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Kerryn Krige heads up the Network for 
Social Entrepreneurs at the Gordon Institute of 
Business Science, which focuses on achieving 
both social and economic change through social 
enterprise. Krige has worked in the social sector 
since 2001 with numerous UK charities, and 
began her career as a journalist for business 
news channel Summit TV. She holds a Masters in 
Development Studies.

Gus Silber is an award-winning journalist 
with a special interest in social entrepreneurship. 
He has penned several books, covering South 
African sociopolitical satire, innovation in business, 
entrepreneurship and mobile technology.

Can business change the world?
Can the world change business?

K E R R Y N  K R I G E  A N D  G U S  S I L B E R‘A social vitamin taken with Red Bull!’
– Professor Alex Antonites, University of Pretoria
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YUSUF RANDERA-REES
A New Revolution on Constitution Hill

Inspired by an epiphany while studying at Harvard and
Oxford, Yusuf Randera-Rees came home to start an enter-
prise that is liberating potential and building a bold new 
generation of entrepreneurs

Hope rises above history on a hilltop in the heart of Johannesburg. From
the ramparts, where prison guards used to patrol, you can look down 

on the gables and turrets of the Old Fort. You can wander into the eerily 
silent cells, where paint peels from the walls and sunlight casts shadows 
through the bars. The enemies of the state were confined here: the trou-
blemakers and revolutionaries, the protesting students and striking workers. 
And with them, the everyday, ordinary lawbreakers: the brewers of illicit beer, 
the wanderers without passbooks after dark, the transgressors of the heavy 
line between black and white. The machinery of apartheid scooped them up, 
processed them, consigned them to their fate. But hope rises.

Step into the courtyard, and look up. On top of the brick stairwells of the 
old awaiting-trial blocks, towers of frosted glass soar into the sky, symbolis-
ing transparency and transformation. In the foyer of the Constitutional Court, 
staggered pillars evoke a forest, echoing the African tradition of justice con-
vened in the shade of a tree. In a crucible on a stone step, a flickering flame 
represents the fragile wisp of democracy.

This is Constitution Hill. Everything on these grounds is a symbol, an 
abstract ideal given substance, shape, and form. So, too, with the Awethu 
Project, an incubator for entrepreneurs, housed in a modernist brick-and-
iron building just across the knoll from the fort. “Awethu”, which means “it is 
ours”, is the rousing response to “Amandla”, the call to power, that became 
the rallying cry of the liberation struggle in South Africa. Now the struggle is 
to liberate energy, ideas, and potential, to kindle ambition with opportunity, by 
giving aspirant entrepreneurs – the “previously unexplored”, as one Awethu 
alumnus puts it – the guidance, mentorship, and resources to rise above 
their circumstances.

There is the airport-baggage handler who launched a thriving bread-
delivery business in Alexandra township. There is the IT graduate who left 
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her job to supply home-made ginger beer, based on her mother’s traditional 
recipe, for family functions and other social occasions. There is the high 
school dropout who pressed bricks by hand in an empty lot, and who now 
runs a brick-making plant employing more than 20 people. There is the rural 
villager who moved to Johannesburg to run township tours for overseas 
visitors, teaching them to sing and click their tongues in Xhosa.

For Yusuf Randera-Rees, these stories, and many 
more like them, are a validation, a proof of the concept 
that drew him back to South Africa, with a CV that 
could land him a high-flying job almost anywhere in the 
world. He is a Rhodes Scholar, a graduate of Oxford and 
Harvard, a derivatives trader who worked on Wall Street 
and in Zurich. But in 2009, he came home and founded 
the Awethu Project, with R60,000 of his own savings. 
He was 26 at the time, and his experience of the wider 
world had convinced him of one thing: that he was not 
as exceptional as the letters after his name made him 
out to be.

“I know my limitations,” says Yusuf. “I knew there were 
people in South Africa who were more talented than 
me, smarter, more charismatic, better problem-solvers. 
Everything you would want in an entrepreneur, and they 
were not getting the opportunities I had been getting. That 
didn’t make sense to me.”

