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Encouragement for emerging entrepreneurs – be brave, don’t give up
SPHETHO SIYENGO
TRADITIONAL executive jobs are
not that difficult to find, and are
safer. The tougher option is entrepreneurship. I am one of those MBA
graduates who started his own business in the middle of his studies.
Mid-way through my three-year
course at a top business school in
Cape Town, I decided to jump ship
and left my average-paying job to
run my own business. I had the
basic “toolkit” to help me to start my
business, but going to business
school was the cherry on top and
helped me better understand my
weaknesses and strengths, and how
to exploit possibilities and networks.
I also learned a lot about businessplanning and management, gaining
skills that make it possible to have
converse professionally with those

interested in my services. These
things, together with the experience
I acquired working in various organisations, made it easier for me to
decide on the kind of business I
wanted to pursue.
The things you cannot learn from
business school are the courage and
conviction to be an entrepreneur.
The reason why very few MBA
graduates decide to pursue the
entrepreneurship route is the uncertainty involved in starting up a business. There is also pressure among
MBA graduates to return to their
high-paying jobs, driven by the quest
for status and material reward.
I decided that if I channelled my
energy and resources into my own
business, I might get rewarded.
I realised that running my own
business was a big step, since I
would be exposed to many risks, not

least losing focus, or being influenced by “negative” people.
I told myself not to let others
decide my limitations and abilities.
I worked hard to accomplish things
within my area of strength and I
enjoy what I do. I can choose who I
work with and the kind of projects I
want. Any difficulty I come across I
view as a challenge; overcoming it
gives me a sense of fulfilment. I set
myself targets and try to make sure
that people I work with are happy
and that I make a difference in the
lives of my customers. I try to be
honest, loyal and professional at all
times. These are all vital.
For the first three years, keeping
costs down and income up was the
key objective. For any start-up, this
makes a huge difference, but it
means making sacrifices.
In general, a lack of credit affects

both new and existing businesses.
Starting a service business is risky,
because in most cases the entrepreneur does not have the assets needed
when applying for a bank loan. This
puts one at a disadvantage, exposing
one to diluted ownership if one tries
to attract equity. In fact, equity can
be more expensive than debt.
I’ve heard comments from my fellow MBA alumni that it’s not easy to
start a business, and that only the
brave pursue this route. Listening to
them, I do not feel there is a growing
group of entrepreneurs in South
Africa. This is worrying, since there
is a real need to advance this cause.
One of the most important things
to most business schools is national
and international rating and accreditation, but I think the greater
achievement lies in how many entrepreneurs they create. In my own

way, I have forced my school to
recognise and support my work.
Corporates should, through
apprenticeship and other in-house
programmes, help to prepare people
so that they are able to stand on
their own in business. The government and banks should also give
more attention to entrepreneurship.
There is a need to de-stigmatise
entrepreneurs who start a business
and fail. Failure should be taken positively as people who fail become
better in what they do and in most
cases learn from their mistakes.
At the age of six I used to sell
sweets to fellow pupils. In the village
where I grew up my mother was
among the first to own a fridge and
I took advantage, selling ice cubes
made from cool drinks. My mother
supported me with my “business
venture” and I learned a lot.

I would sometimes borrow
money from her and get advice
about what was, in effect, debt collection, stock theft, losses and profit.
This is the kind of support entrepreneurs need.
There are three key practical
challenges facing the emerging
entrepreneur.
The first is finding employees
who share your vision. It is difficult
to find dedicated, hardworking and
trustworthy employees. Business
owners or entrepreneurs work long
hours while employees are often not
prepared to make this sacrifice.
Employees who will give more than
100 percent to the job are hard to
find, and since employees are the
face of your business, you cannot
afford to hire people who do not
share your values. One needs to
mindful of the labour legislation

environment when hiring people.
The second challenge includes
protecting
your
“intellectual
property”, minding the risks of
undue influence in tendering
processes.
Third, entrepreneurs should be
flexible enough to follow market
trends. It’s best to view change as an
opportunity rather than a threat.
Some, for instance, are not willing to
adjust their businesses to the current “green goal” initiatives relating
to climate change. Entrepreneurs
should accept realities and view
changes as an opportunity to be
explored and taken up.
Overall, my advice is, hang in
there; challenges should be
expected, especially in the start-up
phase. Just don’t give up.
● Sphetho Siyengo is the director
of Buyolo Business Advisory Service.

