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Executive Summary
This paper identifies barriers facing technology entrepreneurs in Sub-Saharan Africa who are 
working to increase financial inclusion for smallholder farmers  We draw insights from Village 
Capital alumni companies who are using technology innovation to provide financial and non-
financial services to farmers across multiple value chains in Sub-Saharan Africa  We also 
highlight specific challenges we observe when comparing our African fintech companies to 
those in other parts of the world 

In summary, we find three persistent barriers that prevent entrepreneurs in Sub-Saharan Africa 
from realizing maximum impact for smallholder farmers:

1) Talent acquisition and management
2) Consumer interface and stakeholder value proposition
3) Access to appropriate capital

In investigating emerging solutions, we see opportunities with evidence of promise emerging 
from these challenges:

1) Prioritize human capital as a strategic priority
2) Design solutions that are both consumer-centric and partner-centric
3) Develop appropriate financial instruments for emerging business models

This Paper is divided into four Sections:

Section I summarizes the challenges and opportunities for digital financial innovation for 
smallholder farmers in Sub-Saharan Africa, drawing insights from existing literature 

Section II draws on interviews with Village Capital alumni companies to highlight persistent 
barriers to scale facing digital finance entrepreneurs in Sub-Saharan Africa 

Section III compares Village Capital fintech entrepreneurs in Sub-Saharan Africa with those in 
other markets 

Section IV presents emerging solutions 
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I. The Opportunity for Digital Financial 
Services in Kenya
The challenge of increasing financial inclusion for Sub-Saharan Africa’s smallholder farmer 
population is of interest to a large range of stakeholders  In 2015 alone, Village Capital has 
worked with investors from Accion Venture Lab to foundations such as the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation and The MasterCard Foundation, to development finance institutions such 
as USAID, illustrating the breadth of interest in supporting and scaling digital financial services 
innovations in Sub-Saharan Africa 

In East Africa, Kenya has made significant strides in increasing financial inclusion, from 42% of 
Kenyan adults having access to formal financial services in 2011 to 75% in 2014 1 Adoption 
of M-Shwari (M-PESA-linked bank accounts launched in 2012 in a partnership between 
Safaricom and the Commercial Bank of Africa) is growing, with 1 in 5 Kenyan adults actively 
using M-Shwari  

While this progress is promising, regional and rural-urban disparities are significant  Financial 
inclusion in rural areas is only at 69%, as compared to 84% in urban areas  Nairobi and central 
Kenya have over 90% financial inclusion, compared to 64% in the largely rural Rift Valley and 
the Coastal region 2 A Mercy Corps AgriFin Accelerate (AFA) 2015 Farmer Benchmarking 
survey of over 700 farmers in Central and Western Kenya found across the board higher use of 
a range of financial services in relatively wealthier Central Kenya: 52% of the farmers surveyed 
in Central Kenya reported using M-PESA for savings, as compared to 34% in Western Kenya  
Central Kenya farmers report higher use of chamas (savings groups) (34% vs  26%), Equity 
Bank accounts (34% vs 11%) and SACCOs (21% vs  4%) than Western Kenya farmers 2

Company Profile: FarmDrive  

Founded by Peris Bosire and Rita Kimani, FarmDrive was born out of the firsthand experiences of the 
founders growing up in underserved smallholder farming communities. As kids in rural villages they grew 
up observing a paradox: the most genuine and hardworking people in their communities were confined 
to an endemic cycle of poverty. They lacked access to small amounts of capital to purchase quality inputs, 
modern farming equipment such as tractors, and other technologies to increase crop yield.

In 2014, they founded FarmDrive, which builds credit profiles for farmers using alternative data analytics. 
FarmDrive’s solution creates credit profiles for farmers and earns a fee and commission from financial 
institutions when they make a loan using a FarmDrive credit profile.  FarmDrive’s pilot farmers are in the 
dairy and horticulture value chains. As highlighted in the AFA Study, dairy presents a major opportunity for 
digital finance innovators as it is a highly structured market with many processors, cooperatives, and self-
help groups who can serve as access channels for farmers.3

FarmDrive plans to develop a Software as a Service model, aggregating data from farmer organizations 
and produce buyers. They also plan to incorporate value-added services to generate additional revenue. 
The company will make key hires to scale, including a data analytics team and experts in microfinance and 
agriculture. So far, FarmDrive has raised $20,000 from angel investors and aims to raise $500,000 in 

