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			Praise for 
Africa Rise and Shine


			Jim Ovia’s entrepreneurial flair demystifies Africa. Africa Rise and Shine shows his meteoric rise from humble beginnings to building a formidable bank. This is a wonderful African success story.

			Sir Richard Branson Founder of Virgin Group, Investor and Philanthropist

			Jim Ovia has been my personal friend and trusted banker over the last twenty-five years. Africa Rise and Shine lays bare the secrets to Zenith Bank’s success from one of Nigeria’s most respected businessmen. Jim’s inspirational tale of success against all the odds is an important lesson of how adversity can always be surmounted. His principles of doing business can be applied globally as demonstrated by Zenith Bank’s London Stock Exchange listing. This book is an essential read for anyone that wants to do business in Africa.

			Aliko Dangote, GCON Founder and President, Dangote Group of Companies

			When the dust settles and the definitive history of contemporary Africa is written, Jim Ovia will be prominently cited as one of the founding fathers of Africa’s modern banking system. Africa Rise and Shine enshrines how Ovia pioneered the creation of one of the continent’s most successful banks, and demonstrates how believing in yourself, aiming for excellence, building a team, and listening to your gut—all with an unwavering ethical stance—frame the model for the next generation of great entrepreneurs everywhere. Jim Ovia’s story redefines the power of today’s self-made man.

			David Applefield Financial Times

			Jim Ovia speaks from experience about an exciting and important story: the rise of Africa’s banking markets. Not only are they growing faster than almost any other region, they are also a hotbed of innovation, especially when it comes to bringing millions of previously unbanked customers into the formal financial system. It’s an important tale that deserves the attention of all.

			Dominic Barton Global Managing Partner, McKinsey & Company

			Having personally negotiated with Jim Ovia to create the landmark Prudential Zenith Life Insurance partnership, I have seen his artistry at deal making firsthand. Jim’s ability to step back and take a long-term perspective has been a key factor in his business success. His twelve rules for building profitable businesses, whilst critical for African enterprises, could equally be applied globally. How I wish I had read Africa Rise and Shine prior to sitting down to the negotiation table with him!

			Matt Lilley CEO, Prudential Africa
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			I would like to dedicate this book to my family, particularly my wife and children, who are a continual source of inspiration to me. I would also like to recognize my brilliant management team and staff at Zenith Bank. I thank them for their tremendous contribution to the phenomenal growth and amazing success of the bank.
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Prologue

			It was in June 2013 when, with the day’s mail, came a copy of the latest Forbes Africa magazine—the one that happened to have my photograph on the cover. I sat down at my desk, putting the rest of the mail aside. As I stared at the magazine, my thoughts turned back to the photo shoot at which the picture was taken. In the photograph they chose for the cover, I was standing against a dark blue background wearing a dark suit and a sapphire-blue tie. I was looking directly into the lens of the camera, one hand extended as if in greeting. Above, and partly behind my head, was the magazine’s iconic name. The cover text read in large letters, “Why $825 Million Means Nothing to Me,” and below that, “Jim Ovia: The Godfather of Banking.” For anyone who has sought to make a mark in the business world, a Forbes Africa cover is a seminal moment—tangible proof that you have done something not just remarkable, but rare—and for me with my humble upbringing, something quite unexpected.

			[image: ]

			Forbes Africa, June 2013.

			Though I’m often asked for interviews, I had kept most of the details of my upbringing private until the Forbes Africa  story. In that moment of seeing the magazine cover for the first time, I realized I wanted to share my story. My cover story gave me a great sense of pride, of course. I experienced a sense of wonder, as well. Many people have asked me over the years how a boy growing up in the small Nigerian town of Agbor had been able to start, build, and maintain a bank that is one of the largest and most profitable businesses in Africa. 

			The issue of Forbes that featured me became the magazine’s best-selling edition in Africa. They had to reprint it four times. It was around that time that family, friends, and business acquaintances began suggesting I write a book about my experiences. 

