Regional innovation ecosystem needed
for development, survival and growth

THE concept of Innovation
ecosystems really struck me
last week.

Odd really, gtven that [ have
been working with the Reglon-
al [nnovatlon Forum for anum-
ber of years, and work at aunit-
versity that I1s part of the
national system of Innovatlion.

So what was my epiphany
and why now?

I was asked to make a pre-
sentation in Sweden last week
on the challenges of commer-
clalising university research
in developing countries.

After my presentation - at
which Ipresented some exam-
ples from NMMU and some of
my observations working
across Africa - a Swedish col-
league presented his observa-
tions.

He and his colleagues have
tools and frameworks which
allow researchers to deter-
mine the tmpact of thelr re-
search.

This 1s critical as many re-
searchers are doing fantastic
work and produce wonderful
outputs, but do not always
know how to translate these
into outcomes and understand
how they can make an Impact.

He has been running work-

Innovation
conversation

3
JACIBARNETT

shops with researchers In
East Africa on the use of these
tools and frameworks with
great results.

But he Is still not sure that
the outputs will actually be
able to make an impact.

And something I sald struck
him: *Projects don't fall off the
end of my table, they Just keep
plling up as we get more and
more involved further down-
stream In innovation projects.”

And the reasons for both of
these? Lack of an Innovation

ecosystem. Projects which
cannot leave the university
effectively because there 1s
nowhere for them to go.

There are very few incuba-
tors. Fewer entrepreneurs.
Little or no venture capital.
Very few companies willing to
look at new technology.

Governments who have too
many challenges to prioritise
Innovatlon, even If they know
It 1s the way to growth and
development.

That really struck me as |
saw what we had been battling
against for all these years.

I'had just thought it was the
challenge of doing innovation
In South Africa.

Suddenly the discussions
with our national Department
of Sclence and Technology on
regional Innovatlon systems
made sense; the purpose of
the Reglonal Innovation Forum
Is clearer; the creation of an In-
novatlion ecosystem Is not just
a niceto-have - It 1s the only
thing that makes sense If we
want to move ahead.

So what areweto do?

For starters, a functional
Regional Innovation Forum -
albelt slowed down due to
funding 1ssues — which brings

together many Innovation
stakeholders across the
region.

The establishment of an In-
cubator, Propella, which Is go-
ing from strength to strength,
and the creation of the Man-
dela Bay Composites Cluster,
among other things.

These will all add to an
innovation ecosystem that we
need to keep developing.

Forthefirst time | really see
these as necessary parts of a
whole and not as disparate
initiatives.

We need to go further - de-
velop more businesses that
can absorb technologles, find
sources of funding to support
businesses, find entrepre-
neurs that can drive these
buslinesses Into global enter-
prises based In the Eastern
Cape.

Nelson Mandela Bay has
some brilllant examples of
innovation buslnesses that
have flourished In spite of the
lack of an ecosystem. We need
to make It easler for more to
develop, survive and grow.
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the Innovation Office at NMMU
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glonal Innovation Forum




