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Abstract

Small to Medium Enterprise (SMMESs) are today’s reality, as most of the population work for them; they are also tomorrow’s
future, because they have great potential to contribute to the structural transformation and diversification of the economy. This
study sought to investigate strategies to overcome the obstacles faced by SMEs in Bulawayo by drawing insights from successful
policies and practices implemented across Southern African countries. The primary objective of the study was to explore how
Bulawayo's business ecosystem can be revitalized to stimulate SMME growth, enhance their contribution to economic
development, and address pervasive socio-economic challenges. By examining case studies from neighboring Southern African
countries, the research identified adaptable strategies that can foster a conducive environment for SMMEs in Bulawayo. The
findings of the study reveal that SMME success in Southern African cities and provinces such as Gaborone, Gauteng, and Maseru
is often underpinned by strong institutional support, streamlined regulatory processes, targeted financial interventions, and robust
business development programs. Furthermore, partnerships between the public and private sectors emerge as a common thread
in fostering sustainable growth. Applying these insights, the study identifies actionable recommendations for Bulawayo. From
the study, if policymakers and stakeholders adopt a multi-faceted approach that prioritizes both systemic reform and localized
solutions tailored to the city's unique challenges, it could position Bulawayo as a thriving hub for entrepreneurship and innovation
in Zimbabwe. The research concludes that with strategic interventions, informed by regional successes, Bulawayo can enhance
its economic resilience and drive inclusive growth.

Keywords
SMMEs, Entrepreneurship, Start-ups, Bulawayo, Southern Africa, Zimbabwe

1. Introduction

In recent years, entrepreneurship has been on the rise in microfinance industry is one of the most promising and well-
Zimbabwe due to economic difficulties and a growing appetite  known industries in Zimbabwe. The reputation of this industry
for self-reliance among citizens. This trend mirrors a wider is highly recognized through trade activities, business opera-
move towards innovation and enterprise in Africa as nations  tions and economic contribution to the country’s socio-eco-
strive to diversify their economies and create jobs [20]. The  nomic development [21]. Regardless of the fact that SMEs are
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indispensable from an economic perspective, they still receive
far less than the deserved support from policy makers in most
developing countries [21, 24].

The role of SMMEs in employment creation and industrial
development in Africa came into prominence after large com-
panies failed to generate meaningful employment and hence
contribute towards the development of the economy [17, 49].
As postulated by [7], regional production and productivity is
significantly higher in areas with greater entrepreneurial cap-
ital compared to that lacking such resources. As reported by
the Chronicle [42], the economy of Bulawayo (Zimbabwe's
second-largest city) is said to be undergoing structural trans-
formation with SMEs coming in strong in influencing produc-
tion and marketing trends, including the need for strategic syn-
ergies across sectors. The economic growth of the city there-
fore, hinges on unlocking the full potential of its small, micro,
and medium enterprises (SMMES) as they form a critical part
of the city’s economic fabric, fostering employment and inno-
vation [43]. Banks and other lenders demand collateral from
SMEs in order to grant loans. Although the government
should ideally guarantee these loans, moral hazard by SMEs
themselves is a problem in Zimbabwe and other developing
nations [15]. The majority of SMEs misuse loans that the gov-
ernment extends to them at concessionary rates. This necessi-
tates a vigorous campaign to teach SME leaders soft skills and
fundamental managerial abilities. Previous research shows
that the government plays a crucial role in the ecosystem of
SMEs, and it is anticipated that this role will become more
prominent in order to guarantee rapid growth. [16] found that
SMEs have had difficulty weathering the storm due to their
limited resources. As a result, governments all over the world
employed safety nets to keep companies from completely col-
lapsing by striving for the unachievable goal of eradicating the
effects but ultimately settling on reducing the impact on trans-
action costs. However, the private sector, venture capitalists,
and the SMMEs themselves must find ways to support the sur-
vival and expansion of SMMEs in Zimbabwe given the gov-
ernment's ongoing deficits. It is therefore the purpose of this
study to unlock the economic potential of SMMEs in Bula-
wayo through policies and practices inspired by Southern Af-
rican and Bulawayo Start-up success stories.

Zimbabwe won independence from Britain in 1980, after
decades of colonial rule and a period of relative stability under
former President Robert Mugabe. Nevertheless, [41] disagree
and claim that the economy started to regress in the early
2000s because of land reform disagreements, hyperinflation,
and political turbulence. The economic crisis caused mass un-
employment and poverty, forcing most Zimbabweans to find
other means of income. Consequently, entrepreneurship in-
creasingly emerged as a pathway to self-preservation and fi-
nancial independence [33]. Connie-Marlene Theyse, Head of
Enterprise Banking at FNB Namibia, predicts that by the end
of 2025, microeconomic businesses will account for 60% of
emerging markets, with women leading 58% of these busi-
nesses [9]. According to [13], SMMEs play a significant role
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in the economy, as demonstrated by [45], who noted that 3.4
million SMMEs in Zimbabwe employ 4.8 million people full-
time and contribute USD 8.6 billion to GDP. According to the
same survey, the government's, the business communities, and
the general public's roles in harnessing and optimizing the sec-
tor's development serve as the foundation for SMMES' critical
role in the country's economy. Furthermore, [53] stated that
the SMME sector accounts for over 70% of employment in
Zimbabwe. This intuitively implies that the SMMEs sector
has greatly reduced poverty, thereby curing many other soci-
oeconomic "ills" linked to poverty. The performance of the
economic transformation, which is based on empowering
SMEs and creating more indigenously owned and operated
businesses, will determine Zimbabwe's national economic
growth trajectory as outlined in Vision 2030 [45].

