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Congress, the investor visa pro-
gram has operated with little
scrutiny. Critics say that’s because
of the relatively small number of
visas involved compared with the
millions of immigrants in the
country illegally and hundreds of
thousands more on waiting lists. 

“What EB-5 amounts to is sell-
ing green cards,” said Mark Kri-
korian, executive director of the
Center for Immigration Studies, a
think tank that calls for stricter
immigration limits. “I just don’t
think that in the list of criteria that
we might use to pick foreigners
we should include people who
have half a million dollars to
spare.”

There also have been well-pub-
licized boondoggles. In the big-
gest EB-5 bust, Anshoo Sethi, the
promoter of a hotel and conven-
tion center project in Chicago,
was indicted last year following a
federal investigation. Sethi was
charged with fraud after taking
$160 million worth of Chinese in-
vestors’ money for the complex,
which was never built. The gov-
ernment returned $147 million to
the investors but alleged Sethi
misappropriated much of the rest.

And on Thursday, a commis-
sion created by Congress to mon-
itor U.S.-China economic interac-
tions reported that exploding de-
mand for EB-5 visas has over-
whelmed the program and
outpaced regulators’ ability to
oversee it. 

Record number of applications 

The number of immigrants ap-
plying for EB-5 visas has soared to
record levels. In the first eight
months of last year, 85 percent of
EB-5 visas issued were to Chinese
citizens, the U.S.-China Economic
and Security Review Commission
found – up from 14 percent in
2007.

Immigration attorneys and de-
velopers said Chinese investors
are drawn by the chance to gain
residency for their children, who
can then go to American schools
and colleges. And China’s pollu-
tion problems and anti-corrup-
tion crackdowns have nudged
some elites toward the door, ac-
cording to the commission’s re-
port.

While the immigrants get ac-
cess to the U.S., developers get a
cheaper source of funds. That’s
because the immigrant investors
don’t demand a high interest rate.

“They’re not looking for these
high rates of return,” Jennifer Mo-
seley, an Atlanta-based attorney
who practices EB-5 law, said of
such investors. “They’re looking
for something that is much more
stable and will ultimately allow
them to get their green card.”

Another indicator of soaring in-
terest in the program is the
growth of “regional centers.”
Most developers seeking to raise
funds from foreigners don’t do so
directly. They go through regional
centers, entities U.S. Citizenship
and Immigration Services ap-
proves to pool funds from immi-
grants seeking EB-5 visas.

“When I started in March of
2008 working in the EB-5 world,
there were 23 approved regional
centers,” Moseley said. “Now,
there are about 600. That tells you
the interest in it.”

Joining transit-oriented trend

On a site nestled along the Lynx
Blue Line extension in the Uni-
versity City area, Wu plans to
build an apartment complex with
more than 300 upscale units. She
plans a second phase on an adja-
cent site and said details will be
available soon.

The site is up for a rezoning hear-
ing in April in front of the Charlotte
City Council. Wu said she has a
dozen foreign investors approved
or near approval and 45 more lined
up. She is working through Caroli-
na States Regional Center, which
was approved by the federal gov-
ernment last February.

Wu anticipates breaking
ground in August or September
and finishing in two years. The
project would create more than
700 jobs, according to her projec-
tions, including construction
workers and those who will run
the complex once it’s open.

Her project has an estimated cost
of about $50 million, Wu said, com-
parable to similar-sized, high-end
projects in South End and near up-
town. Money from foreign inves-
tors could make up about 65 per-
cent of the financing. She will use
traditional financing for the rest.

“We want to build a good pro-
ject that sets a tone for the area,”
Wu said.

City Council member Greg
Phipps, whose district includes
the area Wu aims to develop, said
Wu’s project is the first time he’s
seen EB-5 money used in the city.

“It is sort of a unique funding ar-
rangement,” said Phipps, who has
met with Wu’s group. “It has the
potential to be a really good pro-
ject, the kind of project we’d like
to see near that station.”

Wu first got to know the Uni-
versity City area in 2007 while
getting a master’s of science in
mathematical finance from UNC
Charlotte. She went on to work at
Wachovia and then got into real
estate. She is also a strategic ad-
viser for Dixon Hughes Good-
man’s Chinese investment group
and a principal in Panos Hotel
group, which develops apart-
ments in the Charlotte area. 

