
 

 
 

 
AGM Plus Addis Ababa 
 
PANEL DISCUSSION 4. 
HOW TO BREAK INTO THE INTERNATIONAL MUSIC SCENE 
Date: Saturday 12 November 2016 
 
How do music professionals in Africa become global competitors? What 
opportunities are there and is there a universal method? What types of musical 
works are well received internationally? How do I distribute my music beyond 
my country?  These are just some of the questions that this discussion aimed to 
provide answers to. 
 
Speakers provided practical information that benefitted an audience that mainly 
comprised musicians. 
 
Areas covered by speakers included: 
 

• Brief overview of the speakers/where they work. 
• How do music professionals in Africa become global competitors? 
• What opportunities are there and is there a universal method ? 
• How do I distribute my music beyond my country? 
• The Nigerian success stories of Davido, Wizkid etc. How are they doing it? 
• What role can platforms like WOMEX/Tunecore/Sony/Africa Fête etc. 

play in pushing African talent internationally? 
• What types of musical works are well received? 
• How important is digital distribution? 
• What are the challenges? 
• What are the recommendations? 

 
Panelists 

• Michael Ugwu: Sony Music West Africa (Nigeria) 
• Ben Mandelson: WOMEX (UK) 
• Girum Mezmur: Musician, Ethiopia 

 
Panelists introduced themselves with short biographies and overviews of their 
work: 
 
Girum Mezmur, Ethiopian musician, music and events producer. Mezmur 
informed the audience that he was there to address questions from an artist’s 
perspective, with a view to sharing his experience from two perspectives – as an 
Ethiopian musician and a music and events producer. 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

Michael Ugwu, general manager Sony Music West Africa, said he had been in the 
music business for about eight years.  He was one of the people who started 
Ororo TV in Nigeria. He was also CEO of music streaming company Iroking. 
Additionally, he set up and is still an investor in a digital distribution company 
called Freeme Digital, a premier third-party digital distribution company in 
Nigeria. It was through these efforts that he built up a relationship with Sony 
Music.  When Sony Music were looking for opportunities outside South Africa 
they decided to set up the company in West Africa. 
 
Ben Mandelson asked the question, At what point can one say they have made it 
internationally? He elaborated on his contribution to WOMEX and that WOMEX 
was just one of the market events within his scope of work. He was also working 
on the Atlantic Music Expo in Cape Verde. These, he said, were all showcase 
events where artists could present their music and brand. This was not a 
business opportunity but a career growth opportunity – to see what is out there 
and where artists could fit it. 
 
To propose to WOMEX, artists can find more info on www.womex.com 
 
Ben Mandelson gave his viewpoints on the challenge facing African musicians 
when attempting to export music: 
 

• If you define this as an African challenge, you are making a mistake, he 
said. Mandelson cited his attendance at a music conference in South Korea 
earlier in 2016. A burning question that came up there too was how to 
break into the international market?  

• It is not only an African issue – bands in the north of England have the 
same conversation.  

• It has to do with professional development and professional awareness as 
well as understanding your place in what you might define as a market.  

• So when we talk about markets as places of exchange for commerce, trade 
and industry, you need to define what your own primary and secondary 
markets are.  

• At this point you also need to know what your place is within those 
markets.  

• The primary market for African music may actually be the diaspora. You 
might discover that your primary market is an age-based demographic or 
a technology based market. We talk a lot about ringtones. That market did 
not exist before telecoms and mobile telephone technology. 

• Land territories may not define your primary market. It could be defined 
by need or by language. 

 
• You need to work out what is your primary market. That is what is going 

to feed that market. 
 
 
 

http://www.womex.com/


 

 
 

Michael Ugwu spoke about his experience in Nigeria and the perception that 
some Nigerian artists had “made it” internationally. 
 

• He didn’t believe Nigerian artists had made it internationally, as they are 
not seen topping the UK Billboard charts.  

• On the matter of the diaspora market – Nigeria cheats a little because 
Davido is a huge artist across Africa. Africa is international. He has a 
massive fan base and is only now making an attempt to break into the 
international market. That is why he signed with Sony Music, like Wizkid.  

