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INTRODUCTION



When an artillery shell exploded nearby, fear mobilized us into action. Instinctively, we both dove for cover under the only folding table in the tent deep in the backwoods of North Carolina. We emerged moments later, pantsuits covered in dust, to the laughter of half a dozen US Special Operations officers who hadn’t even flinched. After six years traveling the world as part of Business on the Frontlines (BOTFL), an MBA course exploring the role of business in rebuilding war-torn societies, we were no strangers to the sounds of gunfire in the distance. That year alone, we had served local partners in Rwanda, Sierra Leone, and Guatemala. But this was the closest we had been to an explosion. Up until this point, we had collaborated mainly with humanitarian organizations and multinational corporations, but we were intrigued by the opportunity to work with a branch of the US armed services. The incoming commander of the US Army Special Operations Command, Lieutenant General Charles Cleveland, shared our belief that increasing economic opportunity could promote stability around the world, and he invited us to meet with some of his soldiers in Fort Bragg, North Carolina (renamed Fort Liberty in 2023). Upon our arrival, we piled into a Jeep with several officers who, unbeknownst to us, had brought us onto a forward operating base (FOB in military speak) during a live-fire training exercise. Although the exploding shell posed no real danger to us, it still shook the ground and our confidence. Perhaps they did it to haze us or to test our mettle. Regardless, it felt like a rocky beginning.


Dodging artillery wasn’t what we imagined we’d be doing when we set out to change how business is conducted around the world. Our work with the Business on the Frontlines program aims to harness the principles and energy of business to rebuild societies ravaged by war and poverty, which we call frontline environments. The frontlines exist on the edge of many of the things we take for granted: along disputed borders and distant from urban centers, where populations are stranded without support. The frontlines are on the edge of the wave of globalization, as many Western innovations and investments have stopped just short of their reach. They are on the edge of our existing business models, processes, and thinking, and they now represent the leading edge of business, able to unlock new opportunities and generate real economic returns. And they lie on the edge of business’s traditional mandate. Although business has historically been left out of the peace-building and development puzzle, when done thoughtfully and in concert with cross-sector partners, it can become an integral part of imagining novel solutions to the world’s thorniest problems. Our experience shows that business can turn a profit and improve lives in the frontlines. In fact, for businesses that have the will to act swiftly and the commitment to acquire new skill sets, the advantages can be tremendous.


But it will not be business as usual.


When we say “business,” many people think of a who: a multinational corporation, a factory, or even a local street vendor. In our mind, those are businesses. We think of business, in the singular, as a what: a set of disciplined principles and processes that facilitate problem solving and sustainable growth.


As a mindset, business asks basic questions, starting with how to create value for the customer. This requires a product (or service) and a customer—and finding both is often surprisingly difficult, particularly in the frontlines. Take, for example, sacha inchi. A nut from the jungles of Peru and Colombia, sacha inchi’s properties make it an Amazonian superfood. It has a high concentration of nutrients, with more omega-3 than herring, salmon, or mackerel. It grows quickly and can be harvested every six weeks or so. This nut is nearly indestructible, so there is almost no loss due to damage during transportation, no matter how poor the roads. In recent years, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have encouraged impoverished farmers to grow sacha inchi to improve their livelihoods.


Yet in rural Peru and Colombia, mounds of sacha inchi line the roadside.


Why? Frankly, sacha inchi is disgusting. It tastes like rancid fish oil, and despite its health benefits, no one wants to eat it. Perhaps in the future, food processors may develop a way to grind it into a powder, make a paste, combine it as an additive in other foods, or even douse it with chocolate to mask the taste. But presently, farmers have no business growing sacha inchi, as there is no market for it. They have the product, but not the customer.


Even with both a product and a customer, business still needs to make money by ensuring that the costs come in under the price that customers set in the marketplace. Although the pursuit of excessive profits leads to a whole host of exploitative conditions that give capitalism a bad reputation, we see profit as a relatively straightforward way that a market economy keeps score and ensures that value is being generated. As President Vaclav Havel of the Czech Republic once observed, “Though my heart may be left of center, I have always known that the only economic system that works is a market economy. This is the… only one that leads to prosperity.”1


The inexorable demands for growth increasingly force companies to seek opportunities beyond their existing markets, potentially expanding into more unstable regions. Early successful entrants to these markets develop knowledge, assets, and relationships that will generate sustainable rewards. Indeed, the underdevelopment of frontline environments disproportionately rewards first movers. With annual economic activity estimated in the trillions of dollars, the frontlines represent the next lucrative frontier for business expansion.