Opening the door to future careers
Entrepreneurs can change lives if business-minded people are given the right guidance, writes Gareth Coetzee
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OR some in the township of
Langa one Friday earlier this
month, it was not business as
usual. The afternoon’s affairs
had been placed aside for a few
hours so that people wanting to start
their own businesses, and those
already owning businesses, could
take part in a talk focusing on the
motivation of potential entrepreneurs. It was a conference, you could
say, aimed at changing lives.
Central Cape Town was its usual
busy self, a city in motion in every
conceivable way… traffic, pedestrians, construction work, BMWs and
Blackberries and briefcases, hawkers, beggars, vendors; city things, as
usual. But beyond the city, as the
dust settled in the oldest township in
Cape Town, Langa, children played
in the sun, laughing; taxis idled in
the midday heat.
But at Guga S’thebe Arts and Culture Centre in Washington Street,
potters,
framers,
musicians,
painters, tour guides, spaza shop
owners and others were at a conference on how to start their own businesses.
The conference was organised by
two foreign MBA students at UCT’s
Graduate School of Business, Sergio
Rodriguez of Spain, and Tiago
Almeida of Angola, as part of a project called Action for Good.
It is part of the popular elective
course, Strategy Design and Creativity, run by GSB senior lecturer Jon
Foster-Pedley. Students are required
to conduct any project of their
choosing to benefit others for as long
as possible.
The project must include creativity and design and this conference
was the first part of it.
Rodriguez and Almeida thought
it would be good to have successful
entrepreneurs, who had a township
background, to speak at the conference and offer guidance to those desperate for business know-how and
inspiration.
“The idea is to motivate unemployed people in the township, and

MY mother used to get very cross
about shops that opened on Sundays. In those days everything
closed at noon on Saturday and the
weekend was as quiet as a tomb.
When shops extended their
hours she muttered it was unfair to
expect people to work on Sundays.
“Shop assistants need a day off,
just like everybody else,” she said.
“If people are so stupid they can’t do
their shopping before the weekend
they deserve to go without.”
She insisted that Sunday should
be a day of rest for everybody.
I hated Sundays as a child. The
radio played solemn music all day
and everybody just sat around doing
nothing much.
I still think of slow, mournful
music as “Sunday” music.
Since my mother’s day, shopping
has changed drastically. People used
to shop for things they needed.
They’d make a list, hand it to the
shopkeeper and collect their shopping and go home. It was a chore.
Today shopping is an international pastime. You go to shops to
see what’s new – to explore and meet
friends.
Most big shops are open on Sundays in South African cities, and in
the US many shops stay open 24
hours a day every day of the year.
There are still many who disapprove of all this unbroken shopping.
Stephen Berrill of Durbanville
wrote objecting that some shops
would be open on Christmas day.
“This is really something I feel
strongly about,” he writes, “namely
the poor souls who have to give up
the day with their families to serve
a bunch of insensitive shoppers”.
He suggests Tavern readers

show them that people who had similar difficulties and backgrounds
were able to achieve their goals and
succeed in their careers and in their
own businesses,” said Rodriguez.
The idea was to offer some guidance and support in starting new
businesses while engaging people
though understanding. Rather than
lectures, the talks were more like
forums and conversations about
staying motivated, taking risks,
building confidence, partnering, creative thinking for finding solutions
and opportunities, learning and
knocking on doors.
The guest speakers were Jabu
Cindi, owner of professional medical courier service and business
consultancy Cindi Express, and
Samantha Mtinini, part owner of
Camissa Travel and Marketing, a
township tours company.
Cindi started the discussion with
an account of his life.
For 10 years he worked at a medical lab, first as a clerk. He gained all
the knowledge he needed there, and
before leaving, started using the little money left from his salary every
month to start his business.
He spoke gently and respectfully
about the importance of believing in
one’s self and the need to overcome
fear; the fear of taking risks, fear of
asking the right questions, fear of
losing your salary – a lifeline – and
fear of that very first step alone.
“You have to believe in yourself,
in your business. And you must
know that it’s going to be difficult
and you will need to sacrifice some
things: social life, luxuries.
“If you believe it can be done, and
work for it, even little by little, it’s
only a matter of time before it will
happen. It happened for me,” said
Cindi, emphasising the need for
determination and discipline,
research, being alert to one’s surroundings, and being “street wise”.
Mtinini was the highly animated
second speaker, who emphasised all
her points with gestures of passion.
She spoke about following one’s