			This is that book. It took me some time to decide to write it. Certainly, the idea of publishing a memoir or autobiography held no appeal for me; I suspected that, in my case, such an account would do little more than bore its readers. I prefer a book that is less memoir, and more business-focused—a book that describes my business transactions and high-powered deals and details my experience as an entrepreneur. My business ambition is closely entwined with my vision of a future both dependent on and enhanced by various exogenous factors. Like any successful business builder, there are also personal qualities and experiences that prove influential or are carried over into my decision-making process. I want to shed light on the principles and practices that have brought such achievements to me—to provide insight not just for bankers, but for people of all roles and in all industries. It has been my wish for a long time that the young people of my home country of Nigeria—and throughout Africa—take advantage of the tremendous opportunities Africa has to offer. The path to success is accessible to every young African person, regardless of background, family income, or education. This has been said many times, but I repeat it sincerely now—if I can do it, you can, too. 

			[image: ]
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Africa Rise and Shine: From Humble Beginnings to $16 Billion

			Africa now has a fast-growing middle class: according to Standard Bank, around 60m Africans have an income of $3,000 a year, and 100m will in 2015. The rate of foreign investment has soared around tenfold in the past decade.

			—The Economist, “Africa Rising,” December 2011

			When most people outside of Africa visualize the continent, the associations they often make are with famine and poverty, conflicts and war. From the moment I began writing this book, I have been determined to redefine this narrative and illustrate the real Africa behind the headlines. The Africa of my birth and of my life experience is a continent of abundant human and natural resources, immense and diverse investment opportunities, and an economy that is primed for leapfrog strategies. Africa’s challenges may appear daunting to most, but to those with the right entrepreneurial vision, challenges always provide opportunities. Poor infrastructure? The entrepreneur sees that as a chance to leverage structural improvements as a core component of a burgeoning brand identity. Inadequate supply of electricity? The entrepreneur identifies such a deficiency as a blank slate on which a new electricity supply can be built. My own road to success is evidence that these are no mere platitudes. The path I followed for more than twenty years in building Zenith Bank from a nascent business with $4 million in shareholders’ funds to an internationally recognized brand and institution with more than $16 billion in assets was achieved under both military and civilian regimes, despite a decaying infrastructure and periods of economic instability. For anyone who has the intuitive entrepreneurial capacity to envision obstacles as entry points to brand building, and the vision to translate “not yet” into “finally now,” the climate in Africa can provide a richly fertile bed in which to seed new business. 

			In May 2000, The Economist magazine pub-lished a cover story that dubbed Africa “The Hopeless Continent.” Over a decade later, that same magazine categorically reversed its position in a new cover story called “Africa Rising,” which was accompanied by an illustration of a young child racing through the grass while flying an Africa-shaped kite painted with all the colors of the rainbow. The story revealed that Africa herself had, in fact, never been hopeless, and it was this awakening perception of a continent at the zenith of her growth that I want to reflect in titling this book Africa Rise and Shine.

			[image: ]

			The Economist, December 2011.

			In the course of Zenith Bank’s own journey to “rise and shine,” the business began as a single branch in Lagos on the ground floor of an improvised residential duplex that we shared with a private tenant and his wife. At the time, there were no high-rise office structures in the area, and we were not able to afford a stand-alone building of our own, so we created an impromptu commercial space where we could carry out the banking business. We put up our signage and logo, but truly it did not resemble an office or a bank at all. That unassuming duplex was the starting point for a business that became a London Stock Exchange-listed company with operations in the UK, China, UAE, Ghana, Gambia, Sierra Leone, with more than 400 branches and business offices in Nigeria. What lessons can the next generation of entrepreneurs learn from the meteoric rise of Zenith Bank? 