Yes, there is a great deal of money to be made—but this healthy amount of self-interest doesn’t preclude improving the lives of the poor. In fact, society increasingly calls upon companies to help solve the grand challenges of our day. Yet many executives resist these calls, seeing them in opposition to their duty to maximize shareholder wealth. Our experience shows this to be a false choice. Business can achieve both goals. It can turn a profit by operating in frontline environments, and in doing so, its investments can interrupt the endless cycle of poverty and conflict and clear the way for more economic opportunity.


When business starts to take hold in a community, it lays the foundation for many positive outcomes. Jobs provide not only income but also a sense of purpose and the dignity, identity, and outlet for talent that comes with a good day’s work. Through work, a person can become independent and earn the means to look after their family and themselves. Children are less likely to go hungry and more likely to go to school. Houses get sturdy roofs. Building a successful business creates the possibility of the legacy of generational wealth. It also serves as a strong signal that a community is looking toward a more stable future. When a society is fearful of conflict, its members are less likely to make longer-term investments, like building a factory, purchasing equipment, or negotiating an extended contract. When there is too much risk, proprietors avoid doing even small things like painting walls or purchasing inventory in bulk. When the footprint of business investment becomes visible in communities, it encourages others to similarly plan for the future, creating a form of path dependence where business activity serves as further incentive for stability. This is the foundation upon which a community can thrive.


Let us be clear: we are not advocating for unbridled capitalism. We recognize that many people are skeptical that business can serve the common good and would rather have that role played by non-profit-seeking actors such as churches and community organizations. In 2023, the top eight richest billionaires own as much combined wealth as half of the human race.2 We don’t deny that alongside capitalism’s economic engine often come the jagged edges of inequality and environmental destruction. However, the raw power of the private sector should not be underestimated. Incentivized, business simply gets work done. Particularly in places facing entrenched poverty and conflict, business is frequently the one part of society that provides incentives for people to invest in their enterprises, homes, and communities. Even more crucially, businesses and markets create the opportunity for repeated interactions among disparate members of society—the scaffolding upon which to build the relationships, social capital, and trust necessary for a resilient society.3


We are no more proponents of unchecked business than we are of unfettered charity or unilateral imposition of security through military action. Tackling the grand challenges of the twenty-first century such as poverty and conflict requires coordinated efforts from all sectors of society—no single sector can do it on its own. Social enterprises, humanitarian organizations, security forces, and local NGOs can all flourish alongside and in concert with business, using business principles and processes for the benefit of all.


Collaboration Is the Foundation of Business on the Frontlines


How exactly did two business school professors end up voluntarily embedded with the US Army Special Operations Forces? And how could our work end up changing the way companies conduct business around the world? It all started on the campus of the University of Notre Dame, where we were both professors in the Management Department at the Mendoza College of Business. No one would mistake us for a natural pair. When we first met, Emily misread Viva’s reserve for rigidity, and Viva misdiagnosed Emily’s informality for lack of seriousness. Viva carries a briefcase and has a soft spot for red suits and high heels. Emily prefers jeans and a backpack and was often mistaken for a student when accessing the faculty lounge. However, a mutual friend who could see past those differences insisted that we were kindred spirits. Over a lunch of pad see-ew at a four-table strip mall joint, we began to discover that our differences could prove to be the magic ingredient to enable us not only to rethink the role business could play in development and peace building but also to uncover the financial upside for companies that engaged in this work.


Disciplined and determined, Viva never met a challenge she would not embrace or a problem she could not solve with enough effort. Growing up as the child of World War II refugees from Lithuania instilled in her a deep commitment to serve others similarly impacted by war and suffering. In her teens, she ventured far from her close-knit Catholic immigrant family in Indiana to attend Yale and Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship. For her doctoral research, she traveled alongside insurgents and guerrillas in places like Tibet, Kurdistan, and South Sudan to understand why communities take up arms to fight wars of self-determination. She then joined McKinsey & Company, eventually being elected the youngest female partner in the Chicago office. In 2004, inspired by its mission to combine faith and reason in service of others, she joined the faculty of the University of Notre Dame and later the Board of Catholic Relief Services, where she found herself returning to many of the places she had studied for her dissertation. But now, with a decade of work in the private sector and several years as a business professor under her belt, she was keenly aware that the dynamism and energy of business was missing in efforts to serve those communities. In 2008, she founded the pioneering course Business on the Frontlines (BOTFL) with the objective of harnessing business to reduce poverty and conflict in the world’s toughest places.