According to earlier research [47], all stakeholder groups
must work together if Zimbabwe is to realize its 2030 vision,
with a particular emphasis on SMMEs, which are predicted to
make a significant contribution to becoming an upper middle-
income nation by 2030. According to [39], fostering entrepre-
neurship is essential for achieving equitable and sustainable
growth as well as a means of addressing emerging economic
issues, creating jobs, and overcoming social and economic
disadvantage. This suggests that a nation's low commercial
potential is reflected in higher unemployment rates, among
other social issues. Additionally, the World Economic Forum
asserts that entrepreneurship is crucial to reducing youth un-
employment because it can give young people the assistance
they require to create markets and job opportunities [24].

The number of registered SMMESs has been increasing
every year for the last 10 years [21], indicating a growing be-
lief that opening an entrepreneurial business will be profitable.
[29] government had also taken steps to encourage this trend
through policies aimed to support small businesses. Initiatives
like Kumvana, which facilitate networking, mentorship, and
access to funding, are helping to create a more vibrant and in-
terconnected entrepreneurial community in Zimbabwe. [8, 30]
mentioned that embracing the power of collaboration, Zimba-
bwean entrepreneurs are finding new ways to navigate the
challenges they face and unlock unprecedented opportunities
for growth. As the Zimbabwean entrepreneurial landscape
continues to evolve, the stories of resilience, innovation, and
collaboration serve as a testament to the indomitable spirit of
the country’s business leaders. In addition, a review of the Na-
tional Budget Statements shows that the country has been ex-
periencing perennial budget deficits with the Ministry of Fi-
nance always exploring opportunities for harnessing revenues
from the different sectors, the most recent being formalization
of the informal sector from which most SMMEs are situated.

Entrepreneurship Climate in Bulawayo

The economic growth of Bulawayo, Zimbabwe's second-
largest city, hinges on unlocking the full potential of its small,
micro, and medium enterprises (SMMESs). These enterprises
form a critical part of the city’s economic fabric, fostering em-
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ployment and innovation. However, they face significant chal-
lenges, including limited access to finance, inadequate infra-
structure, regulatory bottlenecks, power shortages and con-
strained market access. Post the COVID-19 pandemic and the
economic hardships that resulted, it is important to re-examine
how SMMEs are included in African policy making, particu-
larly in rural African settings. Bulawayo Chamber of Small to
Medium Enterprises provincial head, reported that more than
2,600 SMMEs have been recorded in the Bulawayo database
as part of the ongoing SMEs registration process which started
in January 2015 out of these, only 600 have paid the required
fee of $3 to be part of the formalisation programme with at
least 21 registration centres being set in different city suburbs
as part of sensitisation programmes. According [8, 37] there
are 229,091 MSMEs in Bulawayo of which 45 among the total
were formalised in 2022, 33 SMMES representatives under-
went training in cluster formation in 2024. By the end of year
2022, SME sector accounted for 70% of business transactions
in Zimbabwe [45]. According to [53], most of the SMEs in
Bulawayo are also facing economic ups and downs which af-
fect their revenue streams and require exploring alternative
sources of funding, and leveraging technology to increase ef-
ficiency and reach. By embracing a mindset of resilience and
adaptability, SMMEs cannot not only survive but thrive in the
face of Bulawayo’s business volatile environment. A post-
Covid 19 study by [29] found that the increase in the cost of
doing business is driven by a number of factors, including the
ever-deteriorating exchange rate, which has a ripple effect on
the price index, resulting in increases in the cost of raw mate-
rials and other services such as insurance. Most SMEs have
responded to this challenge by raising the cost of goods and
services or reducing their workforce. However, [13, 40] show
that a rise in the cost of goods or services has a detrimental
impact on business expansion.

Despite all these challenges bedeviling the City of Bula-
wayo, the city is reported as growing as a hub of entrepreneur-
ship and innovation and boasts trail blazers in the startup eco-
system. Four of these startups made it into the “Gumiguru 50
and under 30 emerging leaders’ class of 2020.” The founders
of these startups who are making waves in the entrepreneur-
ship ecosystem are Ryan Katayi, CEO and Co-founder of
FarmHut Africa; Gugulethu Siso, founder of Thumeza;
Kudakwashe Dhliwayo, founder of Vital Recycling and
Nkosana Masuku, cofounder and CEO of Phenomenon Tech-
nologies. This study therefore, delves into the unique chal-
lenges and opportunities that define the entrepreneurial land-
scape in Bulawayo, and explore how some of the city’s most
inspiring business leaders have navigated these complexities.
The paper sought to determine strategies that can be used by
SMMEs in Bulawayo Metropolitan to reduce costs of doing
business and increase revenue post Covid-19. The primary ob-
jective of this study is to explore how Bulawayo's business
ecosystem can be revitalized to stimulate SMME growth, en-
hance their contribution to economic development, and ad-
dress pervasive socio-economic challenges.

