Africa W

Under
Construction

New Opportunities Under
the Sun for U.S. Companies?
By Matt L. Ottinger
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hen thinking of Africa, many Americans likely
imagine a war-torn continent, plagued by the
tragic effects of drought and hunger. Those
with business and trade on their minds,
however, are seeing a vision that is far from
dire – a land in the midst of an emergence.
“Africa is often viewed from a prism of the 1980s with
Ethiopia – or if not then, you think about Darfur or the conflict
in Sudan more recently. These are very prominent conflicts and
people’s perceptions of Africa are of a place where people are
killing each other or starving,” contends Asoka Ranaweera,
managing partner of Washington, D.C.-based Grid2Grid, LLC,
an international investment and project development advisor
with a focus on Africa. (Grid2Grid has also partnered recently
with Purdue University.)
Ranaweera asserts, however, that in the past 16 years, a
new generation of African leaders have come into office – and
delivered a new mentality.
“That’s also underlined by the fact that there’s an entire group
of people under the age of 45 who came from abroad and brought
their expertise with them,” he adds. “They’re driving a new dynamic
in government and in the private sector in Africa. So the
foundation now is very different from what it was 25 years ago.”
The continent has become so recognized that the popular
acronym “BRIC” – used for years to describe the emerging
economies of Brazil, Russia, India and China – was extended to
“BRICS” recently to include South Africa.
“It’s the second fastest growing region in the world after
China,” Ranaweera declares.
Furthermore, Business Insider magazine ranked the 20 fastest
growing economies in the world in 2012 based on compounded
annual growth rate estimates between 2013 and 2017 (although
authors qualified that some nations showing high growth
potential started with extremely low gross domestic
products). Twelve of those nations were
from sub-Saharan Africa or the North
Africa/Middle East region.
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Chris Riester (left) and Nikhil Mistry, a Botswana native and Purdue graduate who now runs information technology consultant Ativio’s Africa
operations, admire the construction under way in southern Africa. Riester was so impressed when he had the opportunity to pet a cheetah
while in Africa, he incorporated the animal into the company’s logo.

Gains in Africa
It’s no secret that Columbus-based engine maker Cummins, Inc.
is a global force in its industry, and Ranaweera reveals the
company is quite visible in Africa as well.
“Cummins is one of the leading brands in Africa and
(especially) Nigeria,” he explains. “It supplies electricity generators …
these are very popular in a place where there’s a huge demand
for power from the private and public sector (many areas of
the continent face frequent power outages). American brands
as a whole are very popular in Africa because they’re seen as
high quality, reliable and as delivering value for money.”
Gino Butera, Cummins’ managing director and Africa Area
Business Organization (ABO) leader, shares that Cummins has
had a presence on the African continent since 1946 through
independently-owned distributors.
“But the first company-owned engine manufacturing plant
was in Zimbabwe in the 1980s,” he notes. “Since then, we’ve
followed up with plants in South Africa (in 1998) and today
have facilities in eight other countries across the continent.
“We have many global original equipment manufacturers
and they have their products throughout Africa, so one of the
immediate benefits of us being here is that we can provide
service and support that the customers expect,” he adds.
Smaller companies have also found hospitable grounds for
opportunity on the continent. Ativio, an Indianapolis-based IT
consulting company, has an office in Botswana – just north of
South Africa.
“Botswana is like the Switzerland of Africa, meaning there
(is turmoil occurring) in several African countries, but they keep
out of it and maintain a very solid infrastructure and don’t get
into the political upheaval other
countries have seen,” says president/
CEO Chris Riester. “They also have a
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lot of minerals and have no debt – actually a surplus.”
Ativio opened its Botswana location because its leader, Purdue
graduate Nikhil Mistry, is from the area and was living there
before taking over. As Botswana looks to enhance its infrastructure,
Ativio has forged a strong professional relationship with the
nation’s government.
“They were sitting on a huge treasure chest, though they
would classify themselves as a nanny state as the government
mostly pays people and most of the work goes through the
government. Now they’re seeing those times will come to an
end (as diamond resources are finite),” Riester contends. “So
they’re now positioning themselves to build the infrastructure
and workforce to compete internationally as a major player.
“We are looking to continue to grow our office and work
with the government there to help them meet their goals in
becoming known on the international stage. We’ll help them
get the technologies in place – like the web site – and help
train their folks and the national internship program.”
Riester remarks how the city of Gaberone has expanded
its international airport and improved its downtown area with
hotels, a diamond park and a business innovation center.