Today the Awethu Project manages over R160 million 
in government and corporate funding, and has kick-started 
the careers of more than 500 entrepreneurs. Candidates 
apply or are identified by talent scouts – the same process 

by which promising sports stars are dis covered and nurtured – and the pick of 
the crop are put through an intensive mentoring and incubation programme: an 
Awethu Apprenticeship.

They are matched with pre-screened business opportunities, provided with 
infrastructure (office space, phones, internet-enabled computers), given a 
small startup budget and a monthly stipend, and the training and one-on-one 
support they need to craft a viable business plan and meet their profit targets. 
Those who succeed, after six months, become Awethu Entrepreneurs; those 
who do not, get a diploma and the dividends of their experience. But this is not, 
as Yusuf takes pains to point out, a charity or a corporate social investment ini-
tiative. It is a for-profit business partnership, with Awethu cutting equity deals 
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in each business. The idea is to finesse and shape raw promise, and send it 
into the world on the wings of profit.

And yet, as soon as you walk into the headquarters of the Awethu Project, 
you get the sense that this is a political imperative too, that entrepreneurial 
development is the next frontier of the freedom struggle. In the reception 
area, there is a photograph of the most famous former prisoner of the Old 
Fort, Nelson Mandela, with his fist raised in salute to the slogan: “Let freedom 
reign”. And on the wall of a workroom, where students tap away on laptops, 
are the larger-than-life images of two iconic role models, both named Steve: 
Biko, the founding father of Black Consciousness, and Jobs, the visionary 
genius of Apple.

Radical capitalism. Here at Awethu, it is not a culture shock or a paradox. 
It is chemistry in combustion. But to understand the mix, and what makes it 
work, we need to put Yusuf Randera-Rees himself in the spotlight for a while. 
He is lanky and engaging, a fast talker with a ready smile, his hair close-
cropped to match his stubble. He is blue-eyed and fair of face, and over the 
years, he has grown accustomed to a discreet jolt from people who meet him 
for the first time and find that they have jumped to the wrong conclusion.

He illustrates the conundrum with a story from his schooldays. He was 
playing soccer at Old Edwardians in Johannesburg. “I was in a team huddle 
with all these white kids, and they saw a man coming over, and they said, ‘Hey, 
look at this Indian guy, what does he want here?’ And I said, ‘No, that’s my 
dad.’” Dr Fazel Randera. Born into a family of traders, he left Johannesburg 
as a teenager to study medicine in London. He was serving his residency 
when he met a Cambridge-educated doctor by the name of Helen Rees. 
They were from different worlds: she, from the green hills of Wales; he, from 
the war zone of apartheid. They fell in love. It was the early 1980s.

One day, Fazel saw footage, on a newscast, of a protest in Lenasia, a mostly 
Indian area of Johannesburg. Among the crowd, who were being baton-charged 
and teargassed by police, he recognised his young niece. He decided it was 
time to go back home. But the law would have prohibited Fazel and Helen from 
getting married in South Africa. And so, because of the Prohibition of Mixed 
Marriages Act and the Immorality Act, Yusuf was born in England, the first stage 
of a journey into identity that has left him free to think outside the tick-boxes of 
racial classification.

He remembers growing up in “this weird, mixed-race family”, acutely con-
scious of being the only white-looking kid at family functions on his father’s side.

“You stand out from everyone. You don’t recognise anyone. Everyone knows 
you, but you don’t know what the hell is going on. You are this little kid trying to 
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understand culture. But it does force you not to box people. It leaves you freer, 
in a way, to do whatever you think.”

He attended private, multiracial schools, Sacred Heart College and Craw-
ford, allowing him to grow up as normally as possible in an abnormal soci-
ety. But it was only when he got to Harvard, as an outstanding all-rounder, a 
sportsman with national colours and a former Junior Mayor of Johannesburg, 
that he began to feel the burden of his privilege. Daunted at first by his peers, 

the “kings of the universe”, future leaders of nations and 
corporations, he had the epiphany that they were human 
after all, the carefully nurtured products of a simple for-
mula for success.

