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Executive Summary

The SANBio-BioFISA II Annual Event, held on 
21-22 February 2017, brought together 
members of the SANBio network from around 
the SADC region to discuss the state of 
innovation in health and nutrition in Southern 
Africa and report back on the progress of 
several BioFISA II-funded collaborative 
projects.

On the first day, delegates discussed 
regulation and trends in the diagnostics sector 
as well as opportunities for collaboration and 
funding. Five SANBio/BioFISA II -  funded 
collaborations presented their progress in 
bringing innovations in the diagnostic sector to 
market and received feedback and advice 
from a panel of experts from the public and 
private sector funders around the region.

On the second day, the focus shifted to human 
and animal nutrition. A plenary address from 
Dr Victor Konde highlighted the opportunities 
inherent in addressing poverty on the African 
continent. Delegates discussed opportunities in 
both the animal and human nutrition sector 
and identified opportunities for regional 
collaboration. Five SANBio/BioFISA II funded 
projects in nutrition presented their progress 
and once again received expert feedback and 
advice from the panel.

The event provided a platform for regional 
conversation and collaboration around 
innovation in the biosciences sector, and 
highlighted the funding and other support 
available for researchers looking to 
commercialise their work. 
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1. Introduction

The Southern Africa Network for Biosciences 
(SANBio) is a NEPAD Agency Flagship for 
collaborative research, development and an 
innovation platform aimed at addressing 
Southern Africa's challenges in health and 
nutrition. The BioFISA II Programme is aimed at 
strengthening the NEPAD SANBio Network, 
and funding under BioFISA II is aimed to 
support and strengthen biosciences research 
and development as well as human capacity 
development in the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) through the 
existing NEPAD SANBio Network. The 
SANBio Member States are Angola, 
Botswana, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, 
Mozambique, Namibia, Lesotho, South Africa, 
Seychelles, Swaziland, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe.

In line with promotion of knowledge sharing, 
highlighting the work done by the SANBio 
network in the region, and engaging with a 
variety of stakeholders, SANBio/BioFISA II 
hosted the annual event with the theme 
Business Meets Biosciences from 21-22 
February 2017, at the Birchwood Hotel and 
OR Tambo Conference Centre.  

The event targeted SANBio Regional Partners, 
Private Sector, University and Research 
partners, SADC country funding councils, 
Industry associations, Donors in the region, 
BioFISA II Project teams, NGOs, Innovators 
and SMMEs, and Venture capitalists in these 
sectors.

The format for the Annual Event included: 

• Plenary sessions and Davos style discussion 
on the emerging trends in human health, 
animal health and nutrition with regional 
stakeholders in an effort to support and 
promote innovations in these thematic 
areas, 

• Presentations by Seed and Flagship projects 
funded by the BioFISA II Programme to 
showcase their project achievements and 
future plans, 

• Facilitation of meet-ups for stakeholders to 
engage with each other directly with an 
attempt to foster regional collaboration and 
knowledge sharing in an informal manner, 
and 

• Linkages with private sector and potential 
investors in the health and nutrition sectors.

During the plenary session on day one, 
welcoming remarks from the hosts of the 
SANBio Network and the SANBio/ BioFISA II 
programme were presented.  Mr Daan du Toit, 
Deputy-Director General for International 
Cooperation and Resources representing the 
Department of Science and Technology (DST), 
highlighted that through funding and 
networking events such as this one, 
SANBio/BioFISA II is facilitating the 
implementation of the science and technology 
roadmap laid out by the African Union and 
supported by the DST. 



Likewise, the support of Finland for the 
SANBio/BioFISA II Programme, via the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, has been 
unwavering since 2005 and is set to continue 
until 2019 at the very least. Finland has seen 
great success in a coordinated research, 
innovation and education policy in recent 
years, and is excited to share this knowledge 
with the world through partnerships such as  
SANBio/BioFISA II. 