DAVID
BIGGS

Tavern
of the
Seas
should boycott shops that stay open
on Christmas day.
I’m not sure I agree with his sentiments. Christmas is a religious festival and not everybody observes it.
I feel no qualms about shopping on
Yom Kippur or Diwali or Eid and I
don’t suppose people of other religions feel any need to give up shopping on Christmas day.
It’s a debate that’s raised every
year and I’d be interested to hear
readers’ views on the subject.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE: A child stands at the service window of a spaza shop in Langa near Cape Town. Township tourism, which started after the
elections in 1994, has increased in popularity every year and has now become a multimillion-rand business.
PICTURE: AP
dreams, about opening up to “what
is calling you” and about stopping at
nothing to achieve one’s goals.
“The fact that you are having
these ideas and that you are here
today shows that you have a calling
to do something. So do it. You must
just do it. You can’t ignore it,” said
Mtinini.
She described her struggles with
finance and other resources when

David Allison, who led the
research, found that feral rats living
on the streets of Baltimore were 40
percent heavier in 2006 than they
were in 1948. That’s a big weight
gain.
This could be explained by saying the foods that humans discard
are more fat-inducing than the stuff
our parents threw out.
It will come as no surprise that
domestic pets are far heavier than
they were 20 years ago. Human diets
have become richer over the years
and it’s natural that pets should be
fed bigger meals too. But laboratory
animals have also gained weight,
even though their diets have
remained strictly controlled and
unchanged from year to year.
Nobody knows why. Maybe it’s
caused by global warming.
Do we gain weight faster in
warm climates?

Last Laugh
A little girl came home after her
first day in Sunday school, looking
very puzzled.
“What’s worrying you?” her
mother asked.
“I want to know why we say ‘Old
men’ at the end of every prayer,” she
said.

As fat as humans
We all know humans are getting fatter and fatter, but did you know animals were doing the same?
A recent study at the University
of Alabama revealed that animals –
domestic as well as feral and even
laboratory rats – have been gaining
weight steadily over the past few
decades.
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she first went into business alone,
also touching on the fear of failure
and loss. She spoke about creating
partnerships wherever one can with
competitors, saying that there are
times when certain situations can
strengthen both businesses simultaneously.
“You must stay open to opportunities and then be clever about how
you approach them,” she said, “but

you must go for them. You can
change your life with some determination and focus.
“Starting Camissa has been the
realisation of a long-time goal… to
be an owner of my own business. To
be in control of my own destiny,” she
said.
All in all the audience was enraptured throughout the conference,
soaking up the information, but also

raising important issues, issues they
face daily in the marketplace.
One man, a saxophonist and
painter, who also teaches young people how to paint and to play, read and
write music, said he felt because he
was from the townships, and was
seen to be desperate for money,
gallery and restaurant owners took
advantage wherever they could.
“They tell me they’ll pay this low

price. Then later I come back to find
my painting sold for much, much
more than that. And as musicians,
we struggle with setting prices. It
seems we always have no footing
when it comes to bargaining,” he
said.
A woman said she had what she
thought was a good idea but wasn’t
sure in which direction to take it.
“We don’t know what step to take
next and I don’t know how to get
over the fear of risk,” she said, and
many nodded their heads in agreement.
A lack of basic business knowledge – including negotiating and
marketing skills – was a point raised
often, and is to become a key topic
for the students and for future initiatives.
“That’s why we needed people
from the same background to talk,”
said Almeida. “That way they can
relate with the people, understand
their problems better and simply
connect with them much more successfully than we can. Then with
their trust, the people talk about
their hardest struggles. It’s a lot
about inspiring first.
“As MBA students, we can contribute with more technical business advice from a formal education.”
Rodriguez noted: “We hope the
project is taken further, because we
can see a need for these programmes
in the townships. The programme
today was very successful, based on
the interest and the many questions
from the audience. These people
have been thinking about these
things for quite some time.”
“Access to the right information
is a problem,” Cindi acknowledged,
“so taking the business school outside, into the township, is a unique
opportunity for most of them. It’s
something the UCT business school
encourages students to do, and
something I believe can make a difference.”
● Gareth Coetzee writes for the
Graduate School of Business.

