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Fig. 4.2 Location map of areas for members of the Zanzibar Seaweed Cluster Initiative. 

Fig. 4.3 Dry seaweed and seaweed products: powder, soap, body cream, massage oil, juice, cookies, cake, 
jam, salad, and pudding. Photo credit: Flower E. Msuya
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Chapter 5 
When society speaks back. Relevance issues for research  

in cluster contexts in low income countries
Lena Trojer

Universities are relatively neutral bodies/platforms in political contexts that can differ 
profoundly. Please note relatively. The universities have to manoeuvre strategically, 
though, in order to be durable. In low income countries with more or less stable politi-
cal systems the university is a vital asset for social, cultural and economic sustainability 
and development. The universities in these countries face challenging demands to have 
their outcomes used in society for economic growth, challenging of more reasons than 
e.g. in Europe. This means that the “voice of society” in science argues for use of the 
very limited public resources in ways benefitting the people as soon as possible, if not 
immediately. Society speaks back in demand for relevant knowledges for survival and 
better living conditions. This is a strong incentive to find other ways than a dominant 
linear way of disseminating R&D results, which often takes too long time and is not 
always efficient or context relevant. In this chapter I will give some aspects on why and 
how initiatives from universities for trying other models like inclusive innovation and 
cluster development are relevant, important and have a proved success record.

Society and university initiatives

Technical transfer

Technical transfer is still a dominant concept and practice within the western hemi-
sphere universities. It is a concept of a linear paradigm - knowledges and technologies 
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are produced at universities and research institutions, transferred with or without IPRs 
to society with political approval if legislations or the political agenda require, and 
finally reaching the end user. The linear paradigm seems to prevail at least as long as 
the traditional, disciplinary (Mode 1) university as well as certain economic-political 
actors dominate. Some of the impacts are frequently weak relevance to society needs, 
lack of efficiency, low level of trust within society actors, increased gap between differ-
ent groups of society, weak capacity for evolving innovations and innovation systems. 

In Sweden the technical transfer paradigm has been characterized by weak context sen-
sitivity and the faith in universal solutions. Technical transfer, in the linear mode, from 
a Swedish situation to contexts of low income countries in e.g. Sub-Sahara regions 
includes few success stories. These experiences might be one of several reasons why the 
Swedish aid activities have moved from concrete practice to abstract policy during the 
last five decades (Kjellqvist, 2013). A technical “transfer” in a non-linear mode and 
more of technical co-development between actors in high and low income countries 
call for approaches of “polycentric, interactive and multiactor processes for knowledge 
production” (Jasanoff, 2003) including technology production.

Society speaks back

In almost every nation there is a notion of economic and sometimes cultural impor-
tance, when it comes to the role of universities. Knowledge as the main product of 
universities creates wealth in societies and stability. Universities can be seen as threats 
in dictatorships and assets in others and still universities are one of the most stable 
institutions in societies regardless political situation. In western societies and elsewhere 
the one, who is paying the bill for universities, is the government, read tax payers. The 
voices of the latter is increasing in strength or as Nowotny et al already 2001 high-
lighted 

In modern times, science has always “spoken” to society; indeed science’s penetration of society is close 
to being a defining characteristic of modernity. But society now “speaks back” to science. This, in the 
simplest terms, is what is meant by contextualization. (p. 50)

The twin notions of “science speaking to society” and “society speaking back to sci-
ence” are obvious. “Society” is requiring and required to take part not only in the input 
phase but in the whole process (which more likely is non-linear) up to the output and 
outcomes of results. 

I have experienced on a municipal level in a Swedish context how society, represented 
by the local government, explicitly manifested the need in being involved or at least 
have an insight in the whole input-operation-output process. The need for this in-
volvement comes from the budgetary process in local government to have local tax 
resources approved for the input of research funds and infrastructure requests of the 
university. What the mayor and local government directors need are good arguments 
for the relevance of this “investment” in order to convince the local parliament to 
vote in favour of it.  For this argumentation to be successful, the mayor of Karlshamn 
clearly announced, “input is not enough”.
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Since tax payers via the government are paying universities, the primacy of identifying 
the problems to be solved by research and higher education can no longer primarily 
be in the hands of science only. The loud university voice of “curiosity driven”, free 
research is losing listeners, more likely in contexts of scarce societal resources. The rele-
vance issue is becoming crucial – research for whom and with what resource priorities. 

Co-evolution

Co-evolving processes are important where relevance and contexts of application and 
implication constitute the essential elements. The frame of understanding co-evolu-
tion includes the triple helix concept (Etzkowitz, Leydesdorff, 1997), which gives us 
some comprehension of the structure of the actors involved. The main actors are uni-
versities (knowledge institutions), industry (private sector) and government (on any 
level). But the triple helix concept does not contribute with the core answer to how the 
co-evolving/triple helix process is carried out. One answer to the “how” question can 
be found in the research processes termed Mode 2.