2016 in both commercial and soft equity funding. 
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Increasing financial inclusion for smallholder farmers requires understanding the nature and 
needs of different agricultural value chains  Mercy Corps AgriFin Accelerate (AFA) and The 
MasterCard Foundation have mapped agricultural value chains in Kenya in Fertile Ground: A 
2015 Kenya Ecosystem Review & Strategic Perspective On Digital Financial Services for Smallholder 
Farmers (referred to hereafter as “the AFA study”)  As Table 1 from their study illustrates, most 
of the 20 million smallholder farmers in Kenya work across a web of value chains ranging 
from small, structured value chains such as green beans to large, highly unstructured value 
chains such as beef, tomatoes, and maize  Over 90% of farmers surveyed by AFA in 2015 were 
involved in more than one value chain 4

Table 1: Kenya Value Chain Map5

Prioritization Criteria 
Due to limited availability of data this value chain mapping is based on a mix of qualitative and quantitative 
assessment 

• Size of value chain (y-axis): this is a qualitative assessment based on the estimate of the number of SHFs in the 
value chain 

• Nature of value chain (x-axis): indicates the degree to which each of the value chains is structured i e , whether 
there is a presence of aggregators in the market and the kind of interactions farmers have with the market 

SOURCES: FAOSTAT; VC reports; Dalberg analysis 

Nature of value chain describes how the market is organized; a structured value chain is one in which the 
relationship between the buyer and supplier/farmer is clearly defined and there are clear delivery channels through 
which farmers get their produce to the market place and eventually to the consumer  
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The Role of Digital Solutions

Technology solutions have significant potential to meet unmet needs and boost income and 
productivity for smallholder farmers and key players in these value chains  Mobile phone 
penetration enables unprecedented channel access for digital financial solutions, and Kenya 
leads the world in this regard  AFA’s 2015 Kenya farmer benchmarking survey found that over 
90% of farmers surveyed owned a mobile phone  Smart phone penetration was 9% overall but 
among young farmers (age 18-30) the number was 19% 6 

We draw the following insights from the AFA Study on opportunities for technology solutions 
to address key unmet needs for smallholder farmers in diverse value chains:

1) Emerging financial and non-financial services must be more tailored to the specific needs of 
smallholder farmers, especially in unstructured value chains 

• In financial services, formal savings, credit, and insurance products need to be tailored 
to smallholder farmer seasonal income patterns and unique financing requirements for 
specific value chains  

• Extension and information services for smallholder farmers are inadequate  The ratio of 
extension workers to farmers in Kenya is 1:1000, and only 50% of extension providers 
target smallholder farmers 7  

• Unstructured value chains in Kenya require aggregation and market linkage services to 
enable better collective marketing and access to better prices 

 2) Emerging opportunities for impact through technology innovation exist in four broad 
categories: financial services, information services, supply chain services, and market linkage 
services, as displayed in Table 2 

Emerging areas of opportunity in each category include: 
• Financial Services: lending and micro-insurance products for farmers 
• Information Services: digitally supported extension services and farmer helplines 
• Supply Chain Services: Smart logistics
• Market Linkage Services: Trading Platforms

Section II examines the challenges facing Village Capital alumni companies innovating in the 
areas of opportunity  

Company Profile: M-Shamba

M-Shamba was founded by Calvince Okello and Gordon Owiti in 2011 and 
incorporated in 2014. The founders were struck by the high level of post-harvest 
losses from farms and the inefficient flow of information among farmers. 
M-Shamba’s solution is a subscription-based mobile service that works on multiple 

platforms to provide farmers with information on production, harvesting, marketing, credit, weather, and 
climate. Farmers can also share information with one another on the platform.

M-Shamba’s revenues come from subscription fees paid by farming organizations and transaction fees 
from traders. In 2015 the company reached 15,000 farmers and handled $12.5 million worth of transactions. 
They have deployed in Kenya and Tanzania and hope to reach over 1.2 million farmers by 2018. They have 
plans to launch an e-commerce platform in 2016 and are planning to hire a developer. 
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Table 2: Opportunities for Technology Entrepreneurs along the Value Chain8

 

Company Profile: Mifugo Trade

Founded by Taylor Tully in 2015, Mifugo Trade addresses 
the problem of urban market access by rural pastoralist 
farmers primarily selling cattle. 