“You take world-class human talent, you invest world-
class resources in that talent, and almost inevitably, you 
produce world-class businessmen, world-class leaders, 
and world-class scientists,” says Yusuf. “I became very 
interested in the idea of whether South Africa is using our 
human talent, our potential, as well and as efficiently as 
they are at Harvard.” The answer, from a distance, in the 
afterglow of the country’s celebrated transition to democ-
racy, was: sadly, no. The preamble of the Constitution of 
the Republic of South Africa lays the foundation for a 
society that will improve the quality of life and “free the 
potential” of each person. That hasn’t turned out to be the 
case at all, says Yusuf.

“We cut the legs out from under the majority of the 
people, from the way we treat babies upwards. We write 
people off. We define them by their problems. That 

makes me angry, and I wanted to do something about it. That is why I started 
Awethu, to create a vehicle for people to realise their potential through 
business.”

Yusuf wanted this vehicle to be fuelled by the high-octane impulse of 
entrepreneurial endeavour alone. The incentive, for the entrepreneur and 
the investor, would be the prospect of profit, profit, profit. The social impact 
would take care of itself. He was struck by the fact that 40 per cent of 
South Africans live on less than R800 a month, and in that group would be 
thousands of people who had never been given the chance to put their skills 
and talent to the test. The Previously Unexplored.

“You cannot argue that the reason they are poor is that they are not good 
enough,” says Yusuf. Working with a Ghanaian-born friend, he came up with 
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a model of financing and incubation to address what is known as the Missing 
Middle, the perplexing shortfall in the number of Small to Medium-sized 
Enterprises (SMEs) in the developing world. In high-income countries, SMEs 
account for 50 per cent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and 60 per cent of 
employment; in low-income countries, they account for less than half of that.

In 2009, Yusuf presented his proposal, for an Amandla Entrepreneurs 
Academy, at a business-plan competition in Oxford. There was a first prize of 
£20,000 up for grabs. “We got through to the finals,” says Yusuf. “We were 
mentally spending the money. We did this sweet pitch with backing music. 
We thought we were so cool.” They finished fourth.

The winning concept was a barrel-driven water-purification system for 
rural African women. But what really rankled, was a word of feedback from 
the judging panel. “They said our proposal was aspirational.” To Yusuf, that 
was a put-down, a condescending dismissal of an idea that was designed to 
help ordinary people improve their lives meaningfully through entrepreneur-
ship. But ideas are cheap. Deeds bring in the money.

One day, with his business partner, Ryan Pakter, a fellow Crawford and 
Harvard graduate, Yusuf drove into Alexandra township, one of the poorest 
areas of Johannesburg, just across the freeway from Sandton, one of the 
richest. They had a police escort, with blue lights flashing. “I hadn’t spent much 
time in townships,” says Yusuf. “What does a middle-class South African know 
about running a business in a township?” But he was willing to learn, and he 
had R60,000 of his own money invested in finding out if his hunch about 
talent was true.

They set up a table, shaded by beach umbrellas, with pamphlets and appli-
cation forms and a handwritten sign, affixed to a fence with masking tape: 
“The Awethu Project”. They were looking for young South Africans, 22 to 35, 
no experience necessary, who had “never had access to systematic opportu-
nity”. More than 1000 wannabe entrepreneurs applied. Later, they screened 
the applicants, using cognitive tests aimed at identifying entrepreneurial abili-
ties. The psychometrist called Yusuf on the first day of testing and said, I have 
good news and I have bad news. “Give me the good news,” said Yusuf.

“‘Man,’ he said to me, ‘your smartest guy is as smart as anyone in the world.’ 
So I said, ‘That is amazing, what is the bad news?’ And he said, ‘I think it is a 
white Afrikaans guy. His name is Chris Pienaar.’ I said, ‘There is no chance.’” It 
turned out that Chris, just like Yusuf, had mixed ancestry. He owed his Afrikaans 
surname to his grandfather. At the time, Chris, a bright student who had rou-
tinely scored 100 per cent for maths at school, was selling beer from his 
backyard in Alex. After his incubation at Awethu, he launched a food-delivery 
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service called Straight to Your Door. For Yusuf, Chris is a working model of 
the Awethu vision: breaking the glass ceiling from informal to formal business.

