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NAIROBI: When US President Barack
Obama comes to Nairobi this weekend
to open an international business con-
ference, motorbike taxi driver Evans
Makori will watch him drive by, hoping
his dreams come true. The 35-year-old
father of two school-age boys is a fan of
new motorbike venture Kibo, which
aims to build bikes fit for Kenya’s roads
and turn their drivers into small business
owners. While in Nairobi, Obama is due
to address the Global Entrepreneurship
Summit where the focus will  be on
smart, educated young people with
techy dreams.

But manufacturing and the proletari-
an aspirations of motorbike taxi drivers
are as important if Kenya is to grasp its
potential. Kenya’s motorbike taxis, popu-
lar but dangerous, are as likely to land
you in the casualty department as get
you to a meeting on time. Known as
boda-bodas, they’re cheaply made,
poorly maintained and badly driven.
Kibo hopes to change all that, turning
out sturdy bikes in Kenya and providing
maintenance, road safety and business
training as well as micro-finance loans.

“Motorcycle taxis transport people
and goods at an affordable price, creat-
ing mobility at the bottom of the pyra-
mid,” said Huib van de Grijspaarde, the
40-year-old Dutch entrepreneur, devel-
opment economist and motorbike
enthusiast behind Kibo Africa. For him
the project is about easing the flow of
people and goods and releasing the
entrepreneurial spirit by turning renter-
riders into owners.

Bad roads, heavy loads   
As in many other African countries,

motorbikes in Kenya are workhorses not
hobbies. It’s not unusual to see a generic
125cc Chinese bike bouncing along a
potholed road carrying two adult pas-
sengers plus the driver, or loaded with
piles of 25 kilo sacks. Or the bike may be
so laden with chickens that it looks like a
motorized hen, or maybe it’s racing in
the wrong direction along a triple-lane
motorway. Kibo’s 150cc motorcycle is
built for bad roads and heavy loads: it is
long and tall  with a strong tubular
exoskeleton, heavy-duty suspension and
off-road tyres. Riders who join the pro-
gram will also be equipped with hel-
mets, padded jackets and reflective
vests.

Makori rides a cheap, imported 125cc
Skygo bike from his usual waiting area at
Nairobi’s Nyayo Stadium. He pays 400
shillings (3.60 euros) a day to rent the
bike and earns a profit of around 600
shillings (5.40 euros) a day, after fuel. He
has a couple of dozen regular clients as
well as daily passing trade. Makori is
taken with the Kibo bike’s design-”I
dream of that motorcycle every day”-
and its strength. “ The road here in
Kenya is not good, the infrastructure is
not friendly, but the Kibo is somehow
durable,” he said.

But it is the promise of ownership,
and of being his own boss, that is most
attractive. “I didn’t look at the money, I
looked at that motorcycle as a bridge
that can take me from one place to
another,” said Makori. It’s ambition like
Makori’s that attracted Grijspaarde to
Kenya rather than, for instance, Ghana
where he was “discouraged by the lack
of entrepreneurship and drive”. “The
Kenyan mindset was an important ele-

ment,” he said, alongside the country’s
economic growth and expanding but
fragmented motorcycle market.

Built for, not in, Africa   
Kibo is built for Africa, but not yet in

Africa. User groups of riders, owners,
passengers and mechanics were con-
vened in 2011 to work out what was
wrong with currently available bikes.
The bike was designed in Holland,
going through eight iterations before
arriving at the K150, which will be avail-
able later this year.