The team at Mifugo Trade has over 30 years of combined 
experience in the livestock sector and understands many 
of the challenges livestock producers face.  Pastoralists 
in remote areas have limited or no direct access to 
terminal markets due to poor infrastructure and are 
forced to rely on an inefficient network of local markets 
and middlemen.  For example, a cow on its way to 

Nairobi will typically change hands 3-5 times before it reaches the market.  This long chain of middlemen 
generates substantial transaction costs passed on to the farmer in the form of low prices. 

Mifugo Trade has developed an online platform to directly link cattle farmers to buyers. The revenue model 
is based upon a 4.5% commission for every sale closed through their platform. They are working with over 
2,000 farmers with over 60,000 cattle and have auctioned cattle worth over $40,000 on their platform. 
They plan to scale by partnering with wholesalers and large slaughterhouses. To make the platform more 
attractive to buyers, they also plan on leveraging data from their platform to enable access to finance 
for buyers. They have raised $70,000 through personal networks and are looking to raise an additional 
$100,000.
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II. Barriers to Providing Digital 
Solutions for Farmers in Kenya
Village Capital alumni companies are driving emerging solutions across financial services, 
information services, supply chain services, and market linkage services  

• In financial services, Atikus de-risks lending to smallholder farmers by providing insur-
ance and technology-based risk solutions for lenders  F3 Life provides “green loans” 
tying attractive loan rates and terms to on-farm soil and water conservation  FarmDrive 
builds credit profiles for farmers using alternative data analytics  Hello Tractor tackles the 
challenge of asset financing for farm equipment through a low-cost smart tractor embed-
ded with GPS and telematics  

• In digital extension services, M-Shamba utilizes SMS, USSD, and a web platform to pro-
vide information to farmers on farming techniques through a subscription model  

• In smart logistics, Sure Telematics uses big data and vehicle sensors to enable efficient 
routes for supply and distribution channels  

• In market access services, Mifugo Trade is an online livestock trading platform that di-
rectly connects buyers and sellers, reducing marketing costs  Ojay Greene links fruits and 
vegetables growers to high-end markets, principally supermarkets and hotels in Kenya 

From a vantage point at the center of the East Africa entrepreneurship ecosystem, Village 
Capital is uniquely positioned to identify core challenges from the entrepreneur’s perspective  
Village Capital is the most active impact investor in East Africa and has operated two full 
accelerator programs focused on the intersection between digital financial services and 
agriculture in Sub-Saharan Africa since 2014  We have built a network of 400 people who have 
supported Village Capital entrepreneurs through our programming in Sub-Saharan Africa 

The Village Capital Fintech for Agriculture East Africa 2015 program was produced in 
partnership with The MasterCard Foundation and the DOEN Foundation  This program 
specifically targeted entrepreneurs leveraging technology innovation to increase financial 
inclusion for smallholder farmers across different value chains  The companies were on average 
three years old at the time they entered the program, and were a mix of B2B and B2C (5 
were B2B, three were B2C, and four were both B2B and B2C)  Out of the 12 companies who 
entered the program, nine were post-revenue, and the three pre-revenue companies had all 
been founded between 2014-2015 

In working with these and over 40 other early-stage companies across Sub-Saharan Africa, we 
have seen persistent barriers that prevent companies from achieving scale and impact 

1) Talent Acquisition and Management
2) Consumer Interface and Stakeholder Value Proposition
3) Access to Appropriate Capital

We delve into each of these in this section 
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1. Talent Acquisition & Management 
The challenge of finding, hiring, and retaining talent is a recurring theme we’ve seen in our 
work with entrepreneurs globally, and the problem is especially acute in emerging markets   
Yet human capital is not treated as a strategic priority by organizations and companies  
In the 2015 study “Show Me What You Can Do” Village Capital and the Shell Foundation 
surveyed 197 companies and capacity-building organizations around the world and found 
that access to human capital was second only to access to finance as the most difficult issue 
facing organizations worldwide  Yet unlike raising financial capital, 90% of these organizations 
consider HR to be an “administrative” instead of a “strategic” task, and 63% do not budget time 
or funding for recruitment efforts 9 