169

Entrepreneurship in Zimbabwe has witnessed a significant
surge, becoming a vital avenue for economic empowerment
amidst a declining economy characterized by unemployment
and poverty since the early 2000s. This resilience has laid a
foundation for sectorial growth, with a steady increase in reg-
istered SMEs reflecting growing confidence in entrepreneur-
ial ventures. Despite government efforts to support small busi-
nesses through policies and initiatives like Kumvana, a lot still
has to be done to ensure that SMMES in Bulawayo continue
to grow and strive post COVID-19 and also within any crisis
that might arise. The primary obstacles include persistent eco-
nomic instability, leading to volatile revenue streams and a
pressing need for entrepreneurs to explore alternative funding
sources and leverage technology for efficiency. Due to strict
collateral requirements from formal financial institutions and
concerns about moral hazard with government-backed loans,
many SMEs in Bulawayo struggle to obtain capital and fre-
quently rely on personal savings or unofficial lenders. Bula-
wayo's aging and unreliable infrastructure, marked by incon-
sistent power supply, limited internet connectivity, and inade-
quate transportation networks, severely hinders business op-
erations and growth. While SMEs are recognized as indispen-
sable for socio-economic development, employment creation,
and poverty alleviation, and are crucial for Zimbabwe's Vision
2030, they still grapple with limited resources and insufficient
policy support, with a large informal sector limiting access to
formal services and markets. Consequently, despite the in-
domitable spirit and adaptability of Bulawayo's entrepreneurs,
these systemic hurdles impede their ability to consistently
thrive and contribute to the city's economic transformation,
necessitating a deeper understanding of how these businesses
can not only survive but achieve sustainable growth in a vol-
atile environment. This context necessitates a deeper under-
standing of effective policies and practices that can unlock the
full economic potential of SMMEs in Bulawayo, drawing in-
spiration from successful strategies implemented in other
Southern African contexts, to enable these businesses to
achieve sustainable growth in a volatile environment. The
study provides a way forward to policymakers of SMEs and
government and enables them to develop targeted interven-
tions and support mechanisms by drawing lessons from South-
ern African success stories, thereby bolstering Bulawayo's
contribution to Zimbabwe's economic transformation and Vi-
sion 2030. For researchers, it contributes to the academic dis-
course by offering empirical evidence on entrepreneurial re-
silience and growth in volatile environments, particularly in
the under-researched Bulawayo context. Moreover, its find-
ings on the necessity for creativity, adaptability, and leverag-
ing technology directly inform Education 5.0 by providing
practical context for curriculum development focused on in-
novation, industrialization, and human-centered problem-
solving in entrepreneurial training. The remainder of this
study is organized as follows: the next section presents a the-
oretical and empirical literature review that connects the topic.
Section 4 describes the study methodology, emphasizing the
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essential techniques. Sections 5 and 6 present the results and
offer policy recommendations.

2. Literature Survey

SMMEs are the subject of several theories, some of which
were put forth by [14, 49]. Among these is the resource-based
view, which contends that a company's internal resources and
capabilities rather than external variables are the main forces
behind survival and competitive advantage. As a result,
SMMEs are advised to recognize and capitalize on their spe-
cial resources and capabilities in order to generate value for
clients and gain a competitive edge. The competitive ad-
vantage theories demonstrate how SMMEs can achieve and
sustain a competitive advantage over rivals suggesting that
SMMEs can gain a competitive advantage by focusing on
their strengths, offering unique value propositions and adapt-
ing to changing market conditions. In support of that, [54]
added that effective leadership and entrepreneurial spirit are
crucial for SMME survival as postulated by the leadership and
entrepreneurial theories. This is especially true during crises
and as such SMMEs owners and managers need to be vision-
ary, adaptable and innovative to navigate challenges and seize
opportunities. As propounded by the strategic choice theory;
firms make strategic choices based on their assessment of the
external environment and their capabilities implying that
SMMEs must carefully assess their environment and make
strategic choices that maximize their chances of survival and
success. In order to enhance a national entrepreneurship eco-
system, the World Bank highlighted a number of factors that
have to be considered. These are summarized in Figure 1.

Cultural
Support

Entrepreneurial
Ecosystem

Government
& Regulatory
Framework

Source: caban.co.za

Figure 1. Entrepreneurial Ecosystem.

According to [29]; Start-up or entrepreneurial ecosystems
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are a set of interconnected entrepreneurial actors, entrepre-
neurial organizations, institutions and entrepreneurial pro-
cesses. In simple terms, these are a set of independent actors
and factors, coordinated to allow productive entrepreneurship.
It is the presence of those actors and factors and their interac-
tion that determine the success of the ecosystems.

