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I. Background and context 

To inform the contribution of an interdisciplinary research and innovation hub towards enhanced 

innovation levels in Africa, in line with the objectives of Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want, of the African 

Union, a qualitative assessment of the research and innovation landscape of Africa was conducted. The 

assessment was needed to inform the design and implementation of Origin research and innovation labs 

and to identify potential host countries.  The main mission of Origin is to bring the best talent in Africa to 

bear in order to solve complex and intriguing problems through groundbreaking research, development and 

innovation.  

The findings indicated that global research and development were below average, but with notably 

improving trends. Currently, most of Africa has low levels of investment in research and development and 

innovation, and consequently low throughput of innovation. Notwithstanding, over the past three decades, 

Africa has made significant strides in building its scientific, technological and industrial bases but still lags 

behind the rest of the world in research and development, product development and innovation. Africa 

accounts for about 2 per cent of the global number of researchers, 1 per cent of global expenditure on 

research and development, and 1 per cent of global publications. Although Africa has more than doubled 

its share of peer-reviewed publications since 2002, its share of global patent applications remains at 0.6 per 

cent, and that of high-tech export products is about 0.3 per cent. Specifically, the assessment revealed the 

following trends and gaps: 

(a) Research and development dichotomy in Africa. Much of the research and development in 

Africa takes place in the public sector (i.e. academic and public research institutions) rather 

than in the business sector, while most home-grown innovations are driven by innovators 

linked with business or the informal economy. There is a lack of technological and/or research 

and development support for businesses and informal inventors (commonly referred to as 

garage inventors or makers). This is unfortunate, because businesses need research and 

development to solve the challenges they face, while innovators need support to develop, test, 

validate and commercialize their inventions into products, processes and firms that serve 

society. In some cases, such informal inventors or businesses come from disadvantaged 

backgrounds and do not have ways to finance or support the further development of their ideas 

or have a place where they can test such ideas without fear of being ridiculed on the basis of 

their ideas or concepts. Moreover, there exist no options where one can walk in and bring 

challenges needing innovative solutions;  

(b) Lack of research and development-industry collaboration. There is a need for industry in 

Africa to have increased access to: (a) a pool of inventors and innovators from different 

backgrounds that it can engage with in addressing challenges that it faces in order to be 

competitive; (b) sources of technological innovations, which may be in academic and research 

institutions or in informal settings; (c) pre-commercialization infrastructure and assistance for 

inventors and innovators to develop, test and validate their ideas and ensure a smoother 

pathway to the market for new products and processes; and (d) open spaces to work and share 

challenges needing innovative solutions from like-minded teams from different disciplines. At 

present, there is a dearth of curated interventions to facilitate such engagements and 

interactions;  

(c)  Innovators plagued by poor product-market fit. Many innovators in Africa tend to develop 

solutions duplicating what has been done elsewhere, without first assessing whether such 

solutions would work in the environment they are being designed for. That scenario often 
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occurs because of a lack of understanding of market dynamics and local support related to 

innovation process, including testing for product-market fit; 

(d) Disconnect between formal and informal sectors. Currently, there are no mechanisms that 

bridge the formal-informal sector divide to unlock opportunities for the least advantaged of 

the brightest and most talented African minds, who often operate in the informal economy. 

These talented minds often need to access formal markets through the development, testing 

and validation of their ideas, which could become innovations that serve humanity. A number 

of young innovators in Africa are either forced to work alone, often leading to failure, or their 

ideas are taken by others, who have access to better resources, or they eventually get support 

from foreign parties and they are lost to the continent. Examples include inventors such as 

William Kamkwamba, a young Malawian who gained fame in his country in 2001 when he 

built a wind turbine to power multiple electrical appliances in his family’s house in Wimbe, 

Malawi, using blue gum trees, bicycle parts and materials collected in a local scrapyard. With 

proper support, perhaps this inventor could have capitalized on the knowledge gained while 

building a wind turbine to create other solutions; 

