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In today’s article marking 
Global Entrepreneurship 
Week 2019, veteran devel-
opment banker and founder 
of the Lanka Impact Invest-
ing Network, Chandula 
Abeywickrama shares his 
thoughts on recent initia-
tives that have improved en-
trepreneurs’ access to new 
sources of capital and his 
efforts to make Sri Lanka 
a regional hub for impact 
investment:

Q: Social entrepreneurship 
has the potential to play 

a key role in fostering entrepre-
neurship to solve social chal-
lenges and meet the new SDGs. 
As a key player in this space, 
are you optimistic about where 
Sri Lanka is headed?

A: In a small country like Sri 
Lanka resolving many social 

and economic issues is not a huge 
challenge in my view. The reason 
why the issues  seem so complex 
and unable to be resolved is due 
to the lack of  leadership and the 
courage and conviction of  all the 
stakeholders in the country, which 
includes the public and private 
sectors. One of  the key areas iden-
tified globally is the need to create 
a thriving social entrepreneurship 
ecosystem, especially in countries 
that are facing major social, envi-
ronmental and economic challeng-
es. 

A proper social entrepreneur 
ecosystem will facilitate the clear 
identification of  these challenges 
and will come up  with business 
model-based solutions. These solu-
tions can have a huge impact – at 
scale – to reduce poverty, ensure 
better wealth distribution and 
reduce inequality, better educa-

tion, better healthcare, and a bet-
ter environment for humans, flora 
and fauna. These are possible 
through the products, services and 
business solutions that the social 
entrepreneurs present to society. 
I am very optimistic that if  all the 
stakeholders can see this big pic-
ture and also  see eye to eye, Sri 
Lanka can take the lead role in 
South Asia. 

Q: The ‘Ath Pavura’ real-
ity TV show has been a 

groundbreaking success. What 
are some of  the highlights for 
you, in terms of  the impact it 
has had? 

A: One of  the reasons I co-
founded Ath Pavura with 

my colleague Eranda Ginige is 
to create a platform to for micro, 
small and medium social entre-
preneurs to have access to private 
equity from committed Sri Lankan 
impact investors. We have now 
completed two very successful sea-
sons of  Ath Pavura, and it is now 
the number one business program 
on any TV channel, as rated by 
LMRB. In the last two years over a 
million people across the country 
have watched the program, and 
we have created greater awareness 
of  social entrepreneurship and 
impact investing to all segments 
of  our society, and inspired many 
to move into this sector. 

During the last two seasons 
over 220 social entrepreneurs had 

the opportunity of  pitching their 
businesses for investment and 
nearly 100 social entrepreneurs 
had the opportunity to obtain 
commitments of  investment of  
over Rs. 100 million. Already 25 
social entrepreneurs have gained 
the investment to the value of  Rs. 
30 million and are running their 
businesses in the areas of  health-
care, education, agriculture, eco-
products and services and more.  

Q: You have been engaged 
in the inclusive finance 

space for many years now. 
What have been some of  the key 
improvements that have taken 

place in recent years to improve 
access to capital for entrepre-
neurs? 

A: I have been in the banking 
industry in Sri Lanka and in 

Asia for nearly three decades now. 
One of  the areas I was most con-
cerned about is the very high price 
of  debt capital faced by entrepre-
neurs and the unavailability of  
access to private equity, patient 
capital and responsible debt. We 
are yet to see major initiatives by 
any of  the public or private sec-
tor institutions for building the 
impact investing landscape in 
the country. We often hear of  the 
banking and finance industry 
thriving and showcasing their 
phenomenal  growth  even in 
the midst of  weak economic 
development. This comes at 
the expense of  struggling 
entrepreneurs. 

This is the main reason I have 
taken the lead role  through 
Lanka Impact Investing Network 
(LIIN)  and Ath Pavura to bring 
together like-minded business 
leaders to build up the impact 
investing landscape in the coun-
try.  LIIN, in partnership with 
UNDP and Capital  Al l iance 
Group, have set up the first ever 
Social Impact Funds – one for $ 5 
million and the other for $ 20 mil-
lion. This will really strengthen 
the foundation for impact invest-
ing in Sri Lanka. 

Q: Given the new focus on 
sustainability and impact 

investment in Sri Lanka, do you 
think we can become a hub for 
this in the South Asian region? 
Can we play a role in being a 
regional convener on these 
issues?