Vast empirical evidence exists on the challenges faced by
SMMES in developing countries the world over and how to
mitigate them. What can be deduced from all these studies are
that SMMEs all over the continent and globe face more or less
similar challenges. Studies done internationally include those
by [2, 11, 25]. For Southern African Countries; studies include
those done by [6, 13, 27] and [7, 32] developed a framework
that demonstrated how SMMESs can achieve sustainability by
employing sustainability measures, leveraging ecosystem ac-
tors and resources and making entrepreneurial decisions. Em-
pirically some studies found that there was a strong positive
relationship between microfinance support and SMEs devel-
opment and competitiveness in Namibia [37]. Another study
found that the support needed by SMMEs in the North Eastern
Regions of Namibia were provision of skills/vocational train-
ing, access to market information, a common facility center,
technical advice and assistance with business plan develop-
ment for accessing of loans [31]. Additionally, [4, 16] found
that strategic planning has a positive effect on the financial
performance of SMEs with many SMEs in Namibia indicating
that they have never done any strategic plan. Besides that, [3]
revealed that access to finance significantly affects the com-
petitive growth of SMEs in Lesotho. For Bulawayo, [36]
found that businesses can survive even during pandemics as
long as appropriate survival strategies are applied [23] re-
vealed that high failure rate of SMMEs is linked to the entre-
preneurial climate, which is not beneficial to the expansion
and growth of businesses. R & D expenditures had a positive
and significant effect on performance for firms with higher
sales (high growth or larger firms). They also found evidence
that the introduction of new products/services promotes per-
formance for low growth/smaller firms.

2.1. Challenges Faced by SMMEs in Bulawayo,
Zimbabwe

2.1.1. Taxation

Business and Entrepreneurial Taxation is an important as-
pect that policy makers need to take into consideration since
SMMEs and Entrepreneurial constitute the bulk of the firms
and almost always account for most of the jobs [26]. An ex-
haustive variety of Business and Entrepreneurial taxation is-
sues can arise that the state needs to address such as implica-
tions that may be faced on the start up, structure and/or growth
of a Business and Entrepreneurial. Arguments for and against
tax incentives for Business and Entrepreneurial and ways in
which the relative high cost of tax compliance for Business
and Entrepreneurial is reduced. SMEs and Entrepreneurial
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growth and profits are determined by the country's taxation
structure since the more taxes are paid the less profit they earn
[5, 48]. The costs of company tax and VAT in Zimbabwe are
some of the highest in the World. In addition to these costs,
the Zimbabwe Tax System is complicated adding to the tax-
payer's burden. This burden is much more important in terms
of Business and Entrepreneurial cost of doing business as well
because a huge percentage of small medium and micro sized
enterprises find it hard to control the tax return and or use a
tax return system and end up looking for assistance from tax
experts which is costly since mostly tax experts will charge a
fee [12, 23]. Small medium and micro-sized enterprises have
a large tax compliance burden compared to multi-national cor-
porations therefore this need to be amended either administra-
tively and or policy wise to try and assist the Business and
Entrepreneurial who face barriers of tax compliance cost. Tax
compliance cost considerations are indispensable and should
be an important factor to be considered for policy makers.

2.1.2. Access to Capital

A vital component of business and entrepreneurial develop-
ment and survival is the availability of funding. When a busi-
ness or entrepreneurial venture is founded, it is especially im-
portant to have a steady stream of revenue and capital. One
factor that negatively affects entrepreneurship is the inability
to raise business funding for business and entrepreneurial en-
deavors because of limited access to financing from financial
institutions [12, 35]. During difficult times, established busi-
nesses and entrepreneurs might not have the resources to buy
raw materials, hire skilled workers, build infrastructure, han-
dle distribution and transportation logistics, or acquire the reg-
uisite knowledge to grow or endure. Competitiveness and
growth may be constrained as a result [28, 38]. Through tax
breaks, grants, equity financing options, and loans, the gov-
ernment can help businesses and entrepreneurs expand. But
the problem still remains that businesses and entrepreneurs in
Bulawayo do not receive funding from the public or private
sectors. The difficulty of finding more information about fi-
nancing still persists, impeding Bulawayo's business and en-
trepreneurial development. The availability of information,
funding access, and further guidance on the requirements for
funding are among the ongoing challenges [2, 10, 19]. It also
covers helpful criticism in the event that the corresponding
business and entrepreneur is unable to secure funding for their
ventures or is not eligible for funding. This increases the
chances that subsequent grant applications will be approved.
Training, advice, and mentorship on a range of business topics
and disciplines should also be encouraged by access to fund-
ing and capital for business and entrepreneurship [1, 9].