The former Swedish Council for Planning and Co-ordination of Research (FRN) 
initiated and financed a study that resulted in the publication The new production of 
knowledge (Gibbons et al, 1994), where the research process Mode 2 was thoroughly 
described. Another publication advancing this discussion followed in Re-Thinking Sci-
ence – knowledge and the public in an age of uncertainty (Nowotny, Scott and Gibbons, 
2001). Characteristics of Mode 2 includes e.g. context of application, trans-discipli-
narity, much greater diversity of sites of knowledge production, highly reflexive, ac-
countability, novel forms of quality control, socially robust knowledge, and context of 
implication. The strong and hostile reactions from the dominant university (Mode 1) 
representatives showed that the Mode 2 understandings were and are really touching 
the raw nerves of the main academic discourse. These Mode 1 representatives are pro-
tecting disciplinarity, internally driven taxonomy of disciplines, neutrality, objectivity, 
context of discovery, hegemony of theoretical or experimental science, and a sharp 
divide of basic and applied research. But as Gibbons explained, Mode 2 knowledge 
productions have always existed and Mode 1 is a very efficient specialization of knowl-
edge production. This specialization finds its roots in the scientific revolution in the 
1600’s (Merchant, 1980). 

The co-evolution is not only a hand in hand process between actors within and outside 
universities. It is an integrating process between Mode 2 researchers, predominantly 
Mode 1 researchers and partners in society. One example from the Lake Katwe Salt 
CI (see Rydhagen as well as Tabaaro in this anthology) is given by the issue of salt 
crystallization.  A research team at KTH (Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm) is 
working on salt crystallization processes at different international sites. In one of their 
projects they used Katwe Salt Lake in Uganda as a case. They didn’t collaborate closely 
with the salt extractors at the lake. They took water samples from the lake and brought 
home for studies at their laboratories at KTH. Their main priority was the basic, disci-
plinary (Mode 1) research on crystallization frequencies of the salt. The results of their 
research show the salt crystallizing in sequences/fractions, where the sulphur contain-
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ing fraction crystallize first followed by the chloride containing and last the carbonate 
containing fraction. There are not very distinct borders between the fractions, but as a 
first recrystallization this first refinement step to remove more of the sulphur contain-
ing salt is a great achievement compared to the existing local situation. In order to have 
a so called table salt for human consumption the sulphur needs to be removed, as the 
added iodine chemically bonds to sulphur and can thus not be absorbed by humans. A 
low tech method can be used to detect the sulphur fraction and when the crystalliza-
tion is about to move over to the wanted chloride fraction. The researchers suggested 
that the differences could be tasted with the tongue. This example1 shows how Mode 1 
research can be linked to a distributed knowledge production of high context relevance 
i.e. a Mode 2 approach.

Research support, societal relevance and aid

Academic research and societal relevance

In a Swedish context most of the academic research is performed at the universities. In 
contrast to nearby countries very few autonomous research institutes exist in Sweden. 
The system of financial support for research activities at the universities was and still 
is complex (e.g. SOU 1995:121, SOU 1996:2 Ministry of Education, Sweden). The 
Parliament decides on allocation of basic (faculty) resources in the budget bill. These 
resources do not guarantee full salaries for research and higher education staff. External 
financing is necessary for research projects and programmes. It constitutes a compre-
hensive part of the economic base for PhD students and academic research staff. 

The central agent in Swedish research politics is the research bill presented to Parlia-
ment every three or four years. The first research bill appeared in 1981.

Of all the Swedish research bills one stands out, when it comes to research and societal 
relevance. It is the research bill for the years 1997 – 1999 (Proposition 1996/97:5) 
titled Research and society2. The minister responsible for that bill was the minister of 
education Carl Tham (Social Democrat). 

The former minister Carl Tham raised an interesting technopolitical issue in the speech 
“Research – the key of the future?”3, in which he emphasized our ambivalence to 
science and technology and the general oscillation between techno-optimism and 
techno-pessimism that has marked the 20th century and further on. He started from 
a position of an explicit division between science and politics. He then turned the 
discussion around and stated that science and technology is ruled by male research 
communities, markets and political systems in the industrialised world. The Minister 

1	 The salt extraction example was presented at a study visit at KTH, Department of Chemical 
Engineering, 2013 08 28.

2	 Forskning och Samhälle
3	 Key-note speech at the FRN conference March 15, 1995, published in FRN nytt (FRN news) nr 

2, 1995
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ended his discussion by asking questions about the political content of research. He 
called for a change in the orientation of science towards social goals and pointed out 

My questions are therefore directed to the research community, which has significant influence, 
and is accordingly political in its nature. Why have we failed to put science on a more clearly social 
course? Is it reasonable to accept technology as being ruled exclusively by the market? Can we find 
support among the people for research politics that not only looks for immediate benefits, but also 
actually contributes to dealing with human problems? Isn’t this basically what is demanded? [my 
translation]

I find the discussions about science in society and society in science from the 90’s and 
onwards important, putting the issue of research and societal relevance more explicit 
and thus possible to act upon.

Helga Nowotny (1994) emphasized that knowledge seems to be accepted or approved 
not on the grounds of claims of higher scientific authority but on grounds of nego-
tiations. This comes from a desire of knowledge to be open and sensitive to many 
interfaces, where contemporary knowledges are created in heterogeneous contexts. She 
finds that these interfaces or places of knowledge production have one thing in com-
mon - they are disordered. Instead of being distinct and separate, they are overlapping. 
This means we often get contradictions instead of having easy and straight answers. 
In our professional and daily lives we have to make choices just to be forced to make 
still other choices. Nowotny finds the world appearing to have been transformed into 
a labyrinth. If we consider the fast-growing technical sectors such as information tech-
nology and biotechnology, numerous paths in the labyrinth of these sectors are there 
to be chosen among. The choices are not only technical but refer to all uncertainties to 
be taken into account and be responsible for. Wendy Hollway (1989) states that “sci-
ence as we know it could only become dominant because it was preferred”, and being 
preferred means strong involvement in political issues.

