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ABOUT THE SABC

The Swiss-African Business Circle (SABC) is the leading 
independent association promoting business contacts and 
links between Switzerland and Africa. It provides its members 
with an influential network and a unique platform dedicated 
to the exchange of expertise, experience, projects and ideas, 
thereby fostering partnerships and opening new business 
perspectives. In doing so, the association advocates for Africa 
as an important business destination amongst the Swiss 
business community.

80 member companies from across different sectors make up the SABC, 
representing: Agribusiness, Banking, Building & Construction, Consumer Goods, 
Education, Energy, Energy Automation Technology, Engineering & Infrastructure, 
Finance, Healthcare, Inspection & Certification, Manufacturing & Equipment , 
Media & Communications, Services and Transport. 

What the SABC does:

• Provides privileged access to a limited number of Swiss companies & 
organisations active in Africa, as well as to African companies and 
organisations with activities in and with Switzerland

• Represents the interests of members toward the Swiss public authorities and 
other organisations engaged in Swiss-African affairs

• Organises events for member companies and the broader Swiss-African 
business community

• Provides a platform for member companies to exchange on their experiences 
& news on their Africa based activities

• Drives communications and advocates to strengthen Swiss-African business 
relations

• Supplies information on trends, developments, publications and surveys 
concerning Africa

For more information on the Swiss-African Business Circle please visit www.sabc.ch



INTRODUCTION

The 7th edition of the Africa Business Day 2019, organised by the Swiss-
African Business Circle, took place on 28th June 2019 in Zug. The event was 
hosted by Siemens Smart Infrastructure at their global headquarters under 
the patronage of the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO).

This year Africa Business Day focused on how Swiss companies are contributing toward solutions to 
overcome the infrastructure gap in Africa. Some of the questions addressed at the event included:

What strategies are best suited to tackle this deficit? Are new business models evolving in African 
markets? Which business models are best suited to local African markets? How are companies creating 
decentralised value chains? What are the key determining factors that can steer us toward successful 
bankable and impactful outcomes? How can we innovate in the sectors of the physical, smart digital 
and social infrastructure? What is the role of Swiss SMEs?

During the keynote sessions and workshops, company testimonials provided an overview of how Swiss 
companies are innovating in the infrastructure space to overcome the existing gap in African 
countries.
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In financial terms, recent estimates on the infrastructure gap in Africa  by the African Development Bank suggest that 
the continent’s infrastructure needs amount to $130–170 USD billion a year, with a financing deficit in the range $68–
108 billion USD1. With a burgeoning population, where an  approximate 50% i s aged under 21 and rapid urbanisation, 
considering that of the world’s 29   fastest growing cities, 21 are in Africa2 the infrastructure challenge s facing the 
continent include :

• Re liable access to electric ity for industry and private consumers
• Sanitation
• Waste management issues
• Affordable housing shortage
• Access to education, transporta ti on and hea lthcare.

While these issues a re significant, they of fer a considerable opportunity for development that Swiss c ompanies can 
be a pa rt of. In transforming sprawli ng mega ci ti es into smart c itie s, Af ric an countrie s have a need for hi gh qua li ty 
products and se rvice s to addre ss the tec hnol ogical chal lenges at hand, as well as judi cious investors abl e to i denti fy 
the bes t oppor tuni ties and the p roj ect mana gement skil ls to make visi ons f or de vel opment a r eali ty.

1 African Economic Outlook 2018, Chapter 
2 United Nations 2018 World Urbanization Prospec ts data



PRIVATE  SECTOR ENGAGEMENT1
PRE-FINANCIAL CLOSE CHALLENGES

Mega projects have the potential 
to lay down the foundation for 
significant economic growth that:

• Capitalise on enormous untapped
potential of the country and its
people, providing jobs and training.

• Through new jobs and industry can
create a ripple effect of social
impact as workers are able to
support a high number of
dependents.

• Done right they can have long term
sustainable scalable impact.

• Are highly technical and may
thereby alienate the local work
force.

• Have a lengthy implementation
process and slow results can be a
source of frustration for local end-
consumers.