As described below, Village Capital entrepreneurs in Sub-Saharan Africa face difficulty both in 
finding good talent and securing the resources required to hire them 

The Challenge of Finding Good Talent

In emerging markets, companies often find it difficult to find local talent with the skills they 
need to build their businesses  FarmDrive, which uses alternative data to enable access to 
credit for smallholder farmers, is finding it hard to find talent in Kenya for two key functions: 
data analytics and financial modeling  “It is very difficult getting a good CFO in Kenya who has 
experience working with startups and is good at financial modeling ” (Peris Bosire, Co-founder 
of FarmDrive)  FarmDrive has needed to look outside the country to fill these roles, and it has 
been a challenge to attract good talent at an affordable rate for startups 

Hiring expatriates can be a solution to the talent availability problem, but this brings its own 
challenges as expats often demand salaries far above local rates and turnover rates can be 
high  “Expats excel at selling your company story and value but they are often expensive and 
temporal,” says one Village Capital entrepreneur who prefers to remain anonymous 

Talent and Fundraising - A Chicken-and-Egg Problem

The difficulties of raising financing and finding good talent are linked  In making an investment 
decision, early-stage funders often look for a solid team  They also want to see evidence of 
success, which often requires a quality team in place to deliver results  This creates a chicken-
and-egg problem for enterprises - they need funding to hire the talent to show results, yet they 
can’t hire the talent without funding  In markets with more active and sophisticated investors, 
companies may be able to fundraise without showing evidence of results, but in emerging 
markets this problem is felt more acutely  

Village Capital company Atikus illustrates this challenge  Atikus increases access to credit by 
reducing lenders’ investment constraints using insurance and technology-backed solutions  
Atikus has been challenged by the long lead times institutional investors take to make funding 
decisions, which then affects their hiring abilities  The company’s main requirement at the 
moment is funding for its beta operations, which is critical for future growth 

As companies face limits in raising funding they often have to let go of staff, which in turn 
makes it difficult for them to raise funds  Village Capital alumni company M-Shamba provides 
information to farmers on farming techniques through a digital subscription model  The 
company has recently had to let go of key staff due to funding constraints resulting in major 
gaps on their team, specifically in financial management  They cannot hire someone new 
without raising funds, yet funders hesitate to invest without a solid team in place  Again, 
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we see a case where funders want to see concrete results before making an investment, yet 
the company’s capital constraints prevent it from meeting the milestones that make them 
attractive to most investors 

2. Customer Interface & Stakeholder Value Proposition

Multiple Users, Multiple Value Propositions

The AFA study highlights the need to design an end-to-end experience that is tailored to meet 
the specific needs and mindset of smallholder farmers and others in the value chain  In many 
startups working within agriculture, there is often more than one user and the offering must 
provide value to all of them in order to be effective  

Village Capital alumnus Mifugo Trade illustrates this point  Mifugo Trade has built a technology 
platform to link the highly unstructured cattle farmer community to buyers and processors  
They need to design a value proposition for two sides of the market - farmers and buyers  
Their major challenge is a design problem  While they designed their solution with farmers 
in mind, they are finding buyers resistant to it  Buyers don’t have an incentive to change the 
status quo, as increased transparency via Mifugo Trade’s platform reduces their control over 
pricing  

Mifugo Trade has taken this feedback and is now designing a solution through which buyers 
can leverage transactions on Mifugo Trade’s platform to access credit, increasing the value 
proposition for the buyer  “In ag one of the major challenges for producers and buyers is access 
to capital, loans - we can digitize trade and create a track record that banks can use to examine 
traders’ credit worthiness and that makes our value proposition that much stronger and our 
product that much stickier” (Taylor Tully, Co-Founder Mifugo Trade)  

Barriers to Channel Access

Creating value for the user also requires being able to access users through cost-effective 
channels 10 There are challenges in using mobile phones as a delivery channel, especially in 
markets like Kenya when companies need to work with major incumbents who control the 
mobile networks  

