Social Business Employment Grant Program
Round Two (2)
Request for Applications (RFA)
Background and Problem Statement
Representing 49.89%1 of Liberia’s population, youths have remarkable power to influence, drive, and
catalyze the country’s inclusive economic and social prosperity and its overall peace and security. Yet, due
to a multitude of factors, more than half of Liberia’s youth find themselves in vulnerable employment, with
limited educational attainment, and limited to no opportunities to forge a path toward a better future. To
this point, in a School to Work Transition Survey (SWTS) conducted by the ILO in 2013, findings noted
that 78.7% of Liberia’s working youth fall within the category of ‘under-utilized labor’ and 77.9% are
considered in ‘vulnerable employment’, characterized by low wages, periodic or seasonal work, insecure
working conditions and with limited to no access to safety nets.
To contribute to the knowledge base on this issue, improve understanding of the nuances of youth as a
target market with wants, desires and aspirations, and hone in on the systemic challenges and opportunities
therein, Mercy Corps has been funded by the Swedish Embassy in Liberia to implement the Prospects
program. In line with ILO’s findings, results demonstrate significant frustration on the part of youth with
respect to availability of gainful employment opportunities with only ‘small jobs’ noted as available. Low
levels of confidence in the labor market are pervasive with a majority of youth in the sample sharing the
perception that employment recruitment processes are ‘fixed’. This lack of confidence signals a more
troublesome belief held by the majority of respondents, which is that ‘the only way [to] improve your
situation is with the help of an NGO or the government.’ Such a misconception presents a dangerous
precedent as it furthers aid dependency and undermines key market actors that can and should serve as
drivers of long-term, gainful employment opportunities and inclusive economic growth – the private sector.
Sustainable solutions to such challenges do not simply reside within NGOs or government’s programming
as the magnitude of the challenges surrounding youth unemployment are multi-faceted including:
●
●
●
●

1

Limited availability of gainful employment opportunities to absorb work-ready youth
Limited technical skills, soft skills, work experience (including opportunities to gain such work
experience), and educational attainment to meet current labor market demands
Limited to no training and skills-building that is industry-led and responsive to the changing labor
market landscape
Limited information on availability of viable employment opportunities, internships, trainings, and
labor market needs and trends; and

Liberia Demographics Profile 2017: https://www.indexmundi.com/liberia/demographics_profile.html
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Left unaddressed, this bleak problem has the potential to escalate to an even larger threat –
destabilization of the country’s security due to lack of empowerment and engagement of the Country’s
largest share of the population – youth – in productive and gainful economic activity. However, with
the right combination of strengths and interests, it also presents a window of opportunity for multistakeholder engagement to address the systemic causes of youth unemployment.

Objective and Approach, Areas of Interest, and Eligibility Criteria
Objective
Tackling the multi-faceted challenge of youth unemployment requires integrated and holistic approaches
that leverage the strengths and interests of partners across sectors – public, private, and social. In launching
this open Request for Applications (RFA), Mercy Corps, with funding from the Swedish Embassy in
Liberia, seeks to leverage our internal strengths (Private Sector Development, youth empowerment and
financial awards and services) while strengthening private sector-led innovations with potential to
accelerate sustainable solutions to youth unemployment in Liberia. Through this grant under the Social
Business Employment Grants Program), Mercy Corps aims to identify and support thirteen (13) private
sector companies with results-based grant financing and technical assistance in the second year.
Approach
The Request for Application contains a competitive request for application which enables start-up and
expanding businesses to participate through the following means;
●
●
●
●
●

Request for Application Package (which includes the Application template, checklist, milestone
budget, declaration letter and the Illustrative Fixed Obligatory Grant Contract)
Review of Application (done by an Independent Evaluation Committee)
Business Elevator Pitch (Presentation of business idea)
Due Diligence (Pre-award assessment)
Award (Successful selected applicants by the independent Evaluation Committee)