2.2. Impact of Macroeconomic Instability on
SMME Performance

Because of the financial instability and uncertainty caused
by inflation, consumers and buyers are compelled to reduce
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their spending on goods and services, which lowers demand
for them and ultimately shrinks the market. Because central
banks may have to raise interest rates in order to control infla-
tion [23], which could lead to high credit costs [22, 44], a ris-
ing inflation rate hurts business and entrepreneurship because
it also affects the rate at which credit is made available to these
entities. Wealth is directly impacted by this, which reduces
business and entrepreneurial opportunities [46]. The price of
the supplies and services needed to run a business may in-
crease due to inflation. Due to present supply chain issues and
labor shortages, inflation may also raise the cost of goods and
services. As a result, the cost of goods supplied to businesses
and entrepreneurs may rise. In order to counteract the rising
costs of commodities, which negatively impact profit margins,
businesses and entrepreneurs may want to consider raising the
prices of goods and services if the cost of services, raw mate-
rials, and supplies rises [34].

3. Methodology

A review of Southern African policy frameworks and liter-
ature complements the methodology used in this study. In or-
der to evaluate the applicability and potential impact of best
practices in the Zimbabwean context, the study draws im-
portant lessons from the experiences of local startups and a
comparative analysis. Furthermore, a substantial portion of
comparative analysis is incorporated into the data analysis ap-
proach. This examines different viewpoints, opposing conclu-
sions, and perspectives found in earlier narratives. A crucial
tool for identifying differences, points of agreement, and
points of disagreement among the previously reviewed stories
is comparative analysis. In the end, it provides a thorough and
impartial viewpoint on the research topic by making it easier
to extract subtle insights from the variety of viewpoints ex-
pressed in the literature. This study aims to give a comprehen-
sive understanding of the complex environment surrounding
SMMEs in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe, by thoroughly reviewing a
variety of historical accounts from Southern Africa. Proce-
dures for gathering data from previous successful stories in-
clude thorough database searches and focused keyword selec-
tion; the next stage of data analysis entails identifying recur-
rent themes and applying comparative analysis techniques. In
order to address Bulawayo's business and entrepreneurial
challenges, this all-encompassing approach seeks to uncover
important insights and develop evidence-based recommenda-
tions, thereby supporting well-informed decision-making and
policy formulation. The study's ethical considerations are
mainly related to the appropriate and responsible use of previ-
ously successful narratives. In order to maintain academic in-
tegrity and prevent plagiarism, the research complies with eth-
ical standards by properly citing and referencing all infor-
mation gathered from outside sources. Additionally, there are
no ethical issues with data collection or research participants
because all of the data used in this study are publicly available.
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3.1. Strategies for Unlocking the Economic
Potential of SMMEs in Bulawayo

As postulated by [7, 18, 45] at the Bank of Botswana Sym-
posium, “There is no one “magic bullet” that will ensure
growth in a country’s SMME sector.” There are a number of
policies and practices drawn from the experiences of regions
and cities located in Southern African Countries, as well as
experiences of successful start-ups located in the City of Bu-
lawayo that can be implemented to ensure the long term sur-
vival of SMMEs in Bulawayo even amid any crises that may
arise are presented hereunder.

3.2. Lessons Drawn from Successful Bulawayo
Startups

1) Thumeza (Fintech-Logistics)

Meet Gugulethu Siso,
The Founder of
Zimbabwean Logistics
Company Thumeza

Source: meetingofmindsuk.uk

Figure 2. The Founder of Zimbabwean Logistics Company.

About-GugulethuSiso successfully co-founded two start-
ups; Ninety-Nine Investments, at 22 years of age, which is a
B2B trolley management start-up in Namibia and Thumeza, a
supply chain fintech startup in South Africa and Zimbabwe
founded in April of 2018. Ninety-Nine offers trolley guards
and repair services to major retailers in Namibia. When Gug-
ulethu exited from Ninety-Nine Investments in 2017, the start-
up had over 50 employees; netted private equity investment
for growth and had an impressive client list ranging from
Shoprite, Checkers, Pinck n Pay, Food Lovers Market to Wool
worths. Gugulethu secured R8 million in venture capital fund-
ing when she sold off her shares.

What they do- Thumeza provides a data powered financing
or transporters in Africa, uses loan management platform to
provide credit through early invoice settlement solutions and
debtor factoring to small-scale transporters in Africa. It is an
online logistics platform that helps enterprises coordinates the
movement of their loads to the supply of transporters. The
business is worth over millions. They also work with big com-
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panies like Pick n Pay and many others to finance transporta-
tion in the region.

Partners- The start-up counts, among its partners and cli-
ents, the UNDP, Lori Systems, MPost and KTU Express.

Awards- Through Thumeza, Gugulethu is an alumnus of the
2020 class of the Google for Startups Africa Accelerator; the
2021 Startup boot Afritech Alumni and also winners of the
Southern Africa Fintech Challenge powered by the World
Bank in 2023.