SANBio/BioFISA II also fits into South African 
Development Community (SADC) strategies 
such as the SADC industrialisation strategy of 
2015, as the network helps to improve 
regional cooperation and advance regional 
policies in science, technology and innovation.

The Annual event thematic sessions focussed 
on two key sectors, namely health and 
nutrition. Within these topics, panellists and 
delegates discussed the state of research and 
industry, regulatory hurdles, and opportunities 
for innovation, collaboration, and funding. 
Discussions in health focussed on the emerging 
diagnostics sector, while nutrition focussed on 
agro-processing, tapping into indigenous 
knowledge systems, and innovations in animal 
feed.

Beyond the discussions, ten BioFISA II -funded 
projects presented their progress towards 
commercial application of research in 

Southern Africa. Each project is the result of 
collaboration between research groups in 
several Southern African countries, and all of 
them were pitching to win a trip to Finland to 
participate in Europe’s leading start-up event, 
Slush. The pitches were critiqued and judged 
by an expert panel made up of venture 
capitalists and technology transfer and 
innovation specialists from around the region.

Overall, SANBio initiatives are driving 
collaboration within academia as well as 
between academia and the private sector. 
Strengthening and expanding these 
partnerships will ensure that research is 
addressing market needs and that it is taken up 
and commercialised rapidly and effectively.

Another outcome from the event is a strong set 
of recommendations from the private sector for 
BioFISA II funded projects, listed in Section 2.3 
below.

The SANBio Expert Database 
(https://www.expertdb.nepadsanbio.org), 
launched at the event, holds promise as a 
powerful networking tool to connect 
researchers to academic collaborators and 
private sectors partners, and ensure that 
research in the biosciences is addressing real 
challenges faced by industry.

Science doesn’t progress without partnership.
No matter our own resources, we must share our 

experience and expertise. An initiative like SANBio that 
seeks to encourage this collaboration should be at the 

heart of the scientific enterprise.

– Daan du Toit, Deputy Director-General: International
Relations and Cooperation, DST.
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2. Day 1: In vitro diagnostics

The purpose of the discussion on diagnostics 
was to flesh out issues faced in the SADC 
region in terms of the regulatory framework, 
global market trends, funding opportunities 
and other challenges faced in commercialising 
innovations in the diagnostics sector. An 
introductory session looked at the regulatory 
landscape in Southern Africa, with a particular 
focus on South Africa, while the second 
session of the day discussed current trends and 
opportunities with strong engagement of 
startups and private enterprises who are 
developing and deploying diagnostic 
solutions. In the third session, five BioFISA 
II-funded collaborations pitched their business 
proposals to experts for feedback, before the 
day ended with a discussion of the funding 
opportunities on offer from funders particularly 
focusing on health funding in South Africa.

Rapid diagnostic tests that can be used on site 
and easily accessible to the end user, without 
laboratories or expensive equipment holds 
promise as one of the best possible 
approaches to improve human health in 
Africa. A recent estimate put the value of the 
global diagnostics market at $80 billion, and it 

is an area of mostly untapped opportunity, 
particularly in Africa.

New regulations and calls for manufacturing 
license applications mean that Southern 
African manufacturers can now compete 
globally in the medical devices and 
diagnostics field. Meanwhile funding from 
funders, including the Medical Research 
Council (MRC) and SANBio, is providing the 
opportunity for researchers to seize the 
moment in commercialising promising new 
point-of-care diagnostics solutions.

2.1 Regulation in the diagnostics sector

One of the major barriers to the success of 
diagnostics in Southern Africa is regulation or 
the lack thereof. For diagnostics to be safe, 
effective and globally applicable, there are a 
host of international regulations that need to 
be met. In South Africa, a new set of 
regulations has just been tabled that effectively 
governs the production and distribution of 
medical devices, which include in vitro 
diagnostics. 

According to Jeanette Lotter of the Medicines 

There is a huge market for medical devices and diagnostics
in Southern Africa. If you build safety, efficacy and quality 

considerations into your research proposals from the design 
phase, the actual regulation should go very quickly.