A: Yes,  definitely.  The Sri 
Lankan models and initia-

tives we have pioneered, which I 
described earlier, have awakened 
and strengthened entrepreneur-
ship at the micro, small and medi-
um level and this has many les-
sons for South Asia. Ath Pavura 
TV reality show was the first of  

its kind in Asia. Building on these, 
LIIN  is taking the leadership  in 
hosting the first ever South Asia 
Impact Investing International 
forum, named ‘Converge South 
Asia’ in September 2020. 

This will bring together all the 
leading and pioneering stakehold-
ers of  impact investing and social 
entrepreneurship in the region, 
including practitioners, policy 
makers, advocates and impact 
investing funds. We also will be 
taking the leadership of  creat-
ing the first South Asian Impact 
Investing Network.  

Q: Looking ahead one year 
from now, what trans-

formations would you want 
to see in Sri Lanka’s social 
entrepreneurship sector? 

A: Going forward,  I  would 
like to see the leadership 

of  the public sector, particularly 
institutions like the Ministry of  
Finance and Central Bank of  Sri 
Lanka, facilitating key policies 
to incubate and accelerate entre-
preneurship and infuse the nec-
essary resources to strengthen 
social impact funds led by the 
private sector. Moreover, all the 
commercial, business and indus-

trial chambers at the nation-
al and district level must be 
inte g rated into the  social 
entrepreneur ecosystem. I 
believe these will trigger the 
transformation that I would 

like to see, to creation a thriving 
Social Entrepreneur ecosystem 
and have a positive impact on 
the people of  our nation. 

Chandula Abeywickrema, an 
expert commercial banker, co-

founded the Ath Pavura TV, 
Reality Show and founded Lanka 
Impact Investing Network (LIIN), 
the pioneer of setting up of first 

Social Impact Funds in Sri Lanka 
in partnership with UNDP and 

CAL.

By Freddy Nurski

A new entrepreneurship acad-
emy program paired with artifi-
cial intelligence and 1:1 meetings 
is building a global community to 
close the gender gap in entrepre-
neurship.

On 19 November, during Global 
Entrepreneurship Week, the digital 
networking platform for offline and 
online connections Guild is open-
ing their doors to Europe and Asia!

Building a direct bridge between 
Europe, Asia and Silicon Valley, 
the Guild offers female entrepre-
neurs and aspiring entrepreneurs 
the opportunity to combine the 
best of  Silicon Valley’s experts and 
methodologies with the European 
approach to building successful 
businesses. Tuesday 19 November 
marks the date when the Guild 
membership services expand to 
new regions and applications open 
to the guild Academy, the first glob-
al entrepreneurship program to 
serve the underserved and close the 
gender gap in entrepreneurship.

The newly-established Guild 
Academy entrepreneurship pro-
gram focuses on supporting women 
to take the leap into entrepreneur-
ship by equipping them with the 
best tools and knowledge, peer sup-
port and access to leading experts. 

The Guild academy has created 
global alliances with big brands 
like WeWork Labs, Outsite, iFund-
Women and Zazmic, which are 
excited to get behind the cause of  
closing the gender gap in entre-
preneurship. A virtual demo day 
marks the end of  the program with 
investor veterans from Lightspeed 
Ventures, Astia Angels, Golden 
Seeds, Spero Ventures, and many 
angel investors who already signed 
up to judge the pitches and award 
$20k software development prize 
by partner company Zazmic. 
Applications are open now and 
close on 1 January 2020. The first 
program starts on 13 January 2020.

“I’m excited to bring this impor-
tant program and community to 
Europe and Asia. I see so many new 
opportunities in building a more 
diverse entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

Not only will this lead to the tack-
ling of  more diverse challenges, 
it will also create more equality in 
many other domains, like female 
health. By having women build 
companies, they will focus more 
on female issues. Femtech is one 
of  my favorite new verticals, in 
which mostly women are perform-
ing truly pioneering work in this 
long neglected field. Building on 
my personal experience with the 
US as well as the European startup 
ecosystem, I believe combining 
the best of  both worlds can cre-
ate magic and that is exactly what 
the Guild is about, creating more 
and better scalable businesses, 
run by women,” said The Guild 
Head of  Global Expansion Yonca 
Braeckman.

Belgium
The Guild is joining forces with a 

number of  leading Belgian startup 
support organisations in order to 
help advance female entrepreneur-
ship. Although, a growing number 
of  initiatives focus on getting more 
women into entrepreneurship, data 
reveals alarming trends for female 
entrepreneurs. In Belgium, gender 
distribution of  female founders in 
Belgium is only 9.9% according to 
the European Startup Monitor scor-
ing even lower than the EU average 
15.6%.