Three of the original selection of six Awethu Entrepreneurs went from 
making R3,000 a month to R15,000 a month after graduating. But Awethu 
itself needed an injection of cash to survive, and the big windfall came with 
the 2011 launch of the Treasury’s Jobs Fund, a R9-billion government initia-
tive to co-finance innovative projects capable of creating sustainable jobs. 
Awethu was given an initial grant of R20 million.

“I remember sitting on the couch with my mom and telling her, and she just 
went, Sho! What do you do with R20 million? Up to that point, we had spent 
a combined total of R1.5 million. We quickly became an institution.” In a few 
months, Awethu went from two employees to 50 employees, and from three 
entrepreneurs to 500 entrepreneurs, out of a total of 30,000 applicants.

For some entrepreneurs, the trajectory was so rapid that it overtook their 
commitment to share their profits with Awethu. “There was a plumber who 
was making R1,000,” says Yusuf, “and we helped him get municipal con-
tracts for R1 million a month. Then he didn’t want to answer the phone.” On a 
micro scale, the incentives were all wrong. You under-report profits, because 
you don’t want to share. You don’t report jobs, because jobs are an indicator 
of profit. “So we said, okay, fine, we’ll put a freeze on fees. And suddenly, 
everything went through the roof. The social outcome was better when we 
stopped trying to make money.”

For Yusuf, this is the key to making Awethu work. Focus on creating entre-
preneurs who make money and create jobs. He believes Awethu’s entre-
preneurs can make as much money, an average of R20 million in a 20-year 
career, as graduates of Harvard Business School.

“Don’t get paid in people slapping you on the back,” he says. “People will 
tell you that you are doing great things, well done. But what is the net benefit 
to anybody? Zero. I think that is a danger for talented social entrepreneurs. 
Good feeling is cheap. People give it away.”

So he works, and he works hard. An average of 70 to 100 hours a week. 
He has an old yellow Volvo, but he takes an Uber wherever he goes, because it 
gives him time and space to get things done. He has learned some key lessons 
since he came home, with his Harvard and Oxford degrees, in 2009. One is that 
hard work isn’t enough to build a business. Nor is talent, and nor is a good idea.

“Just because someone has investable talent,” he says, “doesn’t make 
their business investable.” One of the primary innovations at Awethu was to 
“decouple the horse from the jockey”, the entrepreneur from the idea.

“Everybody else will tell you that the entrepreneur comes up with the idea, 

TheDisruptorsSetting-FA-Spllit.indd   58 2016/03/04   3:00 PM



A  N E W  R E V O L U T I O N  O N  C O N S T I T U T I O N  H I L L  |  59

and that is how an investment fund works. There is this magic thing where an 
entrepreneur loves their idea, they are passionate about it, and they run their 
business and it is amazing. But there are not enough entrepreneurs with ideas, 
especially in the informal sector. So what we do is create a pipeline of ideas, 
people and capital, and bring them together to produce successful businesses.”

One example: someone emails Yusuf to say, we’re 
looking for a black, female-owned events-management 
company, do you have one? No. So come up with one. 
Find the right person, invest training and money, and make 
it happen. Because development funds are naturally risk 
averse, Awethu also raises its own capital, through the 
Small Enterprise Finance Agency, an SME arm of the 
Industrial Development Corporation (IDC). This allows 
Awethu to invest up to R2.5 million in a business pro-
posal. On a typical day, Yusuf will have up to 30 proposals 
on his table.

“It’s an exciting position to be in, having to understand 
so many different ideas and people every day,” he says. 
It reminds him of a sport he did at Oxford: modern pen-
tathlon. In one day, you fence in a round-robin contest, 
you swim 200 metres freestyle, you run cross-country 
for 3.2 kilometres, you ride a horse over 12 to 15 obsta-
cles, and you shoot at a stationary target from a distance 
of 10 metres.

“To be good at modern pentathlon, you have to be good 
at a variety of skills and disciplines. It’s similar to Awethu in 
that here you have to quickly understand dozens of busi-
ness models and the entrepreneurs trying to make them 
happen.”

The rules of the game are changing. Yusuf tells the 
story of Lesika Matlou, one of the first entrepreneurs to go through the 
Awethu programme.

“He comes from a mining community. Everyone he knows became a miner. 
His dad has been a blaster for 30 years. When he came here, his dad told him 
this is not what a man does. A man goes to the mines.”

