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For those who are unfamiliar, why is Israel 
known as “The Start-up Nation”? 

 

The simple reason is that if you look per capita, we 
have the highest number of startups in the world, and 
if you look in absolute number, then we are second 
only after the United States. So taking into consider-
ation there 8 million Israelis and 300-plus million 
Americans, being second is really 
significant...  
 

But to add to that, I guess part of 
the Israeli spirit is really innovative, 
very inventive—always looking for 
new solutions, new ways, new dis-
coveries, and the country itself is a 
very young country with so many 
achievements. It’s almost like a 
startup in itself.  
 

What are your thoughts on Israel-Montana busi-
ness partnerships, and how are Montana and Is-
rael similar in their start-up and entrepreneurial 
climates? 

 

In the world of knowledge, distance is no longer im-
portant. It’s not about exporting oranges—it’s about 
exporting knowledge. If you look at so many products 
today, in a click of your computer, you can buy what-
ever you need. Exports and imports today have a 

different meaning than they use to years ago. It’s the 
ideas that matter, not the geography. The borders 
today are the borders of your ideas, not of your geo-
graphic borders. In that respect, Israel has a lot of 

experience in how to do that be-
cause our geographic borders are 
not that collaborative with us. So 
we had to look far. Because we 
are a small market, usually com-
panies that start in Israel think im-
mediately about exporting; they 
think about external markets. You 
can see that for example by the 
fact that, although Israel is so 
small, after the United States and 

Canada, Israel has the highest number of companies 
listed on NASDAQ. This is because Israeli compa-
nies immediately think of globalization. So, we are 
small but not a small player. 
 

[Montana and Israel are similar in their start-up and 
entrepreneurial climates in their] strong networks. 
You go to a place and people just know everyone, 
and I saw that in Montana—really strong networks. 
People really can get to anybody—very few degrees 
of separation. That’s the first part. 

“The Israeli spirit is  
really innovative, very inventive—
always looking for new solutions, 
new ways, new discoveries, and the 

country itself is a very young  
country with so many achievements. 
It’s almost like a startup in itself.” 
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In preparation for The Secret Sauce That 
Turned Israel Into "The Start-Up Nation” taking 
place on January 26 brought to you by Montana 
World Trade Center (MWTC) and the other in-
novative programs of UM’s Accelerate Montana, 
MWTC interviewed guest speaker Dr. Andy  
David, Israeli consul general to the Pacific 
Northwest. Find out what it takes to get your 
business off the ground.  



The [second part] is that there is this notion that we 
have to do it ourselves. Nobody will help us if we 
don’t do it ourselves—kind of a pioneering spirit.  
 

What can Montana learn from Israel in regards 
to entrepreneurship and business? 

 

Who takes the risks? From my understanding, not 
just in Montana but all over the United States, peo-
ple’s belief is that it’s the private sector who has to 
take all the risks, and public money or taxpayers’ 
money should be dealt with a lot of caution and not 
taking any risks with it.  
 

In Israel, we kind of take the opposite direction, and 
we said no, it is the government who has to take the 
risks in order to promote innovation and to help the 
private sector to succeed, and it is a good use of 
taxpayers’ money  because the return when we’ve 
succeeded is very high.  
 

I think that if I have to give one example of some-
thing that is maybe worth looking at in the Israeli 
model, it would be how the Israeli government built 
all kinds of programs where they take the risks, or 
they share the risks, in a way that is kind of unfamil-
iar to many places or countries around the world—

and to show how that was successful, how that 
works for us.  
 

The other thing [Montana can learn from Israel] is 
the model that we have on how to have international 
partnerships and international agreements—where 
it’s proven that distance is not an inhibiting factor, or 
language or cultural mentality. So, maybe that kind 
of model could fit also in the States, and I know that 
states do have international agreements. 
 

Are there specific government-supported pro-
grams in Israel that you feel have been instru-
mental in growing business and entrepreneur-
ship? Do these programs tie to research and de-
velopment? 

 

The BIRD program [Israel-United States Binational 
Industrial Research and Development Foundation] 
is bi-national. So, it’s in the United States and Israel. 
But  when we look at other international agreements 
outside of Israel, we have an agreement with the 
state of California, for example, on stem cell re-
search. We have an agreement with the state of 
Florida on space industries, and we have agree-
ments with the state of Massachusetts, and we 
have agreements with other states… We have the 
government involved, for example, with accelerators 
in Israel. That’s something that hardly exists any-

where else. So, the entrepreneur who wants to cre-
ate an accelerator, he only has to bring 15 percent 
of the initial investment and the government will give 
the other 85 percent.  
 

There are other programs that support startups, 
give them grants. [The programs provide] 50 per-
cent of the R&D costs [and the entrepreneurs] have 
to bring the other 50 percent from their pockets or 
from other investors or other sources—and again 
without taking equity. That helps the entrepreneurs 
to minimize the risks that they’re taking and give 
them more incentive to go ahead and innovate.  
 

And there are a few others. There are programs that 
promote collaboration between the academics and 
the private sector. 
 

What is one piece of advice that you would give 
to someone thinking of starting a business or 
struggling to get their idea off the ground? 

 

Number one, make sure you surround yourself with 
the best people for you. The team is key for suc-
cess—teamwork and compatibility and trust. With-
out that nothing would work.  

 

Then, I would say, 
don’t be afraid of 
failure. Don’t be 
afraid of what peo-

ple will say. Don’t be afraid of the image you may 
have because you failed. Again, that’s part of our 
mentality. Failure is part of life, and it’s a good part 
of life. If you don’t try, it’s 100 percent failure. If you 
try, then you have a shot. Even if you fail, you come 
back the next time better equipped, better and more 
experienced, maybe better connections, making 
good choices.  
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“Don’t be afraid of failure.” 
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