This RFA will not take a prescriptive approach in detailing to private sector the means they must employ
in achieving their proposed ideas. Rather, in the section that follows, a non-exhaustive list of areas of
interest is provided for private sector to consider. Private sector companies are encouraged to explore
solutions that involve partnerships with relevant parties including those in business associations or multinational companies provided that the lead applicant is an eligible private sector entity as defined below.
This grants program will be driven by a dual approach that entails the following:
●

●

Provision of grants up to $20,000 for thirteen (13) private sector businesses. Financing will be
results-based and delivered in tranches based upon mutually-agreed milestones. Through the
provision of thoughtful and targeted financing, Mercy Corps seeks to support businesses to crowdin additional funding upon grant closure by de-risking investments for future investors.
Award decisions made through a fair and independent process. Applications will be evaluated by
an independent external panel of evaluators and final award decisions will be rendered by Mercy
Corps. Mercy Corps reserves the right to make multiple awards or no awards at all under this RFA.
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●

Technical assistance post-award supporting ventures with capacity building to develop and refine
scalable business models. In providing this technical assistance, Mercy Corps also seeks to transfer
the resources and tools it has undertaken/developed as relevant to the outlined areas of interest such
as an easy-to-use SMEs toolkit.

Areas of Interest
● Job matching services for formal and contract employment for youth: Mercy Corps’ market
research underscored the immense trust gap that exists between youth and employers. Among all
businesses interviewed in Mercy Corps’ sample, honesty, trustworthiness, and character were
highlighted as key attributes employers seek second only to qualifications. Employers noted
struggling to readily find this in the labor market. Noteworthy was also the fact that contract
employment (e.g., housekeeping, electrical and mechanical work, accounting, surveyors etc.) is
pervasive with significant potential to absorb large amounts of youth provided that the trust gap is
minimized. Employment matching services that strengthen trust between employers and youth,
particularly those at the cusp of vulnerable employment, while demonstrating cost-effective and
scalable vetting / trust-building practices can radically shift the existing employment landscape.
●

Youth Information Services: In Mercy Corps’ research, the youth information gap spans across
categories including information on job listings, tips on how to find jobs, and listings of short-term
jobs and contracts along with trainings, internships, and scholarship opportunities. Across
demographics, youth noted newspapers as the preferred method for receiving information even if
the newspaper came at a cost when compared to information received via website or social media.
Financially viable information services targeting youth, including rural youth, through mediums
such as newspapers, journals, and/or a blend of online media are poised to catalyze youth
confidence in the employment market, engage youth in their own personal and professional
development, and create pathways to gainful employment opportunities.

●

Technology for Youth Employment: In Liberia, youth demonstrate varied levels of interaction with
technology. Research shows limited use of technology for employment purposes with only 16% of
youth respondents using their phones to find information on jobs, trainings, or education. Similarly,
for computer users, only 21% report using them for information on jobs. Nevertheless, youth
demonstrate eagerness to learn and utilize new technologies. In this regard, youth-friendly
technological innovations for employment complemented by tailored youth social marketing
campaigns can offer significant potential for disruptive change while also driving the development
of cost-effective and scalable business models.

●

Agriculture and/or Renewable Energy: Agriculture is the largest sector of the Liberian economy,
making up over half of all economic activities and is the most important source of income
especially for women. Both sectors are key drivers of economic stability and employment
opportunities for young Liberian job seekers while also empowering people in the informal
sector.
For Agriculture, the following areas are highly recommended;
- Food Processing
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-

Product Packaging
Food Production

For Renewable Energy, we are currently just focused on the following;
-

Solar Energy

Note 1: Only one (1) application per business will be accepted under this RFA.
Note 2: Proposals that effectively target more than one of the above areas of interest are encouraged.
Proposed project ideas must be implementable during a period of 12 months from award date.
Note 3: This Request for Application is specifically designed for businesses operating within
Montserrado, Nimba and Bong Counties.