			Among the most important of those lessons may be my experience that it is not necessary to be born rich or in influential circles to achieve success. By those standards, my own achievements would be categorized as having come about against the greatest of odds. When I was just four years old, my father—who was in his mid-fifties—suffered a massive heart attack and died several weeks later due to inadequate medical facilities. Left to fend for herself and her family, my newly widowed mother called upon her intuitive entrepreneurial skills to set up her own small trading business. My oldest brother, who was almost twenty years my senior and working in Lagos, sent part of his wages home each month to help pay my school expenses. For this reason, I was able to stay in school. This was the emotional inspiration that would ultimately result in my building James Hope College and offering scholarships to 50 percent of its students. My brother’s financial generosity and wisdom in knowing how crucial it was that I remain in school are the reasons I place so much importance on education, and on creating programs and scholarships that will help young Nigerians go to school and graduate.

			From my earliest recollections, this was the model on which I based my own behavior—and I developed my own work ethic in keeping with my mother’s and my brother’s example, responding to adversity by cultivating the capacity to react. Throughout my life, I have retained this drive to overcome any and all obstacles life might cast in my way. 

			The difference in attitude between those two Economist cover stories—from Africa-as-hopeless-continent to Africa-as-rising-nations—carries its own valuable lesson: never allow the perceptions of others to play a substantial part in your own vision of yourself and your future. It is imperative to rely on one’s own instincts in taking stock of one’s own capabilities, and in evaluating a new business opportunity. No matter how fertile the economy, certain universal rules apply regarding properly researching and evaluating potential venues and partners. As I encourage entrepreneurs to seize the opportunity to invest in Africa, I also offer a reminder that the universal rules of prudence apply, just as they do anywhere in the world. An entrepreneur must ensure that due diligence is carried out in setting up any new business, regardless of the location. 

			It is important to remember that Zenith’s level of success is set against this backdrop as Africa rises and shines. In a 2014 article in the World Economic Forum agenda, authors Paul Collier and Acha Leke remark on the fact that the size and worth of Nigeria’s economy has been too often overlooked. 

			“What is lost in most discussions about Nigeria today,” they write, “is the strong economic record that it has established over the last decade. In fact, a recent year-long study of the country by the McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) showed that, over the next fifteen years, Nigeria has the potential to become a major global economy.”

			It remains something of an open secret that Nigeria has become a major player on the global economic stage. I am among a number of Nigerian corporate leaders who are regularly invited—along with heads of state—to participate in multinational summits such as the World Economic Forum, the Bloomberg Global Business Forum, the Commonwealth Business Forum, and the United Nations Global Compact Group. In the elite world of these international summits, it has long been acknowledged that Nigeria is both a major corporate player, and a paradigm for business/private-sector partnerships to accomplish charitable projects. For that reason, another goal in writing this book is to make potential investors and entrepreneurs, both in Nigeria and abroad, aware of the scope of unrealized business opportunity here.

			In the chapters that follow, you’ll be given an insider’s guided tour of the business and branding principles that can accelerate growth in the already fruitful African business climate. From building a brand to developing the art of negotiation, I will present learnable skills and rules that anyone can adopt. 

			My greatest hope for this book is to demonstrate through example that an entrepreneur is, in essence, a self-made entity who may well be cultivating skills and honing instincts years before identifying them as business inclinations. The very fact that you are reading this book means that if you are not already a successful entrepreneur, you have the instincts to become one. I want to close this chapter by listing some of my own basic business ingredients for success, which are as applicable anywhere in the world as they are in Africa. Even if you are just starting out, I suspect that many of these adages will feel familiar to you—as if you already know them on an intuitive level. Each of these (and more) is expounded upon later in the book, but in short:

			Follow Your Instincts. If your gut tells you something is right, listen to it. An entrepreneur never takes what he or she is told for granted. (Even The Economist gets it wrong sometimes.)

			Find the Asset in Adversity. Any adversity, be it economic or personal, brings change—and change always brings opportunity. It is demonstrable that, whether nations or individuals, those who have the least also have the most to gain, leading to fortitude and an unshakable work ethic.

			Brand Matters. Take time from the get-go to think through every aspect of your brand. With enough foresight and strategic planning, a powerful brand concept can be the single deciding factor for the success or otherwise of your business.