When you do research in this field with a plan to patent
and commercialise, it’s going to reach patients.

– Dr Jeannette Lotter, MCC, Department of Health.
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Control Council (MCC), the new regulations 
ensure that diagnostics that are produced in 
South Africa are safe, effective and of good 
quality. These regulations govern 
manufacturing facilities. In 2016, the MCC 
invited applications for new manufacturing 
facilities, and has published guidelines for 
industry to assist them with these new 
requirements. They also plan to assist through 
workshops and quality requirement manuals. 

The South African regulations will help 
locally-manufactured devices and diagnostics 
conform to international standards such as the 
Global Medical Device Nomenclature 
(GMDN) classification, International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO) 
standards and European Conformity (CE) 
marks.

Elsewhere in Southern Africa, regulation is less 
advanced. Mr Andrew Mkwashi of the Open 
University Milton Keynes spoke of the need to 
harmonise national regulations with regional 
standards, taking the lead from South Africa, 
and ensuring that regulations are appropriate 
and not onerous and wasting time and 
resources without supporting or adding value 
to the industry.

The consensus is that regulation needs to be 
managed carefully in Africa to ensure that it 
does not strangle a small and struggling 
innovation industry; instead, the regulatory 
environment should facilitate and be 

conducive to interregional trade between 
countries, and support emerging industries 
such as diagnostics. 

Researchers, regulators and the private sector 
need to work together and use a systematic 
approach to overcome regulatory hurdles in 
the SADC region, particularly to address 
harmonisation of regulations. Success in this 
undertaking will allow for improved public 
health, better health system performance, and 
greater global equity.

2.2 Emerging trends in the diagnostics 
sector and De�ning customer needs

Understanding the market and emerging 
trends is key for researchers trying to provide 
diagnostic solutions for current health 
challenges. Several industry leaders in the 
South African and global diagnostics and 
biological products market discussed research 
and development, global trends and unique 
features of doing this work in Africa. 
Companies represented at this session 
included Bioclones, Biotech Africa, MDG 
Health Solutions, and Perkin Elmer 
Diagnostics.

This session provided researchers with a better 
understanding of what is currently happening 
in the South African market, and identified 
global trends such as rapid diagnostics for 
epidemic diseases like Tuberculosis (TB),  
diagnostics at point of care (i.e. not requiring 
cold chain transport and laboratory tests) as 

I think an important emerging trend is next generation 
sequencing (NGS) and taking NGS to point of care. It’s a 

very interesting field, and we need to collaborate 
internationally for that to be successful.

– Dr Jenny Leslie, Biotech Africa.
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well as the growing importance of next 
generation sequencing technologies, also 
referred to as rapid throughput genomic 
sequencing) in the diagnostic sector.

Some challenges highlighted by the panellists 
include limited access to capital to develop 
diagnostic tests, the decision to commercialise 
despite pressure to publish, and the 
importance of getting buy-in from practitioners 
on the ground when testing and validating 
diagnostic tests, in essence developing and 
accessing new markets for new diagnostic 
tests.

Overall, the session highlighted the value and 
importance of collaborations both between 
different companies and sectors, and between 
researchers and the public and private sectors. 
Everyone has a role to play in bringing new 
diagnostic tests to markets.

2.3 BioFISA II projects in diagnostics

The projects session on Day 1 saw five groups 
present their progress in developing 
diagnostic products for commercialisation. 
Each group prepared a five-minute pitch, 
which was followed by questions and 
feedback from the panel of judges, who came 
from the private sector or innovation offices 
around the region. 

GeneDose – Genotyping to improve 
efavirenz effectiveness
This project is commercialising a genotyping 
process that can tailor the dose of efavirenz 
(an antiretroviral drug) to limit side effects 
associated with incorrect dosage. Feedback 
focussed on whether the project represented a 
viable business or just IP that should be 
licensed. Investment will be used for clinical 
trials. 