Eligibility Criteria
Criteria for start-up Businesses:






Liberian-owned registered business
Bank Account
Evidence of providing at least 10% of total grant amount requested
Provide 2 personal references of the business or entrepreneur
Operating in at least one of the following sectors to include manufacturing, retailing and
distribution.
- Tech/ICT
- Service (Hospitality, information, catering, construction, transportation, distribution etc.)
- Renewable Energy (especially in solar energy)
- Agriculture (with focus in Food processing, food production, packaging etc.

For existing Businesses (for expansion)







Liberian-owned registered business
At least six (6) months experience in their application proposed area.
Official Tax Clearance Certificates (All applicants will be required to submit Tax Clearance before
signing of the Fixed Obligatory Grant Contract)
Able to provide three (3) client reference letters
Provide an audited financial statement stating clearly the current financial standings of the business
with no active / pending litigations
Able to complete project within twelve (12) months from the proposed start date

Key elements of the proposal
Applications will be evaluated to the extent to which they demonstrate:
●

Innovation: Proposed solutions must clearly address a gap in the youth unemployment market
through innovative approaches. Applicants are encouraged to highlight and underscore their
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nuanced understanding of the youth employment context and the needs and wants of youth as a
target market relevant to the business case of each company.
●

Impact: Proposed solutions must demonstrate cost-effective and positive social impact. This impact
could be demonstrated in variety of ways including but not limited to: number of youth viably
equipped with information services / engaged in the development of information services through
newspapers, online media, and/or social media; number of youth connected with gainful
employment opportunities through cost-effective vetting and job matching practices; number of
youth whose capacity is built through the development and delivery of viable and industry-led
trainings and curricula. Note: Capacity building must go beyond just number of trainings delivered
to / attended by youth, and this should be clearly outlined in the approach.

●

Sustainability: Priority will be given to projects that demonstrate sustainability beyond the grant
funding cycle. Applicants are encouraged to demonstrate ability to leverage additional capital,
particularly from other private sector companies including multi-nationals.

●

Replication and commercial viability: Proposed projects must be poised for commercial viability
and demonstrate potential for replication of innovative products and services that support increased
employment for youth.

Partnerships between private sector, and/or business associations are highly encouraged provided that the
lead applicant is an eligible private-sector entity. In addition to these key elements, applicants should refer
to page eight (8) of this document for the evaluation criteria.
Guidelines for Completion of the Application
Applications must be submitted in accordance with the following:
1. Mercy Corps and affiliated parties will not pay for any application preparation costs.
2. Applications must be submitted in English.
3. All applications submitted in response to this RFA are due no later than Thursday, January 31,
2019, at 4:00pm local time. Late applications will not be accepted or considered.
4. Applications must be typed in Times New Roman, 11-point font size, and have margins no less
than one inch on the top, bottom, and both sides.
5. Applications will be accepted in the following format:
● All applications including relevant supporting documents must be in a portable document
format, PDF, and submitted via email to lr-tenders@mercycorps.org with the subject line
“RFA for Social Business Employment Grant” or on thumb drive and addressed to
Mercy Corps Liberia located at Sophie Junction, Opposite SOS Clinic, Monrovia, Liberia
or Mercy Corps Youth Center, Adjacent the Lutheran School, Gbarnga, Bong County or
Ministry of Youth and Sports Youth Opportunity Center, Ganta City Nimba County.
Guidelines for Completion of the Budget Template
In completing the attached budget template, please be mindful of the following:
Allowable Costs
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●

Costs directly associated with the proposed project implementation and incurred and paid between
the project’s start and end dates including but not limited to:
o Administration and support costs directly attributable to the proposed project
o External advisory costs (e.g., technical assistance / advisory support, consultancies etc.)
o Expenses such as travel, workshops, etc., directly associated with project implementation
o End line surveys
o Construction directly related to proposed project
o Equipment directly related to the project implementation
Non-allowable Costs
●
●
●