2) Farmhut (2018)-Agritech

About-The start-up was founded by [42] who found out that
small-scale farmers, particularly females, do not get the best
deals when selling their produce (African Business Commu-
nities). It is an Al powered market place that connects farmers
to markets that pay fair prices for their produce and hence en-
ables the farmers to grow their business fast throughout the
year. This ensures that consumers get fresh, local and sustain-
ably grown food from small producers in their local area and
hence promoting the local economic ecosystem. Through
Farmhut, farmers are offered an online market place for them
to meet with buyers who in most cases are remotely situated.
Their start-up was a way of addressing the inclusivity gap.

Aim-Farmhutassists small-holder farmers to scale their op-
erations by helping with access to funding, markets and insur-
ance

Coverage-Able to assist almost 600 farmers from across the
country, raise funds for women farmers in Masvingo, Lupane,
Nyazura, and Murewa through crowd funding efforts. To date,
84 000 farmers have been assisted.

Funding- Received US$100 000 investment from Hult
Price Foundation

Innovations- the startup launched its new user-friendly and
easy access platform that lets farmers sell directly to consum-
ers. Farmhut also launched a WhatsApp-based chat bot,
uMudhumeni, that is meant to address the connectivity chal-
lenges most farmers in Zimbabwe face. This implies that
farmers will be able to sign up to the Farmhut platform and
learn about farming, receive quotations and get help from vir-
tual agronomists.

3) Vital Recycling- Waste Management

5

‘o uhal ysu can dp g
o A
AR
s \
/ }
/
L

»

Kudakwashe Dhliwayo =

Founder and Director @ Vital Recycling | Green
Business Consultant

Source: LinkedIn

Figure 3. Founder and Director of Vital Recycling (Green Business
Consultant).
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About- Vital Recycling is a Zimbabwe Company originat-
ing from Vital Manufacturing Pvt Ltd- a manufacturing com-
pany based in Bulawayo. The startup was founded by
Kudakwashe Dhliwayo (The Palstic Doctor). Their core busi-
ness is plastic recycling, pellets manufacturing and outdoor
marketing on bins and cages.

Aim-Vital Recycling manages plastic waste as a resource
promoting sustainable environmentally sound and cost-effec-
tive practices and has a goal of keeping as much plastic waste
out of the landfills as well as providing excellent waste man-
agement services to their clients as an integral part of their
business.

Services- Integrated system of waste reduction, reuse, recy-
cling, customer service and education

Products- Vital Recycling manufactures LDPE and HDPE
pellets and shredded plastic for recycling and brick making

Funding and Support: GiHub project run by SNV and
funded by UNICEF

Awards- The start-up’s awards and honors include; 3™ prize
Best Recycling and Waste Management company in Zimba-
bwe by Green Enterprise in April 2019; Top 7 startups in
Demo Africa Harare Tour by Demo Africa in partnership with
Micah Foundation in 2018; Top 15 Green Innovators that are
making a difference in their communities with their initiatives
and improving the environment in Zimbabwe.

4) Phenomenon Technologies

About- the company was co-founded by Nkosana Masuku
and Nhlanhla Sibanda. Their startup is a high school science
lab experiment on a smart phone through augmented reality
technology (cite.org.zw). Phenomenon Technology’s busi-
ness model is a business to consumer (B2C) and business to
business (B2B) as it offers the application to students’ services
available on Google play store and also to schools to use in
their own school laboratories. They trade in applied science
learning.

Funding- The startup won the African Union award which
came with grant money in 2018 and also raised an equity
crowd fund for them to actually produce the application in to
the market after they launched Science.

Awards- Phenomenon Technologies won a number of
awards that include; African Union top ten education innova-
tions in 2018; first Zimbabwean start-up to actually enter the
Google for Startup Accelerator joining an alumnus of startups
like Pace Steak.

3.3. What SMMEs Start-ups in Bulawayo Can
Learn from These Successful Start-ups

Africa is bedeviled with a number of socio-economic prob-
lems and entrepreneurship has been observed to some if not
most of these problems. For SMMEs in Bulawayo to thrive,
they have to be introducing into the market, a product that
solves the society’s problems. With society turning to entre-
preneurship as a way out of unemployment and poverty, cur-
rent and future startups have to shy away from reproducing
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ideas and products that are already on offer if ever they are to
strive and survive. A look at the four Bulawayo startups pre-
sented in this study reveals that all of them were birthed out of
a need to solve a specific problem hence their success.
Thumeza was birthed to assist individuals and enterprises who
were struggling to move goods within the country, especially
within rural areas. From Gugulethu’s own words, the startup
came to be “out of frustration,” when she faced challenges in
delivering essentials to her grandmother who lived in a remote
area. That prompted her to start up her own company as a way
of solving that specific problem thereby bridging the gap for
individuals, small, medium and large enterprises tpo access
affordable, accountable and transparent delivery solutions.
This is done by leveraging informal and small-scale operators
that are vetted by the company.