+ Advantages

Challenges

This period of the investment life-cycle throws up several hurdles that can prevent a project from really 
taking off.

In African countries, responsibility for investment in infrastructure projects tends to require more input from 
private investors.  As a certain financial commitment is needed upfront to perform crucial feasibility studies, 
this can be a hard sell to potential early stage investors. 

ENERGY SUPPLY

Access to reliable energy supply was Identified by speakers as the obstacle with the highest priority in 
closing the infrastructure gap.

A dependable energy supply holds the key to unlocking virtually every area of industry and production, 
as well as being a deciding factor in a country’s social development, forming a springboard for all other 
ventures. 

SMALL VENTURES VS. MEGA PROJECTS

“A few years ago, suggest-
ing that solar power and 
other nascent technolo-
gies might be the solution 
to providing access to  
electricity in remote 
areas in Africa would 
have had everyone laugh-
ing. Today people aren’t 
because it’s a reality.” 

Philippe Valahu, CEO, 
Private Infrastructure 
Development Group

“For me, living in Africa, 
I don’t want to see baby 
steps, I want to see giant 
strides.”

Deji Alli, CEO & Chairman, 
Mixta Africa



A FINE BALANCE

Speakers recognised that while serious capital investment is needed to plug the current deficit, the role 
of small and medium sized ventures (SMEs) is not to be underestimated in implementing successful 
projects by:

• Being agile. Compared with their counterparts in other European countries, Swiss SMEs often bundle 
internal expertise due to labour costs in Switzerland (one person has a range of expertise).

• Having quicker decision-making procedures. There are fewer constraints within smaller structures, 
making project implementation faster.

• Being creative in approaching projects. Due to resource constraints, Swiss SMEs often take a 
consortium approach (working together with other companies to leverage on expertise) to 
implement projects.

CASE STUDY: Siemens 
Partnering to build energy 

capacity in Nigeria.

The Azura Edo IPP project was launched in 
2016 in response to the significant energy 
deficit that leaves a large number of the 
Nigerian population without access to 
electricity. While Nigeria has 13,000MW of 
installed capacity, the amount transmitted to 
end consumers is a mere 3,000MW, which 
stands in stark contrast to the estimated 
180,000MW needed to bring energy to all. 
Siemens was engaged to supply equipment 
with the end goal of adding a further 459MW 
to the national power grid. 

With Azura’s ambitious plans to leverage 
power projects that will add over 3,000MW to 
the grid, supplying 20% of Nigeria’s projected 
installed capacity by 2020, Siemens offers 
world class expertise in power development. 
Present from the development phase, 
through construction, acquisition, to the 
operation of power generation facilities in 
Nigeria, Siemens participated in the 
Azura-Edo IPP to add 3 units of SSC5 - 2000E 
Large Gas Turbines to generate 459MW.

The success of these power projects 
constitutes both a measurable impact on the 
energy deficit of 3.5%, as well as a further 
revenue source from the electricity generat-
ed.  

“There is low funding from 
African countries into S&T 
and diagnostics, larger 
contributions from outside 
of the continent. This is why 
the availability of 
competitively priced 
reagents and equipment 
with competent aftersales 
service is crucial.”

Dr. Oliver Preisig, Executive 
Director, Inqaba Biotec

“Have a vision and don’t 
change the parameters.”

Ute Redecker, General 
Manager Digital Grid, Siemens 
Smart Infrastructure



WORKING WITH PARTNERS  ON THE  GROUND
AND BUILDING LOCAL CAPACITY  2

Building local skills and 
transferring knowledge are high 
on the list of priorities 
to not just make strides in 
Sustainable Development Goals, 
but equally to move towards 
strong partnerships that will 
underpin the success of a 
project. Some of the factors 
raised during the Africa Busi-
ness Day with respect to local 
partnerships include:

• Due to the diversity of the 
African continent which is made 
up of 54 countries, a one-size 
fits all approach to kick starting 
a venture and partnering locally  
will not work.

• To understand the local 
context, a network of partners 
fluent in local subtext are 
needed to navigate realities on 
the ground.