Currently the bike’s 256 parts are
manufactured abroad in China, Europe
and Taiwan, shipped to Kenya and
assembled in 50 steps in the Kibo facto-
ry, in the industrial sprawl connecting
downtown Nairobi to the city’s airport.
The directions to get there include
turning right at piles of broken glass.
Kibo is aiming to produce 10,000 bikes
a year by 2019. “To scale up production,
we have to move manufacturing to
Kenya,” said Henk Veldman, managing
director of Kibo Africa.  The bike is
expensive, costing around 300,000
shillings (2,700 euros, $2,950) and paid
off over two years. The amount is simi-
lar to what Makori pays in rental fees
over the same period. And at the end
the rider owns the bike and all the prof-
it  that fol lows.  The most popular
imported bikes cost around 110,000
shillings (1,000 euros) but are barely
useable after two years of being over-
loaded and driven on Kenya’s awful
roads. The Kibo is designed to run for
much longer with maintenance a core
part of the plan and, as important, busi-
ness training. “You’re an entrepreneur

now with money coming in and out,”
said Veldman, “You need to think about
customer relations.” For boda-boda pas-
sengers the experience is often hair-
raising and rarely pleasant, especially
for women. 

Male drivers with often poor person-
al hygiene have a habit of squeezing the
brake hard when a female passenger is
on board, causing her to lurch forwards
and press her body, unwillingly, against

him. This was one of the main gripes
among female passengers in the user
groups. Safety is also built into the bike,
from the strong external frame to the
fuel tank’s unusually high position
designed to discourage the placing of
packages, or child passengers, on top.
“It’s about saving lives, improving road
safety and enabling the building of a
business through ownership of a good
asset,” said Grijspaarde.— AFP 

Motorbike riders aim to be Kenyan next entrepreneurs

ATHENS: Mechanic Giorgos Prasinoudis fixes the brakes of a motorcycle at his closed repair shop in Athens said. Uncertainty over Greece’s
bailout and recent capital controls have led to a new spate of store closures in Greek capital. — AP 

ATHENS: Greece risks seeing a wave of companies
forced out of business within weeks because of
restrictions on foreign transfers that have persisted
even after banks reopened this week, the head of
the Athens Chamber of Commerce warned yester-
day. In a letter to the finance ministry, Constantinos
Michalos said the restrictions meant that companies
which relied on foreign suppliers were unable to pay
their bills, creating “huge problems” in many sectors.

“We must tell you that the vast majority of Greek
companies are a step away from being forced to
shut down operations,” he said in the letter, made
public by the Athens Chamber of Commerce. He
said that if capital controls were still in place by mid-
August, companies would start going out of busi-
ness. There was no immediate response from the
ministry. Following last week’s agreement with for-
eign creditors that unlocked emergency European
Central Bank credit for the tottering banking sector,
bank branches have reopened this week, with
slightly more flexible withdrawal limits.

But while that has been welcome to individuals,
the letter is the latest sign that businesses have seen
little relief from the end of the so-called “bank holi-
day”. “All the money that the country got in these
days after the deal has gone to salaries and pensions
and resupplying ATMs with cash. There was no allo-
cation for bank transactions for the companies,”
Michalos said. He cited the example of a large com-
pany in the food sector, which applied to the com-
mittee set up to approve foreign transactions for
permission to pay 650,000 euros ($700,000) for
imported supplies. Only 9,000 euros was approved.

“This is not even funny. The company will be
unable to operate, and they are one of the biggest
players in the Greek market,” he told Reuters. “How
will they keep open and keep their employees if
they can’t produce?” Although Athens is due to start
negotiations over a third bailout package worth up
to 86 billion euros, doubts remain over whether the
agreement can be concluded and whether Greece
will manage to meet the tough conditions attached.

Sensitivity
Alarmed by the uncertainty facing Greece and

speculation that it could be forced out of the euro,
many foreign suppliers of Greek companies have
taken a hard line, scrapping their normal settlement
periods and insisting on payment upfront as they
assess their position. Even well-established Greek

businesses have experienced problems with suppli-
ers more concerned about the overall situation of
the country than about the position of individual
clients.

“Many of them, which have been paid normally
within 60-90 day in the past, have started asking
for advance payments since capital controls start-
ed,” said Vasiliki Mourafeti, purchasing manager for
Pitsos, Greece’s largest producer and importer of
electronic devices. “We import screws, chemicals,
plastics, metal sheets, handles and electronics for
our production. Suppliers that send us materials
every two weeks have told us that Greece is bank-
rupt and they weren’t willing to deliver any more
unless payment was in full and in advance,” she
said.

