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VascoDe’s Arnon Yaar works with young entrepreneurs to develop business ideas for cell phone technology at a workshop in Kampala, Uganda
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SMARTPHONES HAVE become so com-
monplace, that when one hears about an Is-
raeli invention based on old-fashioned cell 
phones, it’s hard to get excited.

But after Dorron Mottes spends a few min-
utes describing his company’s technology 
and its partnership with Microsoft in Africa, 
it’s clear that the Ramat Gan-based start-up 
has discovered a market with huge business 
potential. It’s also a market that is being de-
veloped in collaboration with African part-
ners and, in doing so, stimulating a new 
generation of African entrepreneurs to get 
involved in the world of high-tech.

“We are connecting the unconnected,” says 
Mottes, CEO of VascoDe Technologies, ex-
plaining that by “unconnected” he is refer-
ring to people in the developing world who 
cannot afford smartphones, even though 
many people, even in the poorest villages of 
Africa and Asia, today have early generation 
cell phones.

VascoDe’s concept enables this target mar-
ket of cell phone users to “connect” both 
technologically and business-wise.

 “First of all, they can reach our Internet 
platform, which includes email and chat, by 
simply dialing a four-digit number,” Mottes 
tells The Jerusalem Report. “But the ‘connec-
tivity’ they gain is much more sophisticated 
than just regular Internet use. They also are 
able to reach specialized information plat-
forms, such as the one we have developed for 
farmers in Kenya.”

The ability to reach specific market sectors 
is the basis for the company’s business model. 
In the pilot project underway in Kenya, farm-
ers are using the VascoDe Internet platform 
to gain agricultural updates.

 “Working with Kenya’s Agrilife and a lo-
cal mobile carrier, we provide weather news, 
crop growing tips, information about seeds 
and fertilizers as well as other subjects use-
ful for farmers,” says Mottes, noting that the 

platform is also interactive.
 “Farmers can access the entire business 

ecosystem so that they can do things like es-
tablish a credit rating and get loans and other 
financial services,” Mottes adds, explaining 
that until now it was mainly a lack of connec-
tivity that kept smallholder farmers in Kenya 
from getting bank loans. 

 “Kenyan farmers, for instance, may deliv-
er their milk to a large dairy producer on a 
daily basis but get paid only on a monthly or 
longer basis. Until now, banks would have no 
record of their business activity, which would 
be crucial for providing a loan,” says Mottes, 
noting that the VascoDe Internet platform 
changes that by plugging the farmers into 
the same informational ecosystem as the 
large dairy producers and financial institu-
tions. “The result is that farmers can establish 
a credit rating based on their cash flow and 
thereby obtain a bank loan.” 

EVEN THOUGH a service of this kind sounds 
like it must cost a lot of money, Mottes points 
out that the user fee for farmers in Kenya 
amounts to a mere 25 US cents a week.

“The fee has to be something that people 
who have very little money can afford. But 
because we are dealing with mass markets, 
we are still able to generate a profit for the 
mobile phone companies and others that we 
partner with, as well as for ourselves.”

VascoDe already has tens of thousands 
of users in Kenya and is about to launch  
similar services in Rwanda, Uganda and 
Zimbabwe.

The company plans to expand to other sec-
tors, such as health and banking, using the 
same pattern of partnering with a local indus-
trial association and a mobile phone carrier.

“Until we came along, these organiza-
tions had no way of connecting with mem-
bers of their communities on a regular ba-
sis,” Mottes says.

VascoDe has caught the attention of glob-
al high-tech companies and recently began a 
partnership with Microsoft.

Working with Microsoft’s 4Afrika fund, 
VascoDe is providing a series of “innovation 
workshops” whereby local African develop-
ers are offered a chance to develop new web-
based cell phone applications.

During the past summer, an innovation 
workshop was held in Rwanda in collabora-
tion with kLab, a local high-tech hub. The 
group of about 60 included a wide variety of 
entrepreneurs, software developers, students, 
and marketers who spent two days brain-
storming new ideas for apps. 

“We look for ideas derived from a strong 
local need that have a mass market,” says 
Mottes. One of the proposals suggested by 
a young Rwandan, he relates, addresses a 
compelling local problem that might not have 
been thought of by an outsider.

“We learned that setting up an appointment 
with a doctor is a time-consuming process in 
Rwanda, as people coming from out of town 
are only able to do so when they get to the 
city. It may take several days to make the ap-
pointment and, in the meantime, they have to 
cover the costs of lodging in the city,” he says, 
adding that VascoDe looks not only for ideas 
but for people with the skills to work with the 
company to develop a new solution.

