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The UNIDO/GEF Project «Global Clean-
Tech Innovation Program for Small and 
Medium Enterprises in Ukraine» (GCIP 
Ukraine) is part of a global initiative to 
promote innovative technologies and 
create an ecosystem to support innova-
tive entrepreneurship.

The Project’s aim is to promote the development of a low carbon economy and 
entrepreneurship by creating an ecosystem to promote environmentally-friendly 
innovation projects.

Igor Kyrylchuk 
National Project 
Coordinator

Kateryna Pasichnyk 
Project Assistant

Tetiana Mazaieva 
National Communication 
Expert

Kateryna Pernata 
Coordinator of the GCIP 
Ukraine training programme

Building national capacity  
>  to support and promote innovation in clean 
technologies.

Strengthening the regulatory framework  
> for innovative technologies and the entrepre-
neurial ecosystem in Ukraine.

Creating a national platform 
to promote and support clean 
technology innovations  

>  to provide global environ-
mental benefits and create 
green jobs in Ukraine.

Project’s Components

In January 2019, the UNIDO team started the Project im-
plementation in Ukraine by support the Global Environment 
Facility. The Project’s partners are Ministry of Economic De-
velopment and Trade of Ukraine, Ministry of Ecology and 
Natural Resources of Ukraine, State Finance Institution 
for Innovations, and the National Academy of Science of 
Ukraine (Institute of Renewable energy of NASU). The In-
ternational Project’s partner - Network for Global Innova-
tion (NGIN), the USA. 

Mykola Kobets 
National Policy Support Expert for 
development and implementation of national 
Cleantech innovation and entrepreneurship 
ecosystem 

Volodymyr Chernetskyi 
National Expert on business plan development
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GOING GLOBAL TIPS 
FOR UKRAINIAN CLEANTECH 
STARTUPS 

INTRODUCTION This manual is intended to as a 
guide to taking your company 
global, expanding to interna-
tional markets. 

This is an overview of the op-
portunities and challenges you 
must consider while evaluating 
potential expansion into specif-
ic foreign markets.  

Focus first on succeeding at 
home. Your satisfied customers 
will be an important reference 
for any market expansion. 

Then, look for the low hanging 
fruit: markets that are close to 
home with similar client profiles 
and purchasing habits and cul-
tural behavior before consider-
ing markets on the other side of 
the world. 
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Ukrainian Startup successes going 
international

Petcube, founded in 2012 in Kyiv, produces useful gadgets for pet 
owners. 

Petcube is reimagining pet care, and makes the best-selling pet 
cameras and software, connecting people to their pets. Their products 
enable people to see, talk, play, and treat pets remotely while keeping 
pets safe and healthy. Petcube products are available in over 18 
countries and sold in over 2,500 retail locations, including Best Buy, 
Petco, Bed Bath and Beyond, in addition to Amazon. The company is 
headquartered in San Francisco, CA, with offices in Kyiv, Ukraine and 
Shenzhen, China. 

In June 2017, Petcube, the leader in the Connected Pet category, 
acquired PetBot, a Canadian startup behind the Indiegogo-funded 
PetBot ‘selfie-taking’ treat dispensing pet camera. The acquisition 
includes the company’s intellectual property and assets. Read the 
details.

Ukraine, and specifically Kiev, is mostly known for IT startups. 

According to TechUkraine, by 2025, the high-tech industry of Ukraine 
is projected to generate 10 billion USD.  In the last 8 years or so several 
Ukrainian startups have entered international markets and been quite 
successful at it, finding the right markets to expand into and raising 
significant funds from various sources.  Look at the IT/Software, Tech & 
Other international success startup examples listed below:
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Founded in Kyiv in 2009, Grammarly provides a 
toolkit used today by 20 million people to cor-
rect their written grammar, suggest better ways 
to write things and moderate the tone of what 
they are saying depending on who will be doing 
the reading — has closed a $90 million round of 
funding.

Brad Hoover, the company’s CEO, confirmed 
to TechCrunch that the funding catapults the 
company’s valuation to more than $1 billion as 
it gears up to grow to more users by expanding 
Grammarly’s  tools and bringing them to more 
platforms. This latest round is being led by Gen-
eral Catalyst,  which had also helped lead its pre-
vious and only other round, for $110 million in 
2017, with participation from previous investor 
IVP and other, unnamed backers. It brings the 
total raised by the startup to $200 million.

reated in Ukraine in 2015, Delfast electric bikes can 
go 367 km – further than Tesla Model 3 – on one 
charge, and this is a Guinness World record. The 
Delfast 1-hour delivery service company created a 
hybrid of a motorcycle and mountain bike in or-
der to deliver goods in an hour or less, and after 
several years of using it for themselves, decided to 
share the product with the mass consumer market. 
The startup raised $165,800 on Kickstarter in No-
vember 2017 and delivered bikes to its 65 backers 
a year later. Delfast established a company in Del-
aware and is selling its bikes via Amazon and Ebay. 

UniExo is a robotic exoskeleton device startup. 
These modular wearable appliances help to over-
come a range of physical disabilities and restore 
various motor functions. Y-Combinator, an Ameri-
can seed accelerator, has accepted UniExo in their 
program and now is funding it.