Emily came to Notre Dame first as an undergraduate student. After a stint as a consultant with Anderson Consulting and earning her PhD at the University of Illinois, she returned to Notre Dame as a professor. She hoped to use her business scholarship, commitment to social justice, and organizational thinking to serve those in need. Emily is fearless and independent, and owing to her blended family, she is adept at navigating large groups of people with disparate intentions and opinions. Comfortable in a world of ambiguity and unafraid to bear witness to pain, Emily wears her heart on her sleeve. People are drawn to her for both her clarity of thought and her unflinching honesty. She often intentionally talks about taboos, including her own struggles with mental health and infertility, to create a more supportive and inclusive environment.


At lunch that day, Viva immediately recognized that Emily was the real deal. Emily had just returned from a trip to Lesotho to visit Touching Tiny Lives, a safe home for children suffering from HIV/AIDS. Emily’s family had worked closely with the organization for years, and she was eager to leverage her business mindset to rethink how economic development could fight poverty. Despite their personality differences, their shared intensity, curiosity, and vision were apparent. One day, while walking across campus, Emily shared an insight on some problem that literally stopped Viva in her tracks. Unaccustomed to being presented with an alternative view that she had not already considered, Viva recognized what social psychologists have long demonstrated—novel ideas arise through the combination of vastly different perspectives. At that moment, Viva realized Emily might be the intellectual partner that she had not known she was looking for, and BOTFL found its second-in-command.


Building a friendship and partnership across both differences and shared commitment to service became a big part of what makes BOTFL so powerful. Once, when Lieutenant General Cleveland visited Notre Dame, Viva prepared her students to respect military protocol, insisting that they remain standing until the General sat down at the head of the table. Emily, in typical fashion, ran into the classroom like a tornado, made a beeline for the General, and gave him a huge hug. Viva shook her head at this breach of decorum, but at the same time, she recognized Emily’s easygoing authenticity and ability to befriend everyone she encountered was part of what made their partnership work. Combined with Viva’s diplomatic navigation of power and institutional authority, they make a powerful team. When working a problem in the field, Viva engages with CEOs, bishops, and Generals on the system changes needed while Emily gets the unvarnished scoop from the people on the ground.


Through our work together, we also discovered that we have widely divergent yet complementary approaches to problem solving. Viva uses a deductive process—she develops a hypothesis based on earlier research and then seeks to disprove it. She gathers data systematically in order to reject each emergent alternative until she is sufficiently convinced of the strength of her ultimate solution. Viva literally wrote the book on this type of deductive problem solving in business.4 Because of her background in qualitative research, Emily employs a much more inductive approach, relying on bottom-up data collection and pattern recognition. She consciously seeks out extreme cases and counterintuitive insights to test her solutions. Left to our own devices, Viva might overlook an important anomaly, and Emily would spend way too much time studying the broader context. Together, these two approaches enable us to explore problems deeply and with purpose, driving us toward innovative and actionable solutions.


This collaborative approach is at the core of BOTFL, where we bring together multidisciplinary teams of students, faculty, advisers, local partner organizations and businesses, and the members of the community we serve. When we say “we” in this book, we mean all these groups together. This is inevitably messy. However, jointly developing solutions with the people whose lives will be affected is the key to our success. Over time, BOTFL grew from a course into a broader program that conducts research and serves as a forum to bring together stakeholders in the quest to develop innovations to break the vicious cycle of poverty and violence.


The objective of our collaborations is to improve lives and livelihoods by launching businesses and markets that create jobs and establish the economic conditions needed for growth. Our emphasis in the frontlines, where poverty and conflict are deeply intertwined, prioritizes projects in places at risk of tipping back into conflict. This invariably leads to a focus on economic sectors that can employ large numbers of military-aged men, such as agriculture, mining, and infrastructure, so that we generate enough economic opportunities for the disenfranchised to have a stake in their own future and as an alternative to armed conflict. We work alongside action-oriented partners who coproduce innovative ideas with us and then spend years implementing them. The challenges our teams tackle are enormous, and no one initiative will change the world. In fact, we tell all our participants, “If we were tackling a problem that could be solved in six months with the concerted effort of even the best team of students, partners, advisors and professors, then it wouldn’t be a problem worthy of our attention.” Rather, through our ongoing commitment to frontline communities and organizations, we aim to transform their future trajectories for the better. And we persist, guided by the words of cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead: “Never doubt that a small group of committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”5


In building this program, we have had a great deal of success and impact with both students and partners. Forbes named BOTFL one of the ten most innovative MBA courses in the United States. Donors provided a $35 million endowment to set it up as a permanent program at the University of Notre Dame. Because so many incoming MBA students say it was one of the top reasons they chose Notre Dame, the Mendoza College of Business redesigned its entire curriculum to make BOTFL its flagship program; once a selective offering, it is now accessible to all graduate business students. Eventually, we expanded the program further when Emily brought it with her to the University of Alberta, where she and her students have served partners and communities in Ethiopia, Ghana, Kyrgyzstan, and the Philippines. Other universities have begun to incorporate elements of BOTFL into their business school curricula.