In East African countries like Tanzania and Uganda the missions of the national public 
universities are clear and explicit about their role in society. In Tanzania the University 
of Dar es Salaam, UDSM, states its mission in 2013 as being  

the unrelenting pursuit of scholarly and strategic research, education, training and public service 
directed at attainment of equitable and sustainable socio-economic development of Tanzania and 
the rest of Africa.

The focus of the relevance issue is public service and equitable and sustainable socio-
economic development. The needs of the public have thus a broader context than 
commercial markets only.  

This became explicit to me when I participated in the international academic audit of 
UDSM, Tanzania in 2004. I learned the importance of capacity building for research 
and education and for the outreach to society and identified needs. The outreach fa-
cilities were technical transfer units at UDSM, substantial amount of consultancy and 
the innovation and cluster programmes (ISCP-Tz) starting in 2004. The consultancy 
by UDSM research staffs refers to the fact that much of competence needed by firms 
and organizations was (is) gathered at UDSM. There are other reasons as well such as 
UDSM allowing some percentage of the work hours for consultancies to increase the 
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very low salary given by the state in the context of scarce resources. The National Strat-
egy for Growth and Reduction of Poverty, MKUKUTA, conducted a kind of base and 
frame for the audit mentioned as well as at present time for the outreach functions of 
UDSM. MKUKUTA forms part of Tanzania’s efforts to deliver on its national Vision 
2025 and is since 2005 focused on growth and reduction of income poverty; improved 
quality of life and social well-being; and Governance and accountability. 

It is interesting to note that Economic Report on Africa 20134 states the following  
Africa’s industrialization is likely to take place in a changing globalized economy full of uncertain-
ties. African governments should therefore work together to develop a united vision on how to influ-
ence the global economic agenda and, in so doing, shape the outcomes of globalization itself. The 
time has come for Africa to stop being a bystander to its own destiny. (p 14). 

This is argued when 
Africa maintained well above global average growth in 2012, despite deceleration in the world 
economy….West Africa recorded the highest growth followed by East, North, Central and Southern 
Africa. (p 39)

In Uganda the Makerere University is formulating its mission 2013 as “to provide in-
novative teaching, learning, research and services responsive to National and Global 
needs”. The overall aim of its research and innovation policy 

is to reinforce vigorously the university’s status as a major international university that sustains and 
adds value to the Ugandan culture, to the natural environment and to the economy and society of 
Uganda and the wider world. The university, therefore, shall put in place a research agenda with 
priorities that address national and global challenges.

Aid and research

Sweden’s Policy for Global Development (PGU) was approved by the parliament in 
2003. In 2007 the Swedish government (Conservative at that time) presented a more 
specific policy for Africa5, where it emphasized the importance 

to support Africa’s own research development, by among other things promoting initiatives aimed at 
creating fora for collaboration between research, industry and society. This type of network, which 
is largely lacking, is a prerequisite for African countries to develop research results, conquer new 
technologies and develop products and solutions.

Sida6 is one of few government aid agencies giving long term support to research ca-
pacity building in collaboration with low income countries. The mission of Sida is to 
reduce poverty in the world on behalf of the Swedish parliament and government. Sida 
contributes to implementing PGU.

During the years 2001 to 2006 I was a member of the Sida research board appointed 
by the Swedish government. The research unit at Sida at that time was SAREC7 re-
sponsible among other issues for capacity building of universities in the collaborating 

4	 http://www.uneca.org/publications/economic-report-africa-2013 (accessed 20140107).
5	 Skr. 2007/08:67 Sweden and Africa – a policy for common challenges and possibilities. 
6	 Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency
7	  Department for Research Cooperation    
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countries. My academic position was (and is) as professor at Blekinge Institute of Tech-
nology, campus Karlshamn, which is deeply imbedded in an innovation system called 
NetPort co-owned by the university, local government of Karlshamn and the industry 
in three specific sectors. The participants of the board were researchers with mainly 
strict disciplinary backgrounds and came predominantly from old and well established 
universities in Sweden, some few from nearby countries, and all with extensive experi-
ences of collaboration with low income countries. I felt odd in this board not because 
of less experience in low income countries but because I was (am) an explicit transdis-
ciplinary, Mode 2 researcher and also as I was the only person coming from a technical 
faculty. The work in the board and with linked committee obligations was a true learn-
ing experience not the least because of all very competent staff members at SAREC. 

I volunteered to engage myself particularly in following more closely the SAREC sup-
port to the technical faculties in East Africa - Tanzania, Uganda and Mozambique. It 
was in this context I got involved in SAREC support to the programs of development 
of innovation systems and clusters (ISCP) starting in 20038. When proposals for these 
programs was up for decisions at the board I expected a hard discussion and resistance 
from my board colleagues because of their inter- and transdisciplinary character as 
well as their radical break with a traditional linear paradigm of use of research results. 
However, the decisions went smoothly to approval with very few discussions. My un-
derstanding of the reason is the well prepared, substantial and precise documents for 
decision formulated by specific, skilled and experienced SAREC staff members. 

