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A frica as a place of business - 
Perhaps most people do not have 

a good grasp of the real situation and 
business potential of the continent; 
however, companies around the world, 
including the U.S., European countries 
and China, are paying close attention 
to the market’s future prospects. The 
amount of foreign direct investment 
into the Sub-Saharan region has been 
increasing rapidly since 2000.
The African market has strong potential 
due to various factors, including mainly 
population increase, economic growth, 
and abundant resources, as explained 
on the following pages. These are 
convincing enough to justify calling 
the African market the “last frontier” 
in the world, even though it also has 
such problems as an underdeveloped 
industrial base and infrastructure, 
along with the risks of terrorism and 

deteriorating security. 
So, what share do Japanese 
companies have of this market with 
such strong potential? Although some 
companies are already achieving 
results, we are generally behind other 
advanced countries. It is time to form 
a solid strategy, otherwise, “We should 
have explored Africa sooner!” will be 
ringing in our ears in five or ten years.
Bearing this in mind, the national 
government is promoting various efforts 
aimed at reinforcing relationships with 
African countries, such as accelerating 
the signing of investment treaties 
with respective African countries, 
or improving investment support 
for government-affiliated financial 
institutions. The Tokyo International 
Conference on African Development 
(TICAD), launched in 1993 under the 
initiative of the Japanese government, 

also changed its framework from “being 
held once every five years in Japan” 
to “being held alternately in Africa and 
Japan once every three years.” The 
next TICAD is scheduled to be held in 
Kenya in August 2016.
How can the changing African market 
be incorporated into the growth 
strategy? With advice from experts and 
actual case examples of enterprises 
entering the market, we would like 
to offer some hints towards future 
success.

The African continent has long been thought of as simply the home to many countries 
which received aid from other countries. However, many African countries are now 
important investment destinations that you will not want to miss out on.
What strategy should Japanese companies take in this new market with a diverse 
range of attractive investment opportunities?

Africa: its attraction and potential

Underground 
resources

There is the prospect of various energy sources and mineral 
resources, and further development is expected.

Population

Economic growth

While the population increase is settling down in China and 
India, a stable increase is expected in Sub-Saharan Africa.

GDP increased largely since the beginning of the 
2000s. It is expected that a huge African economic 

zone will be formed in the future.
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Population in 2013 (million people) (million people)Population in 2030

1 China 1,386

2 India 1,252

3 U.S. 320

…

6 Nigeria 174

Egypt 82

Republic of South Africa 53

Tanzania 49

Kenya 44

Morocco 33

Cote d'Ivoire 20

1 India 1,620

2 China 1,385

3 Nigeria 440

4 U.S. 401

…

Tanzania 129

Egypt 122

Kenya 97

Republic of South Africa 63

Morocco 43

Cote d'Ivoire 42

Sub-Saharan Africa refers 
to the African countries that 
are not in Northern Africa 
(Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, 
Libya, and Egypt) and that lie 
south of the Sahara desert.

Where is Sub-Saharan Africa?

Exceeding the 
combined 2014 
GDPs of the UK 
(approx. $3.0 
trillion) and 

France (approx. 
$2.8 trillion)

Exceeding 
China’s 2014 
GDP (approx. 
$10.4 trillion)

Petroleum/natural gas
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African market during recession periods 
in the past, persisted in developing 
their business, and currently have large 
market shares.
We must be prepared to compete 
once the Africa’s economy regains its 
vigor. I would like Japanese companies 
to see Africa from this mid- to long-
term perspective. There should also 
be various ways to advance overseas 
markets, such as through M&A or 
partnerships with foreign companies. 
Please search for the best way forward 

for your business, without getting 
caught up in false stereotypes.
What advantages do you think 
Japanese companies possess in 
entering Africa?
Hirano: Japanese technology and 
products are of high quality and 
reliability; our positive reputation 
has gained footing in many African 
countries. This brand power, nurtured 
by the past performance of Japanese 
companies and ODA-related support 
projects, should also be fully utilized 
by companies who are trying to 
enter the market. It is an advantage 
that other countries cannot produce 
overnight. Therefore, it is important to 
provide products and services that can 
contribute to the sound development of 
society and improvement of the quality 
of life. This should be the key point for 
Japanese companies to gain an edge 
over others. For example, environmental 
technology and urban infrastructure 
are some of the most promising 
areas. In areas where urbanization 
is progressing rapidly, environmental 
conservation and city management are 

