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Creator of mobile game Peter Vesterbacka at the Global Entrepreneur Congress.

Despite the Hollywood smiles and Silicon Valley enthusiasm brandished by speakers
at Moscow's Global Entrepreneurship Congress on Tuesday, political and economic obstacles
remain for Russian startups.

The conference is a four day event in which investors, entrepreneurs, and industry leaders
meet to discuss their work, particularly in the context of developing markets. Tuesday's Start
+ Scale talks included presentations by Jeff Hoffman, founder of travel site Priceline,
and Peter Vesterbacka, creator of mobile game Angry Birds.

The energetic tones and forceful gestures of speaker Ingrid Vanderveldt, entrepreneur
in residence at Dell, were reminiscent of a Komsomolka, or jubilant female member of the
Soviet Communist Party's youth wing, said event participant Artur Samayran.

Speakers routinely stressed that optimism, hard work, and comfort with failure were essential
to the startup process. Entrepreneurs, Hoffman said, "ran on a fuel called hope."
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Possible disadvantages that Russian entrepreneurs might face were discounted. "If three guys
out of Helsinki can create Angry Birds, why couldn't the same happen here in Moscow or Rio,
or anywhere on the planet?" Vesterbacka told the audience. Said Rahmani, formerly of IBM
and now a venture capitalist in Iran, said "entrepreneurs do not give up because there are
sanctions, inflation, and devaluation of currency."

However, some participants said geopolitical factors may hold back the Russian economy.
Maurizio Forte, director of the Italian Trade Agency in Moscow, said that he was worried
about the worsening business relationship between Europe and Russia due to the political
crisis in Ukraine. "Daytime you build up a house and nighttime they destroy it," Forte said
of Italian-Russian business relations.

Some venture capital experts do not see Russia's startup ecosystem as conducive to growth,
at least in the short term. "There is a big cash base, mostly from oligarch-related companies,
but there are very few good projects," said Alexandra Dieterink, director of Azure Invest
Group, a private equity and venture capital advisory with experience in Russia. When good
projects do exist, they may find it difficult to get off the ground, as Russian corporations are
often unwilling to take a chance on using a startup's services.

It takes time to develop a strong startup ecosystem and Russia may yet create a successful
one, Dieterink added.

The tech boom in Helsinki is due to a "very vibrant, very dynamic startup community,
and that has also taken many years," Vesterbacka said.

Other participants noted a positive long-term trend. Konstantin Bylov, founder of Plazma-
FTK, a medical technology company based in Moscow, began his career as an engineer
in Soviet Union's space program, in the heyday of its competition with the U.S.

Now Bylov is not only an entrepreneur, but said he is pleased that he works closely with
Americans with whom he used to compete.
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