Diagnosis of tuberculous meningitis
Currently diagnosing tubercular meningitis 
takes 2-3 weeks, leading to decreased 
disease control and poor outcomes for the 
patient. This project is commercialising a rapid 
(2-3 hours) bedside diagnostic test. It is 
currently in clinical trials. The panellists asked 
about the cost of the kit, which falls within 
WHO guidelines for the cost of a TB 
diagnostic. 

Forensic rape kit – better genotyping for 
African rape cases
South Africa has often been called the rape 
capital of the world. This project has produced 
and validated a Y-chromosome forensic test kit 
that can help law enforcement identify rapists 
more effectively. The kit is more sensitive, more 
affordable and faster than current kits on the 
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market. Comment from investors is that there 
should be more market information and 
financial data in the presentation.

Foot and mouth disease diagnostic test
Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD) has a major 
economic impact in Southern Africa, but 
diagnostic kits do not differentiate between 
African strains of the disease. This project has 
developed a diagnostic that is fast, effective 
and specific to African strains. This will provide 
quicker diagnosis and more timeous feedback, 
permitting faster approval for export of meat 
products to international markets. An issue was 
raised about the structure of the commercial 
entity and the overall structure of the 
collaborative initiative, which was addressed: 
CSIR owns the IP and thus any spinoff 

company will license IP from the CSIR.

Bovine brucellosis diagnostic
Bovine brucellosis is a neglected cattle disease 
that is becoming an increasingly important  
issue in Southern Africa. The disease in 
animals has no cure and poses an economic 
threat to the region. This project has 
developed a simple diagnostic test with no 
laboratory requirements that can identify 
brucellosis in cattle in order to prevent spread 
of the disease. An important hurdle for the 
project raised by a delegate is that the test 
cannot currently differentiate between the 
presence of virus and vaccine in the cattle.

There are heavy costs that come with government investment in 
R&D, and now we are trying to see how we can target it towards 

the commercial domain. But this is not enough, once that initial 
grant funding comes to an end, you need to have some sort of 

private sector funding coming on board, which remains
a challenge in the region.

– Dr Budzanani Tacheba, Botswana Innovation Hub.
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The panellists reviewing BioFISA II diagnostic project pitches had recommendations for 
researchers involved in commercialisation. They can be broken down as follows:

• It is important to focus on your strengths as a researcher. If you have a great innovation or 
invention, partner with someone who has the skills to take it forward in a viable way.

• When trying to commercialise a product in a restrained market like you are dealing with in 
Southern Africa, it is important to think carefully about the structure and business model you 
are using to exploit intellectual property to generate a profit. Sometimes it would be better 
to simply license a patented product.

• Almost all projects presented at BioFISA II needed a more comprehensive understanding of 
their market if they are to be successful in future. This means conducting market surveys and 
talking to those in the know, rather than making assumptions or basing your business model 
on academic research alone.
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2.4 Funding opportunities in the diagnostics 
sector

One important focus of this meeting was the 
opportunities available to researchers and 
entrepreneurs in the sector. A panel discussion 
between venture capitalists and public sector 
experts looked at the funding environment for 
diagnostics and health innovation in Southern 
Africa. The panel addressed the policies and 
funding instruments in place to drive 
commercialisation in this sector and looked at 
what might be holding the sector back.

Representatives from the Medical Research 
Council (MRC) and the Department of Trade 
and Industry (DTI) discussed the types of 
funding they offer in this sector and showed 
that these instruments had produced results 
already. The MRC highlighted the Strategic 
Health Innovation Partnerships (SHIP) grants, 
a new funding initiative that is aiming to 
reduce risk and drive health innovation to 

market in the Southern African region. At the 
DTI, funding is given to initiatives that will turn 
scientific advances into competitive, 
sustainable businesses.