Similarly, Farmhut discovered that small scale farmers, par-
ticularly female, do not get the best deals when selling their pro-
duce hence developed an Al powered market place that con-
nected them to markets which pay fair prices for their produce
thereby solving the inclusivity gap. Vital Recycling works on
our rubbish problem. Kudakwashe Dhliwayo, an Applied
Chemistry graduate from NUST, discovered that companies she
worked for, for a year after graduating were poorly managing
their waste and hence decided to come up with a solution to help
them do a better job. That is how her company was birthed. In
addition, she also discovered that currently in Zimbabwe, waste
is dumped in landfills, mixed (plastic, paper and bio waste 0
which makes it difficult to retrieve waste for recycling. Her
startup then provided bins and cages for recyclable material
thereby solving that specific problem.

1) Know the problem intimately through market research

It might not be enough to identify a specific problem in your
ecosystem, founders of the four successful startups, advises
current and potential startups to know their problem intimately.
This can be done through market research. That is where uni-
versities, incubation hubs and other research institutions come
in. An in-depth analysis of the existing problem will help
SMMEs develop a solution that will go a long way in eradi-
cating the identified problem. Thumeza was birthed out of
frustration; the founder was unable to get essential goods de-
livered to her grandmother who lived in a village, 850kms
from Bulawayo. Thumeza did a market research to discover
how goods were being moved around the Zimbabwe market
and came up with a gap that their startup covered. In addition,
Thumeza advises fellow startups to know the market deeply
and should avoid assuming that what works in their market
will also work elsewhere in Africa. Farmhut targeted mostly
female small scale farmers as research revealed that they were
the most vulnerable. Through research, Vital recycling dis-
covered that in Zimbabwe waste is dumped in landfills, mixed
(plastic, paper and bio waste) which makes it difficult to re-
trieve for recycling. It was that in depth research that made the
startup comes with different ways of solving these problems.

2) Continue to adapt and innovate

The Zimbabwean economy is volatile, to survive startups
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should learn to adapt at the spur of the moment. The global
economy had has gone through pandemics and now is experi-
encing climate change. All these and other shocks have a way
of making a business idea redundant. As such, SMMEs need
to continue to develop new ideas, improve existing models for
them to continue to thrive. The COVID-19 pandemic affected
most industries including the fast food business. Companies
that survived are those that quickly adapted and came up with
innovative ways of ensuring their continuity even under lock-
down conditions. Enterprises that were not quick to adapt
faced closure and loss of revenues. The most exciting innova-
tion from Vital Recycling is the plastic brick-greens lab- made
with both cement and plastic; 30% cheaper than regular ce-
ment bricks but even more durable. Farmhut announced the
launch of its user-friendly and easy to access platform that lets
farmers sell directly to consumers, launched a WhatsApp
based chat- uMudhumeni- that will address the connectivity
challenge most farmers in Zimbabwe; Phenomenon Technol-
ogies started to work on a pivot of their Science App as a way
of recovering from loss in Revenue caused by inflation. Dur-
ing that period, they had to let go some employees but the new
products they were developing helped them navigate the prob-
lem of inflation. SMMEs are also advised to learn to stick to
their long term vision even amidst crises.

3) Always communicate with clients-

As already alluded to, the environment in which Zimba-
bwean enterprises operate is volatile, as such, these SMMEs
will find themselves having to change their business model or
delivery of services as they adapt to the changing operating en-
vironment. As the saying goes, “the customer is king,” it is im-
portant to keep the customers/clients informed of any changes
that affect the way they do their business. As such SMMEs
should let them know that some changes are more of a reaction
to what is happening around you, a way of trying to survive in
a volatile environment and not them being difficult but just try-
ing to survive in an environment that is quite volatile. SMMEs
are also advised to learn to stick to their long term vision

4. Startup Ecosystem in Selected African
Countries

Namibia:

Public, Private Partnerships

The National Commission on Research, Science and Tech-
nology (NCRST); the Namibia Investment Promotion and De-
velopment Board (NIPDP) and various stakeholders joined
forces to launch Scale up Namibia (SUN), an initiative de-
signed to foster innovation, accelerate startup growth and po-
sition Namibia as a global leader in emerging solutions. SUN
was officially launched on 27 February 2025 marking a sig-
nificant step towards Namibia’s transition into a knowledge-
based economy. This collaborative intervention was aimed at
bridging the gap between ideation and commercialization for
Namibia startups.

174

Government Initiatives:

1) Regulatory sandboxes: the government of Namibia has
shown openness to innovation through regulation sand-
boxes for digital finance services enhancing the environ-
ment for startups.

2) Startup legislation- efforts are underway to pass startup
legislation aiming to create a more structured and sup-
portive ecosystem.

Zambia

1) Funding and Investment: (i) Venture capital- In 2021
only 3 companies received a total of US$3 million in
funding which increased to US$30 million in 2022. Ven-
ture capital remains low though compared to more estab-
lished markets.

2) Zambian Business Angel Network (ZBAN)- founded in
2020, ZBAN connects angel investors looking for
startup opportunities, having funded six projects by 2023,
with deal sizes ranging from US$1000 to US$100 000.

