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Presented as enterprising solutions to poverty, inclusive business or micro-enterprise, BoP initiatives are campaigning for the youth, including
women, as the untapped frontier of entrepreneurism.

ibera, located on the outskirts of

Nairobi, Kenya, is a landscape of

constrained prospects, with an
enormous labyrinth of makeshift hutswhere
almost one million residents live off the grid
of running water, basic sanitation and
electricity. Its population craft their
existence through hustling, peddling and,
most of all, through economic ingenuity.
Most residents live on less than one dollar a
day and over 65 percent of them have no
permanent jobs. The situation is worse for
the youth segment of the population, those
under 30 years of age and the largest of the
slum, which has the lowest prospects of
gettingajob.

In recent years, Africa’s underprivileged
urban youth have emerged as a major focus
on policymaker’s development agendas.
While often characterized as a lost
generation of deprived, restless agents of
lawlessness, this segment of society has also
been celebrated as resilient, creative, flexible
catalysts of grassroots capitalism. The youth
are essentially subjects of contradictory
moral discourses that paint them as both the
obstacle and panacea to development.
Within the context of a limited formal
market on the African continent, the
growing population of urban youth are ever
more reliant on the so-called second
economy.

In his book, Stealth of Nations: The Global
Rise of the Informal Economy, journalist
Robert Neuwirth, joins “Nigerians who sell
Chinese cell phones and laid-off San
Franciscanswho use Twitter to market street
food and learns that the people who work in
informal economies are entrepreneurs who
provide essential services and crucial
employment. Dubbing this little-recognized
business arena with a new name-“System
D”— Neuwirth points out that it accounts for
a growing amount of trade, and that, united
in a single nation, it would be the world’s
second-largest economy, trailing only the
United States in financial might. Stealth of
Nations offers an inside look at the thriving
world of unfettered trade and finds far more
than a chaotic emporium of dubious pirated
goods.”

Developing BoP market solutions

As the hope of securing a formal job fades,
along with the commitment of governments
to provide decent jobs, the quest for
providing inclusive market opportunities
that incorporate Africa’s youth has become a
key focus of national and international
development efforts. Bottom of the pyramid
(BoP) initiatives are being increasingly seen
as away to draw the African continent’s poor
into new networks of global capitalism.
Market solutions to poverty are very much in
vogue. (Stanford Social Innovation Review,
2009) Presented as enterprising solutions to
poverty, inclusive business or micro-
enterprise, BoP initiatives are campaigning
for the youth, including women, as the
untapped frontier of entrepreneurism; and
also as an army of aspirant entrepreneurs
who are ready and willing to work at the
frontline of economic growth and poverty
reduction by selling goods and services door-
to-door.

The SSIR also says “These solutions, which
include services and products targeting
consumers at the “bottom of the pyramid,”
portray poor people as creative entrepreneurs
and discerning consumers. Yet this rosy view of
poverty-stricken people is not only wrong, but
also harmful. It allows corporations,

governments, and nonprofits to deny this
vulnerable population the protections it
needs. Romanticizing the poor also hobbles
realisticinterventions for alleviating poverty.”

It concerns me, however, that such BoP
initiatives are presented to the
underprivileged as a moral mission that not
only should compel the transformation of
the poor individual into industrious
entrepreneurial citizens, but also charge
them with the responsibility of bringing
about a second order of moral
transformation. This second order is aimed
atachieving macroeconomic growth; hence,
we have a double moral order for the poor,
namely to help themselves so that the
economy can also be helped. Such initiatives
foster the risk of leaving the poor and needy
exposed to exploitation and abuse.

Education is an important factor in
combating poverty. It is also crucial to
spread the message that access to quality
education plays a key role in eradicating
poverty. The 2013 Education for All Global
Monitoring Report, published by UNESCO,
showed that for every US$1 spent on
education, between US$10 and US$15 would
be generated in economic growth. For
growth to reduce poverty, it needs to
overcome inequality by improving the lives
of the poorest and marginalized the most.
(The OECD Better Life Index, 2013)
Education is vital because it can help ensure
that the benefits of growth are quite fairly
shared.

Without access to education, a great
number of African slum teenagers stop
dreaming. They literally give up their
ambitions and dignity, and turn to vices in
order to eke out a living, while many young
women get pregnant and face unending
struggles to survive. In the case of Kibera,
this immense underutilized youth
workforce represents not only Kenya’s
immeasurable untapped resource for
national development, but also a breathing
ground for ever-increasing crime and civil
unrest in the country. If left unattended,
this will continue to eat away at Kenya'’s
future. Such reality is also true for slums
throughout Africa, and the world.
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Corporate venturing support

Fortunately, the business sector is
attempting to change such distressing
reality by converting the latent dynamism of
the African continent’s informal economies
into a functioning resource for economic
development. By partnering and providing
opportunities to the youth population to sell
a range of products, varying from
healthcare, hygiene and consumer goods to
energy, food and financial services.