The strategy was to take decisions step by step instead of a joint, big program, which 
was planned from the beginning.  This strategy had both its pros and cons. On the 
positive side was that the concept of innovation, which was new in a Sida context at 
the actual time, could have time to find its format. The stepwise strategy also facilitated 
the possibility to handle all uncertainties in a program, which was new of its kind and 
started in processes not yet known in practice in East Africa.  The negative side was 
lack of needed flexibility in waiting for new decisions, while the program processes ac-
celerated. It later turned out that the reorganisation of Sida with the closing of SAREC 
and loss of skilled SAREC staff was a disaster for the ISCP. However, the fundaments 
for the program in East Africa and from 2008 also in Bolivia were in place and sustain-
able enough, while Sida funding was integrated with less resources in bilateral research 
agreements (for Uganda and Bolivia) and in specific arrangement with the Swedish 
embassy in Mozambique.

Dissolving the linear paradigm

As indicated above the linear model for diffusion and use of research results is in ques-
tion and about to transform into other procedures in emerging collaborating universi-
ties. A different university culture is needed for more immediate benefit to society es-
pecially in society contexts with limited resources. This brings us back to the issue of “a 
new kind of more mature partnership”, that Helga Nowotny (2005) was emphasizing 

8	 For details see http://sicd.se/?page_id=2 (accessed 20140107).



54

and stating “science can no longer expect unconditional support on the part of society 
for whatever it wants to do, nor unconditional acceptance of its authority”. 

It seems easier to dissolve the linear paradigm in low income countries, where the pub-
lic good is a question of survival more than the commercial benefit of a few. 

In order to move from the linear model of knowledge production and as well as of 
innovation development and evolution, it is not enough to link academic research 
with private sector and industry. It requires at least three key players, that is university, 
industry and government, which constitutes the triple helix model presented above. In 
order to come closer to innovation issues I want to use the general understanding of 
the Triple Helix model from Triple Helix Research Group9

The Triple Helix concept comprises three basic elements: (1) a more prominent role for the univer-
sity in innovation, on a par with industry and government in a knowledge–based society; (2) a 
movement toward collaborative relationships among the three major institutional spheres, in which 
innovation policy is increasingly an outcome of interaction rather than a prescription from govern-
ment; (3) in addition to fulfilling their traditional functions, each institutional sphere also “takes 
the role of the other” performing new roles as well as their traditional function. Institutions taking 
non-traditional roles are viewed as a major potential source of innovation in innovation.

The Triple Helix model is a frame and a boundary object (Star, 1989) on which in-
volved actors can join and find out understandings and roles in always complex con-
texts and circumstances. That is a big step forward in the process of dissolving the lin-
ear paradigm. But it is not enough. As mentioned earlier, the Triple Helix model does 
not by itself mean that we all know how to work together and develop the integrating 
process, which brings us to Mode 2 again. 

In the discussion concerning Mode 2 and the role of future (and present I would say) 
universities Arie Rip (2002) argues that 

indigenous (and local) knowledge has become important, and creates a challenge to Western-science-
as-we-know-it. Underlying world-views are now being articulated, and this raises the question 
about the world view embedded in Western science. Multi-culturalism is not the answer to this 
question, but is definitely the site to explore possible answers. The African Renaissance movement, 
and the official recognition in New Zealand of Maori approaches to knowledge production are two 
of such sites. Clearly, science in the 21st century will not be like science-as-we-know-it.

One concrete way to test and practice the distributed knowledge production and in-
clusive innovation as indicated in Mode 2 research is cluster development based in 
Triple Helix contexts. In other chapters of this anthology a number of these kinds of 
cluster experiences are presented.

9	 Triple Helix IX International Conference, “Silicon Valley: Global Model or Unique Anomaly?”, 
11-14 July 2011, Stanford University, Human Sciences and Technologies Advanced Research 
Institute (H-STAR), Triple Helix Research Group www.triplehelixconference.org/the-triple-helix-
concept.html (accessed 20140107).
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Cluster and innovation system

In the Sida supported cluster development in East Africa and Bolivia cluster initiatives 
are used. A cluster initiative10 may be initiated by government or academia or a private 
sector development agency. Innovation-driven actors from different sectors aim to sup-
port renewal and competitiveness in a traditional industry. A decisive factor for the 
development of the cluster initiative (CI) is cluster facilitation supporting the decision 
making and collective action among the stakeholders in the CI. The cluster initiative 
is not the cluster itself. The core of the cluster is the firms, often small and micro firms 
in East Africa clusters. The CI consists of all the companies and organizations that are 
linked together – in collaboration and competition – in value creation. The CI is the 
conscious attempt and activity to mobilize and organize all the actors and resources to 
make individual companies and firms in the cluster more innovative and competitive.

An integrating process is taking place in successful cluster initiatives. The roles of the 
actors get increasingly clearer and the integration of different support systems evolves. 
The integration also means an evolving innovation system including all different actors, 
on local, regional and/or national level. These parallel processes can be experienced 
in Uganda at local level (see Chapter 2) but also at national level. In the latter case 
the results of ISCP-Uganda motivated the Uganda President to support this cluster 
program during 5 years starting July 2010. The resource originates from the national 
government budget. This situation is relatively unique for university programs sup-
ported in addition by foreign aid. The resource is allocated by the Ministry of Trade, 
Industry and Cooperatives with a memorandum of understanding between Makerere 
University, where the cluster secretariat is placed, and the Ministry. A national steering 
committee for the cluster program includes representatives from the triple helix actors. 
The Uganda context however implicates a number of challenges such as weak or absent 
institutions, financial systems etc. In spite of that, the Uganda example constitutes 
condition for an evolving innovation system needed for a more sustainable situation of 
socio-economic development. 