The health sector in South Africa is not 
receiving much funding, according to one 
private sector analyst,only  9% of SA venture 
capital went to health initiatives in 2016. In 
general, venture capital does not exist in South 
Africa as it does in the developed world, which 
means that private funding for high-risk health 
investments is scarce and entrepreneurs should 
rely on public funds. This should improve as 
the market and the sector matures, but it is 
important that funders take an ecosystem 
approach to health innovation to ensure that 
these initiatives make it to later funding stages 
and ultimately, sustainable businesses.

Ms Khilona Radia and Ms Palesa Lefojane



3. Day 2: Human and animal nutrition

The discussion on Day 2 was centred around 
human and animal nutrition, specifically 
looking at opportunities for innovation, 
challenges of supply chain and value addition 
through agro-processing and new product 
development, with a specific focus on 
indigenous knowledge systems, post-harvest 
processing, and animal feed. The plenary 
address by Dr Victor Konde of the African 
Technology Development Forum (ATDF) 
Entrepreneurship Hub addressed the 
challenges and opportunities of meeting 
Africa’s nutrition needs. 

The second session of the day highlighted the 
role that government organisations can play in 
supporting entrepreneurs in the nutrition 
sector. A session on opportunities in human 
nutrition underlined regional government 
support for agro-processing initiatives to add 
value to local agricultural produce, and 
highlighted the need to tap into indigenous 
knowledge systems for human health and 
wellbeing. In the animal nutrition session, 
panellists highlighted the increasing demand 
for good quality feed and looked at ways to 
address this using local products and 
resources. Finally, five BioFISA II-funded 
collaborations pitched their business 
proposals to experts for commentary.

Human and animal nutrition in Africa is both a 
huge challenge and a huge opportunity. 
Improving quality of life and dietary demands, 
coupled with population growth, urbanisation 
and climate change means that demand for 
safe, nutritious and affordable food is higher 

than ever. This also presents an opportunity for 
Southern Africa to feed itself, but in order for 
this to be achieved, the region needs to put 
greater focus into commercialising 
developments that can help feed the 
population.

The sessions highlighted that there is almost 
endless opportunity to innovate in nutrition to 
address the challenges that Africa faces in 
making sure that its populations have access to 
enough good quality and nutritious food. 
Agro-processing and waste valorisation hold 
particular promise as this type of initiative is 
widely supported by government bodies in the 
region. SANBio/ BioFISA II, and national 
funding bodies are all offering funding for 
specific projects that can meet market needs 
for healthy and nutritious food.

A major theme of the second day was that 
indigenous knowledge in the biosciences and 
particularly around healthy nutrition has been 
widely ignored by western-style university 
research and that tapping into this knowledge 
in a respectful and holistic way is a major 
opportunity for innovation in future.

3.1 Mapping future opportunities in 
nutrition for a changing Africa

Throughout the day, a common theme was 
deriving opportunities in the nutrition sector 
from the challenges faced in the region for 
commercial and economic success on a broad 
scale.

Dr Victor Konde highlighted that 23% of food 
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in Africa is imported, and that number is 
growing. In the South African Development 
Community (SADC), the percentage increases 
to 64%. This is despite the oft-repeated 
expression that Africa is ‘an agricultural 
continent’. There is growing demand for meat, 
basic foods, and processed food products for 
manufacture.

The main message is that Africa has both an 
opportunity and a challenge to feed itself. It is 
particularly important that the food is safe, of 
good quality and made from good 
ingredients. We cannot achieve this without 
partnerships and strategic, long-term 
cooperation. However, partnerships are easy 
to talk about but very difficult to get right when 
they are trying to meet the needs of different 
groups.  

Thus Africa is faced with a wide range of 
opportunities, but it remains to be seen 
whether we can harness those opportunities 
and turn them into food security and economic 
success.

3.2 Partnerships and regional collaboration

The next session looked at how science, 
technology and innovation bodies in the 
SADC region fund and support innovation. 
Representatives from Botswana, Namibia, 
Seychelles and Zimbabwe discussed their 

various approaches to strategy, funding and 
collaboration in the science, technology and 
innovation sector and highlighted some 
success stories.