To help us tackle our projects, we have been fortunate to convene teams of multinational corporations and world-class NGOs. General Electric, Newmont Mining, and Green Mountain Coffee Roasters have been among our many on-the-ground partners, along with leading humanitarian organizations like World Vision, Mercy Corps, and the Foundation for Amazon Sustainability. We have also partnered with a wide spectrum of religious and military organizations, from the Catholic Church to the US Army Special Operations Command. Leaders from companies like Intel, Amazon, Accenture, Procter & Gamble, and PricewaterhouseCoopers have been intimately involved as advisors on every project. Inspired by the belief in the power of business to do good in the world, professionals from these companies volunteer hours, days, and even months with us, working on specific problems, analyzing issues, traveling with us into the field, and lending their business expertise to market-making projects that we then test together on the ground. Through the process of deep collaboration with local partners, these business professionals bring novel insights back to their corporate headquarters—insights that have led to a number of follow-on cutting-edge initiatives.


Our experience in a wide range of cultures and societies shows that when we convene actors that might not normally collaborate—like Viva and Emily themselves—together we can imagine new and innovative approaches. Our aspiration is for BOTFL to become the forum for all organizations, no matter how diverse, to work together to build stable and prosperous societies. We prepare the table and offer a seat to anyone who would join us in good faith.


We are far from realizing this vision, however. We have been told many times by many people to stay in our lane. Our approach is not business as usual, and so it’s difficult to counter generations of established routines. One long-standing NGO partner refused, at the last minute, to collaborate with a multinational corporation, despite pre-negotiated rules of engagement and demonstrated significant value for both parties. Another partner severed ties with our program because of our willingness to work with the US military. We understand the difficulties of forging unconventional partnerships. Humanitarian organizations face real risks when cooperating with the military. Many NGOs fear businesses will be too opportunistic. And businesses often question the relevance of NGOs and the military in their inherently economic calculations. However, when these groups share a common goal—to increase stability and economic opportunity—they can leverage their different perspectives, experiences, and skills to contribute to realizing this vision of a future of increased opportunity. Learning to collaborate across sectors is essential because none can accomplish these goals on its own. Our experience has shown time and again that when business teams up with public and private sectors, the results can improve lives and bottom lines.


As we built this unusual program, we have worn dirty boots as often as suits. In the course of fifteen years, we have collaborated on more than eighty growth-oriented projects across thirty-five countries. Together with our partners, we have created over thirty thousand jobs for those who would not otherwise have had work. The structure of the program provides us with an ongoing living laboratory to probe emerging ideas regarding development and conflict. You’ll hear about some of these projects throughout this book—some successful, some not.6 In all honesty, fully half of our projects have failed to have the impact on the ground that we aspired for them. But each failure provided an opportunity to reanalyze our process and mindset, learn from the experience, and make the changes necessary to increase the likelihood of success for subsequent projects. In this book, we share the lessons we have learned from this work in the frontlines so that leaders can successfully grow their businesses and make money in these challenging environments and, along the way, nudge societies toward a more prosperous and stable future.


Testing Out Our Approach in Senegal with the US Military


General Douglas MacArthur once said, “The soldier, above all others, prays for peace.”7 Unfortunately, most military interventions don’t start until after the conflict has begun. To see whether they could get ahead of the violence, Lieutenant General Charles Cleveland was interested in working together to bring business and economics skills into his Special Forces’ arsenal. A brilliant West Point graduate who led the largest unconventional war campaign since Vietnam, in northern Iraq in 2003, Cleveland is both the quintessential Army General and a complete departure from the stereotype. He carries the authority of command naturally, regardless of whether he is wearing simple fatigues or his medal-adorned dress uniform. But his intellect and humility shine from under this formal authority. Cleveland and his team were deeply engaged in pioneering local partnerships so that his soldiers could gain legitimacy and influence in contests in which populations, rather than territory, were decisive. His hope was that if together we could determine the drivers of instability, then perhaps the US military could begin to engage in conflict prevention rather than conflict mitigation. Despite our rather rocky initial introduction at Fort Bragg, we were successful in creating a joint team of soldiers and business civilians to work toward those ends. The US Army Special Operations Command (USASOC) decided to deploy our team to Senegal in West Africa.


