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The inaugural Tbilisi-Portland Youth Entrepreneurial Exchange Program took place from May 11 to 
20 in Portland and was organized by Global Youth Entrepreneurs. The goal of the program was 
to provide a group of enterprising high schoolers from Georgia with the opportunity to participate 
in a collaborative entrepreneurial project and citywide startup event, experience academic and 
student life at one of the top grade schools in the country, network with like-minded Oregon 
students, entrepreneurs, and community leaders, and tour the city and state in the spirit of 
exchange.  
 
School XXI Century in Tbilisi, Global Youth Entrepreneurs’ educational partner in Georgia, sent 
tenth-grade students Levan Gvineria and Luka Todua on the exchange, along with English 
teacher Irma Kalmakhelidze as a chaperone. Eleventh-grade student Mariam Gogidze of the 
European School in Tbilisi completed the delegation. XXI Century selected Gvineria and Todua 
based on their demonstrated interest in entrepreneurship and diplomacy and excellent 
performance on a series of English examinations, while Global Youth Entrepreneurs invited 
Gogidze for her leading role in growing Tbilisi’s community of high school entrepreneurs. The 
Georgian Association in the United States of America, Georgia’s Innovation and Technology 
Agency, and Kargi Gogo (the Northwestern United States’ only Georgian restaurant, located in 
Portland, OR) generously sponsored the students’ travel to Portland, and the United States 
Embassy in Georgia hosted the students for an orientation prior to their visit to the United States. 
Seth Talyansky, who accompanied the group throughout the week, Solomon Olshin, Britton 
Masback, and Li Lambert of Global Youth Entrepreneurs arranged the group’s itinerary in the 
U.S. 
 
In Portland, the participants were taken aback by the prevalence of homelessness, a rarity in 
Tbilisi. They found such cases of social isolation and neglect by fellow citizens anathema to 
Georgian culture. For their entrepreneurial project, the students set about designing ways to 
diffuse cultural traits like strong family ties and social cohesion into a society that tends to 
emphasize individual independence and success. The students received continuous mentorship 
from WorldOregon, which hosted their project work. They also visited Autodesk, eBay, and Intel, 
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where technologists, entrepreneurs, and other company staff applauded their efforts to tackle the 
problem of their choice and offered feedback on ideas. Ultimately, after several days of work, 
Gvineria and Todua produced a resolution outlining a multi-pronged approach to combating 
homelessness for the city government to consider, and Gogidze devised a plan for a 
compassion-building game app for young children. Their materials can be found here. 
 
On the weekend of May 17 to 19, and together with around 30 peers from ten Portland-area high 
schools, the students took part in Startup Camp Youth Portland 2019, Global Youth 
Entrepreneurs’ third such event around the world and the first youth-led startup event in the 
history of the city. Startup Camp Youth Portland was hosted and sponsored by the Catlin Gabel 
School. The event was opened by the Head of School followed by (via video recording) an 
address by the Mayor of the City of Portland. All but a few students pitched business or non-profit 
ideas on Friday night, and teams coalesced around the five most popular ideas. On Saturday and 
most of Sunday, teams developed their concepts under the mentorship of about a dozen local 
business, entrepreneurship, innovation, and education experts before presenting to fellow 
students and distinguished guest judges on Sunday evening. The two top-performing teams—the 
first designing motivational programs for youth with speech impediments and the second 
proposing an app incentivizing carbon consciousness among those who commute by car—came 
away with prizes from Intel and Nike. Two participants were chosen to receive a special award for 
leadership from Young Entrepreneurs Business Week. The teams’ final project descriptions can 
be found here. 
 
Other highlights of Startup Camp Youth Portland 2019 included: 

● attendance by the First Secretary of the Embassy of Georgia to the United States on 
Saturday;  

● a diplomacy and entrepreneurship panel, organized jointly with WorldOregon, that night 
featuring the First Secretary, a retired United States ambassador, and a top Nike 
innovator;  

● a student panel on cross-cultural collaboration featuring Gogidze, Gvineria, Todua and 
two local volunteers;  

● a virtual prototyping workshop led by two teenage Jordanian developers who took part in 
Global Youth Entrepreneurs’ Startup Camp Youth Amman in March 2019;  

● a community tabling session on opportunities in youth entrepreneurship and leadership 
with representatives from TiE Young Entrepreneurs Oregon, WorldOregon, and Young 
Entrepreneurs Business Week;  

● a dinner on Saturday night catered from Kargi Gogo for all participants, the First 
Secretary, and the U.S. ambassador.  

