
Switzerland and Africa
– a study in synergy and 
symbiosis

Ed Constable, AIT-SASBI Spring Conference, 22nd February 2023



Why me?
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Former Vice-President of University of Basel

Long involvement with Swiss-African collaboration

Commitment to Swiss-African success

… and I happened to be in South Africa today



A slide from 2008
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This was our view of the situation in Switzerland in 2008

• Motivated workers and good innovative results
• Lack of translation “bench to bedside” or “laboratory to marketplace”
• Lack of contact and understanding between the two sides of the valley
• Lack of knowledge of how to build the bridge 

Image from
Butler, D. Translational research: Crossing the valley of death.
Nature 453, 840–842 (2008). https://doi.org/10.1038/453840a



Time passes 2003 – 2023
Did we learn anything in Switzerland?
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• Researchers had good ideas and results but unrealistic expectations
• Researchers had no commercial experience and very rarely made good CEOs
• Industry partners often innovation averse and conservative
• Poorly established translation pathways (finance, training etc.)
• Researchers and industry very risk averse – a Swiss problem
• Unreasonable expectations regarding IP from all sides
• Unreasonable financial expectations from Universities and researchers
• Unresaonable pressure from Universities to monetize invention and innovation
• NIH-Syndrome



The partnership environment

Why Basel Area?

Why Switzerland?
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Why Basel Area– 1
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>700

>200

Life science companies

Research institutes

~32000 Employees in the life science industry
1st in Switzerland, 3rd in Europe

15% Local GDP spent on R&D
(Shanghai 4.2%, Singapore 1.9% 2022 figures 

260 Life science patents per million inhabitants
1st place worldwide

Employees
Local: 9’400
Global: 85’000

Employees
Local: 13’000
Global: 135’000



Why Basel Area– 2
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Oldest university in Switzerland, founded in 1460

Swiss Tropical and Public Health Institute 
or Swiss TPH

University of Basel and Swiss TPH
are the Swiss leading house for activities 
with sub-Saharan Africa 



Why Basel? – The history 

19th Century: Basel Mission 

(esp: Herrnhuter Mission from Moravia) 
(Mission 21; today hosted at: Hotel Odelya)
Christian missionaries & doctors for tropical
medicine

1943 The Swiss Tropical Institute (STI) was created
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The Swiss – African Cooperation

2000: Swiss Government intensifies cooperation outside Europe

No central funding agencies like DAAD, British Council

Individual universities asked to act as Leading House for BRICS –
countries: 

University of Basel (SwissTPH) – Leading House for South Africa 

2007: Swiss - South African Joint Research Program (SSAJRP) signed and 
delivered on a mandate to promote scientific and technological 
collaboration between Switzerland and South Africa/Sub-Saharan Africa. 
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The Swiss – African Cooperation

2007 – 2011 Switzerland – South Africa
Partners CH: SER now SERI
Partners SA: DST now DSI

2011 – 2012 Bridging year

2012 – 2016 Mandate enlarged to all countries in Sub-Saharan Africa with 
important scientific potential

Implementation:

• Targets: Health, Nanosciences, Social Sciences and Humanities
• Scaling: SNSF partnering with NRF
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Leading House Africa: Universität Basel & 
Swiss Tropical & Public Health Institute
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https://www.swisstph.ch/en/research/leading-house/



The Swiss – African Cooperation

• Large funding instruments for research cooperation: SNSF

• Kick-start instruments, mobility grants and research partnership grants 
managed by Leading Houses

• From the beginning: development of “innovation track”: 
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Leading House Basel  - Activity in South Africa

The Swiss-South African Business Development programme, SSABDP 
provides a unique, high-quality learning opportunity for start-ups and 
entrepreneurs. 
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Leading House Basel  - Activities in Sub-Saharan Africa



Why Switzerland?
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September 29, 2022



Why Switzerland?
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Why Switzerland?
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The players! … and lots of initials
• University of Basel / SwissTPH
• State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI)
• Swiss Commission for Research Cooperation with Developing Countries (KFPE)
• Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF)
• State Secretariat for Economic Affairs (SECO)
• Swiss Development Cooperation (SDC)
• Swiss Innovation Agency (innosuisse)
• Switzerland Global Enterprise (S-GE)
• Swiss African Business Circle (SABC)
• Venturelab
• Department for Science and Innovation (DSI)
• South African Technology and Innovation Agency (TIA)
• Universities South Africa (USAf)
• African Academy of Sciences (AAS)
• Afrilabs
• East African Community
• Moi University and its Center for Entrepreneurship
• University of Rwanda and its Center for Entrepreneurship
• The University of Ibadan and its Center for Entrepreneurship
• The University of Nigeria in Nsukka (Roar Nigeria Impact Hub)
• The University of Ghana
• The University of Mines and Technology (UMT) in Ghana
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Don’t try to do it yourself
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• Universities rarely have the capacity or know-how to utilise their IP
• Individual universities typically lack the critical mass to establish a viable IP

and innovation management centre

 Consortia
Benefits:Critical mass

Realistic evaluation and advice
Cost savings
Full service
Specialist legal and due-diligence capacity



Don’t try to do it yourself
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Don’t try to do it yourself
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Don’t try to do it yourself
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STELLA – back to Basel – a life science consortium
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STELLA – a life science consortium
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STELLA – MIHARI
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STELLA – MIHARI

Title of presentation, author, DD.MM.YY University of Basel 26



SASBI
Swiss and African 

Science and Business 
Innovators

Leading House Swiss Local
Startup
Ecosystem

20 University Innovation and Tech Transfer Offices  

Expression of Interest from Institutions in:
Kenya    Rwanda    South Africa 

Nigeria    Ghana

University of Mines
and Technology UMaT 
Tarkwa, Ghana

SASBI in a nutshell
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Sub-Saharan Africa Strategy 2021 – 24: 
The economic lioness states



A new valley of death?– Implementing the SDGs

Title of presentation, author, DD.MM.YY University of Basel 29

United Nations 2015



Impact of the SDGs
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A new valley of death?– Implementing the SDGs
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• Technological innovation may need long-term and significant funding
• High risk in investment
• Marketplace may be 5-10+ years down the pipeline
• Possible return on investment questionable and far in the future

• High-tech solutions may be too costly for local markets
• Low-tech solutions may not be attractive to local markets

Typical reasons for “Yes …. But…..”



Avoiding a new valley of death– SDG initiatives
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Sub-Saharan Africa – Startups addressing SDGs
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uses  a  digita l pla tform and in-person hubs  to 
support people living with chronic dis eases .

is  pioneering mobile cold s torage units  
powered by renewable energy for smallholder 
farmers , to help reduce pos t-harves t los s  (US)

offers  software infras tructure and operational 
support for medical emergency response 
s ervices  in Sub-Saharan Africa

provides  effective, affordable insurance to 
farmers  in emerging markets  and delivers  
ins tant cla im settlement.



The experience so far – Dos (and don’ts)
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• Entrepreneurs should think about the social impact of their business idea 
before developing a startup

• Identify priority SDGs and set targets and KPIs to monitor progress

• Measure results and communicate them internally and to stakeholders

• Align company values and culture to the SDGs so all employees are aware of 
the common goals.



Synergy, symbiosis and some other S’s
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• Synergy – learn from the Swiss experiences

• Symbiosis – work equitably and equally with swiss partners

• Sustainability – identify needed and realistic innovations

• Self- but not over-confident

• Science, solve, supply as innovation pipeline

• Succeed
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