The experience presented above gives us an example of how “society speaks back” in a 
constructive way. It is not until concrete and tangible results are demonstrated to the 
local and national government they become willing to invest. The cluster program with 
comparably small amount of support from Sida thus constitutes one successful activity 
giving relevance to the government and society.

Ending remark
Academic research within cluster collaboration is a danger, if it is not deeply anchored 
in the local context. The danger comes from the context of extremely scarce resources 
and little space for risk taking, if any, within the cluster. The cluster members in East 
Africa are mostly poor people with family responsibilities. 

10	  See Clusterpedia at http://sicd.se/?page_id=68 (accessed 20140107).
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If a resource, vital for the cluster firms, is found to be profitable, chances are that more 
powerful external actors see opportunities to exploit, buy land or property, introduce 
more high-tech methods or go into business in ways that do not benefit the local 
economy and the cluster members.  Situations are also such that, when the cluster 
firms become more profitable, the risk increases for external interests to manipulate 
the cluster members and take over. This can be observed both in Uganda and Tanzania. 

Robust knowledge for socio-economic sustainability and development relies on con-
text sensitivity. In the cluster programs I have been involved in for about 10 years I 
have experienced numerous examples of genuine context sensitivity and knowledge 
among participating researchers and students in East Africa and Bolivia. The learning 
processes born from context specific knowledges are vital for results people can rely on 
and build their lives upon. 

I am grateful to my colleagues and friends at BTH, SICD, Sida and all cluster friends 
in Africa and Bolivia. I am constantly learning.
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Chapter 6 
Universities can play enhanced roles in cluster initiatives

Julius Ecuru

Most countries in Africa are aspiring to achieve middle income status as soon as pos-
sible1. That is to say, they are looking forward to an economic situation where the GNI 
per capita is between US dollars 1,000 and US dollars 13,000 going by the World 
Bank’s classification of countries (World Bank, 2013). This aspiration might be associ-
ated with a widely held view that one of the best ways to fight against and/or eliminate 
poverty is to increase economic growth (Barro, 1996). Indeed, economic growth in 
many sub-Saharan African countries has impressively fluctuated between three per 
cent and six per cent per annum of real GDP in the last decade (World Economic 
Forum, 2013). This is despite the global financial downturn, which recently affected 
Europe and North America.  

One could also argue that the aspiration for a middle income country status is the 
respective countries’ government response to the growing challenge of creating oppor-
tunities for Africa’s predominantly youthful population - 70 per cent of the population 
is estimated to be under 35 years of age (United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) 
2012). Thus, we see overtime an increasing emphasis on developing the private sector 
as the engine for growth and employment. But it is not just a question of developing 
the private sector, but one of developing a competitive private sector. This new para-
digm of growth has led many policy makers to embrace science, technology and inno-

1	 This aspiration is normally reflected in the national development plans of the countries, and 
other related policy documents.
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vation as the driving force for socio-economic transformation. As I see it, these policy 
shifts potentially create enormous opportunities for universities to position themselves 
as centres of research and innovation. 

So, how can the university in Africa become a key player in national and regional 
socio-economic development processes? First, we should acknowledge that universities 
across Africa are rapidly expanding, more so in terms of student enrolments. Though 
still very low compared to the rest of the world, university student enrolments in many 
African universities have almost tripled in the last two decades (Montanini, 2013). 
However, the outputs have not sufficiently matched the skills demands of the labour 
market. For this, the university has increasingly been criticised and, new calls have 
been made not only to produce graduates with skills appropriate for the private sec-
tor, but also able to create jobs. It looks like a daunting challenge for the universities, 
but this can be an opportunity to re-think the role of the university in national and 
regional development in an era of rapid globalization and competitiveness.  

A colleague shared with me his experience after graduating from Makerere University a 
few years ago. He had developed a formula to turn traditional millet and cassava bread 
into a value added commercial product while at the university. At that time there were 
few or none such products in the local market. He said he did not want to look for a 
job, but wanted to set up his own factory to produce the value added mixed cassava 
and millet flour. In pursuit of his goal, he teamed up with a food technologist with 
whom he had graduated the same year. Together they started looking for support to 
build a factory. At the time, no office existed at the university to help discuss their busi-
ness idea, or advice on whether the idea was feasible. Being science graduates, they had 
no entrepreneurship knowledge or skill, as these were not part of their undergraduate 
curriculum. They approached an association of manufacturers in Uganda, which was 
also unable to help them. At the national level, there was no organization with pro-
grammes to help young potential entrepreneurs like this colleague of mine. 

Thankfully, the situation has now changed slightly. Entrepreneurial thinking is perme-
ating universities. For example, some universities have technology transfer policies or 
offices. It is also common nowadays to come across some offices concerned with re-
search for business in many science and engineering colleges. Most importantly, there 
are emerging entrepreneurial activities within universities, which I believe are creat-
ing new opportunities to translate knowledge (research products) into business ven-
tures. Many universities and university colleges have mission statements bearing the 
word “innovation”, which I believe indicates their commitment and drive to translate 
knowledge products into socially tangible goods and services. I see these as positive 
developments signalling transformations within the university system that will enable 
universities play an enhanced role in national and regional socio-economic develop-
ment. 