Delfast e-Bike (Cleantech)
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Founded in 2015 and became the best touristic 
startup of the globe in just one year according 
to the results of Seedstars Summit 2016 contest. 
The founders of TripMyDream wanted not only 
to provide users with the best options of airline 
tickets. They offered to determine their destination 
automatically based on the budget, season, 
and type of vacation. TripMyDream received a 
$500,000 investment and are now earning good 
revenue on the British market.

The first pricing platform converting technologies 
into ready-to-use products for retailers. The 
Competera’s history doesn’t include any prominent 
deals with venture investors. It developed and grew 
using its own resources. Despite this, the startup 
has gained clients from 12 different countries 
in two and a half years and the revenue from its 
service subscription amounts to more than $1 
million annually.

e
Ugears / “Ukrainian Gears” produces un-
usual 3D puzzles for children and adults 
and was founded in 2014 in Kyiv. Now 
people on five continents assemble their 
unique models. Neither nails nor glue are 
needed to assemble it – one of the meth-
ods of connecting the parts is a patented 
invention. This year, the company raised 
$288,000 on Kickstarter to produce a 
model of a unique playable musical in-
strument.

Ugears / 
“Українські шестерні” 
(Іграшки) 
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Typically, IT & Software companies have an eas-
ier time scaling internationally because they 
don’t require big infrastructure or manufactur-
ing facilities to offer their products in different 
countries.  

IT/Software companies often find it easier to 
grow and/or relocate internationally as there is 
far less regulation and markets are more global 
and platform based (e.g. a developer greeting 
apps for the Apple App Store could be anywhere 
in the world. Apps on the App Store are written 
by developers in 155 countries). 

Going Global is not the same for 
all companies and industry sectors
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In contrast, cleantech ventures, especially hard-
ware based, have often very complex regulations, 
long development cycles and sub-national (re-
gional markets) state level markets rather than 
global markets and platforms.

As some of the companies listed above have done, 
IT companies going global can maintain their IT 
development/engineering operations at home in 
Ukraine where salaries and cost of living are lower 
and still serve international customers via the web. 

In the case of Petcube, the US represents the largest pet owner mar-
ket in the world with high disposable income, thus expanding there 
was a wise decision. 

Pet ownership in the US continues to climb, propelling the market 
forward. The market reached an estimated $86.7 billion in 2018 (up 
6% over the prior year), with growth experienced among all seg-
ments (pet food, pet supplies, veterinary services, pet services)

store.mintel.com/us-americas-pet-owners-market-report

As for Grammarly, their software is exclusively written for the English language thus moving to the 
largest English market made sense as well. 

Delfast e-bike bike is a cleantech company now that, in addition to 
their delivery service, manufactured and sell an e-bike. Their inter-
national expansion was facilitated by their Kickstarter campaign. 
They build their bikes in Ukraine and added certain features such as 
an integrated pedal-assist mode and a speed/power limit of 25km/
h/250W to meet the standards of UK legislation. They made other 
adaptations to meet regulations in countries where their bikes were 
ordered by backers. They now sell their e-bikes on Amazon and eBay 
through a consumer electronics reseller called Melofone. 

MODULE #1
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It is a different story for most other clean technology com-
panies, especially those with a B2B model, which often 
necessitate more complex regulatory compliance, local 
accreditation requirements and frequent inclusion of hard-
ware. All these conditions requiring higher funding needs 
than a software company.  

Before seeking entry into the international arena, 
it is important for startups to establish themselves 
at home. As such Cleantech startups must carefully 
identify and validate their Beachhead early adopters 
and adjacent markets in Ukraine that will help them 
launch their products/services, test and embrace 
their solutions at home. Once they have scaled suc-
cessfully at home and have referenceable customers, 
they can consider expanding internationally. 

It is important to have achieved the right TRL and 
MRL levels before thinking of going global. 

Scaling at Home and Startup Readiness 
Levels 
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IDEA

IDEA

Unproven concept, no testing          
has been performed

LARGE SCALE 
PROTOTYPE

PROTOTYPE
Tested in intended environment

TECHNOLOGY 
FORMULATION

Concept and application have 
been formulated

PROTOTYPE SYSTEM

VALIDATION

Testet in intended environment close 
to expected performance

FIRST OF A KIND 
COMMERCIAL SYSTEM

PRODUCTION

All technical processes and system to            
support commercial activity in ready state

BASIC RESEARCH
You can now describe the need(s)    
but have no evidence

SMALL SCALE 
PROTOTYPE

Built in a laboratory environment 
(“ugly” prototype)

NEEDS VALIDATION
You have an initial ‘offering’; 
stakeholders like your slideware 

DEMONSTRATION 
SYSTEM

Operating in operational environment          
at pre-commercial scale

FULL COMMERCIAL 
APPLICATION

Technology on ‘general availability’ 
for all consumers

MEASURE YOUR TEHNOLOGY READINESS LEVELS - TRL
How technology ready is your service/product?
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HUNCH