Each country representative talked about the 
strategies and roadmaps they are using to 
guide innovation. In Seychelles, they are 
focussing on mariculture, while in Botswana 
the focus is on sectors with high economic 
impact such as mining, ICT, clean technologies 
and biotechnology for food security and 
health. 

Ms Alushe Nditya for the National 
Commission for Research, Science and 
Technology (NCRST) in Namibia talked about 
the different ways that her organisation funds 
innovation and entrepreneurship, and 
introduced a successful young entrepreneur 
who has been funded through the NCRST.

A key message from this session is that while 
these institutions can and do provide important 
funding, they are possibly most valuable in the 
support they provide to innovators beyond 
finance.
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We asked the health professionals we were working with 
how they defined hunger, and they started to talk about 

nutrient content, balanced diet, and so on. That can’t be the 
definition of hunger. So we went and asked the ladies 

working in the cafeteria, and they said,
‘when I’m hungry I can’t work’.

– Dr Victor Konde, African Technology Development Forum
(ATDF) Entrepreneurship Hub.



We are focussing on how we develop our national system 
of innovation across the whole spectrum of 

commercialisation: from an idea to prototypes and 
market-ready products. That’s the continuum. Our biggest 

mandate is to ask, ‘what have you produced or developed 
that could eventually end up on a shelf?'

– Dr Budzanani Tacheba, Botswana Innovation Hub.

3.3 Opportunities in the human nutrition 
sector

In this session, panellists and delegates 
discussed the potential of post-harvest 
processing, or agro-processing, as an area of 
development for Africa, as well as the value 
that indigenous knowledge systems can add. 
Post-harvest processing can reduce waste, 
generate employment, and generally add 
value to the food and beverage industry. 

Dr Martin Kebakile highlighted how the 
National Food Technology Research Centre 
(NFTRC) in Botswana is providing 
agro-processing facilities such as milling, 

canning and bottling as well as quality 
assurance and testing to help entrepreneurs in 
the region move towards commercialisation. 
The facility can assist with proof of concept for 
new initiatives or services for the established 
industry. In Zambia, Sylvia Banda of the 
African Women Entrepreneurs Programme has 
trained more than 20 000 farmers in 
agro-processing techniques to help them add 
value to their products. 

Another important theme that emerged was 
that of how to best use the indigenous 
knowledge available in African countries.
This applies equally to discussions of human 
nutrition, as well as animal nutrition.  The value 

12
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My grandmother used to tell me: ‘do not refuse to guard 
the fields; it is in the chasing of baboons and monkeys that 
you will come across mushrooms and honey.’ In the same 

vein, there are challenges in nutrition in Africa that we 
should rather see as opportunities.

– Dr Chamunorwa Togo, The Innovation Hub. 

Recycling food waste boosts employment creation in 
Zimbabwe. For every ten tonnes of food waste thrown to 
landfills 10 jobs are created and for every ten tonnes of 

waste recycled to animal feed 23 jobs are created.

– Mr Tichaona Revesai, Partner Feeds.

of indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) lies in 
its ability to address problems such as climate 
change, and in the fact that it is knowledge 
collected over centuries of experience in an 
environmental context that remains relevant 
today.

Mr Barnabas Kapange of the SADC Plant 
Genetic Resources Centre discussed how his 
organisation provides a genetic repository for 
local crops, landraces and indigenous plants 
across Southern Africa. This can assist 
researchers to turn indigenous knowledge into 
innovation that can improve food security and 
competitiveness of local farmers. Sylvia Banda 
mentioned that farmers in East Africa that she 
trains have a wealth of knowledge about 
indigenous plants and animals, but no 
scientists have spoken to them. 

This sentiment is one of the main messages of 
the session – the indigenous knowledge is 
there but researchers are not yet tapping into 
it. Dr Chamunorwa Togo of the Innovation 
Hub highlighted that the region is still too 

focussed on pushing research to market rather 
than letting the market dictate the research and 
innovation agenda.