We’ve heard about this channel access problem in accessing unstructured supplementary 
service data (USSD) channels  USSD, a communication channel for GSM networks, is attractive 
for mobile financial services because it is fast and doesn’t require access to the user’s SIM 
card  It works on basic phones, which is the mode of communication for many farmers (AFA’s 
December 2015 Farmer benchmark survey found that over half of Kenyan farmers surveyed 
still use basic phones, not smart phones) 

 Access to USSD channels is controlled by mobile network operators (MNOs), which gives 
them power over pricing  This is especially the case in Kenya, where Safaricom controls 66% 
of the mobile market and M-Pesa accounts for 99% of mobile money transactions  Companies 
looking to access mobile channels for scaling their business in Kenya must partner with 
Safaricom  In a 2015 study, CGAP found more variation in USSD channel access cost in Kenya, 
where Safaricom is dominant, than in Tanzania, where there is more competition among 
MNOs 11 

Village Capital alumnus Agrilife Limited is currently facing this channel access barrier while 
executing their scaling strategy in Kenya  Agrilife provides a cloud-based platform to provide 
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transparency to lenders and de-risk agricultural financing  Part of Agrilife Limited’s scaling 
strategy is to use a USSD channel to reach farmers  However, unless Agrilife reaches a certain 
scale of farmer transactions, paying the cost of accessing the Safaricom’s USSD channel is 
cost-prohibitive   

“Considering the charges by Safaricom, the costs associated with having a USSD channel are 
quite high and we would need a farmer base threshold of at least 75,000 to charge KES 1 
assuming they transact thrice in a month…having a smaller farmer base, the USSD charges will 
be high to the end consumer and it’s not viable for our approach in the agri-sector ” (Charles 
Kiinde, Co-founder of Agrilife Limited) 

Agrilife is not alone in this challenge  For example, in November 2015, Village Capital company 
Lipisha and its client Bitpesa filed a lawsuit against Safaricom for cutting off their access to 
Safaricom’s MPesa platform  Lipisha integrates a suite of payment platforms, including MPesa, 
to enable businesses to accept digital payments from customers    

3. Access to Appropriate Capital

New Models Require New Types of Capital

There is enormous unmet demand for capital in Sub-Saharan Africa  A 2013 study by the 
Omidyar Network estimated a $140-$170 billion unmet demand in funding for entrepreneurs 
and small businesses in Africa 12 According to a 2015 GIIN report, Development Finance 
Institutions (DFIs) have disbursed $7 8 billion in the Sub-Saharan Africa region since inception, 
and non-DFI impact investors have disbursed close to $1 4 billion, almost half of that in 
Kenya 13 While this is a start, there is a long way to go 

The need for traditional debt and equity is well-documented, but we also highlight a need for 
other types of capital for companies with innovative business models  Village Capital company 
Hello Tractor provides an example  Hello Tractor is an agricultural technology company focused 
on improving access to affordable farm mechanization for the rural poor  The company 
provides a low-cost smart tractor embedded with GPS and telematics, providing low-cost 
buyer financing options to small shareholder farmers and agricultural cooperatives  With low 
interest rates and flexible repayment schedules, the asset financing options mitigate the high 
capital expenditures of farming equipment and machinery 

Similar to companies in the pay-as-you-go solar space, Hello Tractor requires debt instruments 
to fund the up-front capital expenditures  The company has been successful in securing 
strategic partners, such as Union Bank, to create loan pools for prospective customers  These 
loans are fully collateralized with assistance from guarantors including the Central Bank of 
Nigeria  Nonetheless, raising this type of capital is the company’s biggest barrier to scale  Jehiel 
Oliver, Founder & CEO of Hello Tractor, says “the upfront cost is a little alarming in repaying 
debt financing ” Consequently, the company is seeking to build enough capital onto its balance 
sheet to further enable affordable financing in the long-run  In addition to de-risking the inflow 
of early stage equity in Sub-Saharan Africa, the Hello Tractor example illustrates that new 
business models require new types of capital, and that there is a role for more risk-tolerant 
entities in developing these structures 
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III. Comparing Fintech Companies in 
Africa and other Regions
In Section II we highlight three persistent barriers facing financial technology innovators in 
Sub-Saharan Africa  While we do not know whether these are the persistent challenges in 
other regions of the world, we can glean clues through looking at Village Capital’s data for 
fintech entrepreneurs in different geographies  We present our observations with the caveat 
that we are using descriptive statistics from a small data set– we are not claiming statistical 
significance of these findings as the dataset is too small at this stage  As we build our data set 
we look forward to revisiting these questions with statistical rigor  

