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The Africa Study Group Presents  
“Doing Business in Africa: six Canadian firms tell us how its done” !

DATE:   Wednesday, April 29th, 2015 
TIME:    17:00 pm - 19:00 pm 
LOCATION:   St. Paul’s university, Alumni amphitheater, Guigues Hall, 223 Main Street, Room 1124 !
In Attendance: 20!!
Chair: Louise Ouimet !

1. Welcome and introduction of new participants !
Ms. Ouimet opened the meeting and welcomed newcomers to introduce themselves. !

2. Doing business in Africa: Six Canadian firms tell us how it’s done !
Guest Speaker:  Paul Hitschfeld  
Our Chair presented this joint study sponsored by the ASG and the Canadian Council for Africa 
(CCA). Paul Hitschfeld is currently the Chair of TFO Canada (Trade Facilitation Office). Until June 
2013 he was the Chair of the Africa Study Group. Previously he was with the Department of Foreign 
Affairs, Trade and Development in various positions. He also had three postings in Africa over seven 
years, in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Tanzania and Ethiopia. !
Paul Hitschfeld presented the findings of in depth interviews with 6 Canadian firms working in 
Africa. Please see the attached slides for the list of firms included in the full powerpoint 
presentation. Meeting with CEOs of these firms, a 104 question survey yielded insight into how 
Canadian firms (from large mining companies to a small start-up) conduct business in Africa as well 
as the overarching conclusion that the firms which were interviewed believed that doing business in 
Africa was a success and they would encourage other Canadian firms to conduct business in Africa. !
Following thorough research, the firms go where the business is as opposed to engaging in a region 
based on personal or emotional reasons. This is different than how government agencies engage in 
Africa for aid or political reasons. These businesses seek connections with good people and avoid 
corruption because corrupt business does not yield better results but instead increases risk to the 
business. Furthermore, these firms engage local communities in order to increase the likelihood of 
success thus offsetting a certain degree of risk to the company. Three areas of particular interest 
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were how firms act in regards to risk assessment, governance and project financing. !
There are  now fewer national currency controls therefore exchange rates are mostly determined by 
international markets, and this is an advantage for firms working in Africa. The firms indicated that 
it has become easier to ensure that profits can return to Canada. In terms of wages abroad, low 
salaries generally mean inefficiency so there is little gain to using cheap labour. Also for the 
employees, a health clinic at the plant and an evacuation plan are necessary. Canadian firms need to 
take into account the high cost of energy in Africa, as there are shortages of power across the 
continent. Part of the way to ensure support from locals is to engage in an old-fashioned 
understanding of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) through social impact projects near the 
plants. A newer understanding of CSR including attitudinal norms on ethics has not necessarily been 
used, as the old version is working. !
In terms of governance, the firms indicated that local officials are more aware of the issues now 
than they were in the past. Furthermore, local entrepreneurs can help Canadian businesses, so 
Canadian businesses work closely with local stakeholders. Part of the research that firms conduct 
includes assessing the tax systems and the legal system of a country in order to avoid favouritism in 
court and use clear tax systems for the business abroad. !
Some challenges that the firms have encountered are related to personnel. Often the equipment 
being used by the firm is not familiar to locals so new plants need to invest in training and may be 
unproductive for the first year. Furthermore, there is a lack of capable local middle managers and 
employing Canadians abroad is expensive. When firms do have excellent local middle managers, 
they are often poached by other companies. Overall, the 6 firms stated that although working in 
Africa is challenging, it is satisfying. One firm stated that it is easier to work in African countries 
than to work in India or China because there is more competition in these countries. However, there 
seems to be a lack of vision among Canadian firms in the private sector to work in Africa, and 
Canada is losing on market opportunities to Asia and Brazil. !
The final analysis presented was that although these results are pleasing to African enthusiasts, it 
appears that Canada’s interest in Africa is waning and the impact of both the Commonwealth and 
the Francophonie is diminishing. One concern is that the Liberals and NDP may not have more 
interest in Africa than the Conservatives, given the plethora of domestic concerns they face. !
Paul then presented the purpose of the Trade Facilitation Office (TFO), which is to promote the 
ability of firms in developing countries to increase output and productivity so they can enter global 
markets.  TFO tries to create more relationships between Africa and Canada. Also, TFO receives 
some funding from DFATD.  !
Question period: !
Stimulated by Paul’s question: “Is Africa more irrelevant to us now? Are we irrelevant to Africa?”, 
the question period started out with a discussion of the political parties and their interest in Africa. 
Then there was a discussion of the overall positive results from the survey and the concern that 
there was not enough variation in the results, and there may have been a positive bias such that only 
firms with successful stories may have wanted to have an interview. An audience member was 
curious to know if similar results would come from companies working in South America.  !
Canadian firms seem to be stuck in the 1960’s-1980’s in terms of how they view Africa. One of the 
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firms, Windiga Energy Corporation, is showing a tremendous outlook for future investment in 
Africa. There are small scale companies all over Africa that are hard to track. Furthermore, the role 
of the African diaspora in Canada was discussed in terms of how the diaspora could bring about 
more interest towards Africa. The interest of Canadian firms in Africa was a major concern from 
many members, as we do not have a clear way to engage firms and influence their vision.  !
Paul pointed to the journal “Jeune Afrique” which listed the top 70 foreign companies in Africa, and 
there were only 3 Canadian firms on the list. Many of the members present disputed the validity of 
the list as it lacked companies from China. That said, the list could still be used to illustrate the 
small Canadian presence in Africa. Export Development Canada reported 5 years ago that there 
were around 400 Canadian firms in Africa. !
To conclude, CCA CEO stated that: !
1) We need a critical mass of surveyed companies to publicize success in Africa 
2) Many companies have active diasporas although company boards are not always convinced of 

their usefulness !
3. Upcoming Meetings !

Our next meeting is May 20th on the role of federalism in Africa’s young democracies and nation 
building and the BBQ is June 10th. Be aware of serious construction on Main Street for several 
months.
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