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Into the Wild

‘With its bad roads,
‘present threat of violence, there are few more challenging settings for a
‘business than Africa. But that's what attracted \’|.me Chand and his

Vega Foods.
says. “Many of the obvious attractive opportunities o already been uke..
You have to look at what others decided to pass by.”

Encougedya i spuri frica,
the big African cities. His
company, a marketer and d:smbu(or of packaged food products, caters to the
millons of customers i these rural outposts whoare somelimes ignored by
Nestlé and Unilever.
in more than two d ing Ghana, Hello Tomorrow
p

 and South Afri

"B Emirates _{’

v follow.

Sofar that experience has been mixed. After it started in 2005 Vega Foods

swiftly sprang out of a base in Cameroon. Annual sales topped $100 millon in

2008 and plans were by 2012. pr
blunted that goal and al

last two years. revemu

and whether its making & profi But i continues o st in doveloping the

taste for its own brands of palm oil, condensed milk, tinned meat and canned

fish in a hinterland market that has often been a dumping ground for leftovers

from elsewhere. Despite the setbacks, he says, “Our bet has paid off.”

Chand, 47, of the new global Born to Indian-
J War I, he was
educated in London and has been managing his family’s various businesses
for much of his career. He is managing director of Kaybee Exim, mainly a
ile tradi wellas ive of Vega.

After working in Hon he oversaw
Singapore in 1993: “Its the ideal place for us.” His office overlooking

Singapore’s harbor features his collection of African tribal art. His collection
of rare stamps from Mauritius is elsewhere—on loan to the British Museum.

frica in the late 1990s.
planners had notcd tha the ontinent s agely gnoredss a market by
many o ythe

rolled out tax breaks and other nitiatives to prod local nvesors i that
. report in 2007 said Singapore businesses were xmes1mg far
‘more in Africa than those of China, India, Malaysia or South Kor

Today Veg; o
coastal distribution centers to a network of village market centers. There

customers find the company’s lively greenand- red logo on banners, stalls and
‘most of all on stacks and stacks of its products under eight brand names, from
Splash for

the first of this. “We

kne\v v bt make  big visal lmpucl o Chand. He explains that
unsold or damaged
pmdms that Jobbels rought inland, whichoften prompted suspicon sbout
the qalt Bt Vega e says brought the bl of  modern branded
product,
neither ﬁom thsirlocl market square, The company mvmed heavily in

thich, in rural Africa ts of

free samples. Shcppels were soon buying Vega products by the mﬂond

But then the price of any ofits the Achilles”
heel of the food distribution business-started gyrating. And the price of one
of its main products-palm oil, widely used for cooking in tropical Africa-also
went haywire.

Vega kicked off an offensive to reduce its exposure to these costs. It aimed to
sellless oil, which had accounted for a third of Vega's sales in 2008; now it's
Just 10%. And Vega's traders began to more aggressively take out futures
contracts on the commodities market in Malaysia, which, along with
Indonesia, accounts for most of the world's palm ol production.




‘The Lite Black Book of illonaire Secrets

Login Sgnup  Comet < AIIE>

FX|INDICES Read ou sk Warring
oI Bves oo

e R . CHIC

Dol eer, ot

‘The most important step s to extend the product in 0 include higher-
T find out Il where, Vega be
picked up . Each village has a.
different mumm nd marketing depends o tracking cle intht ilage back
Butin this way Vega was
able to identify a hot-selling dairy product in Cameroon; now it has a 60%
market share. Today Vega offers 79 products in 11 major categories.

Fehtingfor mindbare o rurl Al o community

ith the people and
i seriously,” says Chand. In Ghana, for example, Vega has sponsored
schools,clinics and sports teams, most notably the national teams in track
and feld and boring,“Ghana is mad sbout sports, but ke a ot of Afrcan

‘This wins
talent Hello Tomorrow
in each country: a tall order for two reasons. Africa, especially the former .
French West Africa where Vega’s business is strongest, has a heritage of 28 4
ialist politics. “It' H ives,” says B Emirates

Chand, explaining that in these societies the free enterprise mentality has
fragile roots. “You've got o find the people who have internalized the forprofit
ethic.”

Competiti inati ionsis a bigger African:

are h for consumer
goods. McKinsey, the worldwide consultancy, estimates that the number of
Aftican households with discretionary income will rise 50%, to 128 million,

nd $1.4 il ¥ Global brands such as
7z well
d are hiring; it's hard: Vegatobid
for talent.
The solution, says Chand,i to crefully structure compensation packages to
¥ t you expect
d soci We are looki value

set, one that encourages people to act independently.”

One Vega sales manager values that. Sulaiman Musah turned down the large
companss seting up i Accrs, ‘Ghanato work for Vega. “In a smaller

mpany I have much more autonomy;” he says. *I can run my piece of the
company

ke it's my own business.”

Vega is one of many companies that have taken advantage of Singapore’s push

helda high

i 7

i i Africa, racking up $7.4 billion
i exports and imports las year,  12% increase over 2009. And the
nestament flows both ways. Nigerias Sahara Energy International, a 5.4

and operator d the world, was
attracted all mod
boast, and that special incenti hard to beat-a
1
‘The compas trading operati
business, in Singapore.

‘Would Vega Foods have plunged into the heart of Africa without special
incentives? Cl

\frica; he counts on’ s all h
to carve out an unassailable position before rivals get there.