IDEA

You perceive a need within a market 
and something ignites

SMALL SCALE
STAKEHOLDER 
CAMPAIGN
LARGE SCALE
EARLY ADOPTER 
CAMPAIGN

PROTOTYPE

Run a campaign with stakeholders 
(“closed” beta - 50 friendly stakeholders)

NEEDS 
FORMULATION

You articulate the need(s) using 
a customer/user story

PROOF  
OF TRACTION

VALIDATION

Sales match 100 paying customers

PROOF OF
SCALABILITY

PRODUCTION

A stable sales pipeline and strong             
understanding of the market allow         
revenue projections

BASIC RESEARCH
You can now describe the need(s)    
but have no evidence

Run a campaign with early adopters 
(“open” beta - 100 intended customers)

PRODUCT/MARKET FIT

PROBLEM/SOLUTION FIT

BUSINESS MODEL/MARKET FIT

VISION/TEAM FIT

NEEDS VALIDATION
You have an initial ‘offering’; 
stakeholders like your slideware 

PROOF OF
SATISFACTION

A happy team and happy customers     
give evidence to progress

PROOF OF
STABILITY

KPIs surpassed and predictable growth

WHICH MRL IS YOUR PRODUCT/SERVICE?
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Can Your Beachhead be 
in another country? 

In some cases, it is quite possible that your initial beachhead is not 
in your own home country.  In Morocco, Atlan Space, a GCIP laureate 
from 2016 was unable to find early adopters in Morocco for his AI 
guided autonomous drones which provide a monitoring service for 
forest fires and illegal fishing. The Moroccan Forestry Service with 
whom he discussed at length was not ready to test the service. After 
continuing his validation process, evaluating other potential mar-
kets to find early adopters, he was awarded $150,000 from National 
Geographic to deploy his drones in the Seychelles Islands to monitor 
illegal fishing. Upon concluding that the fishing activity is illegal, the 
drone registers the boat’s location, identification number, and num-
ber of people on board and relays this information to authorities via 
satellite. The opportunity came together for Atlan Space to launch 
its monitoring service because the Seychelles Islands Government 
was obviously in dire need to stop illegal fishing to protect its envi-
ronment and its fishery business and National Geographic founda-
tion was willing to fund this project and test the technology. 

One of the startups from Thailand, Thais EcoLeather, chose Singa-
pore as its beachhead and Japan as it adjacent market as in their 
initial validation they found that the residential designer market in 
these 2 countries was ripe, has the funds and is ready to buy their 
products which are elegant and ecologic at the same time. A similar 
market in Thailand is much smaller in opportunity. 

MODULE #1
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Before you decide which country to enter, check 
out whether there is a trade agreement between 
Ukraine and that country as it will make your entry 
easier. 

However, in the first place, it is also important 
to assess whether or not your startup is actually 
ready to expand internationally. 

With that in mind, here are some challenges you 
should prepare for before expanding internation-
ally anywhere:

International Expansion Comes with 
its Own Unique Set of Obstacles

A concise guide to regional and global expansion for GCIP-Ukraine startups
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1
Language can be a significant barrier to entering international 
markets. If you can’t communicate with your international cus-
tomers and team members, then how can you expect to grow 
your brand? Overcoming the language barrier can help your 
brand grow, but it won’t be easy in the beginning. Language bar-
riers are by far the biggest challenge in going overseas.

According to CSA Research, 70% of consumers say that they 
would be more likely to buy a product with information in their 
own language. Many startups wanting to go global do not real-
ize that English is not the primary language for doing business 
overseas. 

Be conscious of local language, cultural and legal barriers that 
may require that you pivot slightly to meet your overseas market 
needs. Use local experts, do some in-depth research of your new 
market using SurveyMonkey, Wufoo or other survey tool in their 
language do understand the market’s reaction to your product/
service. 

Validate your assumptions. 

Use the same interview process ad-
vocated by GCIP.

You might need a local person’s 
perspective to understand how the 
culture and even taste could af-
fect the market for some consum-
er goods and services outside your 
own country. 

Be multinational. 

Ensure that you are communicating 
in the right language with your cus-
tomers. There are many tools that 
can help translate your website into 
other languages, not just English. 
Ensure that your team members 
learn at the least the basics of the 
predominant language in your new 
market, to create an environment 
where team members can coexist 
and succeed–and it will help you 
better understand your market too.

Evaluate   

ahead of time how you can serve 
your international customers in 
different time zones where the 
difference can be as much as 15 
hours. Will you need regional cen-
ters or service partners? Do you 
need to you hire call centers that 
offer 24/7 access? 

In any case your current system 
of customer support will require 
some changes. 

Мовні та культурні відмінності

MODULE #1
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2
Learning and adapting to different tax 
codes, regulations, accreditation, banking 
and accounting standards is difficult and 
requires that you hire experts to help you 
understand and apply them properly as you 
can’t do it all by yourself. Tariffs can also be-
come an opportunity or a barrier to export 
depending on agreements your country 
has with other countries. If your technolo-
gy needs to be certified locally, you need to 

identify the organizations/universities that 
can and are willing to assist and determine 
the costs involved. Some clients require that 
clean technology startups provide them with 
an official bankability study, an independent 
assessment of their product. Usually they 
want it done by a reliable, well known com-
pany such as Black & Veatch Management 
Consulting LLC which can cost $250,000+. 
Not a drop in the bucket. 