(e) Fragmented research and innovation landscape in Africa. At present, there are poor 

linkages between academic and research institutions and the industry sector, inventors and 

innovators and the industry sector, and makers or garage innovators and academic and research 

institutions. The fragmentation is a hindrance to achieving inclusivity in research and 

development and innovation, and ensuring that Africa benefits from its brightest and most 

talented minds. This is evidenced by the fact that, although there has been an increase in the 

number of incubators and accelerators (most of which have been in the digital sector), there 

remains a gap with respect to interdisciplinary intermediaries that catalyse African ingenuity; 

(f) Futuristic research and innovation. With the advent of the fourth industrial revolution, it 

has become evident that opportunities for future industries and solutions to many industry and 

societal challenges will lie in interdisciplinary approaches that engage as many technological 

and research disciplines as possible. This is what will lead to marketable innovations that drive 

the transformation of African economies. Other than merely addressing current challenges and 

opportunities, it is important that Africa starts to be involved in futuristic research and 

innovation, and in anticipating the needs of future economies. 

II. Three scenarios considered in design of Origin  

The scenarios considered are the following: 

(a) Industry seeking solutions to a challenge. Existing small and medium-sized or large firms 

may need access to the brightest and most talented minds to provide a solution to a challenge. 

For example, the Leather Industries Association of Ethiopia may wish to encourage its 

members across the value chain to adopt green practices to capture a more lucrative 

environmentally friendly global market. A proposed interdisciplinary research and innovation 

hub, to be named Origin, would be tapped to research and recommend options and crafts, 

inviting its network of solvers to create solutions. Origin, which would carry out its operations 

through five regional labs, would, in essence, be hired to help address a specific challenge in 

an existing or emerging entity or industry partner and would be paid for its role by the industry 

partner or sponsors. In the long term, this would contribute to its sustainability. The solution 

would be created through collaboration by the brightest and most talented minds, representing 

diverse disciplines and backgrounds. Here, Origin will also act as a link between industry and 
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its community of talented solution providers. The solution providers may be the brightest and 

most talented minds in Africa and beyond, small and medium-sized enterprises or start-ups, 

or individual entrepreneurs and innovators; 

(b) Enabling collaborative creation and innovation. Origin will mobilize and support the best 

and brightest of Africa from different backgrounds, to test their ideas and solutions to existing 

and emerging problems, protect and commercialize inventions, and bring new business models 

to market. Such support may include research and development, testing, prototyping, 

networking and access to funding and markets. In this second scenario, Origin will harness the 

best and most talented for the growth of new businesses through collaborative creation, 

learning and innovation. It will also provide the platform to respond to communities’ needs 

and facilitate access to first-class laboratory facilities, connecting inventors to assistance 

and/or providing assistance directly. Origin will become a place where serial innovators and 

entrepreneurs come to expand their research and access key partners, which in turn will shorten 

their idea-to-market timelines and experiences; 

(c) Anticipating the future. Origin may also initiate research projects, which it can fund directly 

in anticipation of the future needs of Africa. Such projects could be undertaken by its own 

team of researchers or fellows. Alternatively, they could be carried out by a consortium of 

researchers and inventors who respond to a call put out seeking research ideas to emerging 

problems and opportunities, or future needs or opportunities that may reasonably be 

anticipated. Origin will provide freethinking, ideation, collaborative creation and testing by 

facilitating individuals and teams who can provide different and even opposing views. It will 

offer incentives for collaborative ideation and creation, testing and development of minimally 

viable products. It will inspire and attract some of the best talent with ideas that may currently 

seem to be out of this world (crazy), but may be winners in the future, such as using technology 

to transform the energy, transport, health and distribution industries.  

III. Origin institutional design  

A. Purpose and function of Origin  

Origin is an interdisciplinary research and innovation hub, the purpose of which is to solve the 

complex problems of Africa. It will focus on ideation, product (i.e. goods and services) development, 

testing, commercialization and innovation management, following the innovation development value chain 

from idea to market. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Accordingly, the functions of Origin are the following: 

(a) Provide problem-solving platforms and tools (physical and online) to identify and crowd in 

problems worth solving. The platforms and tools connect multidisciplinary and multisectoral 

“The name Origin is informed by the fact that problems within any location start where you are 

(origin of the problem), and solutions should also be created in the same place by understanding 

the nature of the problem and the context. In this regard, original problems require original 

solutions, indigenous rooted solutions.” Vera Songwe (Under-Secretary-General of the 