 
*Footage of the panels can be found in the repository provided below. 
 
During their time in Oregon, the students also: 

● met with the Mayor of Portland and the City’s International Relations Director in the Office 
of Government Relations at City Hall, who lauded the program as a model of youth citizen 
diplomacy;  

www.globalyouthentrepreneurs.net/tpyep           P: 971-400-4016           globalyouthentrepreneurs@gmail.com   

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1iEwyVLULom5PTw-4QPseClNaJBSfxGCi?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1f6P4xYOK3Z6zyvVKNpMJXk0QsNKdO2FU?usp=sharing


 

 

● toured Nike World Headquarters;  
● attended WorldOregon-organized talks by a Gambian Nobel Peace Prize nominee and a 

former President of Mexico (the latter of whom invited Gogidze to Mexico City after her 
Q&A card was read out, where she had written him her email address and an invitation to 
Tbilisi—he kept the card);  

● shadowed classes at the Catlin Gabel School; 
● engaged in many cultural activities, including visits to Multnomah Falls and Bonneville 

Dam and Hatchery in the Columbia River Gorge, the Portland Rose Garden, and most 
points of interest in Downtown;  

● dined at Kargi Gogo, where staff welcomed the visitors with a specially-prepared booth 
and complimentary bottles of Georgian springwater. 

 
The Tbilisi-Portland Youth Entrepreneurial Exchange Program 2019 represents a milestone in a 
burgeoning creative partnership between the youth and, ultimately, citizenries, of Portland and 
Tbilisi. This exchange represents Global Youth Entrepreneurs’ next logical effort, after its Startup 
Weekend Youth Tbilisi event last June, to foster the autonomous participation of Georgia’s young 
people in their country’s economy, which will promote democracy and prosperity in Georgia. 
Multiple appearances on television have been arranged for Gvineria, Todua, and their teacher to 
tell the story of their visit to Portland to a national audience. To carry this momentum forward, 
Global Youth Entrepreneurs plans to hold an event in Batumi next summer in partnership with a 
local educational institute and School XXI Century that will draw student participants from all 
across the country together for a weekend of immersion in entrepreneurship and diplomacy. 
Global Youth Entrepreneurs will also advise Gogidze on the execution of the second iteration of 
Startup Weekend Youth Tbilisi in June (this time not affiliated with Startup Weekend), which she is 
organizing at the European School together with several classmates. More details about their 
event can be found here. 
 
This program holds promise as a model of youth-led cross-cultural engagement and exchange 
that can be replicated between any pair of cities or countries. The government, commercial, and 
non-profit actors who interfaced with the students underlined the value of—and their support 
for—bringing in fresh cultural perspectives on local issues, especially those, like homelessness, to 
which many Americans have become desensitized. Gogidze, Gvineria, and Todua are eager to 
continue developing the projects they began in Portland, inspired by the lesson all youth involved 
in this program took away: organic collaboration between youth across borders is key to 
strengthening international understanding and ties. 
 
Photos and video from Startup Camp Youth Portland 2019 can be found here, while pictures from 
the rest of the exchange program can be found here. 
 
The program in the participants’ words: 
 
“Luka and I valued the experience: getting to know American teens, looking into homelessness 
and other traits of the city. From meeting with the companies and leaders, we realized that if you 
have a goal to achieve and you are doing everything to make it real, nothing is impossible. 
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 —Levan Gvineria, 10th Grade, School XXI Century, Tbilisi 
 

”During the startup camp, I worked on problems that I'd never faced before which was a very 
rewarding experience for me as I had to collaborate with people of diverse cultures and 
ethnicities to form an understanding of those problems.”  

—Mariam Gogidze, 11th Grade, European School, Tbilisi 
 
“I’ve never seen students gain so much wisdom in so few days.” 