Data security is another topic to fully un-
derstand. What are the local rules on cap-
turing data about your clients, how you 
can keep it secure while sharing it with your 
home office and follow the law and best 
practices in your host countries? 

This adds another level of complexity to the 
market entry and may require a significant 
investment. In Europe as well as the US, 
there are differences based on the various 
countries and states you elect to enter. 

International Compliance and Regulatory Issues
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This is another element that needs to be carefully evaluated. Most of the time, products must 
be localized. This means different packaging, labelling, foreign language instructions, different 
voltages, etc. Packaging standards and disclosures are different from country to country. In the 
US you may just need to include instructions in English and Spanish, however, in Europe if you 
sell in multiple countries you may be required to provide the simplest instructions in 24 lan-
guages. This adds costs to your Cost of Customer Acquisition and service as you may need to 
support your clients/customers in multiple languages as well. The EU has specific CLP (Classifi-
cation, Labelling and Packaging) Regulation that is compulsory over all EU which new entrants 
must adhere to. 

Having a local country manager can go a long way in not only ensuring that the company is 
compliant in each new market, but that it is handling its expenses efficiently as well. Working 
with a local partner can also help communicate your company’s unique selling point in a way 
that is meaningful to the local market. Take the time necessary to find your local manager or en-
sure whoever you choose from your company to go and set up new operations is truly looking 
out for your best interest. Decide also what decisions can be made locally versus those that you 
need to oversee. If you are looking for a local distributor, don’t assume that the largest one is 
your best option as it may not be really focus on your product amongst the many it represents. 
Don’t rush through decisions. These can make or break your entry into a new market. Doing 
business in a different country than your own from text/copy to packaging, distribution and 
marketing best practices will require adaptation on your part. Local experts can help you nav-
igate through all these while helping you understand local buying habits.  They can probably 
also provide guidance on local VCs/financing opportunities that could be available.

Depending on the country (laws, regulations, subsidies, etc.) and the local partner you find, you 
might either expand operations in the country or decide to simply license your technology and 
branding and assist by providing the proper training to implement. 

Packaging

Finding the Right Partners

MODULE #1
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5
Whether direct, indirect or both make 
sure you identify the top 5 and study 
their website for:

Who are your direct and indirect competitors?

Who are their clients?

What is their business model? Distribution 
channels?

Who their partners and suppliers are?

Who their VCs/funding sources are?

What their Value Proposition is?

Who their customers are? 

What pain/problem they/you are solving         
for them?

Whether these customers have the funds 
to pay more because they really need your 
solution?

You need to research the local market-
place/beachhead you are considering 
entering and define:

Most of this 
information is available 
online

Identify and Evaluate your Competitors
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7

An important stage in international expansion is the planning of the financial component. There 
are long-term expenses you have to consider until your startup business establishes stability on 
the international market. In other words, if you cannot financially support your project on the 
global market until it reaches profitability, your startup isn’t ready for it.

As an example, it takes about 10 years for some businesses to reach +1% ROA (Return on As-
sets) while on the global market. In other words, it may take some time before your startup 
starts to make profits and you start seeing ROI. During that time, you must cover all expenses 
out of your own funds. Lack of financial resources can be a challenge for a startup, but there’s 
always a way to find the  sufficient funding that will help you expand properly. 

Startups looking to enter international mar-
kets may face logistical challenges, especial-
ly at first. Business must think about reliable 
ways to transport their products, strategies 
for navigating legal processes such as tax-
ation, rules and regulations, banking, and 
more. Startups do not always have the nec-
essary staff to address all of these issues.

Consider the Finances 

Logistical Challenges
That is why the presence of experienced, 
knowledgeable teams to solve logistical 
issues is one way startups can help them-
selves succeed in global markets.

MODULE #1
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9
Process of finding and hiring eligible can-
didates for a startup office abroad comes 
along with some challenges. It includes 
handling recruiting, onboarding, training, 
payroll, benefits, terminations, and more, 
while also trying to develop their business. 

There are two options to deal with the 
problem. The one way is to handle inter-
national human resources by own means. 
For this matters the dive into local job 
environment with its rules, laws and cus-
toms would be essential. From another 
side, you might to partner with a local 
employer. This was is considered to be 
an efficient, reliable, and cost-effective 
way to handle staffing matters smoothly. 
However, both solutions come with draw-
backs.

It is useful for the team to have at least one member of the startup who has experience in 
launching and successful running another company. Startups where all members have no ex-
perience in the field of course can also prosper, however it’s helpful to seek advice from startup 
veterans, who can provide invaluable guidance. Mentors are very valuable for the startup teams 
especially in the navigation to the complexities of international markets. Mentored startups 
grow 3.5 times faster and raise seven times more money than startups without mentorship.

