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Science, Technology and Innovation (ST&I)	 Partner content

By Amahle Banda

South Africa has 
never struggled to 
come up with good 
ideas. Every year, 
researchers, scien-

tists and entrepreneurs de-
velop innovations with the po-
tential to improve lives, grow 
industries and create jobs. The 
challenge has always been to 
ensure those ideas do not stop 
at the research stage but be-
come products, businesses, 
and opportunities that benefit 
the country.

That was the focus of the in-
augural Science, Technology 
and Innovation (ST&I) Public 
Lecture, in partnership with 
the Department of Science, 
Technology and Innovation 
(DSTI) and the Mail & Guard-
ian. The occasion also marked 
the official launch of the ST&I 
Business Forum, bringing to-
gether leaders from govern-
ment, academia, business and 
industry to discuss how South 
Africa can strengthen its inno-
vation ecosystem and create 
better pathways for research 
to reach the market. Although 
each speaker approached the 
discussion from a different per-
spective, they all returned to 
one simple idea - South Africa 
cannot change the past, but it 
can shape the future.

That message came into fo-
cus through the story of the 
Joule electric vehicle. The lo-
cally developed electric car 
was once celebrated as proof 
that South Africa could com-
pete with the world’s best in 
innovation. Yet despite attract-
ing international attention, the 
project failed to secure the 
long-term support it needed to 
succeed commercially.

Rather than describing the 
Joule as a failure, speakers en-
couraged delegates to see it as 
a lesson. The country has pro-
duced many world-class ideas 
over the years. The real chal-
lenge is making sure that the 
next generation of innovators 
receives the investment, part-
nerships and policy support 
needed to succeed.

For Professor Rodney Priest-
ley of Princeton University, 
innovation begins with col-
laboration. He spoke about the 
importance of bringing togeth-
er different scientific disciplines 
and different ways of thinking 
to solve today’s challenges. He 
also highlighted the African di-
aspora as an important source 
of expertise, investment and 
international partnerships that 
can help strengthen innovation 
across the continent.

The conversation was not 
only about producing new 
knowledge but also about cre-
ating an environment where 
that knowledge can grow. 

There was a repeated empha-
sis on the need for stronger 
partnerships among govern-
ment, universities, businesses, 
and investors, arguing that in-
novation thrives when these 
sectors work together rather 
than in isolation.

Minister of Science, Technol-
ogy and Innovation, Prof. Blade 
Nzimande, echoed this mes-
sage, saying South Africa has 
an opportunity to learn from 
its past while building a stron-
ger future. He argued that in-
novation should not remain in-
side laboratories and research 
institutions but should be-
come products and industries 
that contribute to economic 
growth. “You cannot industri-
alise without innovation; simi-

larly, you cannot innovate with-
out industrialisation,” he said.

Drawing on Sweden’s experi-
ence, Lena Miranda, Chief Ex-
ecutive Officer of Linköping 
Science Park, explained that 
successful innovation depends 
on long-term partnerships be-
tween government, universities 
and business. Public invest-
ment, she said, helps reduce 
risk and gives companies the 
confidence to invest in new 
ideas. Those partnerships have 
allowed Sweden to build an in-
novation ecosystem that con-
tinues to attract investment 
and create new industries.

The discussion also highlight-
ed the important role that busi-
ness plays in advancing innova-
tion beyond the lab.

Dr Stavros Nicolaou of Aspen 
Pharmacare highlighted that 
South Africa already has the 
scientific expertise needed to 
compete globally in areas such 
as pharmaceuticals, biotech-
nology and advanced manu-
facturing. However, turning 
that expertise into successful 
industries requires supportive 
policies, investment and regu-
latory systems that allow busi-
nesses to innovate with confi-
dence.

Dr Sybil Seoka brought 
the conversation back to the 
people innovation is meant 
to serve. Whether developing 
new medical technologies or 
improving everyday health-
care services, she argued that 
innovation creates value when 
it solves real problems. She 
also stressed the importance 
of supporting entrepreneurs 
and small businesses, noting 
that unnecessary barriers often 
make it difficult for innovators 
to grow their ideas into suc-
cessful enterprises.

One of the strengths of the 
discussion was that it brought 
together people who do not al-
ways share the same platform. 
Researchers spoke about dis-
covery, government focused 
on policy, business leaders 
highlighted investment, while 
international experts shared 
lessons from countries that 
have successfully built innova-
tion economies. Although their 
perspectives differed, they 
pointed towards the same goal.

That goal is not simply to 

produce more research. It is to 
create an environment where 
ideas can move from the labo-
ratory into society, where they 
become businesses, create em-
ployment and solve real chal-
lenges.

For South Africa, this matters 
far beyond the science com-
munity. It matters to entrepre-
neurs looking to build the next 
successful company, to inves-
tors seeking opportunities in 
local innovation, and to young 
graduates hoping to work in 
industries that did not exist a 
generation ago. It also matters 
to communities that stand to 
benefit from better healthcare, 
cleaner energy, improved tech-
nology and a stronger econo-
my.

The inaugural ST&I Public 
Lecture was therefore about 
more than science. It was 
about the country’s future. The 
conversations made it clear 
that South Africa already has 
the talent, knowledge and am-
bition to compete on the glob-
al stage. What it needs now is 
greater collaboration, stronger 
investment and the confidence 
to back its own ideas.

The country cannot change 
the opportunities it has missed. 
But if the conversations started 
at this inaugural public lecture 
lead to action, South Africa’s 
next generation of innovators 
may be remembered not for 
what they could have achieved, 
but for the industries they built, 
the jobs they created and the 
lives they changed.

Building an Innovation 
Economy for South Africa

South Africa has the talent and ideas to compete globally, but too many innovations fail to reach the market. At 
the inaugural Science, Technology and Innovation Public Lecture, leaders from government, academia and business 
explored how stronger partnerships can help turn research into businesses, create jobs and shape the country’s future.

Guest speakers at the inaugural Science, Technology and Innovation (ST&I) 
Business Forum, where leaders from government, academia and industry 
gathered to discuss strengthening South Africa’s innovation ecosystem.


