthwal, the founder of Admission Overseas and Admit Offer, headquartered in St.
John’s, Newfoundland, is at the forefront of the artificial intelligence-driven revolution in the
education industry, developing proprietary technology that helps students and college counsellors to

make better decisions.

‘, by Javier Ortega-Araiza - August 15, 2023

Isaac Adejuwon, founder and CEO of Metricsflow, is originally from Nigeria. (Katie Breen/CBC)



o Fry Family Foundation e:ee
& 527 followers
4d - ®

Congratulations to all the Genesis graduates! We are proud to support the
Belonging program, which helps groups that have historically struggled to get
funding for their #entrepreneurial ventures, including women and
newcomers. Memorial University of Newfoundland Michelle Simms, Laura
Aguirre Polo #education #community #leadership
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"Having a person that specifically focuses on diversity, equity, inclusion, and MEMOR]A Canada f L

Nanaq buying N'I-“ Online Security Company immigration has helped us to remove some of the barriers that immigrants UNIVERSITY Labrador
Vel‘aﬁn in $2 75B US deal face." Read: https://Inkd.in/dFv8ivAG
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Deal will bring St. John's company to global markets, says Verafin co-founder Brendan
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Laura Aguirre Polo
Success Manager (Belonging)

Laura Aguirre Polo

laguirre@genesiscentre.ca