Inexperience

Staffing Challenges
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Референтний ринок

In the same way GCIP training recommends that you narrow down your 
market at home, you should do the same when considering expanding 
internationally. You need to be laser focused as your small startup has 
limited resources and expanding internationally is an expensive proposition. 

So, 
what can 
you do? 

you need to look for in the target market(s) 
you want to enter are:

Find a large customer base that your home market can reference 
such as companies with the same big pain/problem that have 
similar purchasing habits and with a willingness to pay more for 
your solution.

If you need to hire or manufacture in your new market, look for 
access to a cheaper source of labor or raw material so you gain 
cost efficiencies, and,

Look for legal, regulatory, or other systemic factors that make it 
easier to do business.

Three 
things  

MODULE #1
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A first international market for a Ukrainian Cleantech 
startup whose team only speaks Ukrainian or Rus-
sian might be Eastern European countries where the 
Slavic language group is the largest group of lan-
guages in the region and is spoken by most people. 
This group includes the Russian language, Bulgarian, 
Ukrainian, Czech and Slovak, Polish, Macedonian, and 
the Serbo-Croatian languages as they have similari-
ties that may enable exchange and communication.

Then again, you need to be laser focus and study 
these eastern European countries to understand and 
validate which one might be more receptive to your 
product or service. The same recommendations list-
ed above apply. Many of these countries are focused 
on reducing their CHG emissions and are receptive to 
cleantech technology solutions. 

What International Markets 
to Consider?

South-East 
European Market
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The EU and Ukraine have provisionally applied their Deep and 
Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA) since 1 January 
2016. This agreement means both sides will mutually open their 
markets for goods and services based on predictable and enforce-
able trade rules. Review this agreement before making a move1. 

1   EU-Ukraine Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement, https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/tradoc_150981.pdf

EU Members States

Non-EU countries 
participating in                                       
the EU single          
market through 
the EEA or other 
agreements

European Union Market
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Even though the European market shares commonalities 
across the various member countries, many of them have very 
different markets, consumers, languages and behaviors. It is 
important to research the countries you think are most likely 
to have early adopters for your product and/or service that 
would be referenceable to your current customers. Validate 
your hypotheses. Try and start with a country that makes 
sense for your business. 

When looking at Google Analytics and other stats for your 
website, blog, Facebook, LinkedIn or Instagram pages, see if 
you have any visitors from other countries and what their nav-
igation/interests are. Do your research before going there. 

To increase your chances of success, apply to one of the top European incubators or accelerators in 
Europe to benefits from their services, mentors, market knowledge and networks. Their goal is to make 
a success of the startups they select to join their program. Check out this list of best incubators and ac-
celerators in Europe. Several are looking for startups in sustainability. 

If you sell your product or service 
online (i.e. new rain water harvest-
ing system or software for tracking 
air quality) and use an Ecommerce 
platform, take advantage of reputa-
ble platforms which will ensure new 
customers comfort and trust in using 
the platform and provide references 
if you’re using it in Ukraine. 

Which country to choose1

3

2

Integrate a local incubator or accelerator 

Ecommerce Platforms

The IPD provide neutral, expert, and cost-effective advice to enable SMEs to establish the know-
how and contacts they need to sell to the European market successfully and sustainably. Their ser-
vices are geared towards small and medium-sized companies from emerging markets and devel-
oping countries with few or no existing contacts to Europe. Import regulations, quality standards, 
mandatory certificates ... – exporting to Europe is challenging and full of red tape. There are many 
risks and uncertainties. The Import Promotion Desk can help SMEs reduce the costs related to the 
initiation, negotiation, and management of their export business.
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Africa is a large continent with as many as 53 countries split 
into 5 different regions: North Africa, West Africa, Central Afri-
ca, Eastern Africa, and Southern Africa.  Each of these regions 
Africa is also a continent overwhelmed by serious problems, 
from unemployment and illiteracy, to hunger and inade-
quate electricity. Solving these problems may unlock massive 
streams of wealth, jobs, and prosperity for the continent. It is 
also a continent with finite resources: its timber, gold, copper, 
oil, and diamonds. Several economic partnership agreements 
have been reached between the EU and the African regions 
listed above. In addition, some of the regions like Southern 
Africa have established free trade areas such as the southern 
African Development Community (SADC) which main objec-
tives  are to achieve economic development, peace and se-
curity, and growth, alleviate poverty, enhance the standard 
and quality of life of the peoples of Southern Africa, and sup-
port the socially disadvantaged through Regional Integration. 
Such agreements facilitate entry in the countries that are part 
of these free trade regions. 

African 
Continent
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The Agreement Establishing the African Continen-
tal Free Trade Agreement (AfCFTA) entered into 
force on 30 May 2019 for the 24 countries that 
had deposited their instruments of ratification. 
The AfCFTA will be governed by five operational 
instruments, i.e. the Rules of Origin; the online ne-
gotiating forum; the monitoring and elimination 
of non-tariff barriers; a digital payments system 
and the African Trade Observatory. Trading under 
the AfCFTA Agreement was due to commence on 
1 July 2020, but because of the COVID-19 glob-
al pandemic, this date is being postponed (a new 
date is yet to be confirmed by the African Union 
Commission).

