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Structural engineer Cristian Vimer left for the United States with a research scholarship in 1999, 

was part of the 2007-2008 real estate boom, and managed to become an entrepreneur during 

the full blown global crisis.  Now he is thinking of expanding into Romania. 

 

Cristian Vimer graduated from the Technical University of Civil Engineering of Bucharest in 
1997, specializing in civil structures.  Right after graduation, to avoid conscription in the army, 
he enrolled in a Master’s Degree program.  Concurrently, he worked for Stelian Tanase’s Civil 
Society Foundation, until he realized that he had wasted too much time without really knowing 
how to design a building. 
 
“I found a position as an engineer at a construction company, through some acquaintances, but 

I soon came to realize that there was a lot of slacking for ridiculously low wages,” recalls 

Cristian for Capital magazine.  Thus, in 1999 he dared to call a friend who was enrolled in 

graduate school in the US, to ask him how he could do the same.  His friend’s advice was to 

apply to as many universities as possible. 

 

“Because I didn’t have a credit card, I had to borrow money from my friend, and he signed me 

up for the GRE (Graduate Record Examination) test, which was required for a majority of those 

applying for a Master’s Degree or a Doctorate (for all, not just for the foreigners), and the 

TOEFL (the English language test for foreigners),” added Cristian. 

 

He passed the two exams and applied to 15-20 universities.  “I was working like a dog, using a 
dot matrix printer in the office after work, asking for recommendation letters, writing essays, 
getting authorized translations (luckily I have a good friend who is a translator and he gave me a 
ton of blank forms, already stamped, so I could translate all of my school records myself).  Ah, I 
forgot to mention that I had no money,” added Cristian. 
 
In each application letter, the young Romanian engineer explained that the average salary in 
Romania was $100 / month, and that he could not afford the $30-$50 application fee – the 
rates at the various universities.  After a week spent with sending applications, he began a 
round of emails to professors working in research, specifying that his dream had always been to 
do research, and how great it would be to work together. 
 
His first response came from a university which had wrapped up its admissions process, but 
which promised him a scholarship for the following year.  Cristian refused the offer, because he 
was set on leaving the country that year. 
 



“One evening, my father called me up and told me that someone is playing a prank on him, 
calling him and talking in English.  It turned out that he was a professor at Polytechnic 
University in Brooklyn, who was calling to discuss my application.  Of course, I had no idea who 
he was, because I had sent many emails, so I wasn’t very nervous on the phone,” continues 
Cristian. 
 
After an hour of talking on the phone, he told Cristian that he could offer him a $1,000/month 

research scholarship.  Because it seemed incredible, Cristian began negotiating and asking for 

more.  A week later, he received an email offering him a spot in the doctorate program, with a 

scholarship reaching almost $1,300/month.  “From the moment I read that the school was in 

New York, I never thought of anything else.  And back then, Brooklyn was not fashionable at all.  

Hipsters had not been invented yet,” jokes Cristian. 

 

First impact 
 
With 400 dollars in his pocket, he landed in New York City, his third ever foreign destination, 
after Bulgaria and Budapest.  “I would walk around on the streets, I would take the subway and 
get off at a random station, my neck was hurting from gazing up at the buildings.” 
 
Five years of doctoral studies followed, during which he taught courses, conducted research, 
and wrote scholarly articles, also picking up debt along the way.  His research focused on the 
deterioration of infrastructure – more specifically, on developing fiber optic-based sensors to 
detect various chemical substances which could lead to degradation, before it would become a 
problem. 
 
He finished his doctorate in 2005 and joined a mid-sized engineering company in Manhattan.  

Within 2-3 years, he reached the equivalent of partner at the company, with a few engineers 

and drafters working under him. “Everything was moving very fast.  We were in the middle of 

the real estate boom, in 2007-2008.  I remember that at one point, I had 25 different projects 

going on at the same time.  The phone would ring as if we were an Orange (*cell phone 

company in Romania) call center,” remembers Cristian. 

 

Under the looming specter of the crash 

 

A few months after the boom, the phones stopped ringing.  The market crash had arrived.  The 

company where he worked had to let go almost three quarters of the staff, and, as a partner, 

he had to participate in almost all the lay-offs, a painful episode in his life.  Even though he 

“survived” at the company, the environment was more and more stressful.  In addition, his 

temporary work visa was due to expire.  Even though he had applied for a Green Card in 2007, 

his application was rejected due to errors his lawyer had made. 

 



“The company was not allowed to apply for me, because it had restructured its personnel 

during the previous year.  It was not allowed to request to hire a foreigner while at the same 

time laying off Americans.” 

 

The Path to Entrepreneurship 

 

The pressure of the imminent expiration of his legal stay in the US determined him to apply for 

a visa set aside for investors from countries holding commercial treaties with the US.  He 

borrowed money and applied for the visa while in Romania, after opening a company with a 

friend (starting a company takes 2-3 days in the US).  The collaboration between the two 

friends did not last past 2012, and was followed by a new partnership with another engineer 

just starting out.  They began with a 17-story building on Madison Avenue and continued with 

other projects. 

 

“We began in the middle of the recession, and it turned out to be a good time to start a 

successful company.  We were sufficiently small to accept any project, no matter how small, 

but at the same time, we were willing to work on a project no matter how large,” remembers 

Cristian. 

 

In 2013, they hired their first two engineers, fresh out of school, and have grown continuously, 

presently employing 10 people.  They now have over 500 projects of all sizes: from 15- to 25-

story buildings, to brownstone** (historical buildings, built usually before 1900) renovations, to 

art installations and churches. 

 

“The best part here is that there are so many buildings and projects, large and small, that a 

small company has the chance to work on projects on which only a large firm would have 

access to in Romania” mentions the Romanian engineer. 

 

Even though he left the country 17 years ago, Cristian Vimer still maintains his ties with 

Romania and worked on collaborative projects with Romanian companies. “At some point, we 

scoped out the market for opening an office in Bucharest.  Nothing came of it because we were 

extremely busy, but maybe we will able to do it soon,” he concludes. 

 

 

* Orange S.A., formerly France Télécom S.A., is a French multinational telecommunications 

corporation very popular in Romania. 

** Brownstone: old traditional buildings, mainly built before 1900 