The first Guild event will be 
organized in Ghent on 19 November 
in the presence of  the local Guild 
team and Ambassador Béatrice de 
Mahieu.

“As a woman working for many 
years in the tech industry, I got 
very used to being the exception in 
the room. I do believe having more 
women build businesses will have 
a positive impact on our society 
and will help to tackle more diverse 
issues. As the Guild Ambassador in 

Belgium I look forward to inspir-
ing other women to take the step,” 
said Co.Station CEO Béatrice de 
Mahieu.

The Guild
The Guild is built on the belief  

that the whole is more powerful 
than the sum of  its pieces. By con-
necting the right people through 
ethical artificial intelligence and 
building a purpose driven global 
community, the Guild leverages a 
unique combination of  technol-
ogy and human capital to create a 
modern guild for women to connect 
and grow in their careers, step into 
entrepreneurship and find encour-
agement and inspiration to lead. 
Much like the medieval guilds, the 
modern Guild unites novices and 

masters and shares the knowledge 
and expertise of  their members for 
the purpose of  growing as a com-
munity.

“Guild/gild/noun – a medieval 
association of  craftsmen or mer-
chants; an organisation of  people 
formed for mutual aid or the pur-
suit of  a common goal.”

“We are proud to bring our net-
work to a global audience and do 
our part in closing the gender gap 
in entrepreneurship. We assembled 
global innovators and some of  Silicon 
Valley’s most reputable and relevant 
experts on building successful com-
panies to share their knowledge with 
a global community of  women and 
the next generation of  female entre-
preneurs,” said The Guild Founder 
and CEO Anne Cocquyt.

In the new Guild Academy, 
experts like J Li, Jon Littman, 
Eileen Brewer, Chris Yeh, Mercedes 
Bent and many more that the Guild 
team sourced from its 20,000 mem-
bers in the US will share their 
expertise in easy to digest video 
modules and help answer any ques-
tions in live video sessions that any 
of  the 50 applicants can attend dur-
ing the 12-week entrepreneurship 
journey.  The program rivals other 
online courses due to its unique 
design, high touch, peer account-
ability groups and support through 
the prominent experts as well as 
the Guild team, comprised of  serial 
entrepreneurs, startup mentors 
and advisors. 

A virtual demo day marks the 
end of  the program with investor 

veterans from Lightspeed Ventures, 
Astia Angels, Golden Seeds, Spero 
Ventures, and many angel inves-
tors who already signed up to judge 
the pitches and award $20k soft-
ware development prize by partner 
company Zazmic. Applications are 
open now and close on 1 January 
2020. The first program starts on 13 
January 2020.

For established entrepreneurs 
who have received first rounds of  
funding the Guild offers access to 
quarterly founder funder programs 
and to their peers locally, region-
ally and globally in order for them 
to build a strong network and get 
information on important market 
trends, legal and financial consid-
erations and funding opportunities 
before they raise new rounds of  
funding and expand to new markets.

Through the Guild platform lead-
ers, innovators and founders find 
peers, mentors and the opportu-
nity to teach the next generation of  
women to learn, connect and grow 
together while never losing sight of  
self-care. Curated 1:1 introductions 
that fit members’ schedules create 
a new way of  engaging with the 
modern guild of  women supporting 
women.

[Freddy Nurski has a Master’s degree 
in Business Economics from the 

University of Leuven, Belgium, and 
has more than 30 years international 

experience in digitisation of busi-
ness processes: general manage-
ment, sales and account manage-

ment and consultancy. Freddy is 
Honorary Chairman of the KU Leuven 

Faculty of Business and Economics 
Alumni organisation (Ekonomika 

Alumni vzw), and Director of Alumni 
Lovanienses. He also is the Host for 

the Global Entrepreneurship Week 
(GEW) in Belgium and founder of the 

Foundation GEN Belgium.]

‘Sri Lanka can be a regional leader 
in social entrepreneurship and 
impact investing’: LIIN Founder

Chandula Abeywickrema
Chairman Lanka Impact Investing 
Network ( liin)

What’s your opinion?
Readers are welcome to email  

views on this subject to editor@ft.lk

Silicon Valley startup Guild expands to Europe and 
Asia to change the odds for female entrepreneurs

18-24 November
170+ countries. 10 million people. 35,000 events.

Removing barriers and welcoming all.