24 AfCFTA 
countries
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The AfCFTA will bring together all 55 member states of the African Union covering a market of 
more than 1.2 billion people, including a growing middle class, and a combined gross domestic 
product (GDP) of more than US$3.4 trillion. In terms of numbers of participating countries, the 
AfCFTA will be the world’s largest free trade area since the formation of the World Trade Or-
ganization. Estimates from the Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) suggest that the Af-
CFTA has the potential both to boost intra-African trade by 52.3 percent by eliminating import 
duties, and to double this trade if non-tariff barriers are also reduced.

The main objectives of the AfCFTA are to create a single continental market for goods and 
services, with free movement of businesspersons and investments, and thus pave the way for 
accelerating the establishment of the Customs Union. It will also expand intra-African trade 
through better harmonization and coordination of trade liberalization and facilitation and in-
struments across the RECs and across Africa in general. 

The continent can be a daunting place to set up 
and run a company. Often, it is also expensive 
to start out. Bank loans come with double-digit 
interest rates, the electricity grid is sub-par, and 
diesel generators cost a fortune. Each year, the 
World Bank releases the global “Doing Business” 
ranking of countries’ business environment, rat-
ing them based on how easy it is to start a com-
pany, raise finance, get connected to the power 
grid and other key indicators for entrepreneurs. 
Although few African countries are globally com-
petitive, several have been striving to lower the 
regulatory barriers for entrepreneurs. These 5 
countries made the cut:  Kenya, Mauritania, Sen-
egal, Benin, and Uganda. It is important to do 
in-depth research before deciding to enter the 
African continent and specific markets. 
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The following countries are normally included in 
MENA: Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab 
Emirates, Palestine, and Yemen. Sudan and Turkey 
are sometimes included in MENA. MENA is usually 
grouped together by international, economic, and 
academic organizations.

The MENA Region – 
Middle East North Africa

28
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Doing Business in the MENA region

Hospitality and cultural sensitivity are key because each country in the MENA region has differing ap-
propriate greetings, meeting styles, and dress codes. Before doing business in a country in the MENA 
region, it is worth doing some research on that specific state, city, and business sector because it varies 
greatly. Some commonalities among all of the countries are that 1) hospitality is very important to coun-
tries in the MENA region because establishing trust and friendship is usually considered synonymous 
with the business process, 2) Dress code is typically modest for both men and women meaning that 
pants are preferred over shorts and long sleeves are preferred over something that shows your arms, 
and 3) Religious consideration is very important, as many countries in the MENA region are Muslim ma-
jority or Islam is the official state religion, meaning required considerations with scheduled meetings and 
prayer times, Islamic holidays, and serving pork or alcohol, both of which are prohibited. These again may 
vary by country but are a good start to understanding unique business practices in the region. Check out 
this article on doing business in the Middle East for more details.
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The Asian Pacific (APAC) region consists of 17 entities 
worth exploring when thinking of geo-expansion, 
each one with different characteristics to address. By 
area, China is the largest country in the region, fol-
lowed by Australia, India, Indonesia, and Mongolia.  
The smallest by area is Macau. In terms of popula-
tion, China is the most populous in the Asia-Pacific 
region with a population of over 1 billion people. India 
follows closely behind, also boasting a population of 
over 1 billion. The smallest by population is British In-
dian Ocean Territory, which has a population of just 
3,000 people.  

To expand in Asia, you need to think different. 

Asia is a whole new ball game when it comes to cul-
ture, language, technology, and the general way of 
doing business. In the Far East, you need to be lo-
calized to succeed. Understanding the importance 
of Asian Pacific Region personal relationships while 
conducting business in Asia is crucial. 

Asian Markets
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Trust is a determining factor in deciding which com-
pany someone does business with, and personal rec-
ommendations have a big impact on decision mak-
ing. 

There is a mix of developed (e.g. Japan, Australia) 
and developing and emerging economies (e.g. India). 
Demographically, there are economies that are ag-
ing (e.g. Hong Kong, Japan, Singapore, South Korea, 
Taiwan), those with youth bulges (e.g. India, Indone-
sia, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippines), and those 
somewhere in between (e.g. China). Like elsewhere in 
the world, urbanization is on the rise and the region 
is home to the world’s largest and fastest-growing 
cities; over half of the cities with a population of five 
million people or more are in the Asia Pacific. Asia 
Pacific adds millions of new middle-class consumers 
each year, who are raising demand for energy and 
clean energy products, agricultural and food prod-
ucts, services, and are increasingly interested in tour-
ism and cultural products as well.

31

Shanghai
APAC Headquater

Азіатсько-
Тихоокеанській 
регіон

A lack of understanding of local technology can cost you a fortune. East Asia is far from Europe, where 
most data centers are located. This geographical distance causes the transfer of data to be much slower. 
In China, there is an additional barrier: “The Great Firewall of China” causes an inconsistent connection 
quality and high latency, which compromises performance. Having a local host with specialized data 
servers for execution is a must, as well as dedicated lines to accelerate the transfer of liquidity and price 
feed from European data centers.