Rising in the east?
In 2010, the East African Community (EAC, a regional
intergovernmental organization comprised of Burundi, Kenya,
Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda) sought to create a common market.
“There needed to be some harmonization within the
countries so people can do business easily across borders, so
they don’t have to get multiple visas in order to do business in
such a small area,” explains Danielle Walker, director of the
U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s Africa Business Initiative. “Also,
border crossings – they had to make it easier to move within
the region. There’s been good movement in that direction, and

63

some major infrastructure projects like port
“The main challenge is continuing
Foreign-owned Companies to develop infrastructure there,” Walker
development, rail lines and highways that are
Employ 133,600
being developed that will make this a much
declares. “Power is a major issue, so as
more attractive region.”
more power projects come online and
Indiana Workers
While South Africa is often lauded for being
more stability is given to the electricity
Top 5 Countries
the most developed country on the continent,
grid, that will help companies a lot.”
Country
Workers
Walker believes the EAC nations could
Japan .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 35,800
Unbridled terrain
capitalize on some remaining shortcomings.
United Kingdom .  .  .  .  .  . 29,200
Many U.S. enterprises remain skeptical
“(South Africa) is difficult in terms of
Germany .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 14,200
of
locating
operations in any part of Africa.
regulations,” she says. “Some companies have had
Canada .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 13,000
“American
business is conspicuous
difficulties working with equity equivalencies and
France  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 11,400
by its absence in large parts of Africa,
the requirements the South African government
which have been conceded to Chinese, Brazilian, Indian and
is trying to push. People feel like maybe there’s a moving
Russian companies,” Ranaweera asserts. “And Africans want
target in terms of what’s required of certain companies there.”
more American involvement – including from Indiana – but
President Barack Obama visited Africa in July and
it’s few and far between.”
announced the Power Africa initiative while in Tanzania. The
Africa, like the United States, has its own set of problems
U.S. will donate $7 billion over the next five years to help
related to workforce readiness.
double the number of people with access to electricity in sub“Like many challenges that are generic with emerging
Saharan Africa and add more than 10,000 megawatts of clean
economies, there is sometimes a lack of quality education and
energy generation capacity.
skills in the workplace,” Butera qualifies. “We do have to operate
Walker believes the trip enhanced U.S./East Africa business
in environments where there are illnesses that affect the
relations. “American companies are really eager to see how the
workforce, whether it’s the prevalence of HIV, tuberculosis, malaria
U.S. government can support their power and infrastructure
or other illnesses that can impact capacity and efficiency.
investment in the region, and this is really a positive for that.”
There is also a lack of infrastructure to support some of the
The U.S. and East Africa have not been major partners to
this point, however, and continued improvements are needed.
Continued on page 79
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Continued from page 64

rapid industrialization that is required in some of the countries.”
He also reinforces a notion conveyed by all those
interviewed: Africa is not a country, but a continent. To
discuss the region as a monolithic entity is misleading.
“There are 54 countries represented and each have their own
governmental structures, their own import and export regulations;
there are multiple currencies and different cultures in play …
and a lot of people don’t realize that in those 54 countries
there are over 3,000 languages and dialects that are spoken.”
The discrepancy in developmental stages is also stark. While
South Africa and Nigeria, for example, are becoming economic
powers, there are those like Liberia working through developmental
infancy following decades of war (although the country experienced
10.8% GDP growth in 2012, according to The World Bank).
“Living standards depend on what country you’re in,”
Ranaweera clarifies. “In some cases, it can be higher than the
U.S. because their upper middle class can afford cooks, drivers,
maids – it’s very different than here. It just depends.”

September/October 2013 – BizVoice/Indiana Chamber

But despite its variance and unsettled nature, Butera still
sees a bright future in the region.
“Africa is very dynamic and a great place to be,” he concludes.
“The energy and the workforce is very inspiring – tapping into
the talent and maximizing the opportunities where we can
grow makes it fun. It’s a great opportunity for companies like
Cummins, but also foreign companies to come and invest.”

INFORMATION LINK

Resources: Gino Butera, Cummins, Inc., at
www.cummins.com
Asoka Ranaweera, Grid2Grid LLC, at www.grid2grid.com
Chris Riester, Ativio, at www.ativio.com
Danielle Walker, U.S. Chamber of Commerce, at
www.uschamber.com
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