| SUNDAY SUN-TIMES |

CHICAGO.SUNTIMES.COM ¢

NERVOUS

TECH

Chicago technology entrepreneurs worry
about effects of Trump immigration stance
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Chicago technology en-

trepreneurs who depend on
highly skilled engineers, strat-
egists and software develop-
ers from overseas say they’re
troubled about President Don-
ald Trump’s tough stance on
immigration.

“America is sending a signal
that it does not welcome all im-
migrants, and, for a country
that historically has been a
beacon of tolerance, it’s a slap
in the face,” says Samir Mayek-
ar, co-founder and chief execu-
tive officer of SiNode Systems,
a Bronzeville manufacturer of
chemicals to make batteries
run longer and charge faster.

He points to a brilliant Ira-
nian Ph.D. student — one of
eight Northwestern students
who created SiNode Systems
as part of a classroom assign-
ment — who played a key role
in getting the company started.

Mayekar says Trump’s
executive order banning im-
migration from seven predom-
inantly Muslim countries —
and Trump’s adverse reaction
to a court ruling overturning
it — is “completely prejudicial
and takes no account that peo-
ple who have a green card have
already been vetted and want
to work hard, build businesses
and build a life here.”

Though SiNode Systems’ 15

other than those under the
ban, Mayekar says he is always
on the lookout for talent from
throughout the world. Half of
the company’s employees are
immigrants or first-generation
Americans.

Jacob Babcock, founder and
CEO of wireless-charging elec-
tronics maker NuCurrent in
the West Loop, says
nine of his firm’s 15
engineers are for-
eign-born. Four of
the nine have Ph.Ds
essential to the
company’s success,
Babcock says, and
have visas to work
here.

Though none of
the foreign-born
engineers is from
the seven coun-
tries affected by
the travel ban, Bab-
cock says he wor-
ries that if he sent
them to a confer-
ence overseas, they
might be blocked
from returning to
Chicago amid the
chaos.

“Personally, I feel
it is immoral,” Bab-
cock, who has a law
degree from North-
western University, says of the
travel ban. “I practiced law for
five years. I think it’s unconsti-
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make our borders safer.

“From a business perspec-
tive, it creates a lot of uncer-
tainty and concern and takes
the focus off of building our
company.”

Javad Khazaeli, the Iran-
born co-founder of the Chica-
go-based immigration-stream-
lining technology platform
Road to Status www.
roadtostatus.com, says
calls for help have
doubled since Trump
took office.

Khazaeli, an im-
migration attorney in
St. Louis, spent nine
years working for the
Justice Department,
the Department of
Homeland  Security
and US. Immigra-
tion and Customs En-
forcement to find and
deport criminals who
posed a safety risk,
as well as prosecut-
ing terrorists, their
financial backers and
others. He says the or-
der’s broad approach
will further squeeze
the United States’ al-
ready-beleaguered en-
forcement resources.

“We do much bet-
ter with targeted ap-
proaches rather than casting
large nets,” Khazaeli says.

His company — which uses

“I THINK IT’S UNCONSTITUTIONAL AND AN ILLOGICAL WAY TO
MAKE OUR BORDERS SAFER. FROM A BUSINESS PERSPECTIVE,
IT CREATES A LOT OF UNCERTAINTY AND CONCERN.”

JACOB BABCOCK (above), founder and CEQ of NuCurrent, on President Trump’s executive order on immigration

the correct immigration forms
and fill them out once instead
of multiple times — is advising
foreign-born people who are
permanent U.S. residents to
apply for US. citizenship im-
mediately.

“We don’t know if the rules
will change, so they need to
act quickly before any rules
change again,” says Khazaeli,
whose widowed aunt in Tehran
had her visa revoked under the
ban.

Khazaeli and others say they
also worry about possible ef-
forts to thwart or end the H-1B
visa program — which tech
companies rely heavily on to
hire scientists, technicians, en-
gineers and others who are in
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born citizens. Trump and some
Republican congressmen have
criticized the H-1B program,
calling for American workers
get priority for such jobs.
Sindhu Rajan, CEO of
HabitNu, a startup inside the
MATTER health-care incuba-
tor at the Merchandise Mart,
says restrictions on H-1B visas
would make it hard for small
firms like hers to hire skilled

talent because they can’t af-
ford the wages that the likes of
Google and Microsoft pay.

Rajan, a native of India who
spent nine years getting her
green card and permanent
U.S. resident status, applied for
U.S. citizenship the day Trump
got elected, fearing she other-
wise might not be able to re-
main here with her husband, a
computer science professor at
the University of Chicago, and
their daughter.

“This is the only country
where I have worked and paid
taxes,” she says. “To suddenly
say I am not welcome and not
allowed to travel here is not
legal, won’t prevent terror-
ism and is not what I thought
America was.”
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