Technology/website
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From a communication standpoint, mobile penetra-
tion rate in China is somewhere around 62% and iOS 
is more prominent in China, while Android dominates 
the rest of APAC so being compatible with both is 
important. If you have an App, Google Play store is 
not an option in China.  Across Asia, it is recommend-
ed that you host your site locally to improve loading 
times. Given the prominence of mobile use across 
APAC, designing a mobile friendly website is a must. 
If you are planning to enter the Chinese market, make 
sure your website is stripped of any Google referenc-
es and widgets, including analytics. When it comes to 
ranking your website, forget what you know of Goo-
gle algorithm. In China, Baidu considers ad expen-
diture first, followed by the site’s loading time, and 
only then considers the quality of the content when 
ranking a site. 
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China is a market undergoing a significant transition. As its 
middle class has grown—and the cost of domestic labor has 
risen—China has tilted toward technology-intensive, high 
value-added production. Other countries, such as Vietnam, 
have begun to replace China as preferred centers of man-
ufacturing. Prepare for expansion in this region with all the 
key information about tax rates, incorporation details, enti-
ty types, business environment, and more. Doing business 
in China presents several challenges for foreign businesses. 
Differences in business culture, language (eight major lan-
guages within China and hundreds of regional languages 
or dialects), and the sheer number of actions involved with 
business startup and regulatory compliance can be daunt-
ing, even though the Chinese government has made some 
improvements.

China

33MODULE #1

Global Cleantech Innovation Programme



34

To stay in China’s good graces, global enterprises must walk a fine 
line when it comes to matters of a politically or culturally sensitive 
nature. This is especially true when it comes to territorial sovereignty. 
Referring to Hong Kong, Taiwan, or Tibet as countries; or quoting the 
Dalai Lama—whether on a product or in a social media post—can lead 
to intense criticism from consumers and the government and even 
boycotts.

China has a reputation for taking a less than rigorous line with IP. While the country has modern 
IP protection laws and regulations, enforcement is still a significant issue. Companies with IP to 
protect should vet potential partners carefully and research their rights under Chinese law. This 
means consulting with attorneys and other advisors with specific experience with IP protection 
in the Chinese market.

Chinese business culture is far more hierarchical than European cor-
porate culture. Chinese leaders and managers expect quiet obe-
dience from subordinates. This extends to things such as meeting 
etiquette. In Europe or the U.S., subordinates freely ask questions 
during meetings. In China, asking questions or disagreeing with 
something is a serious breach in protocol and a face-losing propo-
sition for all parties involved. Doing business in China also takes lon-
ger than in Europe, and business transactions are rooted in personal 
interactions. To succeed in the Chinese market, it’s vitally important 
to build face-to-face relationships, and staff members should be en-
couraged to freely interact with contacts.

Political Sensitivity

Intellectual Property

Business Culture
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Companies should consider their own resources, previous export, or business experience abroad, 
and long-term business strategy before entering the China market. Representation in China by 
a Chinese agent, distributor, or partner who can provide essential local knowledge and con-
tacts is critical for success, but finding the right Chinese agent or partner requires preparation, 
patience, and hard work. Agents and distributors tend often specialize in one region or one 
end-user, so the agent who ably represents a product in Shanghai, may fail in Guangzhou. A 
strategy that focuses on a niche or a specific region can be the best initial approach for smaller 
companies. First-tier cities are the most logical place to start when entering the China market 
for the first time. Government officials play an oversized role in the economy. Firms should seek 
to understand how their product or service is regulated and by which agency.

Market Entry Strategy

Business Culture
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Entering the US market is the equivalent of launch-
ing a new company. Although the US seems a gi-
gantic unified market, each of the 50 US states has 
its own legislation, regulations, state taxes and a 
unique population. It is not one uniformed market 
and companies have to take these differences into 
account and decide which states are most recep-
tive to entry for their products. 

Also being somewhat fluent in English is very im-
portant as very few Americans speak another lan-
guage than English. Invest in language classes as 
soon as you can and join conversation groups be-
fore coming to the US. This is important. You can 
take online classes tailored to startups like yourself 
offered by top US universities via Coursera. There is 
even financial aid available in some cases. 

Launching 
in the USA
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2

Expanding into the U.S. takes a lot of research, support and careful planning. 

Make sure you take this seriously and analyze the state(s) you wish to sell to and, via the inter-
net, research as much as you can your competitors, potential customers and partners/suppliers 
before you decide to travel to the US and a particular region.  

It is quite expensive to visit and live in the US, especial-
ly in tech hubs like the Silicon Valley and other technol-
ogy hubs as Boston, Austin, Colorado and others. If you 
have scarce resources, you need to focus on one market 
and become the leader in it. You can’t try and penetrate 
many at once. You may need a couple of million dollars of 
your own funds to expand in the US.  Most customers will 
want to reference your success and clients or custom-
ers in Ukraine and other countries you are selling in. It is 
important to have achieved traction in your own coun-
try before thinking you can make it in the US. They will 
check your brand and want to check with your satisfied 
customers. Before they buy from you, many US clients 
and investors want to know that you will have a customer 
service and/or operation in the US. They want to see you 
present and invested locally. Try and time your entry with 
relevant conferences where you can exhibit and show 
your solution to many potential customers and meet po-
tential partners and. Suppliers.  Don’t miss these industry 
networking opportunities.