United Nations and Executive Secretary of the Economic Commission for Africa). 
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teams from across the continent and beyond to solve challenges and explore opportunities that 

have the potential to transform African economies and build resilience; 

(b) Inspire and enable industry, government and society to leverage Origin by tapping into the 

brightest and smartest minds, to find solutions for competitiveness and greater productivity; 

(c) Unlock opportunities for innovators from the informal sector to realize their potential to create 

viable products and services, and integrate their innovations into national and regional value 

chains. Origin labs will provide an open and welcoming space where anyone can walk in and 

propose problems needing innovative solutions; 

(d) Enable inventors, innovators, makers and entrepreneurs to engage with networks of innovation 

enablers for specialized business advisory services, funding, testing and market access. The 

enablers network may include: (i) science parks, technology hubs, specialized incubators and 

accelerators; (ii) sources of funding; (iii) development partners; (iv) specialized advisory 

services; and (v) industry; 

(e) Create a sustainable business model to drive the operations of Origin through market-driven 

mechanisms that incentivize its product-market fit. 

The institutional design synthesis report contains details of key activities within each of the five 

functions. 

B. Resourcing: what one finds at Origin labs 

To implement the various activities to meet its mandate, all Origin labs will require various resources. 

Table 1 summarizes what one will typically find at Origin labs. The list is by no means exhaustive or 

mutually exclusive.  

Table 1 

Resourcing Origin labs 

Facilities and equipment Technology platforms Talent Human resources 

▪ Collaborative creation 

space 

▪ Meeting rooms 

▪ Prototyping and testing 

equipment 

▪ Technology station 

(“Fab Lab”) 

▪ Electronics laboratory 

▪ Computers – with 

specialized databases, 

libraries, software, etc. 

▪ Challenges and 

complex problems to 

be solved 

▪ Solutions providers 

▪ Connecting owners 

and solvers 

▪ Database of complex 

problems to be solved 

▪ Database of industries 

needing solutions 

▪ Brightest and 

smartest minds 

▪ Researchers 

▪ Inventors 

▪ Innovators 

▪ Makers 

▪ Creatives 

▪ Entrepreneurs 

▪ Business 

advisers 

▪ Mentors 

▪ Partners 

Core team includes:  

(a) Executive director (reports 

to board of directors 

through chair of the board); 

(b) Finance director (reports to 

(a)); 

(c) Research and development 

and innovation director 

(reports to (a)); 

(d) Partnerships and fellowship 

officer (reports to (c)); 

(e) Research fellows (report to 

(d)); 

(f) Entrepreneurs and 

innovators in residence 

(report to (c)). 
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C. Partnership – what kind of partners Origin needs  

Origin will require a range of partnerships to help it with: (a) sourcing challenges or problems to be 

solved; (b) delivering services and finding problem solvers; (c) funding; (d) leveraging services and 

capabilities; and (e) public relations, marketing and communications. 

IV. Governance and operations 

A. Management and operations 

The Origin teams will include a team for management and operations drawn from capabilities set out 

in table 2. It is anticipated that the different Origin labs will customize their personnel requirements based 

on complementary and leveraged capabilities within their innovation ecosystems. 

Table 2 

Origin labs management and operations teams 

Executive/management team Research, development and commercialization 

team 

▪ Origin lab executive director 

▪ Finance director 

▪ Research and innovation director 

▪ Partnerships and fellowship officer 

▪ Resource mobilization officer (later) 

▪ Entrepreneurs, innovators in residence, adjunct 

faculty  

▪ Research fellows (already completed 

postdoctorate research elsewhere – in essence, 

seasoned researchers) 

▪ Postdoctoral fellows 

▪ Subject matter researchers, experts (technology, 

media, science, art and design) 

▪ Technology transfer, acquisition and 

commercialization capabilities 

Support team 

▪ Administrative officer (admission of participants and 

triage of challenges) 