• If the local community is 
convinced of your commitment 
it will be a strong ally in 
eliminating stumbling blocks to 
your project goals.

• Local partners will help you to 
ask the proper questions that 
will help you in identifying 
opportunities and result in the 
implementation of the right 
solutions.

• When developing the local 
workforce, adapting training in 
tandem with a local partner can 
ensure that the full benefits are 
seen, for example, by tailoring 
course material and teaching 
according to literacy levels and 
available technologies.

“There is a mismatch 
between education 
programmes offered by 
traditional tertiary 
institutions and the needs of 
the mining sector: This has 
resulted in a shortage of 
artisan skills which is the 
reason why we established 
the Mopani Central Training 
Centre - to help bridge this 
gap.” 

Anna Krutikov, Head of 
Sustainable Development, 
Glencore

“It can’t just be a decree from 
on high. We really have to 
engage the line workers and 
the people who are actually 
going to be enforcing it on the 
ground, because without 
them, everything falls apart.” 

Mori Diane, Business 
Development Director -
Governments & Institutions, 
SGS



3
THE REACH OF REGULATION

“You need strong ties on 
a local level. How to 
build them? Show 
commitment.”

David Orzan, Partner, The 
Energy Consulting Group

“African Citizens, 
especially the youth, are 
anxious for change. They 
are actively voicing their 
frustrations and 
expectations for improved 
governance and 
infrastructure through 
the use of social media. 
African leaders are 
starting to listen and are 
engaging more with the 
private sector to develop 
wide-ranging solutions 
that will form the basis of 
Africa's smart cities.” 

Onyeche Tifase, Managing 
Director and CEO, Siemens 
Nigeria

THE ROLE  OF  GOVERNMENTS IN  PRIVATE-
SECTOR LED INFRASTRUCTURE PROJECTS

Speakers and participants noted 
that the increased regulations 
governing the business 
environment are leading to 
greater transparency. Indeed, 
transparent regulatory policy and 
increasing levels of compliance 
are pivotal in the success of many 
projects. 

Additionally, the role of civil 
society was raised in putting 
pressure on governments to 
develop specific policies. By 
making use of available 
technologies, civil society can more 
easily voice concerns and bring 
certain topics to the attention of 
government. There is still vast 
unchartered territory to be 
navigated where international and 
local regulations in African 
countries collide that, without  
careful planning, can block the 
progress of a project. 

Speakers attributed project 
success under these conditions to:

• Having an unwavering
commitment to countries where
they are active, which builds trust
with local stakeholders.

• Careful planning to create solid
frameworks and avoid challenges,
thereby saving time and money in
project execution.

• Being prepared to support
governments in identifying and
maximising on infrastructure
project opportunities and help to
‘fill the gaps’ that exist within the
public sector (expertise, skills and
resources).

Private Public Partnership models 
demand a long-term vision and 
persistence. The success of 
endeavours such as the Mixta 
housing project and Lekki toll road 
in Nigeria are demonstrative of 
how when these instruments are 
wielded with patience and tenacity, 
they can have enormous effect in 
stimulating new industry and on 
general well-being. 

For Swiss companies, building 
relationships with governments as 
well as local companies and 
communities remains a 
competitive advantage. 



THE DIGITAL  REVOLUTION IN AFRICA4
l 

The digital era unlocks a wealth of knowledge-driven breakthroughs. Untapped potential is a central 
theme in doing business in Africa. Digital solutions are increasingly the key to uncovering this potentia 
and creating new markets. 

One example provided during the event in relation to identifying a new site for a new smart grid is how 
satellite imaging technology can provide data in 7 days compared with a reconnaissance mission on the 
ground that would typically take between 12-16 months. 

The pre-financial close phase is make or break and with smart technology, investors are empowered to more 
agile decision making and informed investments. 