A few years later, Lesika appeared on a TV ad for Awethu. He was run-
ning a tour company called Ek Sê Tours. He was turning over R1 million a 
year, and employing eight people. His dad sent his brother to live with him, to 
learn how to be an entrepreneur.

Yusuf wants 
Awethu to be a 
R1-billion enter-
prise by 2020, 
creating 50 busi-
nesses a month, 
with a model 
that can easily 
be replicated 
across Africa. 
He wants to see 
a generation of 
emerging busi-
ness leaders who 
can live up to 
that line in the 
preamble to the 
Constitution: to 
free the poten-
tial of every 
person.
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“That is a perfect little microcosm of how you change the way things are,” 
says Yusuf. “I think South Africa is ripe for change, and I feel these guys are 
perfectly positioned to create that change.”

Yusuf wants Awethu to be a R1-billion enterprise by 2020, creating 
50 businesses a month, with a model that can easily be replicated across 
Africa. He wants to see a generation of emerging business leaders who can 
live up to that line in the preamble to the Constitution: to free the potential 
of every person.

Here on Constitution Hill, after you have finished your wanderings, you 
will find a small al fresco café and bar, with a plywood deck and sail-like 
awnings, called The Hill. The manager is a tall, soft-spoken ex-Zimbabwean 
named Vincent Chipendo, who worked in the kitchen of a steakhouse before 
he applied for a mentorship at the Awethu Project. 

Making sure everyone at the tables is happy, he pauses to tend his herb 
and vegetable garden, growing healthily on a sill opposite the Old Fort. One 
day, perhaps, Vincent will own this place on the hill. Hard work, courage, and 
an investment in your potential, are all it takes to bring your hopes to harvest.
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Uncoupling the Entrepreneur  
from the Idea

Drakopoulou Dodd and Anderson (2007) write of the mythical entre-
preneurial hero, who society has idolised, revelling in their individ-

ual passion, drive, resilience and maverick idea that ultimately catalyses 
change. But they argue that it is not these individual attributes that drive 
the entrepreneur, but rather their social context that not only enables 
them to achieve change, but fuels it – “entrepreneurs draw from and give 
back to the social” (Drakopoulou Dodd & Anderson, 2007, p. 342).

Yusuf Randera-Rees is typical of this approach to entrepreneurship. He 
is deeply connected to societal realities and consequently so is his approach 
to entrepreneurship. He does this first by uncoupling the entrepreneur and 
the idea, instantly transforming the entrepreneur from what Johannisson 
(1998) describes as the individual adventurously projecting their vision 
and making it happen. Instead, Awethu focuses on networking the entre-
preneur, connecting them to support structures and the partners they need 
to make the idea work. Drakopoulou Dodd and Anderson (2007) describe 
this approach as the Networked Entrepreneur; entrepreneurs who suc-
ceed because they have the support of diverse teams, and build relation-
ships and interactions that enable them to navigate both the opportunity 
and constraint systems of their context. The Networked Entrepreneur 
remains “at the centre of the entrepreneurial stage” (Drakopoulou Dodd 
& Anderson, 2007, p. 342), supported by their social context that helps 
drive, produce and use their product – and consequently their success.

This theory is supported by Corner and Ho (2010) who find that 
two characteristics that distinguish social entrepreneurs from their 
for-profit counterparts is, firstly, their collective approach: because the 
ultimate goal is social-value creation, they are naturally collaborative, 
recognising that they cannot achieve this in isolation. Secondly, their 
contextual knowledge and understanding drives the entrepreneurial idea 
and therefore is inherent to the make-up of the social entrepreneur.

The model shows how Awethu networks their entrepreneurs, con-
necting them with their ideas, and supporting them. It also illustrates 
Yusuf’s approach to social entrepreneurship. He uses the social con-
text as the foundation for being a networked entrepreneur. In this way, 
Yusuf and Awethu’s entrepreneurs are better able to navigate the unique 
opportunities and constraints inherent to social entrepreneurship.
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“Entrepreneurs draw from and give back to the social” – Yusuf 
and Awethu as the networked entrepreneur

Based on Drakopoulou Dodd and Anderson, 2007
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