already becoming serious problems. 
The education industry is another area 
to focus on. The understanding that 
the quality of education impacts a 
child’s future is taking hold in African 
countries. Carefully identifying problems 
faced by society and individuals and 
providing fine-tuned solutions are 
where Japanese companies excel and 
regardless of industry or business size, 
you can capitalize on your experience 
gained in Japan in achieving success.
Lastly, could we have a comment on 
how Japanese companies should 
face the African market?
Hirano: This may sound too basic, but 
I would like the companies to simply 
become more interested. That is my 
honest advice. It is true that Africa is 
geographically remote from Japan. 
However, Africa’s largest trade partner 
is now China, our neighboring country. 
Business in Africa also involves risks, 
such as public security and infectious 
diseases. However, in any market 
abroad, there are risks inherent to the 
region. None of them would be an 
excuse for not becoming interested. 
A company that is interested in 
expanding its revenue base overseas 
should not exclude any specific region 

suggesting cutting back on investment 
in Africa due to global downward 
trends in natural resource prices. Of 
course it is important to consider 
decisions carefully, but calling for the 
discontinuation of investment due 
to Africa’s economic slowdown is 
rather short-sighted. From another 
perspective, it can also be considered 
that with the economy entering a 
corrective phase, now is the best time 
to find opportunities by advancing in 
African markets. Actually, there are such 
Japanese automobile manufacturers 
and food companies who entered the 

investment from foreign companies.
What is your view in terms of the 
activities of Japanese companies in 
this situation?
Hirano: I strongly believe that Japanese 
companies can invest more proactively, 
considering Japan’s position in the 
global economy and its strengths. 
Recently, there has been discussion 

profit as long as it can reliably respond 
to the local needs.
What factors explain this rapid 
growth in the African market in the 
first place?
Hirano: Naturally, the rise in the 
prices of fossil fuels and minerals in 
this century had a great impact. This 
resulted in attracting direct investment 
from companies in 
the U.S., Europe, and 
China. Subsequently, 
much of the foreign 
capital that flowed 
in was passed on in 
the form of domestic 
consumer spending, 
bolstering GDPs in 
respective African countries. On the 
other hand, from the 1990s to early 
2000s, there were movements such 
as the end of civil wars and progress 
in democratization, meaning that some 
regions have become politically stable. 

Additionally while there are 
more than 50 countries on 
the African continent, in 
most of them, implementing 
business plans which are 
favorable to the investors is 
possible due to the relative 
lack of restrictive measures 
on business operations. This 
situation is giving a boost to 

Dr. Hirano, as an expert with 
firsthand knowledge of the social 
and economic changes in Africa 
over more than 30 years, how do 
you regard the current situation of 
Africa?
Hirano: Africa is currently a staging area 
for fierce competition between global 
companies. Many people in Japan are 
unaware of this, but it is undeniably 
true. If you were to actually visit, you 
would see how actively famous global 
enterprises are operating in the market. 
Mid-ranking companies and small and 
medium-sized enterprises from different 
countries are also making profits with 
their respective business models. If you 
see Africa only as a special market, 
open to a limited range of companies, 
you are mistaken. For instance, Sub-
Saharan Africa, which has grown 
significantly since 2000, is a typical free 
competitive market. Any company can 

Dr. Hirano, Executive Vice President of JETRO, lived in Africa for 10 years and has 
been engaged in work related to Africa since the 1980s.
We interviewed Dr. Hirano, as an expert on the African economy, about future 
needs and changes in the market.

from consideration without exploring 
it thoroughly.” If you face Africa with 
genuine interest, new, previously 
unnoticed opportunities will certainly 
become visible.
Again, the African market is now one 
of the most competitive markets in 
the world for global companies. It is 
an optimum place for increasing the 
competitiveness of your company 
toward the future. JETRO is willing to 
help such companies. We definitely 
would like to see many Japanese 
companies take on the challenge of 
opening up new markets.

First, you must understand the advantages in developing 
a sincere interest in the African market.

Number of Japanese-affiliated companies 
(business bases) by country (region)

"Statistical Survey on Japanese Nationals Overseas" by the Consular 
Policy Division, Consular Affairs Bureau, Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Abridged edition for FY2015 (October 1, 2014)

Interview with an expert on the African economy about Africa now and in the future

Now is the time to take 
advantage of Japanese 
companies’ strengths!

With the drop in resource 
prices, it is a perfect time 
to enter the market.

Africa is a 
typical free 
competition 
market.