For large companies with foreign connections
like Pitsos, part of German consumer electronics
group BSH, there are ways to settle bills using exist-

ing foreign accounts but the problem is also affect-
ing domestic suppliers as well. The tougher condi-
tions have created shortages and backlogs right
along the production and supply chain, with ripple
effects that can pop up in sometimes unexpected
ways, complicating life for business already dealing
with severe economic crisis.

Dimitris Koutroubas, head of procurement at
Sidenor, the largest steel producer in Greece, said
that foreign subsidiaries enabled it to smooth
problems with paying suppliers outside Greece but
everyday business had become much more com-
plicated. “Our current problem now is that we have
some supplies that we pay for in cash against doc-
uments,” he said. “The materials have arrived at the
port and they can’t pass through customs, as we
have to give them documents that are at the bank,
and the bank cannot provide us with the docu-
ments as they can’t pay.”—Reuters

Greek business warn of closures; 
capital controls choke supplies

‘Vast majority’ of Greek firms under threat

BRUSSELS: The EU ordered France’s electricity
giant EDF to repay the French state 1.37 billion
euros ($1.5 billion) in back taxes yesterday, in a
case dating from 1997. “ The European
Commission has decided that Electricite de
France (EDF), the main electricity provider in
France, has been granted tax breaks incompat-
ible with EU rules on State aid,” the European
Union’s executive body said in a statement.
The case has wormed its way through the EU
court and regulatory system since 2003 and
the decision by the EU sent EDF’s shares
plunging by 2.8 percent in afternoon trading
on the Paris stock exchange.

EDF is now an international player in pro-
viding electricity, relying on France’s 58
nuclear reactors, as well as developing new
plants, notably the controversial Hinkley Point
project in Britain. “The Commission’s investiga-
tion confirmed that EDF received an individ-
ual, unjustified tax exemption which gave it an
advantage to the detriment of its competitors,
in breach of EU State aid rules,” EU

Competition Commissioner Margrethe
Vestager said in a statement. At heart of the
ruling is a 1997 decision by French tax authori-
ties to exempt EDF from a decade’s worth of
corporation tax on investments in France’s
high-voltage transmission network.

The Commission said this tax break, nomi-
nally available to any company, was unjustified
as no private company would have made the
same, highly unprofitable investment. “It is
therefore state aid that has strengthened EDF’s
position to the detriment of its competitors,
without furthering any objective of common
interest,” the commission said. French
Economy Minister Emmanuel Macron told
reporters in Paris that the EU’s decision would
in no way “fragilise” the finances of EDF. In
1997, EDF was a fully-fledged unit of the
French state, with no meaningful competitor
on the French market. Today EDF is a publically
traded company that competes for electricity
markets worldwide, but remains 85 percent
owned by the French state. — AFP 

EU orders France’s EDF 
to repay huge tax break

Greek bailout vote test 
Syriza party’s rebellion

ATHENS: Greece’s leftist government urged
disgruntled lawmakers yesterday to back
reforms required for talks on a rescue deal
to start, as Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras
faced his second major test in parliament in
a week. A first set of reforms that focused
largely on tax hikes and budget discipline
triggered a rebellion in his party last week
and passed only thanks to votes from pro-
EU opposition parties. The bill lawmakers
voted yesterday covers rules for dealing
with failed banks and speeding up the jus-
tice system-two more conditions set by the
euro zone and IMF to open negotiations on
a 86 billion euro rescue loan.

The legislation is all but certain to pass,
despite planned protests, after opposition
parties said they would back it. But with
divisions in Tsipras’ leftist Syriza party laid
bare by last week’s rebellion by 39
deputies, yesterday’s vote was closely mon-
itored to see if he loses even more support.
“We are making an effort to have fewer dis-
senters,” Health Minister Panagiotis
Kouroumplis told Greek television. He said
there were doubts about whether the new
measures could pull the recession-hit econ-
omy out of its impasse. “But since we
agreed, we must implement them.” The
government hopes negotiations on the
bailout deal can start this week and be
wrapped up by Aug 20. “It ’s extremely
important to wrap up this prior actions
procedure so that we can start negotiations
on Friday,” Finance Minister Euclid
Tsakalotos told lawmakers as they began
debating the bill.

