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Riding the 
international 
wave 
Africa is seen by many as the new frontier, with many international companies trying to 
establish businesses on the continent. But there is a serious lack of infrastructure, and the 
local built industry is taking full advantage of this to expand its influence in Africa and 
beyond. 

Damaria Senne 

Local built industry firms are continuing to make an effort to 
generate business in Africa and the Middle East, despite the 
turmoil in the global financial markets, and the fact that there 
is plenty of local work, due to the demands of the infrastruc­

ture for the 2010 World Cup soccer tournament. 
"It would be foolish for SA companies to make a big retreat 

from Africa at this time. The African market is untapped and the 
opportunities are huge," says Simon Freemantle, head of busi­

ness advisory firm, Africa Frontier Advisory. 
Africa's economic growth ranged between six and seven per­

cent in the past three years, leading to a boom in the construc­

tion and engineering industry, says Roelof van Tonder, CEO of 
Built Environment Professions Export Council. 

The continent's stability has also improved, with 35 out of 
53 African countries having a democratically elected leadership. 
This has paved the way for the international donor community to 
pour funding into infrastructure development, which has recently 
been acknowledged as a critical driver in accelerating the con­

tinent's development. 

The International Monetary Fund also offered a positive out­

look with its statement that it expects Africa's economic growth 

to remain at a steady six percent in the next year, Van Tonder 
adds. "The more there are infrastructure projects like mines 
and roads in Africa, the more demand there is for commercial 
infrastructure." 

The Middle East also presents SA firms with big opportunities. 
Murray & Roberts says in its 2007/8 annual report: "Growth in 
the mega projects, particularly in Dubai and Abu Dhabi, and, to a 
lesser extent, Bahrain, continues unabated, and the business has 
planned growth in excess of 100% for the next three years." 

BILATERAL AGREEMENTS 
Common strategies that emerge among companies that are suc­

cessfully penetrating these difficult markets are: collaboration 
spanning bilateral agreements between countries; strategic alli­

ances between complementary disciplines; and partnering local 
players in the same niche. 

Local architectural firm dhk is among those benefiting from 
projects emanating from bilateral agreements between SA and 
other African countries. The company is building the Ahmed Baba 
Centre for Higher Learning and Islamic Research in Timbuktu, Mali, 
which will house historical archives of that legendary city. >■ 
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Group Five was responsible for constructing phases 1 and 2 
at the Ruashi copper mine, DRC. 
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dhk is building the Ahmed Baba Centre for Higher 
Learning and Islamic Research in Timbuktu. Mali. 

Former minister without portfolio, Essop Pahad, asked dhk to 
assist in the design and building of the Ahmed Dhaha Centre, says 
director, Faghmie Christian. "We had previously been involved 
in projects in Venice, Italy and Maputo," he savs. 

To ensure that international quality standards MX' maintained, 
dhk has appointed South Africans in strategic positions, such as 
general manager of the project and foreman, dhk also uses SA 
artisans, who are based in Mali lor the duration of the project. 
"Most of the SA artisans involved in the project are of the Islamic 
faith, ensuring that there is ^n ease of cultural cross-over." 

However, dhk partnered with a local construction firm as the 
main contractor. "All the labour and resources we are using tor 
the Ahmed Dhaba Centre are from Timbuktu," he adds. 

C H A N ( , I N ( , IUJSINESS M O D I I S 
Large built industry players, like Croup Five and Murray & Roberts, 
are also using the growing international trend for infrastructure 
projects to be packaged as large multi-disciplinary contracts to 
compete lor business. 

Croup Five, which generates 34% of its business outside SA's 
borders, says in its 2007/8 annual report that it has changed its 
business model from being a contractor to being a diversified 
and synergised construction services, materials and investment 
group. 

"We therefore moved from working on one contract with 
one or more construction business, each with separate con­
tracts, through to a highly effective partnering contract model," 
the company says in its annual report. 

Successful turnkey and alliance contracts include the Ruashi 
Mining Complex in the DRC and the Mega Cargo Terminal in 
Dubai. Achievements also include the R2.4bn Bank ol Tanzania, 