Businesses that 
can solve both 
individual and 
societal problems

Dr. Hirano was born in 1956. He has held various prominent positions, such as Special 
Assistant at the Embassy of Japan in Zimbabwe, Executive Director of JETRO Johannesburg, 
and Director General of Area Study Center, the Institute of Developing Economies, JETRO. He 
has held his current position since 2015.

Dr. Katsumi Hirano,
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Quality and 
reliability of 
Japanese 
products are 
widely 
known.

Executive Vice President, Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO)
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The following photos all show Japanese 
companies’ activities in Africa.
What kinds of businesses are they engaged in?
Let’s take a look at their businesses and keys to 
success on the following pages!

Approximately 20,000 
vehicles sold! Supporting 

 the growth of an important 
industry

Japan’s technical strength is 
utilized in the agricultural area, 
which is prioritized in many 
African countries.

Japanese companies 
are rising to the 
challenge!

Forefront of 

local 

business

Familiar flavors from 
Japan are gradually 

becoming widespread in 
Kenya too.

Original system 
welcomed by both 

national tax authorities 
and client stores

For women’s  
fashionable hairstyles! It is 

really popular, with a 
market share of about 60%.Engineers in Rwanda 

support Japanese services

This is a popular restaurant in 
Kenya, with 500 customers every 
day. The second restaurant 
already opened just eight months 
after the first one opened!

The Japan-made system is now 
indispensable for taxation, which 
is also the foundation for nation-
building.

The company has more than 30 
years of history and its largest 
market is Africa. The business 
also contributes to improving the 
income of local companies!

An African offshore software 
development business that 
actually meets the full approval 
(including cost considerations) of 
the Japanese client company?
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Toridoll, operating the udon  noodle restaurant franchise 
“Marugame Seimen,” established this new business category 
just for the African market. The restaurant, which serves rice 
and noodles in combination with the main teriyaki chicken dish 
opened in March 2015. The dishes are cooked in front of the 
customers making it very popular, and the store has about 500 
customers every day. The second restaurant already opened in 
November 2015. Although there is difficulty in training Kenyan 
people (who cherish the culture of “pole pole ” (meaning “slowly 
and calmly” in Swahili)) in the speed and team play required for 
a fast-food restaurant, the company aims to realize multi-store 
operation in Kenya, where the restaurant business is still in its 
infancy, with the belief that the Japan’s advanced technology 
and high quality products should contribute to society.

Kaneka sells “Kanekalon,” a synthetic fiber used for hair extensions. It is very popular 
among women in Africa as a casual way to create different hairstyles. Kaneka is also 
taking safety of the products into consideration, using flame-retardant fiber to prevent it 
from catching fire when cooking. It has an overwhelming market share of approximately 

60%, and is also bringing profit to local manufacturers, wholesalers and beauty salons. 
Seminars and styling contests are held, introducing new styles to African beauticians, 

which is another reason why the company is strongly trusted in the market. They are 
bringing more smiles to the faces of the lively locals and word is spreading, leading 
to the expansion of business.

A system made in Japan to prevent value-added tax (VAT) evasion, which 
is similar to consumption tax in Japan, is working effectively in Burkina 
Faso and Madagascar. This system attaches the originally-developed tax 
collection device to cash registers, and directly delivers data, such as 
the sales amount and the amount of VAT, to the national tax authority via 
the mobile phone network. The data is encrypted to prevent falsification. 
National tax authorities have given the system high marks, as it allows them 
to “collect funds for infrastructure projects.” On the other hand, stores 
that installed the system are also happy now, having eliminated fraudulent 
collection by tax collectors. BMC International Corporation, which developed 
the system, provides a total solution including local educational instruction, 

and is winning the support of the market.

Kubota Corporation started the sales of agricultural machinery in Africa 
in the 1980s. The business has been continuously expanding. What 
supports the success of the products among customers most is the brand 
power of Japanese products. The products’ reputation of being easily 
operable, trouble-free, durable and fuel-efficient lead to the expansion of 

sales channels. While the marketing area was originally limited to 
certain regions such as Egypt, now it has expanded to sub-

Saharan countries. Approximately 20,000 vehicles have 
been sold including tractors, combines, and tillers. 

Although there are problems such as public security, 
the potential growth rate of agriculture in Africa can 
no longer be ignored. Governments of many African 
countries position agriculture as an important area 
of growth, so it is a highly attractive market.