Mo Bros look ridiculous,but it’s for a good cause
IT’S great to see our country’s
sportsmen getting in on MOvember,
although it does make you wonder
what the world thinks of us.
For those who don’t know,
MOvember – the month formerly
known as November – is a yearly
charity event aimed at raising funds
for and awareness of men’s health,
with a particular focus on prostate
cancer.
Men generally lack awareness
about the very real health issue
they face, have an attitude that they
have to be tough – “a real man” –
and are reluctant to see a doctor
about an illness or go for regular
medical check-ups.
The MOvember South Africa
Facebook page, which boasts more
than 12 000 members, says the aim
is to change these attitudes, make
male health fun and raise some
serious funds for men’s health
issues.
A Mo Bro can raise money for
cancer research by donating – one
can do it online at cansa.org.za – or
by getting sponsored for hair
growth.
How does one take part?
Simple. Just let your Mo grow.
A Mo is a moustache – that patch
of hair most men can’t stand to
grow any longer than just a few millimetres.
Wives and girlfriends shudder as
October nears its end – food gets
caught in a Mo and one can’t help
but fiddle with it.
But for 30 days, it becomes a cel-

ALAN
VALKENBURG

The
Clubhouse
ebration of our masculinity, a
chance to go where most sane men
don’t normally go.
Growing a Mo is not easy.
If you’re used to shaving every
few days, letting your Mo grow is
difficult.
It’s annoying, itchy and becomes
a challenge in discipline.
Some men refuse to participate –
many are, no doubt, embarrassed
by the pitiful hair growth.
Meanwhile, others see themselves in a new way – as hairy for a
start, but also as having commitment and staying power.
But let’s be honest – it often
looks ridiculous, which brings us
back to my opening point.
What does the world think of us?
When an Englishman switches
on to watch TV cricket highlights

and sees the Proteas’ Dale Steyn
bowling against a Pakistani, does
he think: “What an odd-looking
man. Is that a moustache or a birthmark?
“Didn’t moustaches go out of
fashion decades ago?”
The same man might then
switch channels to watch the
high/lowlights of a Springbok
rugby game, and see Frans Steyn,
his upper lip covered in dirt.
Then he looks closer and sees,
no, it isn’t dirt, but Steyn, too, has a
Mo.
“These crazy South Africans,”
he probably thinks. “So like hillbillies; so 1980s.”
The two Steyns are not alone in
their MOvember participation.
Flip van der Merwe has what
looks like a caterpillar attached to
his upper lip.
Meanwhile, Jean de Villiers,
Ryan Kankowski and Bok captain
Victor Matfield are also involved,
although you wouldn’t know it by
looking at them.
De Villiers is apparently taking
part, but doesn’t have enough hair
growth to speak of.
Kankowski and Matfield broke
Mo etiquette by not shaving on the
last day of October (so starting
their Mos from scratch), and by
allowing their goatees to grow – also
against MOvember rules.
Jannie du Plessis, Keegan Daniel
and the Beast are also sporting Mos.
This means our TV viewer, if
unaware of MOvember, will think

we’re all moustache-growing nutcases down here.
Fortunately, South Africans are
not alone in their hairiness.
Many Aussies and Kiwis are in
on the Mo movement too.
Matt Giteau has a neat little
number – and even a few of our
Northern Hemisphere rivals are
also doing the Mo thing.
When the Boks played Ireland a
few weeks back, No 8 Jamie Heaslip
sported a Mo, which made him look
more like Zorro than a rugby player.
It was impossible to take him
seriously, which raises the question:
Was Dale Steyn’s ineffectiveness in
the latest cricket series due to the
pitch, or the fact that his aura of
fear had disappeared?
When before, Pakistani batsmen
would have quivered in their boots,
they now chuckled to themselves as
he ran in to bowl, saying: “Will you
look at this chump?”
The Mo is also represented in the
Ashes, with Kevin Pietersen in on
the act for England and Ben Hilfenhaus doing likewise for Australia.
At any rate, it’s good to see players of the Proteas, Springboks and
other international sides getting
behind the initiative.
Sure, they look ridiculous, but it
shows their human side – and it’s
sometimes good to have a laugh at
yourself.
Oh, and say what you will about
Bok coach Peter de Villiers – he is so
committed to the cause he keeps his
Mo all year.