Wu said access to EB-5 money
makes such projects cheaper. She
has maintained family ties to
Chengdu, the city in southwest
China where she grew up, and
said her family’s background in
development has helped line up
investors.

Wu contended that it’s false to
say EB-5 investors are jumping to
the head of the immigration line
and noted that each visa category
has its own total so that EB-5 visas
don’t displace other immigrants.

Since EB-5 funds are cheaper
than traditional financing, why
don’t more developers use them?
Wu and other experts said EB-5
funding is often slower than tradi-
tional methods.

A trade group for regional cen-
ters says U.S. Citizenship and Im-
migration Services’ processing
time for immigrant investors was
averaging more than 14 months by
the end of fiscal year 2014. 

Difficult to track money 

Finding out where EB-5 pro-
jects are located can be difficult.
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services doesn’t track EB-5 pro-
jects by state or county, a spokes-
woman said. The N.C. Depart-

ment of Commerce – which
helps EB-5 regional centers pre-
pare their applications to the fed-
eral government – doesn’t track
the projects, either.

All that’s publicly available
from U.S. Citizenship and Immi-
gration Services is a list of the ap-
proved regional centers, which
pool investor money to fund pro-
jects. A spokeswoman said de-
tailed records about the regional
centers, such as their annual re-
ports, job creation estimates and
investor information, are not
available to the public. The Ob-
server has filed a Freedom of In-
formation Act request to obtain
access to more detailed informa-
tion on the regional centers oper-
ating in North Carolina.

Many regional centers volun-
tarily provide detailed informa-
tion about the projects they’re
backing. But others do not or re-
quire investors to register and be
approved before disclosing what
they’re doing. And some devel-
opers are wary of discussing pro-
jects. 

Wu declined to name an
EB-5-funded Atlanta apartment
project she said she invested in,
saying the information was con-
fidential. And Sid Bhatt, who
runs a regional center in Char-
lotte and raises money for EB-5
projects, said he knows of a
prominent multifamily develop-
er in Charlotte who has used
EB-5 money. He declined to
name the developer.

Although the federal immigra-
tion service says 57,300 jobs have
been created since 1990 and $8.6
billion has been invested, the
lack of detailed tracking of pro-
jects can make it difficult to as-
sess EB-5 investments’ impact.

“USCIS is unable to demon-
strate the benefits of foreign in-
vestment into the U.S. economy,”
the Department of Homeland
Security’s Inspector General Of-
fice wrote in a December 2013 re-
port. The report said auditors
were unable to verify the pro-
gram’s investment and job cre-
ation claims.

Even though foreign money
usually comprises just part of a
project’s financing, the govern-
ment counts all jobs created by a
project as if they were created by
the EB-5 investors.

That situation, the DHS In-
spector General Officewrote, “al-
lows foreign investors to take
credit for jobs created with U.S.
funds, making it impossible for
USCIS to determine whether the
foreign funds actually created
U.S. jobs.”

Despite the criticism, the EB-5
program has gained powerful
supporters. The U.S. Conference
of Mayors has endorsed the pro-
gram, and U.S. Sen. Patrick Lea-
hy, D-Vermont, has called it “a
powerful job and economic en-
gine.” And the Wall Street Jour-
nal reported that a subsidiary of
Warren Buffett’s Berkshire Hath-
away is using EB-5 money to help
fund a $66 million renovation of
an Illinois hotel, while the Related
Cos. is using $600 million from
Chinese EB-5 investors to help
fund its massive Hudson Yards
skyscrapers project in Manhattan.

Those supporters say the key is
avoiding unscrupulous actors.

Bhatt, also a managing director
of investment bank NMS Capital,
has been working to raise money

for EB-5 projects since 2013, when
his Carolina Global Regional
Center was approved by the gov-
ernment. He said he and his part-
ner Shashin Patel have helped fi-
nance a sawmill in eastern North
Carolina and are raising capital
for a hotel in Myrtle Beach.

He said regional centers need to
carefully vet developers to avoid

people who see EB-5 money as a
way to chase pipe dreams that a
traditional bank wouldn’t finance.

“We don’t want people from the
street,” Bhatt said. “We want well-
known people who can finish
projects.”