Key Observations from the Data:

1) At the time of entering the Village Capital program, the 13 African fintech companies in 
the data set on average report having much higher revenues (2 4x) but much less funding 
raised (61%) than their 26 non-African (US and Mexican) counterparts 

2) At the time of applying for the Village Capital program, the African companies planned 
to raise $1,763,636 on average in equity in the next 3 years, compared to an average 
of $6,492,308 for non-African companies, and an average of $6,775,000 for Mexican 
companies alone  

3) The African companies on average target more philanthropic funding  Reported aver-
age grant funding raised at time of entering the program was $61,534 for the African 
companies, as compared to $8,154 for the non-African companies and $16,583 for the 
Mexican companies  Average reported 3-year grant funding target was $826,667 for 
the African companies, as compared to $38,462 for the non-African companies and $0 
reported for Mexican companies 

4) Entrepreneurs across all geographies cite access to mentorship to be one of the top 
reasons for participating in the Village Capital program 

Discussion

Our hypothesis is that the lack of funding available to early-stage African companies has 
perpetuated the persistent barriers of human capital, stakeholder-centric design, and ability to 
scale innovative business models discussed earlier in this paper  The data and our qualitative 
observations indicate that companies are bootstrapping their businesses and do not have the 
funds to hire the talent they need to raise investment capital  They are unable to dedicate 
resources to piloting minimum viable products with consumers and stakeholders critical for 
their success, or find investors with patient capital who will work with them to meet their 
unique capital requirements  

This data anecdotally confirms that the problem of the “pioneer gap” is acute in Africa, with 
early stage companies working in financial inclusion unable to cross the chasm between 
government and philanthropic support and commercial investment  We suspect the bigger 
focus on philanthropic dollars in the African cohorts points toward the difficulty in raising 
investment capital, but this is worth studying further 

The data also provides anecdotal evidence of the perceived value of Village Capital programs  
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At the time of application, we asked all of the companies across geographies to rank the 
following 7 reasons for entering the Village Capital program: 

• Access to broad networks
• Access to other entrepreneurs
• Direct funding opportunities
• Access to investors
• Mentorship
• Business skills training
• Increased awareness and credibility for their company

The African companies on average ranked “direct funding opportunities” highest, followed by 
“business skills training” and “mentorship ” They ranked “increased awareness and credibility” 
lowest  In comparison, the 26 non-African companies ranked “networks” at the top, followed 
by “mentorship ” They ranked “direct funding opportunities” 2nd lowest  

While anecdotal, we see that all of the companies on average perceive access to mentors as 
a benefit of the program   Among these companies we see higher value placed by the African 
companies on funding opportunities  We also see an increased emphasis on business skill 
training – ranked 2nd highest for African companies compared to 2nd lowest for the non-
African companies  

These findings provide anecdotal support for Village Capital programs, which focus on building 
communities of mentors around entrepreneurs, fostering connections with investors, and 
ultimately directly investing in two companies per cohort  

Company Profile: Agrilife Limited

Incorporated in May 2015 by Michael Okiri, Edwin Momanyi and Charles Kiinde, 
Agrilife Limited offers technology solutions to the agriculture, merchant, and health 
sectors using cloud technology. In their own words: “Our experience with farmers 
whom we have engaged is that they need access to finance and markets…the key 
pillars to satisfy farmers at the primary level. Then access to inputs, insurance and 
other services would follow. Therefore, on this background we developed a platform 
from which farmer groups would provide their data and be allowed to access finance 

from four financiers signed up to Agrilife. This data establishes the farmers’ credentials and minimizes 
lending risk by financiers, enabling the farmer easier access to affordable credit and expanding financial 
inclusion for farmers beyond credit to include savings, insurance, re-payment, and other innovative 
financial products.”