			If You Build It, They Will Come. Never view a lack of resources or an inadequate infrastructure as an impediment. On the contrary, having the opportunity to instigate infrastructural change is a great boon, with the dual outcome of priming the business pump and ensuring a supportive and happy consumer base.

			Location, Location, Location. Start locally, but plan globally. Address the needs of the local consumer first, but make sure your business plan is structured for expansion.

			Reaction Factor. Good timing is key. Don’t let impatience win the day by starting your business too early. Make sure you have strategized in advance, so that when opportunity unexpectedly arises, you are ready to seize it.

			Innovate, Innovate, Innovate. If you don’t make a friend of technology, it may become your enemy. The trend toward rapid tech development will continue indefinitely. Make the presumption that the tech of tomorrow is accommodated in the plans you make today.

			Know When to Go It Alone. Growth is not a universal good. There may come a time when mergers and acquisitions will work to your advantage, but more often they will not. Make the preservation of your corporate culture and your shareholder value a priority, and above all else, advocate for your consumer. 

			Network, Network, Network. Place more value in who you know than in what you have. The entrepreneur sees a potential ally in everyone. Establish your network one person at a time by being reliable and patient. Pave the way instead of burning your bridges.

			Always Remember “Caveat Emptor.” Whether in your own community or in new territory, always use research to carry out proper and professional due diligence, and equally important, remember to Know Your Customer.

			Passion Is Everything. Cultivate a sense of passion in everything you do, from business to hobbies, and value that trait in others. Entrepreneurial passion is crucial for the success of any enterprise. A business that is conceived to be meaningful and engaging to the entrepreneur is far more likely to succeed than a business designed with the sole goal of making money.

			Return the Kindness. For an entrepreneur’s successes, there are always multiple debts of gratitude to the family, to the community, and to the businesspeople of yesterday who paved the way. There is no higher investment return than that derived from education. Being vested in a sustainable future for your own community is the activity that determines whether a venture is a flash in the pan or a foundation worthy of an empire.

			It is about this last adage that I feel the most strongly. The boy I once was—growing up without a father—might never have looked beyond the confines of that small town were it not for one crucial factor: education. I was able to remain in school due to the wisdom of my mother and older brother who recognized its importance and made sacrifices to jointly ensure that my tuition would continue to be paid, year after year. This is the entire impetus behind the creation of the Jim Ovia Foundation—a personal imperative to help support the next generation of entrepreneurs and professionals as I myself was supported, by paying for the tuition of hopeful students in the foundation-created James Hope College, and by providing young people with access to training programs, grants, and scholarships, all to support a thriving African future.

			Anything that I have done, you can do too. If you are an entrepreneur with a vision, you can find guidance in these pages and confidence in the Zenith model and ascent. If you are already a professional, seeking to expand your business arena and explore uncharted commercial territory, you will find a wealth of strategic insight in the ensuing chapters. I offer a hearty welcome to anyone ready to benefit from and contribute to a rising, thriving Africa.
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			Basic Instinct: Going with the Gut 

			I rely far more on gut instinct than researching huge amounts of statistics.

			—Richard Branson, founder of Virgin Group

			Many people ask me what skill I consider the most crucial to becoming successful in business, or indeed, in any endeavor. My answer often takes people by surprise, but it is very simple: listen to your gut. Everyone has experienced that feeling of an instant reaction or intuition about something that is not based upon data, knowledge, or logic. An investor, for example, hears about a new business opportunity and immediately thinks, this is a great idea and will turn a nice profit. Then doubt creeps in. The investor starts second-guessing his initial reaction. But who knows? I could end up losing my shirt. Forget it. Everyone has gut instinct, or feelings. The difference is that while some take those feelings very seriously, others are fearful of relying on them, because they are a single interior source. As a result, they don’t have the confidence or will to act on that instinct. What determines whether a great idea can ever come to fruition is the initial will to act on instinct—and will is powered by a deep belief in the credibility of what you feel in your gut. 