The idea is not new. Some multinationals
have recognized this role and taken
advantage of it by providing financial and
non-financial support to those in the BoP
under a new form of corporate venturing.
This new corporate venturing that is driven
by an entrepreneurial spirit is situated

There is a need to
seriously focus on
the making of the
micro-entrepreneur
as an essential
economic agent
that must be
groomed into
being.

closest to BoP markets and entrepreneurs.
Philips, the Dutch multinational, in
recognizing such a need, opened its own
Africa Innovation Hub in Nairobi, Kenya.
With the goal of focusing on enhancing
people’s lives in Africa through meaningful
innovations; the innovation hub will be
developingventuresinthe healthandenergy
sector.

Other multinationals such as BASF,
Panasonic, DataWind Ltd. and NOTS Impact
Enterprises are also developing initiatives
that will meet BoP market needs. Coca-Cola,
for instance, has been investing for some
time now in training thousands of women
leaders and entrepreneurs in Africa and
directly benefiting from a stronger base of
distributors and marketers. Social
businesses across Africa, including Yogurt

Mamas in Tanzania, Solar Sisters and Living
Goods in Uganda, Health Keepers in Ghana,
and Women First in Mozambique, are also
innovating and successfully replicating
Avon’s door-to-door sales approach to
distribute their products and provide jobs to
the youth on a commission-based system at
the BoP level. From solar lighting Kits to
single-use toilets, these network of
entrepreneurs are reaching poor customers
in rural and urban areas selling the most
innovative products designed for BoP,
reaching consumers in some of the hardest-
to-reach markets such asKibera.

What is of particular interest is that this
new paradigm of business development
places the raw entrepreneurial energy of the
poor individuals at the heart of economic
growth. It also reveals a significant shift
from earlier framings of African
entrepreneurialism in which it was cast as
innate, even indigenous, needing only to be
unleashed, to an emphasis on partnering,
training, disciplining and transforming -
and driven as much from without as from
within.

Micro-entrepreneur as agent of
development

It is important to note, however, that
although the concept of corporate venturing
has increasingly gained attention over the
last decades, to date, only few BoP initiatives
by multinational companies have been
successful. There is a need to seriously focus
on the making of the micro-entrepreneur as
an essential economic agent that must be
groomed into being. They also need to be
educated through the assistance of the
multinationals and other external agencies
investing in them. While the entrepreneurial
spiritis very importantand may be innate in
all, liberating its latent power is not a simple
matter. Itisbeyond removing the constraints
such as lack of market access, insufficient
capital, and low level of marketing and sales
training. Rather, as mentioned earlier, there
has to be a great emphasis on training at a
practical, psychological and moral level to
produce this platoon of micro-
entrepreneurs who are charged to renounce
the quest for formal employment and shift
from job seekerstojob creators.

Only then the micro-entrepreneur will be
able to emerge as both beneficiary and
catalyst, as producer and product of this new
economic development. The outcome of this
focus on grooming entrepreneurs —and let’s
not forget entrepreneurialism - should
foster the advent of a range of functional
new enterprise initiatives and a generation
of young micro-entrepreneurs. It is only by
inspiring an individual to become a full-

blown entrepreneur - the likes of 27-year-
old Ugandan, Ali-shah lJivraj, founder of
Royal Electronics, a company that
assembles and distributes electronic home
appliances; 28-year-old Kenyan, Trushar
Khetia, founder of Tria Group, a Kenyan
outdoor transit advertising firm; 26-year-
old Nigerian, Abiola Olaniran, founder of
Gamsole, a gaming company, and dozens
more —that the promises of the free market
willbecome reality.

This concept of a personalized economy
of development is definitely much more
captivating and promising, as it shifts the
focus from macro-economic restructuring
to a more humanized approach of
individual self-actualization,
professionalization, and independence.
Self-sufficiency, inventiveness, self-
mastery, and freedom from the
dependence of aid and welfare, are only
some of the moral and social outcomes
derived from this entrepreneurship
paradigm where the entrepreneur is both
thedriverand product.

Fortunately, as entrepreneurship gains
more and more attention and momentum
these days, from national governments in
the African continent and across the globe,
businesses, big and small, with varying
interests, are rallying behind the potential
of BoP initiatives and enterprises. Out of
this constellation, novel partnerships and
hybrids are emerging as the vehicles for
stimulating and leveraging the productive
power of youth entrepreneurshipand
facilitating access to marketopportunities.

Final thoughts

As | observe and ponder, at the borders of
hope and despair, the frantic development
frenzy across the globe and in particular on
the African continent, | ask the reader to
join me in questioning to what extent do
these initiatives deliver meaningful
opportunities of inclusion and mobility, or
the elusive hope of success? I'd argue that if
we look beyond the allure of
entrepreneurial possibility, we find a
model of economic development that
depends almost entirely on consumption,
or more specifically retail. As the engine of
a jobless growth, it offers contingent
opportunities in place of secure
employment. Butisitworthit? I'll let you be
thejudge.
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