In 2016 Agrilife Limited plans to scale by acquiring a USSD channel to facilitate collecting farmer 
transaction data and expanding the services offered through their platform. Agrilife did not raise funds in 
2015 and is looking to raise $100,000 in 2016. 
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Data and Methodology

Village Capital has partnered with the Global Accelerator Learning Initiative (GALI), of ANDE 
and Emory University, to provide longitudinal data about ventures that have participated in 
Village Capital programs  Starting in 2012, we have been tracking a set of 64 indicators for all 
companies that go through our programs, as well as for a control group  For every company 
(including the control group), we collect baseline data when they apply and twice a year going 
forward after they complete the program  

We examined data for 39 fintech companies from four Village Capital cohorts from 2014-
2015  We compare 13 African fintech companies to 26 non-African fintech companies from 
the US and Mexico 

We have data pertaining to three time periods:
•  Data points for the 12-month period directly preceding the time of filling out the applica-

tion  (e g  How much equity was raised in the past year?)
•  Data points for cumulative to date (e g  How much equity has been raised since the com-

pany was founded?)
•  Data points for the year of the program, reported after the program, and looking back on 

the previous year (e g  How much equity was raised in the 12 months preceding the time 
of filling out the survey?)

We compare averages for indicators for the African fintech companies to those of the non-
African fintech companies in the US and Mexico  Again, we note here that we are not testing 
for statistically significant differences between the cohorts for this study 

Company Profile: Hello Tractor  

Founded in 2014 by Jehiel Oliver, Hello Tractor is an agricultural technology company in Nigeria focused on 
improving access to affordable farm equipment for the rural poor. The model specifically addresses asset 
financing to cover the high capital costs of equipment needed by the increasing number of commercial 
farmers. Their innovation is a low-cost smart tractor embedded with GPS and telematics. With low interest 
rates and flexible repayment schedules, their asset financing options mitigate the high capital expenditures 
of farming equipment and machinery.

Hello Tractor has been successful in building strategic partnerships to drive growth. The company has built 
partnerships with financial institutions such as Union Bank to create loan pools for prospective customers. 
These loans are fully collateralized with assistance from guarantors including the Central Bank of Nigeria. 
They have also built manufacturing partnerships, including a prospective long-term partnership with John 
Deere. The company projects to finance a minimum of 1,000 of its Smart Tractors to buyers over the next 
two years.
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TABLE 3

Indicator
Avg - All 
fintech 

companies

Avg - African 
fintech 

companies

Avg - Non-
African fintech 

companies 

Avg - Mexican 
fintech 

companies*
Avg revenue

(founding to application)
$107,326 $148,073 $61,475 $112,430

Avg annual revenue 

(year before program)
$41,201 $100,253 $11,116 $12,234

Grant funds raised 

(year before program) 
$12,535 $33,100 $1,423 $3,083

Grant funds raised 

(founding to application)
$28,757 $61,534 $8,154 $16,583

Average equity + debt raised

 (at beginning of program)
$257,082 $161,418 $262,577 $347,250

Plans to raise equity 

(next 3 years) 
$5,010,315 $1,763,636 $6,492,308 $6,775,000

Amount of grants planned 

(next 3 years) 
$288,376 $826,667 $38,462 $0

*The data contain 12 Mexican companies among the 26 non-African fintech companies 

Note these averages include some zeros, as leaving fields blank was not an option for 
applicants, so a zero could reflect an applicant’s unwillingness to provide the information  As 
such, some of these figures may be undercounted  More work is required to understand the 
story behind zeros in the data 
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IV: Emerging Solutions 
In this section we identify opportunities that we have seen to address the three persistent 
barriers discussed in the previous sections  

1. Prioritize Human Capital as a Strategic Priority
Entrepreneurs and ecosystem players need to prioritize human capital as a central strategic 
business priority, as it has historically recognized financial capital  M-Kopa, a pay-as-you-
go solar company which has sold over 200,000 solar home systems in Kenya and is now 
expanding to other regions, recognized this early on and planned the hiring of top talent into 
its fundraising strategy  Co-founder Jesse Moore explains in Show Me What You Can Do: 
“Talent is my single biggest priority at M-Kopa  We recognize it to be the bedrock of our future 
growth and I spend more time on managing and retaining talent than any other activity on 
my plate  We also know that we can do even better and are perpetually looking for ways to 
improve the way we manage talent ” 14 