Botswana:

Pulaspace- (Founding partner-Mooketsi Benedict)

Pula Space was established as a platform for micro invest-
ment that links investors and startups. The founders felt that
venture capital and support should be given to underrepre-
sented Agri tech entrepreneurs who are developing solutions
for challenging issues in expanding markets. Ngwana Africa
startup Incubator, Spaghetti Value Venture Studio, and Ven-
ture Capital Fund Pula space Capital make up the company.
The company has been helping startups and developing the
innovation ecosystem in South Africa and Botswana for ten
years. Pula Space provided support to Brastorne, a startup that
created a USSD mobile app that gives rural farmers access to
markets to sell their produce as well as information and tools
for better farming practices. Farmers were able to ensure food
security and economic stability by increasing their yield, cut-
ting waste, and adapting to the effects of climate change
thanks to this support. Financial inclusion is a crucial area for
innovation in Botswana, as Fintech innovations like Pula
Space seek to close the gap by offering accessible and reason-
ably priced financial services to those who most need them.
Additionally, Pula Space provides Fintech startups in Bot-
swana and the Southern African region with investor-match-
ing services, market entry and business experience support,
training, and investment readiness. Ipachi Capital, Unipay,
and Tribease are a few of these. In addition to helping Fintech
startups, Pula Space started a coding program for students in
secondary schools in Gaborone and Francistown, giving the
next generation the skills they'll need for the future economy.
The startup delivered pilots in two schools in collaboration
with a few private businesses, and the first group of students
graduated in August 2024.

4.1. Funding Landscape

The funding landscape for Botswana startup ecosystem in-
cludes sources such as venture capital, angel investors and
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government backed funds aimed at SMEs [52]. The major in-
vestors in the sector remain local banks and development in-
stitutions though access to capital remains limited for early-
stage startups, with a trend toward increasing interest from in-
ternational investors of investment entities.

4.2. Strategies that Can Be Implemented to Fuel
Enterprises in Botswana

It has been suggested that Botswana cease being the cour-
teous youngster in the venture room. This was stated because
the nation struggles to draw in venture capital despite having
the most stable democracy on the continent, strong credit rat-
ings, one of the fastest-growing economies in Africa over the
past 50 years, and the largest diamond producer in the world.

5. Conclusions and Recommendations

As posited by the [50], SMMEs are today’s reality, as most
of the population work for them; they are also tomorrow’s fu-
ture, because they have great potential to contribute to the
structural transformation and diversification of the economy.
The [51] also postulated that supporting SMMES is not just a
matter of philanthropy; it is an investment in the future of a
country’s economy. By addressing the key challenges faced
by SMMEs and implementing strategies to help them thrive,
one can create a more vibrant, inclusive and prosperous busi-
ness landscape.

The study identified the following actionable recommenda-
tions for entrepreneurs in Bulawayo:

Solve real and not artificial problems- Startups should be
informed by research and aim to identify real problems then
come up with innovations meant to solve those problems. Also,
to succeed, they should build something of value that solves
real problems, test the idea through the minimal viable prod-
ucts in the market and then move from that kind of feedback.
Avoid a common mistake of delaying the release of a product
because you want to perfect it.

Break the cycle (marketplace, software, and lending then
closure)- Entrepreneurs should understand their market deeply
and not assume that what works in their market works else-
where in Africa.

Cash flow is king- Their business model should address
cash flows constraints otherwise they are in trouble.

Importance of Networking: Should leverage the networks
they have, shamelessly, e.g. a quick, casual WhatsApp call by
simply asking for help and connections can save conversations
that might take 6 months. SMMEs should also attend critical
networking events like golf weekends.

Build trust with the industry players before trying to disrupt
them and know when to pivot.

Priorities sustainability over hype-SMMEs should focus on
long-term viability and responsible practices instead of short-
term gains or trendy marketing tactics. This might imply mak-
ing decisions that might entail sacrificing some immediate
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profit for the greater good.

Collaborate with other local startups- Vital recycling uses
Thumeza for the pick-up of waste from collection points.

Attract Venture Capital from Outside the Country

Connie Ferguson, a successful entrepreneur based in South
Africa, highlighted the importance of authenticity while
speaking at the FNB Business Summit in Windhoek, Namibia
in June of 2025. In Connie’s words,

“As an African entrepreneur, it is important to own your
story. Your why should be absolutely clear, because when
you understand your purpose, it becomes easier to navigate
the challenges. Your unique voice is what will set you apart
in a crowded market place. Know your value, own your
story and market what makes you different.”

The research concludes that with strategic interventions, in-
formed by regional and local start-ups successes, Bulawayo
can enhance its economic resilience and drive inclusive
growth. In addition, the government should address gender-
specific challenges while fostering an environment conducive
to entrepreneurial growth. Through this, entrepreneurship pol-
icy will likely see an increased emphasis on inclusivity, tech-
nological integration, and support for innovative financing
models to ensure the growth and sustainability of entrepre-
neurial ventures. More so, if policymakers and stakeholders
adopt a multi-faceted approach that prioritizes both systemic
reform and localized solutions tailored to the city's unique
challenges, it could position Bulawayo as a thriving hub for
entrepreneurship and innovation in Zimbabwe.
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