Indeed, digital technology now permeates virtually all areas of African society. Whether it’s 
smartphone-based payment solutions in response to currency shortage allowing businesses to run smoothly, 
or the rise of social media platforms being harnessed to mobilise people and resources; we’re seeing creative 
and innovative use of digital tools. As Africa steps into a new era of urbanisation, it is crucial now more than 
ever that existing resources are utilised to their full potential to offset the issues related to rapid 
urbanisation, such as congestion and pollution. For this reason, digital technology and data-driven decision 
making are indispensable tools in addressing the infrastructure gap.

“In Ghana, we used GPS 
technology to analyse and 
optimise public transport 
routes to increase overall 
reliability and customer 
satisfaction by operating a 
transport system that meets 
demand. In conjunction with 
this, Twitter was used to raise 
awareness around the project 
locally.”

Laurent Dutheil, Co-Director 
Switzerland, Transitec

CASE STUDY: SGS
An innovative business model in e-waste

management.
Electronic waste generation is expected to double by 
2050, with much of the flow finding its way to African 
countries that lack the resources for proper disposal.  

SGS Renovo® provides emerging economies, with a self-
financing solution to the management of electronic waste, 
one of the most pressing environmental pollution issues 
of our time.  SGS Renovo® works in three parts: 

MODULE 1 protects the borders from fraudulent 
shipments of electronic waste so the country has time to 
develop its own domestic waste management systems; 

MODULE 2 raises revenues, by collecting an eco-levy from 
electronics exporters, which go into an e-waste 
management fund from which the government can make 
strategic investments to develop recycling infrastructure;  

MODULE 3 enables a data guided approach by creating an 
IT portal for registration of electronic goods and service 
providers (waste pickers, sellers, dismantlers) and 
monitoring of products throughout the life-cycle. 

In support of Module 3, SGS has partnerships with the 
United Nations organisations, UNITAR & UNIDO, to raise 
awareness of best practices in disposal methods and 
encourage the integration of informal sector workers into 
a regulated waste management industry. SGS Renovo® 
currently operates in Ghana and will soon come online in 
Cote d’Ivoire with a view towards helping more countries 
transition to the circular economy while creating inclusive 
economic growth.



SUCCESS  FACTORS5
During the Africa Business Day, speakers highlighted several success factors for Swiss and international 
companies regarding infrastructure projects:

• Companies need to take a long-term view.

• Project development cycle and timeline can be optimised by identifying the right opportunities and risks.

• Harness data to create a road map for project feasibility before heavy financial investment.

• Be well-prepared and create the right framework for projects.

• Work with local partners to find the right answers, as well as the right questions.

• Draw on digital solutions and reinvent their applications.

CONCLUSION

Post-event report written by Kiera Englefield in collaboration with the Swiss-African Business Circle.

Swiss companies ar e agile and pragmatic when developing business models for local African markets and 
the key take -away s from case studies presented on 28 June include:

• Infra structure projects need to be well planned : With a solid framework, infrastructure projects can 
be successful and attract the right investors. It is  particularly important to have the right guidance on 
identifying opportunities,  knowing when and how to allocate project spend coupled with strong project 
management.

• Swiss companies are strongly committed to building local capacity: This  commitment to training & 
skills development as we ll as the drive to work closely with  local partners ensures that projects as well 
as partnerships with local companies and governments are sustainable in the long term.

• Demographic factors shape the way infrastructure projects develop: Rapid urbanisation with an 
increasingly youthful population means there is an increasing need f or cities to adapt and build on 
existing infrastructure to provide basic services such as electricity, water and sanitation. Local 
populations are also increasingly  putting pressure on governments to deliver on election campaign 
promises.

• Digital Technologies provide opportunities for leapfrogging: Mobile phones, social media, new data 
solutions and the quick digital uptake across African countries provide many opportunities for 
businesses to adopt creative approaches to  infrastructure challenge s.

• Innovative solutions create new ecosystems: Many companies see the value in a bottom-up 
approach when applying solutions during project execution, focusing on their immediate ecosystem.

The advantage that Swiss companies have is that they have a strong trac k record in capacity building and a 
reputation for value- adding expe rtise to partner closely on proj ects in African countri es. Thi s means that 
these companies, by nature, have a long-term vision when i t comes to their activities on the African 
continent.
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