Already, we are beginning to witness the result of these transformations through the 
university’s active participation in creating innovative business clusters. A cluster, as 
scholars like Michael E. Porter (Porter, 2000) and C.S Colgan (Colgan & Baker, 2003) 
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put it, is a concentration of companies and industries in a geographic region that are 
interconnected by the market they serve and the products they produce, as well as by 
the suppliers, trade associations, and educational institutions with which they inter-
act. The cluster concept is relatively new in most parts of Africa. For example, it was 
introduced in eastern Africa around 2003/04, and is being driven mostly by proactive 
university scientists who view it as a collaborative platform between the university, 
industry and government actors (Mwamila et al., 2004). These cluster initiatives are 
modelled around Henry Etzkowitz and Loet Leydesdorf ’s triple helix of university-in-
dustry-government relationships (Leydesdorff & Etzkowitz, 2001; Etzkowitz, 2003). 
Triple helix has become a central feature of innovation systems2 worldwide, especially 
as it relates to transitions towards knowledge based economies. However, we need to 
understand more how the triple helix is and can be applied in cluster development 
initiatives in Africa. For example, as cluster initiatives begin to pick up in Uganda and 
in eastern Africa, questions have also started to emerge regarding the role of university, 
government and industry players in the clustering process. In some situations, calls 
have been made for a separate cluster policy to streamline these relations.  

There is no doubt that the university has an important role to play in the clustering 
process. The question is, “what role?” If we look back a little bit, the structural adjust-
ment process of the 1980’s and 1990’s in many African countries separated the roles 
of government, university and private sector. Government was left with the role to 
provide policy and regulatory support. Universities were to remain with their tradi-
tional role of teaching, research and community outreach; while private sector was to 
do business. Public research organizations were also created and/or given autonomy, 
for example, National Agricultural Research Organization and Uganda Industrial Re-
search Institute, in Uganda. It was not recommended for public universities and public 
research organizations to operate businesses. This scenario, of course, conflicts with 
the triple helix concept and innovation systems approaches, which emphasise co-de-
velopment between university, industry and government. Moreover, in the triple helix 
convergence, the roles of government, industry and universities may overlap as long as 
they all aid in enhancing business growth and competitiveness. 

Coming back to the role of the university in the clustering process, I believe, the 
university needs to embed itself in the cluster community and play the catalytic role 
to spur innovation. That is, the university should not only be, but also be seen to par-
ticipate as an actor in the cluster. There are bits and pieces of this “embeddedness” in 
the on-going clustering processes, but it needs to stand out as the main strategy for the 
university’s involvement in cluster initiatives.  So far, the university has played more 
of the intermediary role, i.e. organizing firms into groups (cluster formation) and fa-
cilitating training and other capacity building activities for cluster firms. Such a role is 
important, and it may be inevitable that the university plays it in the formative stages 

2	 Innovation system as described by Lundvall (Lundvall 2010) is an “open, evolving and com-
plex system that encompasses relationships within and between organisations, institutions and 
socio-economic structures which determine the rate and direction of innovation and competence 
building emanating from processes of science-based and experienced-based learning”. 
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of a cluster development initiative. But this role arguably is better played by other 
actors like industry associations or similar agencies. If the university plays only the 
intermediary role, cluster firms may continue having unrealistic expectations of their 
university counterparts. For instance, anecdotal evidence suggests that some cluster 
firms in Uganda expect the university to wholly finance and support their activities, 
yet the university itself may have limited resources. When expectations are not met, 
mistrust normally develops, and the university must make an extra effort to regain 
trust and keep the cluster alive. However, embedding the university within the cluster 
encourages organic (from within) growth. The goal would be for the university to 
establish itself within the cluster and become an active member (actor) of the cluster. 

Embedding in the cluster also means the university can play an active role in starting 
up new businesses, while at the same time assisting existing ones to become competi-
tive. Ultimately it means being able to define the cluster as a sectoral innovation system 
(Niosi, 2010). That is, the networks of firms, organizations and agents with an interest 
to produce, use and diffuse specific knowledge types or technologies and/or products, 
and most importantly, the relationships among the actors, and the norms and stand-
ards, which influences the relationships.

Take, for example, a fruit processing cluster in central Uganda. Within this region, 
there are about 30 micro and small scale fruit processors. What would it mean for the 
university to embed itself in this cluster? There are many things that can be done; but 
at the least, the university would map the actors that constitute this cluster commu-
nity. It would analyse the opportunities in fruit processing. It would also build essential 
links to study, and jointly with the cluster firms, tackle challenges faced in developing 
the fruit processing enterprise in the region. The university would establish a cohort 
within the cluster, which becomes the base for continuous research and technology 
development to improve cluster products and services. Furthermore, the university 
would be at liberty (and I would definitely encourage it) to start up new businesses 
within the cluster. Most of all, the university would, jointly with local governments 
and municipalities, set up and operate business incubation services to encourage new 
entrants in the cluster. 

