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Science, technology and innovation (STI) are the fundamental means to 

promote implementation of UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development and AU Agenda 2063, and in particular the key to transform 

African economy. 

 

The STI is recognized as multi-functional tools and AU emphasizes that 

Africa’s sustained growth, competitiveness and economic transformation 

requires sustained investment in new technologies and continuous 

innovation in the areas such as agriculture, clean energy, education and 

health. 

 

The AU has been advancing STI agenda as a way to accelerate Africa’s 

transition to an innovation-led and knowledge-based economy. 

 

The AU Framework is complemented by several regional instruments. For 

instance, SADC Treaty and its 2008 Protocol on STI seeks to develop a 

region where science, technology, and innovation drive sustainable social 

and economic development. 

(Status of STI in Africa) 

 

The global status of African scientific research and innovation, however, 

needs to be further improved. For instance, the 2017 regional averages 

for the share of GDP devoted to Research and Development (R&D) 

activities of sub-Saharan Africa was 0.6% compared to the world average 

of 1.7%1. 

 
1 UNESCO Institutes for Statistics Global Investments in R&D (Fact sheet No.59 in June 2020) 
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At the same time the AU, as well as other reginal blocks in Africa such as 

SADC, encourages its member states to allocate at least 1% of GDP to 

R&D. Indeed, a number of countries have achieved this goal. 

 

Similarly, one other indication of innovation is the number of patent 

registrations filed in countries, and Africa is lagging globally. For instance, 

in 2018, Africa represented only 0.5% of the world’s patent applications, 

compared to 66.8% in Asia, 19% in North America and 10.9% in Europe2. 

 

Innovation system in Africa is generally characterized by having: low level 

of science and technology activities, high reliance on government or 

international cooperation as a source of R&D, limited use of Intellectual 

Property (IP) and a challenging business environment. 

 

Lack of innovation can also be seen in diversity, value addition and 

sophistication of Africa’s exports. 

 

The recent COVID-19 pandemic particularly highlighted two major 

challenges that Africa is facing in view of promoting STI, namely (a) 

intellectual property rights (IPR) and (b) digital divide.  

 

In the African context, in addition to the limited use of IP, the IP barrier is 

often discussed in relation to medical patents and their negative impact 

on access to vital medicines. Currently, Africa accounts for over 25% of 

the pharmaceutical market, but produces only 2% of the drugs it 

consumes. Africa also imports over $14 billion worth of drugs, many of 

which are produced using African plant varieties. 

 

On the other hand, the health and biotechnology market hold great 

potential for Africa if the use of IP is widely acknowledged and harnessed 

together with advanced STI capabilities.  

 

On digital divide, Africa suffers various institutional, infrastructure and 

human capacity challenges of digital technology. 

 

 
2 World Intellectual Property Indicators 2019, WIPO 
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For instance, percentage of households with internet access at home in 

urban and rural areas in Africa in 2019, are respectively 28% and 6%, 

which are far below from the world average of 72% and 37%, and the 

lowest among other regions.5  

 

It is necessary to ensure that when assessing digital divide, one should 

not only measure access to internet, but also analyse how the access 

actually benefits African people to leverage the information in creating 

values.  

 

(The way forward and recommendations) 

 

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) provides immense 

opportunities to promote Africa’s economic transformation to achieve 

SDGs and Agenda 2063.  

 

AfCFTA also provides prospects to advance IPR in Africa. Article 4 of the 

AfCFTA Agreement prescribes the cooperation of State parties on 

investment, IPR and competition policy, and the ongoing negotiations in 

Phase II should be anchored on the (a) attainment of a single continental 

market, (b) ensuring the application of affordable harmonized IP laws 

across the continent.  

 

The IPR Protocol of AfCTFA should also serve as a catalyst for technology 

transfer, technology diffusion and the economic transformation of Africa’s 

economy, including industrialization, from one that is primary resource-

based, to one that is driven by knowledge, information and ideas. 

 

While striving for leveraging IP in promoting economic transformation at 

regional level, Africa is ready to reinforce collaboration with all other 

countries to advance negotiations at the WTO (on biodiversity, traditional 

knowledge and patenting of life forms) as well as at the WIPO 

Intergovernmental Committee on Intellectual Property and Genetic 

Resources, Traditional Knowledge and Folklore (IGC) (on traditional 

knowledge, indigenous cultural expressions and genetic resources). 

 

 
5 Measuring digital development Facts and Figures 2020, International Telecommunication Union (ITU) 
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(Digital divide and STI) 

 

To reap the benefits of the digital dividend and overcome digital divide, the 

AU developed the “Digital Transformation Strategy for Africa (2020-2030)” 

to guide a common and coordinated response at regional level. 

 

At international level, UN Secretary-General’s road map for digital 

cooperation, provides a timely opportunity for Africa to overcome digital 

divide and various inequalities emanating from it. In this regards, inclusive 

multi-stakeholder consultation and partnerships, including public-private 

partnership, are essential at international, regional and national levels to 

leave no one behind. 

 

To this end, Africa calls upon development partners for sustained 

investment in these areas and deliberately facilitate and support 

technology transfer to improve innovation and accelerate development in 

Africa – (consistent with SDG 17.6 target on “Enhance North-South, 

South-South and triangular regional and international cooperation on and 

access to science, technology and innovation and enhance knowledge-

sharing on mutually agreed terms”.) 

 

These bilateral and multilateral partnerships and cooperation need to be 

adequately designed to promote African ownership, accountability and 

sustainability.  

 

It is also important to develop a set of indicators to measure digital 

inclusion that will be essential for evidence-based policy making. 

 

Finally, sustainable and scaled up finance remain critical in closing the 

digital and technological divide and enabling Africa to fulfill the 2030 and 

2063 Agendas successfully. 