▪ Grants administrator 

▪ Information and communications technology and 

platform officer 

▪ Marketing and communications officer 

B. Governance: Origin trust and board of trustees  

An overarching entity or trust (e.g. Origin trust or holding company) with a board of trustees (separate 

from the boards of directors of the five Origin labs) should be established with a mandate to oversee the 

labs. The Origin trust and board of trustees will play an overall coordinating function to ensure the mandate 

of Origin is implemented (see figure I). Other functions of the Origin trust will include brand control, 

fundraising, standardization and ensuring alignment across various Origin labs. The board of trustees may 

appoint a coordinating officer who will act as its secretariat. 
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Figure I 

Organigram of Origin  

 

Each of the Origin labs will operate independently of the others, as separate legal entities, established 

under terms of the laws of each of the countries where they are located, and they will have their own boards 

of directors to provide strategic direction and oversight of their activities. It is proposed that the board of 

trustees and the regional board of directors be constituted according to the principles set out in table 3. 

Table 3 
Proposed governance structure for Origin labs 

Proposed structure 

▪ Board of directors: minimum 5 and maximum 9 (see right-

hand column) 

▪ Chairperson (elected from the members) and vice-chair 

(who serves as chair designate) 

▪ Term of each member: 3 to 4 years 

▪ Each member may not serve more than 2 successive 

terms, but at the end of 2 successive terms may be 

reappointed after a 2-year cooling off period 

▪ Founding institutions (ECA, Mastercard Foundation, 

initial donors and key partners) reserve the right to 

nominate or appoint board members, and ECA has veto 

rights 

▪ Committees could include: (a) audit risk/finance 

committee; (b) ethics committee; (c) resource 

mobilization; (d) executive committee comprising 

chairpersons of subcommittees to act as human resources 

remuneration committee or such committee as the board 

of trustees may determine to be necessary, without stifling 

the agility of the labs; note that those proposed committees 

are optional and to be implemented when needed 
 

At inception, a board of 5 members may be appropriate to manage 

governance costs 

▪ 1 African innovator or entrepreneur  

▪ 1 African scientist 

▪ 1 African private sector representative 

▪ 1 member from diaspora (with strong regional diaspora networks) 

▪ 1 ECA representative (with veto rights) 

Abbreviation: ECA, Economic Commission for Africa. 

Proposed board composition

Members (for 9-member board)

•1 successful African innovator or entrepreneur 

•2 respected African scientists with demonstrated 
interdisciplinary track record

•2 members drawn from African private sector (credible 
industry captains)

•1 member from creative sector

•2 members from diaspora 

•1 ECA representative (with veto rights)

Observers

•1 representative from founding institutions

•1 representative of donors

•1 representative of Origin alumni association

•1 host institution representative (if hosted, for regional 
boards)

Origin trust (holding company) 

(board of trustees) 

Origin lab  

(Central Africa)  

board of 

directors 

Origin lab  

(East Africa)  

board of 

Origin lab  

(North Africa)  

board of 

directors 

Origin lab  

(Southern 

Africa)  

board of Origin lab  

(West Africa)  

board of 

directors 
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For the regional board, the members must be drawn from the rest of the region, not solely from the 

country where the board is located. In addition, the diaspora board member must have ties to the region or 

the continent. 

V. Infrastructure and resourcing options  

Various options have been considered for the establishment and resourcing of each of the Origin labs 

– in essence, hard and soft infrastructure. From a hard infrastructure point of view, two possible options 

exist for a stand-alone lab: 

(a) Each lab may construct its own building or facility on land that it owns or that has been made 

available on a long-term lease (for free or for a nominal amount) by the Government, an 

institution or an organization; 

(b) Each lab may establish its own facility and space in a pre-existing building, on a rental basis 

(free/nominal rental fee and rental holiday options to be pursued); in this case, the lab will 

most likely only have to refurbish the space in the building to suit its needs. 

Labs may also be established as leveraged facilities or hosted within a host institution, in which case 

a host agreement will be entered into between Origin or the lab and the institution, to ensure that the Origin 

mandate is implemented in accordance with the principles laid out in the Institutional Design Synthesis 

Report. 

Ideally, the location should be: (a) within an existing office park or industrial zone near industry and 

other players; (b) in an innovation hub or science park to access its innovation system and existing soft 

infrastructure; or (c) at a research institution or university with greater access to a large pool of research 

students, facilities and faculty. 