			Behavioral economics—the study of psychology as it relates to the decision-making process—defines two systems of decision-making. The first, often called System One, is essentially the gut reaction, a function of intuition. The second—System Two—is the analytic process, a function of conscious deliberation. Humans use one or the other of these two systems when making a decision, and sometimes the choice is obvious. If you see a ball flying at your head, you duck—a System-One gut reaction that is instantaneous. If you are thinking about buying a new car, you consider price, mileage, safety features, and other details—a System-Two reaction of careful deliberation that takes time. In business, an argument can usually be made for either system. Personally, I place a higher value on System One.

			My career could be plotted on a graph as a series of gut decisions that propelled me further and further ahead of the pack. Most significant has been my interest from a young age in emerging technologies that simply did not exist in Africa, and basing decisions on the belief that mastering and incorporating them into business—especially computer and internet technology—was imperative for any business wishing to survive and grow in the future.

			My interest in computers dates all the way back to my college days in the United States, when I was attending Southern University in Louisiana. After taking several computer-science classes during my sophomore year, I fell in love with the efficient, logical behavior of the IBM machines, at the time larger and more unwieldy than a deluxe television set. I was simply amazed that by punching a card with a few simple commands in COBOL (computer business oriented language) and Fortran (formula translation), the computer would then print out long rolls of all the requested data. I remember thinking, This is phenomenal! I must learn how this technology works!

			I was quite inclined to make computer science my major, but my college advisor convinced me to focus on business management and administration instead. I enrolled in the appropriate classes, but my passion for computers had fully taken hold of me, and I would sneak into the computer-science room whenever I had the chance. As I gained more and more insight into the inner workings of computers, I began to wonder how this technology could be used and applied in the business world. To put things in perspective, this was 1975. Bill Gates and Paul Allen had just established their new company, Microsoft, after designing the world’s first programming language for personal computers. Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak had not yet debuted their first Apple computer at the Home Brew Computer Club. Michael Dell was eight years away from graduating high school. 1975 was also the first year that what we then called a “microcomputer”—the ancestor of today’s personal computers—was made available for sale to the general consumer. The introduction of the Altair 8800 proved to be the foundational event that launched the personal computer revolution over the next several years. In 1975, the average person’s understanding of computer technology was virtually nil.

			How, then, can I explain my fascination with these devices, my determination to learn all that I could about them? Why did I feel I must work with computers years before realizing that such knowledge would be crucial in developing my own business in the future? My fascination with and enjoyment of computers gave rise to a deep-seated belief that this technology was the key to the future of all business. Years later, when creating a model for my first major business venture, I knew that incorporating digital technology and internet capability was imperative, even though there was no internet in Nigeria at the time. 

			Intuition is closely connected with passion, inspiration, desire, and the human aspiration to achieve something unusual, to follow a path that leads away from the accepted norm. Bill Gates did not sit up all night writing code because he knew it would bring him unimagined levels of fame and fortune. He did it because he loved it, and because his intuition told him he was onto something big.

			In my senior year at university, I got a night job as a computer operator at the Baton Rouge Bank and Trust. It was a greatly fortuitous circumstance for me. I was now being paid to acquire the training I so craved. Each night, I would type in every transaction that had occurred at the bank that day. Once completed, I created a transaction printout for the bank manager. It was not a particularly complicated job for me, but I count it among my most remarkable experiences because of the level of insight it gave me into how an American bank was using data processing technology to its advantage. 

			My university years were the foundation of all that was to come. After receiving my bachelor of science in business administration in 1977, and getting my MBA from the University of Louisiana in Monroe in 1979, I returned to Nigeria to begin my service year for the National Youth Service Corps (NYSC) program. We have no mandatory military service in Nigeria, but university graduates are required to devote twelve months to NYSC work. The purpose of this program is to foster both a work ethic and a sense of national loyalty in the hope that young people with good education and bright minds will decide to use those qualities to benefit Nigeria.