Our team spent the first couple of weeks crisscrossing the country, visiting markets and mosques, fields and fishing boats, conference rooms and compounds. We spoke, mostly in French, to Senegalese farmers, traders, and fishermen. We visited religious leaders, government officials, aid workers, and business investors. It took only a short time for our team to find a productive rhythm, an appreciation of our complementary skills, and the basis of what would become lasting friendships.


One evening sitting in a cafe in Saint Louis, a colorful French colonial city on the border of Senegal and Mauritania, we compared notes as we watched the sun set over the Atlantic Ocean. The sea breeze did little to relieve our haggard crew from the heat that soaked our clothes in sweat. Flies circled our heads and drowned in our beers. That evening’s conversation led to a breakthrough insight for the military: that the rapid expansion or widespread collapse of an entire economic sector in a territory could be a leading indicator of instability to come.8 Moreover, we also realized that our team had stumbled upon not one but two such threats.


The possible collapse of the fishing industry in Senegal was the first indicator of potential future conflict. The military members of our team were concerned about overfishing by foreign open-water vessels and its negative impact on the fishing communities along the coast.9 Many had been stationed in Djibouti and watched the rise of piracy after the collapse of the local fishing industry off the Somali coast.10 However, in this case, we discovered that this potential threat could be averted, as the Senegalese fishers had already developed a low-tech but highly coordinated system of early warning and deterrence, using walkie-talkies and shotguns to push the foreign trawlers up to the Mauritanian coastline.


Our team became increasingly concerned about the recent discovery of the country’s largest gold deposit, in Kedougou in eastern Senegal. It had generated a massive expansion of economic activity and quickly attracted thousands of illegal wildcat miners from other parts of Senegal and across the border from Guinea and Mali into this small region formerly populated by a few subsistence farmers. This type of mass migration put pressure on an already weak system of infrastructure, sanitation, and housing and brought with it crime, prostitution, and pollution. If that weren’t disruptive enough, there was an undercurrent of unease among Senegalese religious leaders who had heard that enterprising Islamist extremists were heading to Kedougou to recruit from among the many unsuccessful and thus disappointed migrant miners who would be easy targets. It was clear to us that the discovery of gold was likely to not only create potential instability in Senegal but also exacerbate the crisis across the border in Mali, where profits from illegal mining could fuel the decade-long insurgency and ongoing terrorist activity. And unlike the fishing communities, no local initiative seemed to effectively neutralize the threat.


Our team of soldiers and civilians worked together to design a potential course of action in Kedougou, leveraging our respective expertise in security and business. This was a new experience for our soldiers, who were unaccustomed to focusing their attention on an area that was not yet in conflict, as they rarely get deployed until bullets start flying. Instead of their standard approach of focusing on regional security, we incorporated a number of social and economic initiatives into their deployment activities. Specifically, we focused on directing illegal miners toward legitimate employment, mainly in the expanding agricultural sector, and facilitated the presence of moderate religious leaders so that eastern Senegal wouldn’t become a breeding ground for extremist religious terrorists. The emphasis on conflict prevention and the pragmatic interventions that contributed to stabilizing this region became the foundation for subsequent deployments and was incorporated into the curriculum for incoming Special Operations Forces soldiers.


Encouraged by this successful start, we moved on to a second project in Honduras and a number of other joint military-civilian initiatives until Lieutenant General Cleveland’s retirement in 2015. Since then, other US Generals have requested our assistance to bolster their theater security plans with business outreach. The question is no longer whether the US military should take on an economic security role but how to do it. This approach, which Cleveland called operating in the Human Domain, is now an essential component of the USASOC mission.11


For us, the most salient indicator of success came from the soldiers themselves. In 2015, when Lieutenant General Cleveland presented Viva with the medal for US Special Operations Command’s Outstanding Civilian Service, USSOCOM’s highest civilian award, more than a dozen of the soldiers we had worked with traveled to South Bend to witness the presentation. That night, at Emily’s house, filled with red wine and nostalgia, we asked the group what they had thought about us that first day at Fort Bragg. Joff Celleri, the Command Sergeant Major who had been most skeptical, leaned back in his chair and crossed his heavily tattooed arms over his broad chest.