—Irma Kalmakhelidze, English Teacher, School XXI Century, Tbilisi 
 
Special thanks to (in approximate chronological order): 
 

● Laura Prokic of WorldOregon for helping to plan and implement the program 
● Mariam Kutateladze of School XXI Century for coordinating the XXI Century delegation’s 

participation in the program 
● Elisabeth Kvitashvili of the Georgian Association, Tinatin Gholadze of Global 

Entrepreneurship Network Georgia, and Berdia Natsvlishvili of PH International Georgia 
for helpful correspondence with the program organizers 

● Meredith Goddard of FounderZ Weekend for lending advice on planning Startup Camp 
Youth Portland 

● Daniela Tran, Julius Tsai, and Tea Kuchukhidze for receiving the students at U.S. 
Embassy Tbilisi 

● Rebecca Mischel and Andy Olshin, Craig and Sarah Masback, and Randall Lambert and 
Li Li for hosting the visiting group in their homes 

● Roza Kotlyar and Vitaly Talyansky for facilitating the group’s stay 
● Derrick Olsen for receiving the students at WorldOregon, and to Laura Prokic for 

mentoring them regularly and Anna Schneider for facilitating their project work 
● Sydney Odell and Yeji Kim of WorldOregon for helping to promote Startup Camp Youth 

Portland 
● Mayor Ted Wheeler and Chido Dhliwayo for receiving the students at City Hall 
● Aline Garcia-Rubio and Peter Shulman for facilitating the group’s visit to Catlin Gabel 

School 
● Pam Kilpatrick, Shaan Hurley, and Dwayne Johnson for receiving the group at Autodesk 
● Sean Fredericks for hosting the group at Kargi Gogo for a special dinner 
● Gina Hudson, Greg Becker, Mark Flaa, Elizabeth Hernandez, Ann Marie Mossman, 

Matthew Mossman, Chris Myles, and Gabriel Nadel for receiving the group at eBay 
● Craig Masback for receiving the group at Nike 
● Vicente Fox (Mexican ex-president) and Marta Sahagun for greeting the group 
● Tim Bazemore of Catlin Gabel School for opening Startup Camp Youth Portland 
● Cindy Murray, Eli Coon, Beining Hu, Amanda Lighthiser, Chris Mateer, Sue Phillips, and 

Wendy Wilkinson of Catlin Gabel School for facilitating Startup Camp Youth Portland 
● Jana and Sham Al-Bdour of Sakura.jo for speaking to Startup Camp Youth Portland 

participants from Jordan 
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● Tim DuRoche of WorldOregon for helping to recruit speakers for the diplomacy and 
entrepreneurship panel 

● Givi Zedelashvili for attending Startup Camp Youth Portland from the Georgian Embassy 
and serving on the diplomacy and entrepreneurship panel 

● U.S. Ambassador Kenneth Fairfax (ret.) and Bryan Farris of Nike for serving on the 
diplomacy and entrepreneurship panel 

● Erin Bray of ConstructFoundation, Shashi Jain of Intel, Craig Masback, Martin McClanan 
of MM Advisors, Cindy Murray, Andy Robbins of Oyster PDX, Craig Robbins, Nicole 
Taylo of Sunset High School, Rob Taylo of SinglePoint Communications, Eric Rosenfeld 
of Oregon Venture Fund, and Givi Zedelashvili for mentoring the student teams at 
Startup Camp Youth Portland 

● Roza Kotlyar for coordinating the Intel prizes at Startup Camp Youth Portland 
● Andrew Weiss for attending the closing events of Startup Camp Youth Portland from 

Young Entrepreneurs Business Week 
● Anika Rai and Pranav Sharma for representing TiE Young Entrepreneurs Oregon at the 

community tabling at Startup Camp Youth Portland 
● Stephen Gomez of Project^ and Mel Tilkicioglu of Three Phase Electric for judging final 

pitches at Startup Camp Youth Portland 
● Shashi Jain, Karl Fezer, Chris Gatehouse, Michael Premi, and Suresh Srinivas for 

receiving the group at Intel 
Program Sponsors 
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