An Israeli company enables Africans to utilize 
Internet connections including email and chat 

on their old-fashioned cell phones  
By Bernard Dichek

IN A PILOT PROJECT  
IN KENYA, FARMERS ARE 
USING THE VASCODE 
INTERNET PLATFORM  
TO GAIN AGRICULTURAL 
UPDATES
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Alex Ntale, who helped organize the work-
shop, tells The Report that participants gain 
an increased awareness of the high-tech 
world. 

 “The Internet age has leveled the playing 
field for innovation and sparked a new breed 
of young entrepreneur. The Innovation Work-
shop got a lot of our young people thinking 
about how they could fit into this new world 
either by working with the VascoDe platform 
or on their own,” says Ntale, who heads the 
ICT Chamber of the Rwanda Private Sector 
Foundation.

Despite the large reach of the company’s 
target market, VascoDe itself remains small, 
with a staff of 15 who share a modest work 
space in the Ramat Gan Diamond Exchange 
area. 

Although organizations that address the 
needs of low-income people in the developing 
world are often funded by donors, VascoDe 
is a completely private, for-profit company. 
When Mottes is asked if making a profit from 
some of the poorest people in the world is not 
exploitive, he replies that he believes that the 
opposite is true.

“Just donating money is not a way to  
create change,” Mottes says. “The most effec-
tive way to make a better world is to create 
a business that provides value for people like 
low-income farmers and to make sure that 
the business is also sustainable and drives  
innovation.”

AT THE same time, Mottes observes that 
“one advantage of creating a company where 
you do good is that you are able to attract bet-
ter people to work here. Whether we are hir-
ing programmers, advertising people or any 
other kind of professional, we have an edge in 
recruiting highly motivated people.” 

Another competitive edge VascoDe offers, 
suggests Mottes, is that it is comprised of  
Israeli problem-solvers.

“I spent a number of years working in 
the high-tech industry in the US, so I’m 
familiar with the American and Europe-
an approach,” notes Mottes. “They have 
a certain way of doing things and expect 
users to follow that way. But Israelis don’t 
do things by the textbook. They are often 
more open-minded and try to create fea-

tures that suit the people we are serving.” 
As an example, he points out that the menus 

on some of VascoDe’s applications may 
seem, at first glance, to be more cumbersome 
than those you would see on similar Ameri-
can apps.

 “Americans prefer a minimum number 
of clicks, but our research has found that 
users in some African countries actually 
prefer a stage-by-stage approach,” he ob-
serves. Prior to founding VascoDe, Mottes 
divided his time between working in the 
high-tech industries in the US and Israel. 
He was born in New York, but as a child, 
along with his family, he immigrated and 
grew up in Caesarea on the Mediterranean 
coast. He served in the Israel Air Force and 
studied industrial engineering at the Tech-
nion. During the 1990s, he worked with 
several communications companies devel-
oping technologies for office telephone ex-

changes and call centers, and then moved 
to the US where he founded a start-up in 
partnership with two lawyers.

Known as Osmio, the company devel-
oped software, which enables businesses 
to easily keep track of corporate expenses. 
The company was eventually acquired by 
the largest catering firm in the world and is 
today doing $650 million worth of business 
a year. “That’s not how much we sold the 
company for,” he says with a smile, “but we 
did make a reasonable profit.”

Returning to Israel in 2010, he founded 
VascoDe with three partners. Initial funding 
of about $4 million was obtained from busi-
ness angels (private investors) and the com-
pany is now trying to raise about $10 million 
more to expand. 

The company is encouraged by the recog-
nition it has received from Microsoft, which 
also has called on VascoDe to serve as con-
sultants and mentors for other emerging high-
tech companies that Microsoft is partnering 
with in Africa. 

As promising as the African market  
appears to be for VascoDe, Mottes acknowl-
edges that obstacles lie ahead.

“Things in Africa happen slowly,” he says, 
referring to the pace at which the company’s 
service can be marketed and thereby generate 
new revenues. “But we are growing rapidly 
and also plan to get into Asia and other coun-
tries in the developing world.” � ■

A participant pitches a business idea to a 
panel of potential investors at the conclusion 
of an innovation workshop in Kampala

ONE ADVANTAGE OF 
CREATING A COMPANY 
WHERE YOU DO GOOD 
IS THAT YOU ARE ABLE 
TO ATTRACT BETTER 
PEOPLE TO WORK
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