			My NYSC activities happened to be scheduled in such a way that I was free each day after 3 p.m. I decided to fill that free time with a second job, writing feasibility reports for manufacturing companies—a skill I learned during my MBA program. I made far more money doing this work than from my NYSC job, and by the end of the year, I had not only amassed a reasonable amount of savings, I had also honed my business-writing skills while simultaneously learning about the inner workings of Nigerian businesses. The skills I developed were important assets that would give me a head start when I was ready to make my next career step.

			In the last quarter of 1980, immediately after my NYSC program, I joined International Merchant Bank (IMB), a subsidiary of First National Bank of Chicago as a financial analyst. My salary was ₦7,500 naira per annum which was equivalent to $8,800 (at the exchange rate of ₦1 to $1.18). This amount was, at that time, considered to be a very good pay because the price of a Peugeot 504 car, a popular car for the middle class, was about ₦6,000.

			At IMB, I received excellent training from very experienced bankers, some of whom gained their education from Ivy League schools in the United States, Russell Group Universities in the United Kingdom, and first-class universities in Nigeria.

			The experience I gained at IMB was in the areas of financial analysis in the credit department, treasury management, developmental finance, and trade finance. All of these experiences prepared me for bigger things to come.

			Like many other Nigerians, I was intrigued with the opportunities that obtaining a banking license could provide. Following the collapse in oil prices in the early 1980s, Nigeria implemented a Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) in 1986. The goal of the SAP was to restore health to Nigeria’s economy, in part by extending opportunities to the private sector through commercializing or privatizing previously regulated industries. In the banking industry, the liberalization of the financial markets meant opportunities for private investors to be licensed to operate banks. When I learned of this opportunity, I decided to make an application to acquire a banking license. There were two types of banking licenses issued in Nigeria at that time—those for merchant banks and those for commercial banks. The latter required a higher equity contribution of ₦20 million ($4 million) from investors and entailed more difficult business operations, therefore many chose the easier route of applying for a merchant-bank license (equity contribution of ₦6 million [$1.2 million]). My gut told me to go the more expensive, complicated route—the road less travelled—so I decided to apply for a commercial banking license instead.

			I had no hard evidence to indicate that I was likely to be one of the fortunate few to be granted one of these banking licenses by the Central Bank of Nigeria. By all accounts, there were already a thousand other entrepreneurs on the waiting list—some for as long as three years. By all appearances there was nothing special about me, nothing that might give me a clear edge over all the other entrepreneurs. My thought process at the time was governed by basic instinct. I had a strong sense that if I wrote my own application (rather than hiring someone else to do it), and took the time to create a thorough and compelling business plan, I would be granted the approval of a banking license.

			And with that conviction, I did have something that gave me an edge over my competition—self-confidence. My belief in my own instincts was one of my most important assets. In fact, research bears out that many successful executives share this belief. In a global survey of 154 top executives, The Economist’s Intelligence Unit found that 73 percent of respondents placed trust in their own intuition, and 57 percent said that if data contradicted their gut feeling, they would have that data reanalyzed. One of the survey participants was quoted as saying, “You need to live in intuition and gut feeling: mechanized decision-making squeezes out entrepreneurial spirit.” 

			I could not agree more. When instinct is successfully followed, confidence and self-esteem grow exponentially. The effect is as dramatic as a booster on an Apollo rocket. The rocket can get itself beyond the earth’s atmosphere, but to travel any farther, it needs the booster to send it places once thought impossible to reach. Confidence and self-esteem—they act as that booster. That may sound too simplistic—especially in its implication that it is possible for anyone to accomplish great things—but simplicity is my intention. It is particularly important to me to communicate to Nigeria’s youth that if they focus and commit to their work, and if they trust both themselves and the environment of their upbringing, then the sky is the limit, regardless of who they are. What better proof is there—how else is it possible that a boy born into a poor family in a small Nigerian village was one of the first to adopt the internet in Nigeria and founded one of the most profitable banks on the continent? I am that proof.
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