Portillo: 704-358-5041;

Twitter: @ESPortillo
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Jane Wu is using a visa-based financing model for a 300-unit upscale apartment complex she has planned at 6919 N. Tryon St. along the

Lynx Blue Line extension in the University City area. Her Chinese investors can give up to $500,000 each through the EB-5 visa program.
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How the EB-5 visa program works
Started in 1990, the EB-5 visa program offers 10,000 wealthy for-
eigners a year the chance to get permanent residency in the U.S.
by investing at least $500,000 in an approved project. Here’s how
it works:

1.
Most projects are funded through “regional centers,” which are

special-purpose entities created to pool money from immigrant
investors. To start a regional center, an applicant – which can be

a person, corporation or government entity – files paperwork with
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services. The application requires
the prospective regional center to disclose the principals, ownership,
the geographic area it will operate within, what industries the center
plans to facilitate investment in, and a business plan.

2.
Once a regional center gains federal approval, it can solicit

funds from prospective immigrant investors. They agree to
put $500,000 into a U.S. project. If the project isn’t in a des-

ignated high unemployment area or rural area, they must put in
$1 million – but most projects are in such areas, including developer
Jane Wu’s project in Charlotte.

3.
The immigrant investors apply to U.S. Citizenship and Im-

migration Services, which vets them to determine whether
their money is from legitimate sources, whether they have a

criminal record and whether they’re eligible for entry.

4.
Once an initial application is approved, each investor gets a

temporary, two-year visa to live and work in the U.S., along
with his or her spouse and unmarried children under 21.

5.
After two years, immigrant investors can apply for permanent

residency. They must disclose whether their investment gen-
erated a required minimum of 10 jobs, how much money the

project generated and whether the project filed for bankruptcy or
ceased operations.

6.
If the projects have met their jobs goal, U.S. Citizenship and

Immigration Services grants immigrant investors – along with
their spouses and children – permanent residency.

— ELY PORTILLO

Other EB-5 projects in the Carolinas
Although neither the state nor federal government tracks
EB-5-funded projects by state, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services does keep a list of regional centers approved to pool
funds for a project. Here are some of the other EB-5 regional cen-
ters in the Carolinas and projects they say they’re working on:

• The Atlantic Center for Regional Investment is raising funds for a
Wilmington cold storage facility and riverfront marina and hotel.

• The Carolina Center for Foreign Investment raised funds for Green-
ville, S.C.-based electric bus manufacturer Proterra and is raising
funds for PDQ restaurants.

• Birch North Carolina Regional Center is raising money for a con-
vention center hotel in Wilmington.

• Carolina EB-5 RTP Regional Center is working on funding three
restaurants in Greensboro.

• Carolina Growth Regional Center shares a Charlotte address with
overseas shipper Central Oceans. But its website says it is under
construction and offers no information, the phone number said it was
not set up to receive messages and an email wasn’t returned.

• Appalachian EB-5 Regional Center, based in Asheville, is helping
finance a 300,000-square-foot medical campus outside Winston-
Salem, CEO Dale Carroll said.

• Encore Raleigh/Durham Regional Center is part of a network of 15
regional centers stretching from California to Boston, affiliated with
privately-owned real estate company Encore Enterprises. The website
says the company uses EB-5 for “funding commercial real estate
projects related to retail, hospitality, multi-family, and office facilities.”
A company executive said they have new projects in the pipeline, but
aren’t ready to announce them.

• North Carolina – East Coast RC is a subsidiary of Fort Worth-based
Progressive Funding Solutions. In October 2013, the Charlotte Cham-
ber said KenCord BioTherapeutics, a pharmaceutical company, was
expanding in Charlotte, with $7 million in financing from Progressive
Funding Solutions. President Yuseff Howard said he is raising money
for other EB-5 projects in Charlotte, including a grocery store but said
he wouldn’t provide details. — ELY PORTILLO

Record numbers 
of applicants

In fiscal year 2014, the gov-
ernment received 10,928 appli-
cations for EB-5 visas from
foreign investors, more than
the total available in a year.
That’s almost 10 times as many
as in 2008, when 1,258 foreign
investors applied to the pro-
gram.

In 2005, just 332 foreign
investors applied for visas
under the program.