In conclusion, universities can play an enhanced and a catalytic role in the clustering 
process. However, it requires a conceptual reconfiguration of the cluster as a sectoral 
innovation system, and for the university to progressively embed itself in the cluster 
communities, where it should then maintain a significant presence.  
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Chapter 7 
Voices from Katwe Salt Lake Cluster Initiative

Jennifer Kabarangira

Oh our mother salt lake
What a good and nurturing mother you’ve been,
You’ve provided salt to put in our food.
Animals lick and enjoy the salt from you, mother
When we are sent for fees, your salt is sold to pay.
Oh our mother salt lake.
Our parents have got jobs from you, mother
Your salt has educated many who are important in the country
The money from your salt has clothed and fed us to grow healthy
Oh our mother salt lake
You are talked and written about in history and geography
Researches and studies are being carried out
To make the salt from you acceptable internationally
Oh our mother salt lake.
We love and cherish you, mother
We crave to make you our own, mother
We appeal to safeguard you, mother
Oh our mother salt lake.
(Poem by school children in St Jude Primary School) 
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Historical background
In the 17th century, salt was one of the most important items that attracted the atten-
tion of very many people within Africa. It was regarded such a valuable mineral and 
was battered for other items like; hoes, clothes, and even guns which were given to the 
rulers of the time.

Lake Katwe has a circumference of 8 km and 21 streams (springs) around it, which 
pour in fresh water every day from the surrounding rock. It is located in Katwe Kaba-
toro Town Council, Busongora County in Kasese District of Western Uganda.

Lake Katwe is a crater lake that was formed as a result of volcanic eruption that caused 
depression of the earth to form a valley in which the lake is situated.

Salt at Lake Katwe has been extracted and consumed by the people of Uganda since 
time immemorial. Salt mining in Katwe is one of the Africa’s oldest industries still sur-
viving the onslaught of Western Imperialism. It has played an important political and 
economic role in the history of the western part of the interlacustrine region. It was 
important to the economy of Bunyoro Kitara during the 18th and 19th centuries and 
was the basis for the regional and long distance trade in the region prior to the event of 
the external influence from the East African Coast. The salt in Katwe was the basis of 
the breakaway of Toro Kingdom from the Kingdom of Bunyoro Kitara.

A story from one of the opinion leaders who attended the first cluster 
stakeholders meeting
The formation of the cluster was timely although there is a time lag in realizing the 
dream and the vision the way you call it. When we were in the first stakeholders 
meeting my question was, “Aren’t you also going to promise castles in the air like 
most of the so called development partners/ investors have done?” It is good my 
eyes have seen several people coming to discuss with us how to; first protect the 
resource; that is our lake and how to maintain our salt pan and the quality of salt. In-
cidentally, all those who have done work on our salt in form of research except Lake 
Katwe Salt Cluster with their Triple Helix Approach, have never turned up to give 
results. I have tested the salt produced at laboratory level in Makerere University by 
the academia sector. This was the first indicator to show that from now on our salt 
will be processed to edible and international standards for consumption.

My wish is that I live to see the cluster realize our dream, let the government, the uni-
versity and other well-wishers help in speeding up the production of the pure salt. 

The involvement of the academia is paramount since there is need to know why the 
sulphur could not be extracted from our salt. I remember it was SIDA SAREC that 
championed this, “Can’t it still help this cluster since our enterprise is so dependent 
on researches and laboratory experiments?”

The salt lake became the property of the Omukama (leader) of the kingdom Toro after 
the creation of the kingdom in the 19th century. Between 1929 and 1933, the Indians 
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and the Arabs living in Katwe and are said to have subverted the administration of the 
salt lake1.

The explorer H.M Stanley was the first white man to make a written record of the his-
tory of salt exploitation at Lake Katwe during his journey to Africa in the 1875. He 
also took with him a sample of the salt which was analysed in London and Alexandria 
(Egypt); the first chemical analysis of the salt. This laboratory test revealed that Lake 
Katwe contains several important chemicals but deficient of iodine.

It is emphasized that ever since the colonial times; salt production at Lake Katwe has 
been one of the most important sources of revenue for the entire community and the 
town council. Just as people in villages own gardens for cultivation, people of Katwe 
Kabatoro Town Council own salt pans as their gardens through which they acquire 
total sustainability.

Lake Katwe brine has been tested chemically to be composed of; sodium chloride, 
sodium sulphate, potassium chloride, hydrogen sulphide, ammonia, sodium carbonate 
potassium bromide etc.

Extraction and winning of Lake Katwe salt
The salt in the brine forms different crystals depending on concentration and climatic 
conditions. The workers extract four different types of salt with different quality.

1	 For more information, see www.katwe-council.com, read 20131211.

A salt loaders day at the salt lake
The famous Lake Katwe is a source of a natural salt where investors, laborers, 
traders and winners alike turn for a living and go each morning as a day breaks. 
Business at the salt lake begins at 8: 00 a.m. each day. The salt loaders require 
only energy to labor as they carry salt on their backs to the commercial vehicles 
that wait for it near the salt pans and the lake. The loaders work as typically casual 
although they pay an annual market permit to the local authorities.

The business of the loaders depends on the influx of vehicles that come from dif-
ferent parts within and outside Uganda particularly the great lake region where 
Lake Katwe salt is marketable as food flavor for both human beings and domestic 
animals.

Therefore loaders wait at the salt lake market or in the town center the whole day 
and once vehicles come in good numbers, they make their day and go home hap-
pily usually at 5:00 p.m. in the evening when the market closes and the salt lake is 
out of bounds for ordinary people.