Rexvirt has engaged in more than ten overseas software development projects. 
The company mainly develops apps for the Internet and smartphones in Rwanda. 
The system wherein Japanese and local engineers work together as a team 
provides assurance for the consigning companies, and now there are projects 
which will undertake the entire process from initial design to operation. Also, by 
being designated as a proven business in Africa by JETRO, relationships with 
Rwandan government agencies deepened. A new local company was established 
in 2014, and the Japanese affiliate of the company was also established in 2015. 
The earnest and persistent attitude of Rwandan people was a great help for 
promoting the business. The company aims to increase orders both in Rwanda 
and neighboring countries and hopes to solve societal problems in Africa with the 
power of IT in the future.

Develops apps for  
smartphones, etc., establishing 
a new company in Rwanda

New hairstyles for Africa with 
safe and high-quality 
synthetic fiber

A fast-food restaurant 
selling popular teriyaki 
chicken hot and fresh 
straight from the grill

Has supplied high-quality 
agricultural machinery for more 
than 30 years to African countries

Prevents tax evasion and 
wrongful collection with an 
originally-developed taxation 
control system

BMC 
International

Rexvirt

Toridoll

Kubota

Kaneka

CLICK!
●� Teriyaki Japan 

(Toridoll Corporation)

CLICK! ●�KANEKA CORPORATIONCLICK! ●�Rexvirt Communications Inc. (in Japanese)

CLICK! ●�Kubota Corporation

CLICK! ●�BMC International Corporation



METI 

12 METI Journal Explore the African Market!

Atsuo Horikoshi, 
Section Head, Middle 
East and Africa 
Division (in charge of 
sub-Saharan Africa), 
Trade Policy Bureau

Kazuko Nakura, 
Assistant Division 
Head, Middle East and 
Africa Division (in 
charge of sub-
Saharan Africa), Trade 
Policy Bureau

Takahiro 
Matsuo, Section 
Member, Middle 
East and Africa 
Division (in charge 
of sub-Saharan 
Africa), Trade 
Policy Bureau
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For stronger and  
deeper partnerships

Personnel exchanges are also being promoted by the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, envisaging the 
reinforcement of relationships with African countries.

In May 2016, the Minister and the Parliamentary Vice-Minister visited Africa and held meetings with many important people.
Preparation for the Tokyo International Conference on African Development (TICAD), jointly held with the Japanese 

government and the UN, is also progressing.

Mr. Motoo Hayashi, Minister of Economy, Trade 
and Industry, visited Morocco

Mr. Tsuyoshi Hoshino, Parliamentary Vice-Minister 
of Economy, Trade and Industry, visited Ethiopia

TICAD VI will be held for the first time in Africa

Minister Hayashi attended the Fourth Japan-Arab Economic Forum, jointly held by 
METI, MOFA, and the League of the Arab States (LAS), in the Kingdom of Morocco 
in May 2016. Discussion was held on themes such as the diversification of economic 
relationships between Japan and LAS and the promotion of cooperation in a wide 
range of areas including energy, environment and infrastructure and the Joint 
Statement for the Development of the Japan-Arab Economic Relationship (Casablanca 
Declaration) was adopted. In addition, taking advantage of this opportunity, Minister 
Hayashi held bilateral meetings with H.E. Mr. Moulay Hafid El Alamy, Minister of 
Industry, Trade, Investment and Digital Economy, Morocco, and H.E. Mr. Mohsen 
Hassan, Minister of Trade, Ministry of Commerce, Tunisia. The minister asked for 
further support and safety assurances for Japanese companies entering the markets 
of respective countries.

Mr. Tsuyoshi Hoshino, Parliamentary Vice-Minister of Economy, Trade and Industry, 
visited Ethiopia in May. He held meetings with H.E. Mr. Debretsion Gebremichae, 
Deputy Prime Minister, and H.E. Mr. Workneh Gebeyehu, Minister of Transport, 
Ethiopia, and exchanged views toward the enhancement of trade, investment, energy 
and industrial cooperation. In the meeting, the Deputy Prime Minister also shared his 
high expectations for investment by Japan in the country. In addition, Parliamentary 
Vice-Minister Hoshino also visited the Ethiopian KAIZEN Institute (EKI), a world-
first, governmental organization that has introduced Japan’s “kaizen” business 
philosophy into the country. Mr. Hoshino also held a meeting with H.E. Ms. Chilliga, 
Director-General of the Africa Union Commission, and confirmed the views on further 
enhancement of initiatives to promote business between Japan and Africa.

