
When Bill Gates called flashy food com pany Hamp ton Creek the “fu ture of food” he was pre sum- 
ably re fer ring to prod ucts like its much-hyped ve gan mayo. The com pany, which last year changed its
name to Just, says its brand of may on naise shows it’s pos si ble to pro duce plant-based foods Amer i- 
cans love at prices they can af ford, with out re ly ing on the egg, meat and dairy prod ucts that take such
a toll on the en vi ron ment.

Just has far grander am bi tions than turn ing the US food mar ket on its head, how ever. Last month
it launched a prod uct in Liberia, sourced lo cally from small-scale farm ers, that af fects “2.1 bil lion
peo ple

around the world”: mal nu tri tion.
I don’t see what’s mirac u lous about this prod uct, it’s not go ing to be a magic bul let
Just Power Gari is a for ti fied cas sava por ridge, cheap to pro duce, pop u lar with con sumers and tai- 

lored to the ex act di etary needs of the mar ket where it’s sold, the com pany says. Just be lieves its
prod uct will in crease Africans’ in take of crit i cal vi ta mins and min er als by in clud ing them in a prod uct
that tastes good and is sold at re tail in slick branded bags, unlike the for ti fied foods cur rently of fered
by devel op ment or gan i sa tions.

In lim ited tri als in Liberia, where Just has been qui etly de vel op ing Power Gari for the past two
years, the por ridge has earned the approval of lo cal schools and non-prof its, which say it de liv ers
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good nutri tion and is pop u lar with kids.
But the com pany’s claims have also raised eye brows among devel op ment ex perts, who say that

other, larger food com pa nies have at tempted al most iden ti cal projects, with out suc cess. Many ques- 
tioned the orig i nal ity of Just’s ap proach and ex pressed doubt that an Amer i can tech firm could suc- 
ceed where so many oth ers failed. The com pany ex pects Power Gari to suc ceed where sim i lar ini tia- 
tives have failed

It’s a de bate that has haunted Just from its launch, when the com pany first be gan promis ing that
Sil i con Val ley tech niques could shake the foun da tions of an out moded food sys tem. Crit ics con tinue
to ques tion whether Just has ac tu ally launched any rev o lu tion ary prod ucts – or sim ply mar keted it- 
self bet ter than the com pe ti tion.

None of this has dis suaded the com pany’s founder, Joshua Tet rick, who pre dicts Power Gari will
be on sale in 15 African coun tries within two years.

“I want to make Liberia a big suc cess – suc cess de fined by solv ing the mi cro-nutri tion prob lem
there and mak ing sure kids have dig nity in what they eat,” he says. “But we cer tainly didn’t start this
just for Liberia... This needs to be a model that we get right and we take ev ery where.”

Power Gari it self isn’t much to look at: a faintly sour, starchy mush the colour and con sis tency of
soft po lenta. The por ridge is made from cas sava, red palm oil, sugar, salt, a soy pro tein con cen trate
and a vi ta min/min eral mix, most of which are sourced in Liberia.

More im por tantly, from a nutri tion stand point, Power Gari con tains high con cen tra tions of Vi ta- 
mins A, D, C, B6 and B12, plus iron, zinc and 12 grams of pro tein.

Those are valu able as sets in a coun try where roughly one third of chil dren un der five are stunted
and al most two-thirds have anaemia, ac cord ing to USAID. The lo cal diet is heavy on rice, cook ing
oils, and dried meat and fish. Gen er ally speak ing, for ti fied foods have be come a com mon way for gov- 
ern ments and non-prof its to ad dress de fi cien cies.

“If for ti fied foods are not avail able, help ing them get into the mar ket af ford ably is a valu able role
for the pri vate sec tor,” says Chal liss McDonough, a se nior spokes woman for the World Food Pro- 
gramme.

Just may seem like an odd pri vate firm for the job. Since Tet rick and a child hood friend founded
the com pany in 2011, it has be come known for its plant-based mayos, dress ings and cookie doughs,
which are sold at re tail and widely used in food ser vice.

It’s a great thing to put in your an nual sus tain abil ity re port but there’s no busi ness logic be hind it
The com pany has at tracted $310m (£225m) in in vest ments from some of Sil i con Val ley’s largest

ven ture cap i tal firms, in clud ing Khosla Ven tures and the Founders Fund. It has also been plagued by
sev eral wellpub li cised scan dals and a string of in ter nal in trigues, the lat est of which cul mi nated in the
en tire board’s res ig na tion, mi nus Tet rick, last sum mer.

But Tet rick and his col leagues have dis missed their scep tics for fail ing to un der stand the com- 
pany’s full po ten tial. And that po ten tial in cludes chang ing the di ets of bil lions in the de vel op ing
world, says Tet rick, for whom the Liberia project is per sonal.

Be fore found ing Just, the 37-year-old en tre pre neur worked in Kenya, Nigeria and South Africa
and spent a brief stint em ployed by Liberian Pres i dent Ellen John son-Sir leaf. The ex pe ri ence con- 
vinced him that so cially minded, for-profit busi nesses could change the lives of poor con sumers by
de vel op ing spe cialised prod ucts for them, po ten tially hav ing even a larger im pact than ded i cated
devel op ment or gan i sa tions.