• A Nigerian artist called Ayo Jay has a popular song called ‘Your Number’. 
Ayo Jay was born and brought up in Nigeria. He moved to the US and 
came back to Nigeria. He released the song in Nigeria, it peaked a little but 
not much. Then it showed up on the US radar and he was signed to RCA. 
He is more of an international artists than Wizkid and Davido.  

• An important thing for artists in Nigeria is signing these major label deals.  
• In the absence of such deals, artists face various issues such as: 

o Getting radio play is not an easy feat; you need a major label to 
support you. 

o What a major label brings to the table is global machinery, so when 
a new song is released, the Sony offices in Spain, France, Germany 
and the US are on top of that single, taking it to radio. 

o You can’t do that as an independent artist – it’s extremely tough. 
 

• Other critical steps musicians can take to progress towards local and 
international success are: 

o Working with a major label. 
o Creating relationships with some of the big services such as 

Spotify. Even though they are not in Africa they create a lot of 
music, eg. Frank Ocean 

o It’s all about networking and relationships. 
o Creating good music is obviously front-and-centre. 
o Get there locally and also start looking at international 

opportunities 
o  Work with the right partners. 

 
When we see African artists topping the UK Billboard Top 40 and Billboard Top 
100, then we know that they have made it internationally, Ugwu said. 
 
Girum Mezmur has had the privilege to tour internationally with artists such as 
Mahmoud Ahmed, especially in the years 2004–08.  He has also toured with his 
own jazz group. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

He reflected on some factors that influence Ethiopian artists touring 
internationally: 
 

• There are many Ethiopians in the Diaspora – every major city has a fairly 
large contingency of Ethiopians, particularly in North America and 
Europe.  

• These communities support Ethiopian music well – from city-to-city tours 
to world tours. Ethiopian artists are able to tour internationally while 
only playing within those communities.  

• The downside is that artists travelling to these cities are expected to 
conform to political and social norms, so these communities are erratic in 
their support of the artist; they can drop artists at any time if they are 
seen to be conforming to social and political norms.  

• Artists often get banned from touring to expat Ethiopian communities and 
artists find this frustrating. 

 
He advised that as a principle, artists should strive to increase their scope and 
work towards being an international artist while still being successful locally.  
Being an international artist is not a goal by itself. 
 
On how to successfully tour internationally, Mezmur advised that because there 
is so much good music out there, artists should not expect labels and festivals to 
contact them.  Artist need to be proactive and put effort into finding information 
on the internet. He said networking was key to a successful international music 
career. 
 
Ben Mandelson responds to the question, Is it realistic for an African artist to 
consider attending WOMAX because it covers a wide genre of music? 
 
WOMEX statistics cited by Mandelson as follows: 
 

• Showcase concerts with 59 concert opportunities. 
• Up to 20% will be African with more artists from the Afro-Caribbean and 

African American regions.  
• Delegate numbers are currently at 2 500 professionals of which 3% are 

African delegates. 
 
Mandelson surmised from these statistics, that: 
 

• Artists are only one of the industry export ambassadors. 
• There is a more basic set of discussions to be had here – it is not about the 

how to export. The question would be, why do you want to export? What 
are you missing at home that you think you will find somewhere else? 

• If an artist says they want to be exported – this is not interesting. 
Mandelson wants to know why do you want to do this, what are you 
representing?  

 



 

 
 

Is it for you, your culture, your community, for your art, is it to learn about other 
artists, is it to form a continuum? All such motivations are valid. 

• You must know why you are doing it and you need to be super clear about 
that. 

• You must have a timeline and a business plan, and you must be able to 
deliver, not just entrepreneurially. 

• The question is, can you deliver to your market artistically and culturally? 
And if you can’t get these things in tune, you are not going to succeed – 
these are your business assets. 

• If you can’t answer the why, you can’t be successful, neither at home nor 
internationally. 

 
Girum Mezmur further elaborated on this point, informing the audience that the 
diaspora can be an opportunity or a force blocking artists.  If you tour from city 
to city and make many contacts, you can continue doing it because it can be 
extremely lucrative. But you can tap into other opportunities within the 
diaspora, he said.  
 