For support 
services and 
consultation on 
entering the 
African market

Tokyo International Conference on African Development (TICAD) was inaugurated in 
1993 as a demonstration of Japan’s attitude, arguing for the importance of Africa, 
when the interest among other advanced countries toward Africa declined after the 
end of the Cold War. Thereafter, TICAD has been held five times under the initiative 
of the government of Japan, offering many kinds of support measures with the goal 
of truly fruitful development for Africa. The next TICAD will be held for the first time 
in Africa in August 27 and 28, responding to the request from the African side. It is 
planned that information on both the extent of Japan’s past support for African nations 
and the attractiveness of enhancing partnerships with Japan will be communicated 
to the media at the event, for the further development of the relationship with African 
nations into the future.

│Opinions of the person in charge

The situation in sub-Saharan Africa is changing every day. We interviewed METI personnel in charge 
of African affairs, who have also visited Africa several times and have first-hand knowledge of these 
changes, about their understanding and impressions of what they should try to achieve in the future.

Our role is to communicate the real, 
as-yet-unknown information about 

the “real Africa” 

First, as a person in charge of 
Japanese government efforts 
in the region, please share your 
impressions of the region as 
someone who deals with it every 
day.
Horikoshi: I feel that the reactions of 
Japanese companies would change 
drastically if they knew the actual 
situation in the countries. I have only 
visited Madagascar, Kenya, South 
Africa and Ethiopia, but speaking 
frankly, urbanization and the vigor 
of business has progressed beyond 
anything I’d imagined before I went 
there. I believe that our most important 
role is to communicate information on 
the “real Africa,” and about its potential.
Matsuo: I think it would be a pity if 
opportunities were lost by Japanese 
companies due to a lack of real 
information about the continent. There 
is no doubt that Africa is an attractive 
area with an expanding market and 
abundant natural resources. I also feel, 
during local economic conferences etc., 
the strong interest from the African side 
towards Japan. They are looking to 
build business relationships with Japan, 
not receive aid from Japan.
Nakura: Behind the interest in Japan is 
the appreciation of the level of intangible 
services such as human resources 
development and product maintenance 
services available in Japan. It is 
important to continuously emphasize 
this characteristic and differentiate 
Japan from other countries. In addition, 
detailed market analysis is an important 
mission for METI. The fields where 
Japan can be most successful based 
on specific technological advantages 
are dependent on the different regions 
within sub-Sahara Africa. Matching 
each advantage with the appropriate 
field in the appropriate region is the key 

to responding to the rapid changes 
occurring in African society. But you 
cannot beat the competition without 
moving quickly.

The success of TICAD in August 
will raise attention
What are the messages for Japanese 
companies and your wishes for the 
future?
Matsuo: It is essential to manage risk 
when entering a new market. We 
would like to also focus on support for 
making risk management preparations. 
Japanese companies likely have a 
vague image about the African market 
and feel anxious about the risks of 
accessing those markets, but if the 
risks are subdivided and categorized 
properly, many problems can be solved 
and anxieties quelled. The government 
is also collecting necessary information 
and accumulating know-how, which 
we would like to provide in support of 
those efforts.
Horikoshi: I would like to offer such 
support multilaterally and create an 
environment wherein many Japanese 
companies rush to explore the 

possibility of expanding their business 
into Africa. I would also like to see 
small and medium enterprises and 
venture businesses seize chances 
by taking advantage of their flexibility 
and ability to make decisions swiftly. 
As mentioned before, the African side 
has a lot of interest toward Japan. 
African embassies are submitting a 
large number of requests for meetings 
with METI, and METI is looking forward 
to facilitating those meetings with 
Japanese companies.
Nakura: One of our goals in the future 
is to establish a mutually-developing, 
amicable relationship, ensuring that 
the value of Japan’s world-renowned 
spirit of hospitality and sensibility can 
be experienced and understood by 
all African countries. Successfully 
holding TICAD in Kenya this August 
is the largest mission in the near 
future towards this goal. Also, through 
cooperation with the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and other ministries, we would 
like to further strengthen the partnership 
with African countries. We would be 
overjoyed if that lead to increased 
domestic attention toward Africa.

The Middle East and Africa Division supports the 
promotion of trade and investment by Japanese 
companies through the planning and implementation of 
trade policies.
Middle East Africa Division, Trade Policy Bureau.
FAX: +81-3-3501-5876

JETRO is also enhancing the framework of local 
offices and providing multilateral support.

CLICK! ●�Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO)
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