3.4 Opportunities in the animal nutrition 
sector

The session on animal nutrition investigated the 
need for a strong value chain providing new 
products and meeting the needs of the animal 
nutrition sector. Demand for animal protein is 
growing in Africa, and it is a major challenge 
for African farmers to meet that need with 
healthy and well-fed livestock.

Appropriate animal nutrition is in many ways 
as important as human nutrition – ensuring that 
animals are healthy and well-fed guarantees a 
stable supply chain of high-protein and 
nutritious animal products for human 
consumption. The biggest challenge for animal 
nutrition in Africa is replacing imported soya or 
fish protein with locally produced and 
sustainable alternatives. South Africa alone 
imports 450 000 tonnes of animal feed every 
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year, primarily for chicken farming.

Professor Abed Dlamini from University of 
Swaziland is researching local alternatives to 
soya for cattle feed. The most promising source 
is marula processing waste, which has similar 
protein content to soya at a lower cost. Other 
viable options include fruit and vegetable 
waste.

Tichoana Revesai highlighted that recycling 
food waste from farms for animal feed is 
creating jobs and reducing environmental 
impact in Zimbabwe. This innovation is based 
on the business-driven approach 
recommended by SANBio/BioFISA II.

The session closed with Dr Sibongile Gumbi of 
iVacBio observing that research must reach the 
marketplace as products that are affordable 
and available. Another important message 
from the session is that improving use of raw 
materials and increasing use of waste 
materials can have a positive impact on 
animal nutrition in Africa.

3.5 BioFISA II projects in nutrition

The projects session on Day 2 saw five groups 
present their progress in developing nutritional 
products for human and animal for 
commercialisation. Each group had prepared 
a five-minute pitch, which was followed by 
questions and feedback from the panel of 
judges, who came from the private sector and 
innovation offices around the region.

Healthy SMA²RT – food business 
incubation
This initiative is aiming to provide training, 
business guidance and product development 
to assist young food science entrepreneurs 
looking to sell healthy snacks made from 
indigenous crops. The project identifies 
promising food science graduates in 
Botswana and Lesotho for mentoring and 
support. The panellists felt that there was a lot 
of financial data missing, so it was difficult to 
understand how the project represented a 
viable business model.

NutriDrink – vegetable-based meal 
replacement drink
A collaboration between researchers, 
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manufacturers and retailers has created a 
meal replacement drink crafted from 
indigenous vegetables and able to address 
specific nutrient deficiencies in Southern 
Africa, namely vitamin A and iron. The product 
has market approval, production at scale and 
a number of customers and routes to market in 
place already. This project’s biggest challenge 
to success is securing reliable supply of local 
ingredients in order to scale up successfully 
and reliably.

Goat pellets – new feed to improve goat 
milk productivity
This project has developed a nutritious and 
cheap feed for goats using oyster mushrooms 
and the leaves of an invasive tree. This feed 
ensures productivity of the goats and protects 
the animals against nematode parasites. The 
secondary aim of the project is to produce 
goat’s milk yoghurt for sale, and the 
consortium has partnered with Parmalat as a 
distribution partner. Excess pellets will be sold 
to a feed company for resale – that 
relationship is also already in place. Investors 
feel that the pellets should be a revenue stream 
as well; according to the researchers this might 
come later once the yoghurt trade is stable.

Cattle mineral and vitamin block lick
Cattle in Zimbabwe are facing chronic 

deficiencies which is affecting the economic 
impact these animals can have. To address this 
challenge, a regional research consortium has 
developed an ash-based lick block which 
combines the strengths of all of its competitors. 
The project has already secured a supplier 
and buyer for their product. The investors were 
concerned about the agreement with Capital 
Foods who is supplying raw ingredients as 
well as buying the block for resale; project 
members are looking at other avenues to 
market the product. 