Michael Ugwu’s response to the question focused on the importance of 
relationships: 
 

• Relationships should not be overlooked. 
• The world is watching Africa now – the way the major labels are moving, 

they are looking for new sound. 
• Africa is considered an untapped market – Nigeria just happens to be at 

the forefront the moment.  
• During his stay in Ethiopia, Michael said he had already listened to some 

fantastic music, a fusion of local with international sound. He advised that 
artists should build relationships – from country to country and region to 
region. 

• Artists with an independent mentality are more readily signed to 
international record labels. 

• Some artists may not have a hit, going from label to label, but because 
they remain in the game, they are viewed as current. 

 
 
Question put to Ben Mandelson: 
 
Is there any African artist who you have worked with before, who you have 
admired? Something you can share with the audience? 
 
Ben Mandelson – I’ve worked with a lot of artists who are professional and some 
who are not. I do not want to say that Africa does it better or Africa does it worse.  
Turn up, be on time, don’t mess up. Be extremely good. Don’t just be good, be 
unbelievably good. 
 
 



 

 
 

Michael Ugwu responded to questions: 
 
How important is digital to Sony Music? 
 
Michael Ugwu – For Sony digital is everything.  It is how we consume music, the 
physical has gone away, downloading is diminishing around the world. It is now 
an access culture. My focus is 90% digital. In Japan it’s 70:30. In most countries it 
is now the mobile phone that is the device of choice.  It’s important to have your 
music digitally. 
 
Ugwu mentioned that he had been handling quite a lot of CDs since he arrived in 
Ethiopia. He does not have a CD player. 
 
Ugwu – As an artist you need to have your music in as many places as you can, 
and the mobile telephone is the most convenient.  Digital, digital, digital – 
massively important. 
 
Question to Girum Mezmur: 
 
At Music In Africa we get a lot of enquiries from potential bookers, festivals, tour 
enquiries, who are looking for various types of artists.  Whilst we know these artists 
are out there, we are not able to access these artists. There is nothing from the 
artist on the internet to send in response to these queries. The effort involved in 
trying to get into contact with the artist, request a profile and music, becomes too 
cumbersome to undertake. 
 
Girum Mezmur – Locally, in Ethiopia, digital is not nearly at the level that it 
needs to be, for example as it is in Nairobi. It is difficult to catch up with the 
changing digital market. The potential is there but not the infrastructure.  We are 
only just now putting together a CD manufacturing company. 
 
Question to Michael Ugwu: 
 
What, in your view, are the challenges in getting African talent to the international 
market? 
 
Michael Ugwu – Vernacular is definitely one.  There are some hits, for example 
Gangnam Style. These hits come and go, hits where the lyrics are secondary. 
With Davido, Sony has a strategy to use his Africa base by releasing singles 
locally and at the same time they are working on content that is completely 
different for the international market. The content that is being prepared for the 
UK market is simple – the tempo is much slower. In Nigeria the tempo is much 
faster. There are a lot of considerations that need to go into what works and 
what doesn’t work for the international market. 
 
 
 



 

 
 

Ben Mandelson added to this with the question of vernacular languages vs 
internationally used languages.  He said that on the world music market it is an 
asset to sing in vernacular languages, whereas in the international music market 
there is an expectancy that you will sing in a recognisable major world spoken 
language.  He asked Michael Ugwu how Sony would work with a major African 
artists and what their take on language was. 
 
Michael Ugwu – It’s tough selling vernacular music to Sony, for example singing 
in Yoruba.  In Nigeria it would be considered sentimental. The Sony executives in 
London and Europe have to OK artists before they are signed on. The strategy is 
that Sony has to make English versions of the songs and simplify it as much as 
possible. A teenage girl in Yorkshire will not buy your record if you rapping in 
Yoruba. Some artists get signed just for Europe, or just for Africa. However, 
English is widely spoken in Nigeria even though it is not the national language. 
 
Final question to Michael Ugwu: 
 
Are you open to signing up artists from Ethiopia? 
 
Michael Ugwu – Something that a lot of us are interested in doing is to have a 
pan-African hit. There are a lot of Nigerian artists that approach me to find out 
how they can work with artists in South Africa, Ethiopia etc. Its all about 
positioning and collaborations. 
 