To enable more entrepreneurs to be forward-thinking about human capital in this way, the 
philanthropic community should consider human capital grants - partial and time-bound 
subsidy support to enable enterprises to hire appropriate senior talent early on and break out 
of the chicken-and-egg problem  The Shell Foundation has found this to be a highly effective 
use of philanthropic capital to help enterprises move through the critical validation phase of 
their growth  To be effective, the Shell Foundation ensures there is a clear plan and business 
case for the enterprise to absorb the full cost of an individual after the specified period of time 
(less than three years) to avoid the need for a permanent subsidy 15 Such grants are currently 
rare in the philanthropic community and should be explored more  

2.  Consumer and Partner-Centric Design
The importance of designing to meet the needs and mindsets of targeted consumers in 
emerging markets is increasingly recognized as a critical tool for success  At a recent Village 
Capital roundtable on financial inclusion in Mexico the lack of user-centric design was cited as 
one of the top reasons for failure of technology innovations  Earlier we discussed Mifugo Trade 
which had to go back to the drawing board after finding that its solution did not account for 
the mindsets and needs of buyers  

The Agrilife Limited example illustrates that not only do companies need to design for their 
users, but they also need to craft their business models and strategy in a way that provides 
value to major strategic partners  M-Kopa designed a hardware solution that complemented 
Safaricom’s MPesa tool, providing value to the large incumbent and enabling M-Kopa to 
overcome the incumbency challenge  

More companies need to design their solution with the value proposition for their necessary 
strategic partners in mind  Funder support for teaching and resourcing companies to think 
more like designers can help streamline and expedite this feedback loop  Organizations like 
CGAP have done groundbreaking work in deploying human centered design (HCD) principles 
in emerging markets, and Village Capital builds hypothesis setting and experimentation into 
its curriculum  There is room for the investor and philanthropic communities to enable more 
entrepreneurs to approach product development in this way  
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3. Innovative Finance for New Business Models
Investors in Sub-Saharan Africa require new ways to de-risk investments in early-stage 
companies  Some investors, such as Village Capital, use quasi-equity structures like convertible 
debt and revenue sharing agreements, which enable balancing risk with limited cash flow 
common for early stage companies  Investors who care about bridging the pioneer gap will 
need to expand these types of risk-mitigation strategies to be able to support companies in 
the early stages when they face the chicken-and-egg problem between funding and human 
capital  

Also, as the Hello Tractor case illustrates, the capital requirements for innovative companies in 
emerging markets cannot be met by the traditional debt and equity financing models common 
in Silicon Valley alone  New business models also require new types of funding vehicles  This 
is an opportunity for development finance entities to lead in this space, and some are already 
doing so  Village Capital portfolio company Simpa Networks, a pay as you go solar company 
operating in rural India, has raised capital expenditure funding from OPIC and GDF Suez 
through a special purpose vehicle  Such models are still nascent and require risk-tolerant 
entities such as DFIs to lead the way  

Company Profile: Atikus  

Atikus was founded in December 2013 by Kate Woska and Mary Miner. While working in Africa, both 
observed that there was no lack of would-be borrowers, entrepreneurs, or lenders; rather, there was a lack 
of available capital. Woska and Miner set out to create a commercially viable mechanism to expand the 
capacity of existing lenders to enable them to be better serve the market.

Atikus’s solution de-risks lending by providing lenders with more insight into smallholder loan performance 
and insurance coverage across their credit portfolio to better manage portfolio risks and increase capacity 
to lend. Their approach enables lenders to maximize their current assets and serve more clients without 
proportionately increasing risk.

Atikus has two main categories of customers: financial institutions and training organizations, which can 
include development organizations, government institutions, educational bodies, and any other operating 
entity focused on business development and/or financial literacy education. 

Atikus is launching in Rwanda with an initial client base of three lenders (chosen from a pool of 20 
applicants) and five training organizations (chosen from a pool of 22 applicants). Additional clients will be 
on-boarded on a rolling basis over the course of the twelve-month pilot. In Q1 2016, Atikus will launch a 
three year project with USAID and the Wildlife Conservation Society to increase economic opportunities for 
individuals living in and around Rwanda’s national parks. 

As of February 1, 2016, Atikus has raised a total of $775,000 in capital and commitments as part of their 
seed financing round. Atikus will close its seed round at $1.5 million, which is a major focus of Q1 2016.
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