The set-up and branding (look and feel) of all Origin labs should be standardized so that they can be 

easily identified and be leveraged to attract key partners across different labs. Also, the core activities of all 

Origin labs should be standardized. For example, each lab should have a standardized “Fab Lab”, co-

working spaces, and design and testing studios (for media, artists and designers) equipped with similar 

tools. 

Other key considerations regarding the location include the following:  

(a) It should enable each lab to establish its own brand, being independent of the owners of the 

land and/or building;  

(b) It should be easily accessible by innovators, entrepreneurs, the community, industry and 

researchers; 

(c) It should follow safety and security considerations, and have stable electricity (or a backup 

option if needed), water and Internet connectivity;  

(d) It should have access to key partners in the regional and national systems of innovation (e.g. 

industry, universities, research institutions, funding agencies or venture capitalists, 

government, development agencies, etc.).  

Each of the Origin labs will have a basic design of common infrastructure and facilities that will be 

utilized by a variety of entrepreneurs, innovators and researchers who will be neutral concerning sectoral 
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focus (co-working spaces as well as design and testing studios should be standard for all Origin labs so that 

innovations in future technologies can be supported). Manufacturing and prototyping capabilities and 

access to digital or connectivity infrastructure will be cross-cutting across all Origin labs. The aspects 

mentioned above have been taken into consideration in proposing the space requirements set out below. In 

that regard, it is recommended that each lab have a makerspace for prototyping, which may be equipped as 

a Fab Lab-type facility (see https://fabfoundation.org/getting-started/). 

Whereas the estimated space required for each Origin lab is 700–1,500 m2, in the start-up phase, a 

much smaller space may be leased or leveraged while appropriate space is being sought or awaiting 

delivery, and equipment may be commissioned, in order to save on costs. 

There is soft infrastructure that will be particular to Origin labs. This includes enabling tools and 

software that will be utilized by Origin stakeholders. Each Origin lab may purchase, license or, 

alternatively, partner with various stakeholders and partners to ensure that it has access to both proprietary 

and open-source customized software and other digital tools that can be used by the creatives (artists and 

graphic designers), innovators, entrepreneurs and researchers. Each lab should also explore partnerships to 

access proprietary patent search tools through the World Intellectual Property Organization, the African 

Regional Intellectual Property Organization and the African Intellectual Property Organization. 

VI. Funding requirements and financial sustainability 

Resourcing for Origin labs has been undertaken, including the prioritization of resources, to arrive at 

the estimates of funding levels for each lab, for the first three years. The actual funding levels will vary 

from country to country, depending on local costs. 

It is estimated that each of the Origin labs in its first year of operation will require funding in the 

range of $1.1 million–$1.3 million. The cost might go down if office spaces are leveraged during the time 

that stand-alone offices are being set up (e.g. staff seats in a partner’s office). However, this option might 

mean lower brand visibility for the first year (which is dedicated to setting up). 

Over a three-year period, each lab will require funding of $2.8 million–$3.4 million. Thus, for five 

labs, the total funding requirements will be $14 million–$17 million. Here again, the cost might be lower, 

depending on the level at which the labs leverage the opportunities available within their partner 

institutions.  

In addition, up to $2 million will be required to build each stand-alone Origin lab to match the above-

mentioned space requirements. 

Each lab will have to be sustainable and profitable on its own by the end of the initial five-year 

period. The synthesis report presents various considerations to ensure financial sustainability, which include 

establishing a venture capital fund to support a pipeline of investment-ready ideas emanating from the labs, 

with exits to venture capital firms. 

It also contains details concerning various potential sources of funding for Origin labs, with an 

analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of such funding. The sources include international 

development institutions, developmental funding institutions, foundations (including Mastercard 

Foundation), industry, government, venture capital, private equity and commercial funding, and income-

generating undertakings. 