Debt repayment (debt obtained prior to grant disbursement)
Administration and support costs that are not directly related to the proposed project
implementation
Design/proposal development costs

These lists are not exhaustive, and all proposed budgets will be evaluated for cost realism and compliance
with aforementioned guidelines and Mercy Corps Financial Policy. The application process employed by
this RFA is as follows:

Application Process
Request for Applications (RFA) Process and Key dates

Launch of
RFA
December
20, 2018

Proposal
Support:
proposal
development
workshop
January 11,
17 & 18,
2019

Submission of
applications
January 31,
2019 by
4:30pm local
time

External
Panel Review
& Business
Pitching
February 128, 2019

Due
Diligence
and
Considerati
on of
Shortlist
March 1April 2019

Decision
Notice to all
Applicants
by
April 1-5,
2019

Proposal Development and Support Workshop
To assist applicants in familiarizing themselves with the application package; provide an opportunity to
answer questions that may arise during the proposal development process; and provide real-time assistance
in the development of their proposed idea, a day-long workshop within each county (Montserrado, Bong
and Nimba) has been scheduled as outlined below. Each workshop is arranged in two parts: the morning
session will consist of a presentation of the application package and an overview of each of the application
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templates followed by a question and answer session. The afternoon session will provide an opportunity
for hands-on proposal development assistance for all interested applicants. Applicants are encouraged to
review the application package prior to arrival at the workshop. Companies/businesses are encouraged to
come to the workshop with printed copies of the application documents. Requests for attendance will be
considered on a first-come, first-serve basis upon receipt of a reservation to cacollins@mercycorps.org
egayflor@mercycorps.org / etogba@mercycorps.org or call 0778012590 / 0778012561 / 0778012526
latest two days to the workshop date.
Application Package
Kindly request the full application package for the request for application (RFA) by sending an email to
cacollins@mercycorps.org or etogba@mercycorps.org or egayflor@mercycorps.org or by calling cell
numbers 0778012590 / 0778012561 / 0778012526.

Proposal Development and Support Workshop Schedule
Monrovia, Montserrado

Gbarnga City, Bong

Ganta City, Nimba

• Date: January 11, 2019

•Date: January 17, 2018
•Venue: Mercy Corps
Youth Center, Adjacent St.
Mark Lutheran Church,
Gbarnga Bong county

• Date: January 18, 2019
• Venue: MoYS Youth
Center, Lonestar Tower,
Ganta, Nimba County

• Venue: The Market
Place, Nancy B. Doe
Market, 8th Street
Sinkor, Monrovia

Upon closure of the RFA period, all applications will be reviewed by an independent, external review panel.
This panel is in no way affiliated with Mercy Corps to ensure balance and impartiality in the decisionmaking process. Panel members will remain anonymous to ensure that decisions are not made under
pressure. Official decision notices will be issued to all applicants, successful or not. All decisions rendered
by the panel are considered final with no right of appeal.

Application Documents
The following documents must be submitted with all applications (with the exception of the Illustrative
Fixed Obligation Grant (FOG) contract):
●
●
●
●
●

Declaration Letter/Expression of Interest
Application for Expanding Business Template
Application for Start-up Business Template
Annex 1: Activity/Milestone Budget Template
Annex 2: Submission Checklist
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●

Annex 3: Illustrative Fixed Obligation Grant (FOG) contract – Not to be submitted

Evaluation and Scoring Guidelines
Application Components

Score

Technical Components
● Market relevance of proposed product/service as related to youth unemployment
● Impact on youth unemployment
● Innovation
Financial Viability of Proposed Application
● Extent to which proposed idea demonstrates commercial viability and sustainability post
grant closeout and its potential for replication and scale-up
● Realism of projected milestone budget versus achievements
Applicant Organizational Capacity
● Current financial status of company (Financial statements and/or profit and loss
statements)
● Demonstrated capacity to manage proposed project (management and staff capacity,
organization’s systems (administration, operations, accounting etc.)) (question 18)

50

Total

100

25

25
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