Insect--based protein for feed
Researchers and an entrepreneur have joined 
forces for this project to address a major issue 
in Southern African agriculture – the use of soy 
and fishmeal for protein in feed. This initiative 
is growing mealworm – a clean, low -impact 
insect that produces large quantities of protein 
and lives on dry cereal wastes. The business 
has several revenue streams and is currently 
scaling up production. Concerns about what 
they offered in comparison to their competitors 
were easily addressed – a local and cheaper 
product of the same or better quality.

One of the key issues to come out of this 
session was how to better promote research 
that addresses the needs and gaps in the 
private sector, also referred to as ‘market pull’ 

The panellists reviewing the BioFISA II nutrition project pitches had a number of 
recommendations for researchers involved in commercialisation:

• As researchers, you need to look at the best way to turn your IP into a valuable product. That 
often means partnering with someone else to move the business forward

• There needs to be a better understanding of the market and financial viability of the project – 
most of the presentations were too research-focussed.
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innovation, as opposed to attempting to turn 
research into a commercial success (‘research 
push’ innovation).

3.6 Tracking progress of NEPAD 
SANBio/BioFISA II

The annual event concluded with Dr Ereck 
Chakauya presenting some of the progress 
and milestones of SANBio’s regional network, 
while Ms Zvi Tangawamira presented 
progress and results of the BioFISA II 
programme to date.

Dr Chakauya mentioned that SANBio exists to 
generate knowledge and share resources, but 
ultimately that knowledge needs to be put to 
use to address the hunger, poverty and health 
epidemics facing sub-Saharan Africa. In 
addition, SANBio aims to help implement 
country- and region-level policies in science, 
technology and innovation. He also 
highlighted that currently, the development 

aspect of research and development in the 
region needs to be strengthened. He made a 
call to all delegates to consider what 
resources, knowledge and expertise they have 
that could be put to use in addressing these 
issues.

Ms Tangawamira highlighted the value of the 
BioFISA II programme in promoting 
networking and providing a platform for 
capacity building in the region, while also 
noting the value of Finland’s investment in 
innovation in Southern Africa. She covered the 
various funding vehicles offered by SANBio 
and announced several calls for funding 
applications in the diagnostics and nutrition 
sectors. Lastly, Ms Tangawamira 
demonstrated the value that BioFISA II is 
adding in terms of capacity building, with 111 
people trained in innovation and proposal 
writing, and several more training 
opportunities in 2017.

Someone simplified innovation like this: if research is 
taking money and getting knowledge, innovation is using 

knowledge and making money.

– Dr Ereck Chakauya, SANBio Network Manager.
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Another noticeable theme within these projects was that researchers who were looking to 
commercialise their work had made partnerships with industrial or commercial entities to help them 
scale up, distribute or market their goods. However, a repeated comment to those projects was 
that they needed to more clearly define the structure of these relationships to ensure that the 
researchers could focus on research while other people drove the commercialisation process.



4. Conclusion

The SANBio/ BioFISA II Annual Event 
provided an opportunity for the SANBio 
Network to provide a platform for a range of 
stakeholders to engage and discuss the 
priorities for health and nutrition in the region.  
In addition to providing progress on the 
SANBio Network and the BioFISA II 
Programme, the annual event was widely 
received as an initiative that should be held 
regularly to provide a platform for 
engagement in the region. 

In addition to the Annual Event, the 
SANBio/BioFISA II Programme also took the 
opportunity at the Annual Event to launch the 
SANBio Expert Database which would 
provide a platform for engagement for a 
variety of stakeholders and address the 

concern for many stakeholders of not knowing 
the types of expertise that existed in the region. 
It is anticipated that the expert database will 
be used increasingly as a platform for 
collaboration in biosciences and innovation 
cutting across all sectors from research and 
academia, to public and private sector, 
innovation and business and donors in the 
biosciences sector. 

The SANBio/BioFISA II Programme has a 
strong mandate to promote gender equity and 
representation of females in the bioscience 
sector. In advancing this goal, the programme 
also launched the FemBioBiz Acceleration 
Programme for women bio-entrepreneurs in 
the region, and this competition will be 
implemented from March to August 2017.
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