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Location: California/Belfast
Biography:  Mark is the co-founder and Chief Strategy Officer of Trov, the
world's leading on-demand insurance platform. Mark went to school at the
Royal Belfast Academical Institution and graduated in the mid-90s from
Queen's University Belfast. He has spent the remainder of his life in Canada and
Silicon Valley, starting and establishing new businesses. He recently partnered
with some Northern Ireland ex-pats to set up a tech hub and business incubator
in Belfast at the Ormeau Baths which now hosts more than 500 events a year
and dozens of early stage start-ups. Mark is also the Chairman of Techstart
Ventures, a local venture capital company helping entrepreneurs build
successful technology businesses from the ground up. He is also the chairman
of Generation Innovation, a local programme hosted by Catalyst, Inc., which is
focused on servicing young innovators and entrepreneurs from the later stages
of high school. 
What, for you, is the importance of the global Irish and Scots Irish diaspora
and how do you contribute to its success? 
The global diaspora is very important to Ireland as it is compiled of people with
a perspective that can stretch the
local opinion. I spend my spare time
meeting with successful ex-pats
who have a passion for our
homeland and facilitate
opportunities for them to give back. 
Tell us how you connect to
Belfast:
I was born in Belfast, went to school
in Belfast, so in short, I will always
be a Belfast boy.
You know you've got Belfast/Irish
heritage when: You can critique a
Guinness and how it is being
poured.

Mark Dowds

Location: Boston, USA
Biography: Paul is the Director of Internship Placements at the Irish International
Immigrant Center, Boston, Massachusetts. For the past four and half years he has
been helping hundreds of young Irish men and women secure outstanding jobs
and internships throughout the United States in their various fields of occupation.
Paul graduated in 1982 with a BA in Combined Humanities from the University of
Ireland and also graduated in 1994 with a Masters in Social Science from Queen's
University, Belfast. 

Paul has been teaching humanities, with a focus on Irish literature, for over 15
years at universities in Massachusetts, in addition to having taught for over ten
years in the Boston University prison education system. 

He has also served as a Resident Director on three separate occasions with
US universities and has been proud to introduce many young US students to
Belfast and to the island of Ireland.
What, for you, is the importance of the global Irish and Scots Irish diaspora
and how do you contribute to its success? The Irish and Scottish, wherever they
travel, bring a strong sense of their native culture and customs, a strong work

ethic, creativity, warmth and an
inimitable sense of humour. They
enrich local and national cultures and
in turn are enriched themselves from
the cultural immersion.  I have been
proud for over four and a half years to
assist young people from Ireland
develop their careers and to open doors
to them in the US.
Tell us how you connect to Belfast:
Belfast will always be my home and
each year I return for three weeks to
stay in my home town.
You know you've got Belfast heritage
when: I frequently say "you know" at
the end of lines and often have tea,
toast and a boiled egg for breakfast.
Georgie Best will always be my
favourite footballer of all time!

Paul Pelan

Location: Belfast 
Biography: Laura Leonard is the
European and International
Relations Manager for Belfast City
Council’s Place and Economy
Department and has held this post
since the establishment of what is
Northern Ireland local
government’s only dedicated
European unit in 2003.   

Since 2012, she has been
responsible for the development
and delivery of Belfast City
Council’s first ever International
Relations Framework and Action
Plan and is currently delivering
projects with respect to the
Chinese, Indian and North
American markets, promoting
education, investment and tourism
opportunities in Belfast. 
What, for you, is the importance
of the global Irish and Scots Irish
diaspora and how do you
contribute to its success? The global diaspora is an extremely valuable
resource for the city of Belfast in its work to raise its profile internationally for
business, education, tourism, sport and cultural cooperation. Our brothers
and sisters throughout the world are willing to work with us to open doors for
developing opportunities in these areas. Through their networks they help to
put Belfast and the north of Ireland on the map for investment, and attracting
visitors and students alike. 
Tell us how you connect to Belfast: Born and bred in the west of the city,
studied at Queen’s University and work in Belfast City Council. 
You know you've got Belfast/Irish heritage when: you feel a real sense of
pride when showing people from all walks of life around the city and in
particular when making new introductions for our young people.

Laura Leonard

Location: Belfast/Boston
Biography: Robert is the Chief
Executive of the Odyssey Trust Group of
Companies which incorporates the
Belfast Giants Ice Hockey Club, the SSE
Arena and the award winning W5
Science and Discovery Centre. 
Robert is a graduate of both Queen’s
University and the Ulster University and
is currently a visiting Professor to the
Ulster University Business School. 
Following the signing of the Sister City
Agreement by the mayors of Boston
and Belfast in 2014, Robert was
instrumental in the founding and
delivery of the NCAA Friendship Four
Ice Hockey Tournament. Now in its
fourth year, the tournament sees
Belfast roll out the welcome mat for
four Division 1 NCAA Colleges at
Thanksgiving as they compete for the
famous Belpot Trophy. The event, which
is televised extensively in the United
States and Canada, has gone from

strength to strength and we look forward to welcoming our friends from Boston
University, Yale, Union College and University of Connecticut this year. 
What, for you, is the importance of the global Irish and Scots Irish diaspora
and how do you contribute to its success? Belfast is central to the success of
Ireland becoming a home for the diaspora to reconnect, be it through music, sport
or business. We all have a responsibility to connect and to broadcast how great a
city we have become. 
Tell us how you connect to Belfast: Proud son of an even prouder Falls Road
woman. 
You know you've got Belfast heritage when: you can’t get a proper bap anywhere
else.

Robert Fitzpatrick