“Honestly,” he chuckled, “I thought ‘what the fuck are you two little girls going to teach us about war?’”


“And now?” we inquired.


He smiled. “I can’t stop thinking about how differently I would have spent $38 million on the border of Afghanistan and Pakistan.”


A Call for Business to Thrive and Improve Lives in the Frontlines


Our message—that business can turn a profit and improve lives in some of the world’s toughest places—is directed both to business leaders and to leaders of other organizations, like NGOs and the military, who operate in frontline environments.


For business leaders, our approach should make good business sense. The unrelenting logic of growth demanded by shareholders inevitably requires businesses to seek out opportunities in increasingly unstable regions. We provide a replicable process that can help you understand and navigate both the challenges and opportunities inherent in such an expansion. Business leaders should find our perspective appealing because we argue that there need not be a trade-off between profit and impact. It is possible to earn money and simultaneously achieve nonfinancial goals such as corporate social responsibility, environmental conservation, and advancing social justice.


This message has already resonated with a wide variety of executives from diverse industries, including capital management, health care, technology, manufacturing, investment banking, and private equity. We also believe that this approach will appeal to business professionals who seek greater meaning through their work and hold a strong belief in the power of business to do good. We have seen evidence of this in the tens of millions of dollars and hours of time many of them have donated to support our projects around the world. Our aspiration is to transform how current and future executives think about both the opportunity and the role of their organizations in the global landscape.


Our message is also directed to the leaders of the many public and nongovernmental organizations who have dedicated their lives to tackling the intractable challenges of poverty and conflict. Being open to partnering with business requires rethinking formerly entrenched patterns of interactions with members of the business community. However, we suggest that partnering with business can bring new resources, ideas, and pragmatism to solving the world’s toughest problems.


In the first part of this book, we build the case for bringing business to the frontlines by describing both the opportunities for business and the benefits for communities that such collaborations may provide. In the second part of the book, we lay out the process that we use to access these opportunities. Throughout the book, we share both our greatest successes and our most humbling experiences, like diving under that folding table at Fort Bragg when the artillery shell exploded. We hope to illustrate what it looks like to take risks, to put yourself out there in novel ways, and to get your boots dirty by listening to and working with partners on the ground. There are incredible ideas and innovations waiting to be discovered in frontline environments. Those with the capacity to envision something new and the courage to do the hard work will play a role in changing our world for the better. Opportunity isn’t always as far away as it looks. 
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PART I


The Opportunity
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CHAPTER 1



The Juice Is Worth the Squeeze


It may not be business as usual, but by adopting our business model, using our process, and working with unusual partners, business can thrive while also improving lives in the frontlines.


In 2010, as our dusty pickup truck crested the last hill before the town of Kasese in Western Uganda, our team grew more excited and anxious. Business on the Frontlines was in its infancy, and this was our first time returning to a community. It had been a year since our first project in this rural area, and we were all eager to find out what had happened since our departure. Western Uganda is a wild place, a large expanse with limited resources and overrun by marauding militias, those pouring over the border with the Democratic Republic of Congo and South Sudan or the country’s own violent version—the Lord’s Resistance Army. Our international humanitarian partner had asked us to support the efforts of several hundred subsistence farmers by finding buyers for their produce in the capital city of Kampala and beyond. We got to know many of these families by sitting in white plastic chairs in the shade of the mango trees and listening to their hopes for their kids—an education, a profession, a good marriage, or even small things like a new soccer ball.


Our day started at the crack of dawn in Kampala, with the sound of roosters and the smells of diesel, fried street food, and burning garbage. As guests at the archdiocesan compound, we eyed the luscious breakfast mangos, pineapples, and jackfruits, while quietly calculating how long politeness dictated that we remain at the table before we could hit the road. Traveling across 100 miles of Ugandan countryside could take five hours. But we were traveling much farther, 235 miles past Fort Portal to the westernmost side of the country. To navigate the poor roads, we would frequently need to pull wooden panels from the back of the four-by-four to drive over them, before replacing them into the back of the truck.


As we piled out of the truck in the town of Bundibugyo, which seemed much smaller than its booming population of 18,500, kids giggled, pointed to us and shouted “Mzungu!”.1 Some were even wearing the University of Notre Dame T-shirts we had brought as gifts the previous year, and a newborn was dressed in a festive Notre Dame sleeper. People congregated around our team and shared their meal. As expected, the village elder formally welcomed us back to his community. It was a raucous, joyous reunion.