“Folks who live on un der two dol lars a day shouldn’t be looked at as vic tims or peo ple who just
deserve our worst food or our char ity,” says Tet rick. “Be cause when we shift the lens a lit tle bit and
we ac tu ally look at them as em pow ered con sumers ... you can end up do ing things that are a lot more
pow er ful than just a typ i cal non profit.”

Power Gari will be the first of Just’s prod ucts to test that premise. In Liberia, the com pany has
part nered with a lo cal pro ducer, who pays a re cur ring li cens ing fee in ex change for the por ridge
recipe and lo gis ti cal sup port and con sul ta tion.

Just has helped its pro ducer con tract with lo cal women farm ers to source cas sava, for in stance.
And it has also helped get Power Gari into two ma jor street mar kets and sev eral schools, in clud ing
the Mon rovia Foot ball Academy, a non-profit aca demic and ath letic in sti tu tion that has sought to im- 
prove the nutri tion of its stu dents.

“The clas sic Liberian diet leaves out a num ber of vi tal nu tri ents,” says Will Smith, the co-founder
and ex ec u tive di rec tor of the school. “When [Just] de scribed Power Gari to us, we were im me di ately
like, ‘When can we get this?’ And so far it’s been awe some. The kids love it.”

Given feed back like this, Tet rick is op ti mistic that both re tail and in sti tu tional sales of Power Gari
are poised to ex plode. The com pany’s op er a tional lead in Liberia, Tay lor Quinn, has al ready been in
touch

with the lo cal di vi sions of sev eral ma jor aid or gan i sa tions that buy food for schools, in clud ing
Save the Chil dren and the World Food Pro gramme.

By the end of the year, says Tet rick, Just will sell seven mil lion serv ings of Power Gari in Liberia,
and plans to ex pand to Ghana, Nigeria and Ethiopia af ter that.

“In the next two years, I’d like to see us in 10 to 15 coun tries, hun dreds of mil lions of meals be ing
served, and part ner ships with some of the big gest in sti tu tions glob ally to get this out,” says Tet rick. A
pot of Power Gari is pre pared at a foot ball train ing ground in Liberia

But devel op ment ex perts are scep ti cal that Just could scale its Liberian op er a tion up so quickly –
or that Power Gari will make a mean ing ful dent in chronic mal nu tri tion.

Ma jor in sti tu tional play ers, such as the World Food Pro gramme, al ready serve for ti fied por ridges,
typ i cally wheat and soy or corn and soy blends. Amer ica’s devel op ment agency USAID has funded the
pro duc tion of a lo cal, for ti fied cas sava por ridge called “Su per Gari” in Liberia for sev eral years.

And larger com pa nies, in clud ing DuPont, Pepsi and Danone, have at tempted to launch dozens of
for ti fied foods in low-in come mar kets, says Erik Si ma nis, a mar ket-devel op ment con sul tant to sev eral
global cor po ra tions. Al most all failed so com pletely that the com pa nies never pub li cised them – a ca- 
su alty of the mar keters’ in abil ity to per suade low-in come con sumers, in clud ing many who can’t read,
to switch to un fa mil iar prod ucts with un clear health ben e fits.

“You don’t have to scratch very deep be low the sur face to find the skele tons of past ini tia tives like
this,” Si ma nis adds. “It’s a great thing to put in your an nual sus tain abil ity re port. But there’s no busi- 
ness logic be hind it.”

Even if Just were to crack this busi ness model, nutri tion ex perts dis puted the idea that Power Gari
could some how “solve” mal nu tri tion. While for ti fied ce re als can be an im por tant source of vi ta mins
and min er als for many pop u la tions – par tic u larly young chil dren, ado les cents and preg nant women –
they are not a new idea in Africa, says Ge or gia Beans, the vice pres i dent of qual ity and com pli ance at
ACDI/VOCA, a USbased devel op ment or gan i sa tion with projects in Liberia.



To fur ther com pli cate mat ters, the worst and most ir re versible health ef fects of mal nu tri tion oc cur
be tween birth and age two, when chil dren need par tic u larly high doses of mi cronu tri ents like Vi ta min
A, zinc and iron. That means a prod uct de signed for the gen eral pop u la tion would not ad e quately ad- 
dress is sues like stunt ing and wast ing, says Marie Ruel, the di rec tor of the Poverty, Health and Nutri- 
tion Divi sion at the In ter na tional Food Pol icy Re search In sti tute.

“I don’t see what’s mirac u lous about this prod uct,” says Ruel. “It’s not go ing to be a magic bul let.”
But Just is not dis suaded by scep tics – the com pany has al ways had its fair share. Tay lor Quinn,

who heads the Liberia ini tia tive, ac knowl edges that other com pa nies have tried and failed to mar ket
sim i lar prod ucts be fore. And Power Gari is less a cure-all than a step in the right di rec tion, he says.

Ul ti mately, how ever, Quinn ex pects Just to suc ceed where oth ers have failed be cause its new por- 
ridge tastes pretty good. That is, af ter all, how Just sold Wal mart and Dol lar Gen eral shop pers on the
mer its of ve gan mayo.

“At the end of the day, we could fail like ev ery one else,” he adds. “But I think we’re set up for suc- 
cess.”