Research is Key

Timing is also Important
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There are several global incubators and accelerators who originated in the US and have set up 
multiple partnerships and offices in foreign countries because they realized that innovation is 
everywhere, not just in Silicon Valley or other US tech hubs. Founders Space, YCombinator, 500 
startups are just a few to check-out. See this list. They all have great networks and have part-
nered with funds to fuel the expansion of innovative startups.  There are also several European 
countries that have set up incubators or accelerators in the US such as the French, German and 
others. Seek then out especially if you have used them for your entry in Europe. Take advantage 
of the great mentorship these organizations can offer you. Consider having a local Adviser or 
board member to assist with basic issues such as opening a bank account. 

Building your network is very important to conquering the US market. Silicon Valley folks are 
generous with advice and information. It is easier to connect with CEOs of large companies in 
the Valley that it is in Europe of other countries thanks to integrating the local network. So do 
not isolate yourself. 

Establishing a presence in the US gets you closer to US investors. You should research carefully 
which of these investors you should target based on the investments they have made to date. 
That information is on their websites. You need to meet these investors early on, way before 
you are ready to raise funding as you want to be visible and they will be more likely to evaluate 
your company as an investment after they have seen your progress. Connecting with the right 
network will make these introductions much easier.

Adoption and willingness to try new things is much easier in the US than other countries. Con-
sumers are willing to try and see if new products deliver the promise they advertise. Things 
move faster.

Seek out support – Don’t go it alone

Build your network
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Leverage Export/Import Agencies 
at Home and Abroad
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The Office experts have developed an integrated approach system for solving issues related to 
export activity which involves the provision of assistance to companies in four stages – from un-
derstanding a company’s readiness for international business to bringing its ideas to life backed 
by selected external experts. The Export Promotion Office aids companies irrespective of their 
size and experience in international business. Whatever your business’s level of readiness for 
export expansion, you can always make use of a corresponding integrated assistance package 
or start the entire proposed process together with their professionals.

Export Promotion Office 
of Ukraine
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The only development agency that is fully dedicated to supporting the internationalization of 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs),

the agency enables SMEs in developing and transition economies to become more competitive 
and connect to international markets for trade and investment, thus raising incomes and cre-
ating job opportunities, especially for women, young people, and poor communities. Its mission 
is to foster inclusive and sustainable economic development and contribute to achieving the 
United Nations Global Goals for Sustainable Development. ITC works towards creating ‘trade 
impact for good’. ITC has developed a database that is a one stop shop for the more than 750 
multilateral trade related conventions currently effective around the world.

Several countries have import promo-
tion offices that facilitate the entering to 
their local markets, e.g.: Open Trade Gate 
(Sweden), Center for the promotion of 
imports from developing countries (The 
Netherlands), TFO Canada, IPD in Germa-
ny and AAEI in the US. Check whether the 
country you are interested in has such an 
office. 

International Trade Center 
(AKA Chambers of Commerce and Industry)

Import Offices from Various 
Target Countries
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For each incremental international market, you decide to enter, follow the same validation steps 
taught at the GCIP academy. Implement an agile strategy to take advantage of new business 
opportunities quickly and efficiently. 

Consider implementing tools such as:

Always test and validate with target customers before making any final decision. 

Expand Globally

To go global—and do it successfully—companies need to take the proper steps to keep people 
and processes efficient. Creating a comprehensive strategy puts your business in a position to 
realize its global growth goals. Your plan should incorporate your business’ overall vision and 
address the goals you want to achieve by expanding into each new foreign market

As stated by Velocity Global: 

A Customer Relationship Management (CRM) to track and follow-up on leads, 

Marketing automation and tracking tools, 

Communication tools like Slack to streamline coms across your multiple offices and staff

Strengthen your team by recruiting and retaining talented people as they are the face 
and advocates of your company. 

Associate with the right in-country partner.
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The GCIP Advantage

As a GCIP Ukraine Alumnus, you are part of a global network 
that has been in place since 2014 and has many successful 
alumni in several countries such as South Africa, Turkey, In-
dia, Pakistan, Morocco and Thailand to name a few. UNIDO is 
building a database of all the GCIP alumni that will be made 
available to all participants so you can have access to other 
innovators with whom you could collaborate There are several 
country specific LinkedIn groups you can join. 

Several semi-finalists and finalists from participating coun-
tries have been invited by UNIDO to participate in the annual 
Global Forum in Vienna or the COP conferences to exhibit and 
present their innovations. This is a great opportunity to show-
case your solution and pitch in front of funders and potential 
partners.
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SUMMARY There are indeed opportunities outside your country to 
find early adopters and take advantage of opportuni-
ties and grow the future of your company. 

However, it takes a lot of work and research, almost like 
starting a new company and perseverance. 

It also takes significant resources so make sure you are 
ready for this and have scaled at home and established 
your brand first.  

Identify and rely on the support that exists for startups 
looking to go global. 

Best of luck!
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