
[1]

PIETER NEL
Newsletter - Second Quarter 2010

“leading technology and 

innovation management for 

world-class companies”

Cape Town, South Africa

With only days to go before 

the opening game of the 

soccer World Cup in South 

Africa, the country is abso-

lutely buzzing with excitement, and 

I’m very happy to be back here to witness 

it.

In November 2009 I left my position as 

CTO of mobile instant messaging company 

MXit Lifestyle to take a much anticipated 

sabbatical. I’ve climbed some high moun-

tains, visited some far-off places in Tibet, 

dived in the Caribbean and spent time in 

Silicon Valley in the US. I share some of my 

experiences in this short newsletter.

Business and climbing mountains

Professor Michael Useem at Wharton 

Business School states: “Whether you’re 

managing a company or a climb, leadership 

demands that you instill a compelling vision  

of the future and then execute a strategy for 

achieving it. Good and timely decisions lie at 

the core of both”. I’ve successfully summited 

Island Peak (6189m) in the Himalayas, but 

had to make the tough decision to sit out on 

the Lobuche East (6119m) attempt due to a 

lung infection and subsequent risk of edema 

should I carry on. Fully recovered, I was in 

good shape for our last summit, Parcharmo 

(6272m), but again we all had to turn back 

just before high camp due to extreme weather 

conditions. Similar to business and invest-

ment - you win some, and you loose some.

Paul Asel, managing partner at Nokia 

Growth Partners, writes in the book Upward 

Bound that “both entrepreneurship and 

mountain climbing demand a capacity to 

stretch beyond perceived limits, envision 

possibilities where others see impregnable 

obstacles, and execute 

on a daily basis to 

maximize the likelihood 

of success despite slim 

odds.” My Himalayan 

expedition taught me a 

number of valuable 

lessons, which I’ll take 

back to the business 

environment.

State of Venture Capital in SA

According to the World Bank, Rwanda is 

now ranked 67th in the “ease of doing busi-

ness ranking” and leapt there form a 143rd 

position in the previous survey! Harvard Busi-

ness School analyze this phenomenon in a 
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 “There is no passion to be found playing small 

- in settling for a life that is less than the one 

you are capable of living."

- Nelson Mandela
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recent article and the South African govern-

ment should certainly learn from that. Research 

shows that Black Economic Empowerment 

policies in South Africa only benefit some of 

the elite, and actively discourages entrepre-

neurship among the black population. No won-

der there is so little appetite for venture tech-

nology investing in South Africa. We need an 

environment where risk-taking is encouraged, 

well-intentioned failure is tolerated, and over-

achievement is expected and highly rewarded.  

Cloud computing, open source software 

and cheap hardware reduces the cost of start-

ing a business in the Internet space. If our gov-

ernment can create a favorable policy structure 

for new businesses, it should no longer be 

necessary to move to California. If local entre-

preneurs can stop trying to imitate Silicon Val-

ley and realize that there is a fortune to be 

made in emerging markets, we can naturally 

create a technology ecosystem to the benefit 

of the country and continent as a whole. Con-

versely our sometimes inexperienced, but tal-

ented local entrepreneurs have a responsibility 

to master the basics of business and to ask for 

help from experienced people before they run 

into trouble.

Tibet, the Chinese 

and corporate ethics

I unfortunately had firsthand 

experience of the way in which the Chinese 

government represses the people of Tibet. 

Monks, some possibly in my photo above, 

have been severely beaten, tortured and hu-

miliated, and have friends who have been killed 

by the Chinese during the 2008 Tibetan upris-

ing. 

Sometimes technology can make a differ-

ence though. Through blogs, tweets and mo-

bile phone videos the rest of the world became 

a witness to the Iranian upris-

ings a year ago. The shocking 

mobile video of Neda Agha-

Soltan being shot became an image of our 

time. Guy Kawasaki in his book Art of the Start 

says one must ask yourself “if my organization 

didn’t exist, the world would be worse off be-

cause.....”.  Let us all complete that line from 

time to time. If it doesn’t make sense, get out.

Final thoughts

With my sabbatical coming to an end in 

the next while, I am evaluating a number of 

interesting opportunities. I’m interested to hear 

from anyone with exciting projects where I may 

add value.  

Lastly, may the 2010 World Cup in South 

Africa go some way in showing the world what 

Africans can accomplish if we work together. 

Enjoy it!

Monks’ debate - Sera Monastery - Lhasa, Tibet
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