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Abstract:  
 
Small to medium sized enterprises (SME’s) are the engine of economic growth and development for any economy; however, they are underrepresented in poor nations as compared with wealthy ones.  Development-minded organizations have tried to close the gap by providing various inducements to SME’s in developing countries, ranging from training entrepreneurs to funding small businesses, to promoting trade and foreign direct investment.  

While most programs can point to modest success, few can claim to have moved the needle much on the poverty dial.  Why is that?  One reason is that most programs are done in a piecemeal fashion.  One program trains entrepreneurs and assumes they can start successful businesses without further help.  Another program provides financing to businesses whose owners and managers have little idea how to grow a successful business.

This presentation argues that deeply underdeveloped regions and nations require comprehensive approaches.  A comprehensive business development center (BDC) supplies knowledge and services that entrepreneurs in wealthy countries take for granted—basically the business infrastructure that is missing in that society.  BDC’s supply:

1. Just-in-time training.  Basic business knowledge and skills for a small start up with few employees.  More sophisticated and complex training for growing businesses with more employees and complicated legal and financial problems.  All the way through MBA’s for those who want to build national companies and PhD’s for those who want to teach others.  
2. Business services for start ups.  Mentors and general management consultants to help new entrepreneurs as they try to apply the training to their specific application.  Technical consulting for industry-specific issues. 

3. Access to a network of business contacts--potential key employees, customers, suppliers, partners, lenders, investors—which catapult a new, underprivileged entrepreneur into the same competitive position as privileged or experienced entrepreneurs. 

Regent’s Center for Entrepreneurship (RCE) is testing the BDC concept in pilot projects in Ukraine (operating for 1 year), Mexico (in start up phase), and several African countries.  Data from Cameroon show that good results can be accomplished from training alone, but graduates of the training program are calling for more comprehensive services.  RCE is partnering with the International Christian Chamber of Commerce (ICCC) to establish comprehensive BDC’s in Burundi, Rwanda, Liberia, and Benin, through close relationships with the governments of each country.   I will describe the challenges and the opportunity for the first Center scheduled to open Spring 2009 in Burundi.     