During our previous visit, our team had diligently mapped the value chains of numerous fruits and vegetables—following all of the steps from planting the seeds to selling produce to consumers. Rather than interviewing government officials, international buyers, or others distant from the day-to-day realities of subsistence farmers, our team had organized its data gathering from the ground up, spending time with local traders, farmers, teachers, clergy, and other community leaders. Through this process, we also got to know the village elder’s granddaughter, Dembe, whose name means “peace” in the local dialect.2 A mother of five children, Dembe strapped her youngest daughter on her back with a colorful scarf while she worked. Besides running her household and cultivating a small plot of family land, Dembe also produced soap in her home to earn a bit of extra income.


Farmers like Dembe could earn much more for their crops if they were able to reach customers in the cities, including supermarkets and food-processing companies, who paid ten times the price that she was getting from the middlemen who transported those goods to market. We conducted sensitivity analyses on all variables, such as input costs, quantity, quality, prices, and time, which demonstrated that, given the structure of the value chain, farmers could increase their profits if they stored their products securely and sold directly to urban consumers or processors in Kampala during the low season. We worked with the NGO staff and community leaders to organize cooperatives of up to 150 farmers to gain the economies of scale needed to capture these new market opportunities. The cooperatives purchased storage units and small trailers to hook onto motorcycles to transport and sell their crops directly to larger customers. We estimated that the profits would grow from 36,000 Ugandan shillings (UGX) ($18) to 312,000 UGX ($156) per farmer in the first three to five years.3 Although that may not seem like much money, it was enough to transform the lives of local families like Dembe’s.


Upon our return, we saw many of the factors that we considered could indeed support a profitable enterprise. Over the past year, the rains had come and the harvest had been good. The new pesticides that the cooperative purchased were effective in controlling the crop-eating caterpillars, while the chunks of cassava left in the fields mollified the rats. Our NGO and community partners had delivered well-attended workshops around novel agricultural techniques to increase crop yields, and there had been an uptick in borrowing from their microfinance program to purchase quality seeds from reputable suppliers. The community members had selected respected members to lead the new cooperatives. It seemed that all the conditions were met for these new market arrangements to begin to bring benefits to the community.


However, there were no activities associated with the new farming cooperatives that we had helped launch the previous year. The recently built crop storage shed was gathering dust. Abandoned piles of maize were rotting on the sides of the roads. We expected to hear stories of trips to the Kampala markets to sell their produce, but there was no mention of it. We observed farmers feeding their surplus mangos and other fruits to their pigs. Instead of a new regional farmer’s market filling one of the fields in town, the space hosted an impromptu game of soccer between local kids and our team.


As the sun set over the fields, our disheartened team wandered over to a patch of grass under the mango trees where we joined Dembe and other young mothers watching their toddlers play. Viva confessed that she missed her own young daughter, Ava. In the quiet twilight, Dembe revealed the real reason why our ideas had not been successful. Not long after the first harvest was transported to Kampala, a group of men with guns invaded a village meeting and kidnapped five of the cooperative leaders. They were held for hours until they agreed to abandon the new market ventures. The kidnappers were the middlemen. The new arrangements, particularly the direct sales contracts between the recently launched cooperatives and Kampala customers, threatened both their profits and their regional position. Their response was to use guns to take back their lost power. The farmers had no recourse. They could not call the police; they were located far away, and even if they had been closer, chances are they were on the take from the middlemen.4 In these faraway places, communities often must fend for themselves.


As President Dwight D. Eisenhower once pointed out, “Plowing looks mighty easy when your plow is a pencil and you’re a thousand miles from the corn field.”5 In our attempt to create sustainable markets that would enhance the household incomes of our subsistence farmers, we had missed one incredibly important element: our competition.


As is often the case with our work in frontline environments, we found ourselves having to start over, rethinking our assumptions and reworking the problem. How could we understand the competition? Here, being “Mzungu” was an asset. Middlemen, assuming our ignorance of the landscape, were surprisingly willing to meet with us, and most importantly, they were willing to leave their guns behind. We asked them far-ranging questions, such as, “Tell us about your family.… Tell us about your dreams.” And we then spent hours listening until things started to make more sense.


We learned that most of these middlemen had strong family connections to the surrounding villages. Some identified themselves as brothers, cousins, sons, fathers, or uncles.6 They had not always been men with guns, and many shared aspirations for a more reputable future, including having a family, building their own house, or starting a business. Many yearned for a sense of belonging to their communities as legitimate members, not as outlaws. Many also wished to be respected enough to gain permission to marry someone’s daughter.