VII. Location countries 

In determining the location country for each of the Origin labs, several factors have been considered: 

(a) percentage of research and development investment and researchers per 1 million population; (b) 

https://fabfoundation.org/getting-started/
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enabling innovation system as determined by the Global Innovation Index, Global City Talent 

Competitiveness Index and ease of doing business index rankings; (c) start-up system as evidenced by 

venture capital funding, number of incubators or accelerators and success stories; (d) connectivity with the 

rest of Africa (easy access) and within a regional context; (e) integration within the regional innovation and 

entrepreneurship system and regional block; (f) geopolitical considerations; (g) economic growth of top 

performers; and (h) connectivity to the region and to the rest of the world. 

Figure II 

Situational analysis regional mapping framework 

 

Based on the analysis of the above factors, table 4 provides the shortlist of four possible countries 

per region, identified in order of preference. 

  

• Central Africa 

• North Africa 

• East Africa 

• Southern Africa 

• West Africa 

Regional 

mapping 

Shortlist 

Top 4 

countries 

per region 

Criteria 

1. Ease of doing business 

2. Global Innovation Index 

3. Global Talent Competitiveness Index 

4. Percentage of research and development spending, and research and 

development ecosystem 

5. Economic growth of top performers 

6. Start-up system (Afrilabs/Briter reports) 

7. Connectivity of region and rest of world/infrastructure 

8. Regional economic blocks/zones and integration (Southern African 

Development Community, Economic Community of West African States, East 

African Community, etc.) 

9. Other: existing opportunities and challenges 

10. Geopolitical considerations 
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Table 4 

Shortlist of potential countries to locate Origin labs 

East Africa Southern 

Africa 

Central Africa West Africa North Africa 

1. Kenya  

2. Rwanda 

3. Uganda 

4. United Republic 

of Tanzania 

1. South Africa 

2. Botswana 

3. Mauritius 

4. Zambia 

1. Cameroon  

2. Gabon  

3. Democratic Republic of 

the Congo  

4. Equatorial Guinea  

1. Senegal  

2. Ghana 

3. Côte d’Ivoire  

4. Nigeria 

1. Tunisia  

2. Morocco  

3. Egypt 

4. Algeria 

The report recommends the countries set out in table 5 in the five regions in Africa, as preferred 

locations to host the five Origin labs. 

Table 5 

Recommended countries for Origin labs location per region 

Shortlist of five potential location countries for Origin labs 

East Africa Southern Africa Central Africa West Africa North Africa 

Kenya (English) South Africa 

(English) 

Cameroon 

(French/English) 

Senegal 

(French) 

Tunisia (French) 

Whereas Origin labs may be hosted within a particular country, they are specifically established as a 

regional initiative to serve the needs of their respective regions. 

After the selection of the five countries in which the labs will be located, it is recommended that the 

Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) invite those countries to make contributions to the project and 

negotiate special recognition or status of the Origin labs in those countries. Among other things, such 

special recognition shall include easy visa access for staff, partners and collaborators of the labs; tax 

exemption or tax break; and waivers on the customs duty fees for tools and other items to be used in the 

labs. 

As contributions, countries could offer free rental, unused buildings, or land where the Origin lab 

would be built and/or contribute a certain percentage to the budget of the Origin lab located in that country.  

There are key benefits for location countries. It is important that the location country identify with 

one or more benefits of having an Origin lab as part of its system of innovation. Some of these benefits are 

that the Origin labs will: 

(a) Reinforce the level of competitiveness; 

(b) Attract the best minds to its shores;   

(c) Create opportunities and jobs locally; 

(d) Position the country as a problem-solving hub for the region; 

(e) Contribute towards solving local challenges whereby local solutions can be scaled across the 

continent;  
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(f) Provide a gateway to trading under the Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free 

Trade Area. 

The first two labs should be established within six months of finalization and approval of the design 

by ECA, and after having received expressions of intent from the location countries. Ideally, the first two 

will be in regions and countries with different languages (i.e. English-speaking and French-speaking) and 

apply different business models (stand-alone versus leveraging on existing capabilities). This will provide 

valuable lessons and guidance for setting up the remaining labs. 

The remaining three will then follow within 12 months. Accordingly, all five Origin labs should be 

operational within 18–24 months. 

VIII. Roll-out plan 

The report provides a roll-out plan with guidance on the next steps for establishing the Origin labs.  

The roll-out plan deals with: (a) governance; (b) formalizing the location countries; (c) establishment 

of the different Origin labs; and (d) operationalization of the Origin lab in each location.  