Together with his coalition partners
from the right-wing nationalist
Independent Greeks, Tsipras has 162 seats
in the 300-seat parliament. But last week’s
rebellion cut his support to just 123 votes
and government officials have said elec-
tions are likely in the autumn. “Rendezvous
in September,” the pro-Syriza Avgi newspa-
per wrote on its front page, saying a party
congress was likely then, with elections
lurking in the background. “Possibly, we
will go to elections when this is needed,”
government spokeswoman Olga Gerovasili
told Greek radio. “Right now, this won’t be
useful. It’s more important that the country
returns to a kind of normality,” she said.

Tsipras himself has said he disagrees
with the measures demanded by Greece’s
euro zone peers and other international
creditors for talks to proceed on a third
bailout to save the country from bankrupt-
cy. But after he made a U-turn by accepting
a deal at the 11th hour to keep his country
in the euro, he told party hardliners on
Tuesday they, too, should face reality and
back the package. “Up until today I’ve seen
reactions, I’ve read heroic statements but I

haven’t heard any alternative proposal,” he
told Syriza officials on Tuesday, warning
that party hardliners could not ignore the
desire of most Greeks to stay in the euro.

Protest rallies
In first signs of a return to normality,

Greek banks reopened on Monday and
Athens paid debts due to the European
Central Bank and International Monetary
Fund. On Tuesday, Standard & Poor ’s
upgraded Greece’s sovereign credit rating
by two notches, saying the country’s liquid-
ity perspective has improved with bailout
talks. But fresh austerity measures are hard
to accept in a country whose economy has
contracted by a quarter during five years of
crisis and where unemployment is more
than 25 percent. The main public sector
union ADEDY, the communist-affiliated par-
ty PAME and anti-establishment groups
have called rallies. “We will continue our
battle so that the new barbaric bailout
does not pass and is overturned,” ADEDY
said in a statement, urging Greeks to rally
against “a neocolonial control” of the coun-
try by the EU and the IMF.

Anti-austerity rallies last week briefly
turned violent when masked youths
hurled petrol bombs at police as lawmak-
ers were debating the first bailout bill. With
mistrust among euro zone countries still
high despite the deal struck last week to
launch bailout talks, a senior German law-
maker in Chancellor Angela Merkel’s con-
servative party warned Greece it would
not get aid if it backtracked on reform
commitments. “We are keeping a close eye
on whether Athens not only adopts the
reforms, but also implements them,”
Gunther Krichbaum, chairman of the
German parliament’s Europe committee,
told the newspaper Bild. “Greece must ful-
fill the conditions, otherwise the money
cannot flow.”

The bill will be adopted into Greek law
new European Union rules on dealing with
failed banks, imposing losses on sharehold-
ers and creditors of ailing lenders before
any taxpayers’ money can be tapped in a
bank rescue. It also deals with sensitive
issues affecting forced home foreclosures,
which banks have committed not to pro-
ceed with before the end of the year.

However it will not include pension
reforms curbing early retirement or
increasing tax rates paid by farmers from
13 percent to a range of 26-33 percent to
cut out abuses - a step strongly opposed
by the conservative New Democracy party.
Tsakalotos told lawmakers Greece had
agreed with its lenders to push back the
issue of pension reforms and deal with
them during the bailout talks. — Reuters

ATHENS: A homeless person holds a newspaper as he sits at Ermou main shopping
street in Athens yesterday. — AP 

NAIROBI: Evans Makori (right) ‘boda boda’ taxi motorbike rider road tests, one
of the Kibo bikes near a warehouse in Nairobi. Kenya’s motorbike taxis are pop-
ular but dangerous: they’re as likely to land you in the casualty department as
get you to a meeting on time. — AFP 