With this new information, we asked ourselves how many middlemen would need to shift their allegiance to protect the cooperatives for the program to succeed? We have learned, in Kasese and in other places we have worked, that the answer is surprisingly low. We needed about a quarter of the existing middlemen, just 25 percent, to throw their weight behind new market arrangements for the new way of doing business to survive. In this case, the community members themselves decided that it was worth it to work with some of the middlemen and took the lead in identifying and approaching the ones who they thought they could bring into the fold. The community offered them a better deal, which included ownership in the cooperatives. These new recruits gave the cooperatives enough protection to begin shifting their sales away from the middlemen to other mainly urban customers. The remaining armed middlemen disappeared, shifting their focus to weaker and less organized communities. Years later, when an international education NGO decided to build a primary school in Bundibugyo, parents in the cooperative had the funds to pay for books, supplies, and uniforms needed to send their kids to the new school.


Welcome to the Frontlines


Frontline environments are isolated, lawless areas stuck in a recursive cycle of poverty and violence. They teeter on the razor’s edge between stability and chaos—emerging from war or poised to tip back into conflict. They sit at a critical juncture where every decision, event, or investment could mean the difference between encouraging the society toward opportunity or sending it into conflict. These places present many challenges for business, but they are also ripe with undeveloped potential.


Frontline environments do not follow national borders and can be found hiding inside countries with wealthy or peaceful areas. As such,they are not always easy to identify. Because of their geographic isolation,they are often only nominally part of a country’s infrastructure—national governments do not extend basic security and rule of law to a frontline territory, nor do they administer services that address the basic needs of the citizens who live there. For example, walking through the Garden City Mall in Kampala, Uganda’s capital, you would be hard-pressed to recognize that you were in a country classified as low income by the World Bank. A luxury shopping center with high-end shoe shops, clothiers, and restaurants, it feels a world away from Kasese, where the long shadows of poverty and war still touch everyday life.7


In the frontlines, security is frequently left to local militias or cartels who recruit military-aged men with few opportunities for alternative livelihoods. These criminal organizations often participate in predatory economic activities that accumulate more profits than traditional market mechanisms would normally permit. These activities may look like business, but if you need a gun to enforce a contract, then it is not business. The lawlessness, isolation, and lack of infrastructure serve as a barrier for other actors in society to enter and rebalance the situation. And as this pattern of activity gets entrenched, it creates a recursive cycle of poverty and conflict that is difficult to break. Oxford economist Paul Collier has demonstrated through his work that nearly half of the poorest countries who emerge from war will tip back into conflict within the next decade.8


Despite their instability, the frontlines are full of possibilities. Largely overlooked in the past wave of globalization, the frontlines reflect the next great frontier of global business. Their dynamism and untapped potential combined with populations with a strong aspiration to a better life can drive change in these societies. The business opportunities we uncovered in Western Uganda are representative of broader prospects in frontline environments. Business is everywhere—even the most remote rural village is teeming with economic activity. And businesses are always expanding, forever looking for new undeveloped markets. Business can thrive there while simultaneously laying a foundation that helps tip these societies toward the path to greater stability, opportunity, and dignity.


The remainder of this chapter outlines the location and magnitude of economic activity in the frontlines and its drivers of ongoing growth. Yet accessing the full transformative potential of these burgeoning economic opportunities will require a departure from business as usual. And thus, we will also outline strategic options for businesses to access this potential in the frontlines.


In Uganda, business as usual might look like executives from a major international food processor arriving in Kampala to diversify their company’s sources of supply. They would follow the usual advice contained in international business textbooks, starting with building local relationships. They might begin with the various government-supported export boards or local food processors in the capital city that they identified online. They may even exit their air-conditioned hotel conference room to visit the big open-air Owino Market, perhaps ordering a delicious “Rolex,” an omelet wrapped in an Indian chapati. However, odds are that their local Ugandan business associates would help them broker a supply contract with the middlemen from Kasese instead of the newly launched local cooperatives. Of course, both parties would be thrilled with the deal. The foreign executives would have secured a local supplier, and the middlemen would receive a windfall in the form of the major export contract. Nevertheless, it is likely that the executives would not recognize the fragility of this arrangement. The cooperative farmers would have no incentive to grow reliably high-quality fruits and vegetables, as the middlemen always pay the same low prices (which they impose by monopoly and fear) regardless of the quality of the produce. And thus, inadvertently, business as usual would perpetuate the exploitative economic relationships that created the conditions for instability in the first place.
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