Prosper. ENTERPRISE

Sotlus Ssegawa, the owner

of Segken Services Limited

found his niche in providing

power line construction servieps
and supplying and installing
generators, among others. He tells
Eronie Kamukama how he has
grown this enterprise

lege days, he admired the Inte Mr Magezi, a

family friend he saw working as a manager
inUganda Electricity Board (UER) for yoars, Mr
Ssegawa believed Mr Magezi was suecessfu)
heeause his electrical job enahled him to take
care of his family and dependents then,

It is apainst this background coupled with
his childhond escapades that he decided voea-
tonal school was the way 1o ro.

“I'loved repairing things. When our lights
ROt a problem, I would find a way of fixing the
Wires,” Mr Ssegawa tells me,

He declined his father's request todo carpen-
try because of his passion and instead pursued
2.(Iip|umain electrical engineering after Senior
Six.

Mr Ssegawa found a job as a supervisor in
MM Construction Company in Masaka. Little
d?d he know that this experience would give
bll:ﬂl to Segken Services Limited. This enter-
prise majorly provides power line construction
services, supply and installation of generators
as well as internal and external installation of
solar power.

Starting business

There are several reasons to set up a business
and more than 10 years ago, Mr Ssegawa first
toyed with the idea of opening his business in
the early 2000s.

“Private companies were very few and 1
noticed there was a gap in the sector. People
would apply for power privately and would
spend months before the existing few compa-
nies could work on them,” Mr Ssegawa says.

He then discussed the idea with his col-
leagues but was turned down because they
were unwilling to invest. They thought it was
very risky and resigning from their jobs was
ano-no.

“Ihave to start even though I have no money,”
Mr Ssegawa thought after years in formal em-
ployment.

With Shslm from his work’s savings, he
started out as a sole proprietor in 2004. Seg-
ken Services began with internal power instal-
lations for people’s houses in Masaka. Given
his interaction with clients on ground, a few
small subcontracts from existing companies in
the sector followed as he lacked capitaltobe a
main contractor.

This came with its challenges unfortunately.
Getting contracts was hard and when he did,
he was not paid at times. However, gaining
experience, paying workers and minimising
losses was all that mattered to Mr Ssegawa at
the time. The returns on investment, he says,
would matter later.

Growth

Eventually, an opportunity showed up.
Uganda Electricity Distribution Company Lim-
ited (UEDCL) started prequalifying service pro-
viders and this seemed like the perfect turn-
ing point. His first big job estimated at around
*Shs13m, came along just after he had registered
the business as a limited company but taught
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him business the hard way.

“Idid not have experience. SoIgot it through
another company.Idid the implementation but
when the company got paid, the man disap-
peared leaving behind Shs7m yet with Shs13m,
my profit should have been Shs3m. I was get-
ting things on credit so paying back was a prob-
lem,” he says.

He then diverted funds from smaller con-
tracts to pay off his debts. It was then that he
decided to find contracts himself,

Starting out became difficult because clients
were uncertain of his ability and he lacked ref-
erence to former contracts. Capital became
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another hurdle. He says, “You get a job, you are
given a deadline but you do not have working
capital, the banks could not help because we
did not have security.”

Temporary manual labourers became a key

ingredient for the company’s growth because
the company was uncertain of continuous
jobs.
3 “Tlooked for qualified personnel in the power
sector. We agreed that whenIgetajob, you get
a commission, I did not have cash but needed
their expertise and labour,” he says. o)

When Uganda'’s main electricity distribution
company UMEME came on board, it adopted
UEDCL’s prequalified service providers,amove
that saw Segken build more clientele.

“With UEDCL, we were small but they m1§ted
us. Whenever we got a job, we used profession-
alism. We used their materials efficiently and
delivered projects on time,” he says.

His breakthrough came when he won con-

“tracts from UEDCL and Airtel: He remembers
* * working for three months nonstop, with about

10 sites every month.

ey NGETY 31 vears iy the company has Several

clients such as Tramlen, SBI International
Holdings, Reynolds Construetion Company,
Dott Services Limited and Roafings Limited.
Communicatinn companies such as Airtel and
American Tower Company use Sesken to ex-
tend electricity to their masts, In a foen] year,
Segkon constriucts power lines tn 50 masts for
asingle elient,

Giving advice that supports clients to man-
ape costs has helped the company grow,

“When clients approach you most times they
are green. What has kept us in the sector is ad-
vising cllents on how to go about the pawrer op-
tions, Someone may want to start 2 maize mill
but want a big transformer, When you ealenlate
their load, they need a smaller one. Refermls
work for us because of this,” he says.

2015 was abad year for business as comtracts
were fow. Contracts showed up in 2016 but
were followed hy delayed payments,

Segken was able to sail through thanks to
diversification of investments and savings
made over the yoars, Mr Ssegawa also found
money to pay off suppliers and for the loans,
dfcu restructured the loan payment to reduce
pressure on the business,

SUCCHSS TIPS

Know what you want and do research an the
sector.

Love what you do and engage in it instead of

relying on workers 2 lot.

Have discipline with money. Human resource
capital Is key even If you do not have liquid
cash as long as workers are committed

Segken has invested in solar power because
institutions are shifting priority there.

“You use the same personnel in both so-
lar and power line installation, there is less
training so the cost is less. There is demand
as municipalities are moving away from using
electricity in street lighting because it is expen-
sive,” he explains.

Despite the challenges, Mr Ssegawa knows
the taste of success.

“Weare in top 100, it is an achievement, and
we have graduated from small tax payers to
medium tax payers.”

He says the company enjoys a turnover be-
tween Shs6b and Shs7b. It employs about 150
workers for a project and retains 15 permanent
ones.

He has found a South Korean company with
which he has signed a partnership to share
technology within the power sector.

He expects to keep his business afloat
through joint ventures and retaining the com-
pany’s big clients including UMEME, UEDCL,
Airtel, Dott Services Limited and American
Tower Company among others.

He attributes his success to well-trained and
committed workers. He admits it is difficult to
avoid loans because he has to expand the busi-
ness and banks such as dfcu are now willing to
give him loans.

Mr Ssegawa says he operates in a growing
sector but government has to help the indus-

He employs many people but fails to give
them permanent contracts because of the un-
certainty that surrounds contracts jobs. He
advocates for implementatiorrof local content
because he believes Ugandans have capacity
to do contracts handed over.to foreign com-
panies.
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