It will be important for ECA to champion the development of the Origin brand as part of the roll-out 

plan. This may be done by putting out a call for proposals or contracting a brand specialist or consultants 

to come up with a brand that represents the mission and vision of Origin. 

IX. Conclusion 

Origin is an interdisciplinary research and innovation hub, the purpose of which is to solve the 

complex problems of Africa. It will focus on ideation, product (i.e. goods and services) development, 

testing, commercialization and innovation management, following the innovation development value chain 

from idea to market.  

The uniqueness of Origin is rooted in the fact that it will provide a unique platform and space to bring 

together the brightest minds across disciplines and expertise to solve African challenges by proposing 

original and indigenous-rooted solutions. Through its inclusive and multidisciplinary nature, Origin will 

solve the challenges of today’s industries and respond to the needs of communities (including addressing 

challenges faced by the informal economy and garage innovators), while also providing an enabling 

environment for free futuristic thinking, ideation, collaborative creation and testing to anticipate and be 

ready to face future challenges.  

With the goal of addressing continent-wide challenges while being locally rooted, Origin labs will 

be set up in each of the five regions (Central, East, West, North and Southern Africa) and each of the 

regional Origin labs will focus on solving its region’s challenges. Inclusivity in terms of language, 

disciplines, economic status, sectors and gender, among other things, will be important in deciding on the 

locations and operations of the labs. This has been considered with respect to recommending the following 

five countries that have been shortlisted as locations for the regional Origin labs: 

(a) North Africa: Tunisia (French); 

(b) East Africa: Kenya (English); 

(c) Central Africa: Cameroon (French/English); 
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(d) West Africa: Senegal (French); 

(e) Southern Africa: South Africa (English). 

The establishment of the labs should be implemented in a phased approach, with the first two being 

established within six months, ideally one in a French-speaking and the other in an English-speaking 

country. Certainly, the first Origin labs should be set up in the countries that respond to the call quickly and 

with the best offer. If there is reticence or lack of buy-in from any of the preferred countries in any of the 

regions, then ECA should engage the countries that are ranked second as potential locations for Origin labs. 

The decision regarding which of the two regions to start with will be based on the responses, with 

motivations and pledges of contribution and support, to an invitation from ECA to the Governments in the 

countries that have been identified.  

Lessons learned from the initial two Origin labs will inform the design and implementation of the 

remaining labs, which should be established within 6 to 12 months of the first two labs. Accordingly, the 

first two labs will be used as pilots and the lessons learned will be taken into consideration while setting up 

the following labs. It is thus important to keep moving parts to a minimum to ensure that the lessons derived 

from the initial labs are useful, including understanding the key drivers for successful roll-out. This 

approach will also allow quick wins to be leveraged to mobilize other key partners, especially funders. 

While ECA will secure funding for the set-up and operations of the Origin labs, it is expected that 

each of the labs will be sustainable from the end of the third year of operation and, in the worst case, by the 

fifth year. In that regard, the business model should be designed accordingly, and each of the regional 

executive directors should put together a business plan towards that end. Some key considerations regarding 

the pathway to sustainability have also been proposed in the report.   

The proposed options for setting up Origin labs include stand-alone, leveraged or hosted. The 

decision on which of these will be used has implications for the cost and how soon operations can begin. 

Detailed implications have been provided in the synthesis report; however, they will have to be validated 

by the local teams for each country. 

Taking into consideration the fact that good governance is a key to any institution’s success, a sound 

governance structure has been proposed. Accordingly, it has been recommended that there be an 

overarching entity (holding company), with a board of trustees with a mandate to oversee the different 

Origin labs. The board of trustees will also oversee the use of the brand and ensure the standardization of 

all Origin labs.  

Each of the Origin labs will operate as a separate legal entity, independently of the others, with its 

own board of directors to provide strategic direction and oversight of its activities.  

Notwithstanding each lab being independent of the others, there will be a need for a mechanism for 

them to share experiences, lessons, challenges and opportunities with each other. Such mechanisms may 

take different forms, which may include an annual Origin conference or workshop, organized and chaired 

by ECA.  

 

________________ 
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