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When I first started thinking about this speech, I thought about telling you how important the agricultural sector was for Africa; that it provides about 60% of jobs to Africa’s “active” labor force; it accounts for 40% of Africa’s foreign currency earnings; and that, when efficient, it can contribute significantly to the reduction of poverty on the African continent.  But on second thought, I figured you already knew the importance of agriculture to Africa’s future . . . otherwise you probably wouldn’t be here.

I then took a second look at the topic of this session:  “Overview of the US-Africa Agribusiness Relationship”, and I realized the best thing to do was to tell you about some of the projects that the agency I work for, OPIC, has supported, and hopefully provide some ideas to the private sector folks of other investment opportunities in agribusiness in Africa . . . and to the public sector representatives, what they might do in order to attract greater investment. 

The Overseas Private Investment Corporation – OPIC – is an agency of the US government that helps U.S. businesses invest overseas.  We provide political risk insurance and financing, through direct loans, loan guarantees & through the support of private equity funds to assist US businesses of all sizes invest in more than 150 emerging markets and developing nations worldwide. 

When we first came to OPIC  just over three years ago, we recognized the tremendous investment opportunity Africa has to offer.  But we also recognized that companies sometime needed a “push” to take that first step & make that first investment.  Today, we have over $1.6 billion of active investments in Africa.  And many of those investments are in agriculture.

Some of those projects are:

· A $1.7 million loan to be used by T.A. International of Virginia to produce and process 100-percent, organically grown cashews in Guinea-Bissau for export to the United States. By adding processing to the country’s cashew industry, which currently exports only raw product, the project will help to update the sector. Guinea-Bissau is the fifth-largest exporter of unprocessed cashews in the world.  This project will also help it derive greater value from its main economic resource.

· OPIC is providing $16.9 million in political risk insurance to George K. Amoah & Chicken George Farms for renovation & expansion of a commercial poultry farm outside of Accra, Ghana. 

· In Rwanda, OPIC is providing financing & insurance to SORWATHE, the largest & only privately controlled producer of tea in Rwanda to assist them in expanding their existing tea plantation & processing.  Tea is Rwanda’s second most important export product after coffee, representing 36% of foreign exchange earnings.  SORWATHE is currently the largest employer in Rwanda, employing over 2,500 Rwandans.

· A project we speak to quite often at OPIC is Flamingo Farms in Kenya.   Flamingo was first introduced to OPIC through the OPIC-supported Modern Africa Growth Fund.   Flamingo employs up to 6,000 Kenyans; exporting a Boeing-747 of fresh-cut flowers a day to Europe.  When asked how this company became so successful, the response was “There is no Minister of Cut Flowers.” 

These, of course, are direct investments into agri-business industries – either the cultivation, such as Flamingo Farms or the value-added, such as in Guinea-Bissau.

And it is important to note that investments do not have to be large to have a significant impact on the economy and for the communities involved.

However, it is also important to remember that a strong & vibrant agri-business industry is only as good as the framework in which it has to operate.

Infrastructure is essential to the transportation & distribution of goods.  OPIC provided $30 million in financing for the rehabilitation of the rail and port system from the port in Nacala, Mozambique, through Malawi & into Zambia.  This project significantly enhances these countries’ agricultural productivity and export by increasing access to expanded rail and port facilities, and by providing a more direct, and less costly, means of transporting goods.

And sometimes, support to the sector is not always so evident.   In Mozambique, OPIC is providing financing & insurance for the development of a tourism lodge in the Vilanculos Coastal Wildlife Sanctuary.  But an important component of this project is working with the local Xitsua community to move away from slash-and-burn farming to more sustainable cultivation; and working with the local fishermen to implement techniques which will ensure a long-term fish population.  (Any of you that have had the opportunity of visiting the Monterey Aquarium will have learned the devastating effects that over-fishing had on the local sardine population in the late 1950’s – and the broader impact it had on the overall economy.

By these examples, I hope to underlie the significant opportunities that exist in the agricultural sector in Africa and how OPIC might support those U.S. companies that are interested in investing into that market.   I also hope that those government representatives in the audience were able to get a small sense of the critical role they can play in encouraging greater investment.  For without a welcoming environment – which only governments can ensure through market-growth & liberalization strategies – there will be little investment and little chance for Africa’s agricultural sector to truly achieve its potential. 