The salt loaders are categorized into two categories; loaders for washed grade II 
and crude grade II. They both have their groups with their objectives well set like 
in the other organized groups in the salt lake.
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Salt grade I (NaCl) 

This is naturally formed by evaporation of the surface brine during a very dry season. 
The salt forms on the surface of the lake and the crystals blown by the wind until they 
reach the edge of the lake where they are scooped off the surface. This is scooped from 
the mother lake but has taken many years without forming. The optimum conditions 
for the formation of grade one are; 

1.	 Plenty of fresh water from the streams and rain.

2.	 Too much sunshine (severe drought of about three months).

It is therefore very much dependent on the weather conditions.

Salt grade II crude (Kihabule)

This is a by-product obtained during the process of preparation for salt grade II washed. 
It is the crystals that form before the edible crystals form. This is produced from the 
mud-lined salt ponds known as salt pans.

Salt grade II washed (Edible)

Produced by evaporation in mud-lined ponds like the crude salt but is formed after 
the harvest of kihabule crude salt. This is what most of the people target to produce 
because it is consumed by people in and outside Uganda. They also use it for preserva-
tions of hides and skins. 

Salt grade III (Rock salt/ Animal lick/Mahonde)

This type of salt is naturally produced in the main lake. It is a double salt containing 
sodium carbonate and sodium sulphate. It is formed as a result of evaporation and 
crystallization of the mother lake when the crystals are left in the lake after many years 
without being scooped. It is detached from the crust by extraction using iron bars. The 
detached pieces are loaded on trains of ambatch stems rafts and floated to the edge for 
sale. The rock salt is pried from the bottom of the lake by men using heavy crowbars. 

There were two brave women Kaikara Joweria and Maria Mbambu, now deceased, 
who got engaged in rock salt extraction work but retired after sometime. Mahonde 
salt extraction may remain a monopoly of male extractors because the brine water in 
the lake is corrosive and known to be dangerous to the anatomy of the extractors. It 
is therefore even more dangerous when it comes to the nature of women and that ex-
plains why the two women mentioned above could not persist in the activity.
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The experience of a salt winner
Salt winning in Lake Katwe is done locally by people who own salt pans around the 
salt lake while the entire lake is the home of the natural salt products in different 
chemical grades. The logic of having salt pans is to enclose small amounts of brine 
to enable the fast formation of salt.

Essentially salt pans produce two types of salt namely; grade II washed (edible) 
and grade II crude (kihabule) for animals. These pans are individually owned by 
people who treat them as family property. Therefore, during the dry season when 
the salt is formed by scientific vaporization, the entire (adult) family, sometimes 
with the help of paid up workers spend time in the pans to prepare for and during 
salt production. Paid up workers are women and girls who drop out of school either 
due to lack of fees or are impregnated while in school.

There are basically two seasons when salt winning is produced and that is the time 
when salt winners get salt. Incidentally when it is in abundance, the unit price low-
ers in accordance with the laws of demand and supply. Therefore, salt becomes 
expensive during rainy seasons when there is low or no salt production from salt 
pans. The life experience of a salt winner is thus dependent on weather/ climate. 

Salt is a chemical compound and the brine is a corrosive material particularly to 
the bodies of the salt winners. It is common for salt winners to have wounds as a 
result of bruises caused by contact with salt crystals. Some laborers buy long pair 
of trousers and pair of socks to avoid the bruises during salt winning. It is also 
believed that the gasses omitted from the salt brine cause miscarriages among 
the women salt winners as a result of bending for so long and the biological reac-
tion with their reproductive anatomy. It is believed that some women have become 
barren due to the same effects. 

The cluster is encouraging women to always go for medical check up to assess the 
state of their uteruses. Most of the winners have joined saving and credit schemes 
to help them improve on their saving culture and also plan for their incomes ef-
fectively.

In conclusion, more social, financial, health and scientific researches should be 
carried out if we are to address the challenges affecting the different stakeholders 
in the salt lake once and for all.

Cluster Formation
Lake Katwe Salt Cluster was formed in September 2005 with a vision to “Become the 
leading producer of high quality Iodized salt in the Great Lakes Region by 2010.” This 
has not been achieved but we hope to realize the vision since we still apply the Triple 
Helix Approach.

Objectives

1.	 Organize miners, create synergies and create enabling environment for extension of 
technical services. 

2.	 Empower miners to adequately bargain for better prices and increased revenue, employ-
ment and alleviation of rural poverty.

3.	 Refine, iodize and brand the salt for health requirements and international market.
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Before the Cluster formation the road around the salt lake had impassable spots that 
resulted in failure for some of our members to sell their products. As a Lake Katwe Salt 
Cluster, we engaged Katwe Kabatoro Town council to construct the salt lake road. The 
road was constructed; all the salt pans are accessible now. Vehicles can load from any 
stage where the buyers have identified salt of their choice.

The Cluster has been engaged in discussions with different stakeholders to have a strat-
egy of having services at the salt lake improved.

Before the formation of the cluster, salt winners were not assertive enough to engage 
in discussions on issues affecting them; we kept grumbling and complaining about the 
services that the council was supposed to provide even when we knew that it was our 
role to advocate for the right to these services. 

When we formed the cluster we became a voice to advocate on behalf of many others. 
We realized that we had much to do as a local leadership if we wanted improved ser-
vices, improved quality of salt and access to the market at both local and international 
levels.

The cluster’s approach of using a Triple Helix Approach has been so enterprising that 
we are seeing much involvement of the academia in carrying out researches. The Dis-
trict environment Officer and the Cluster are trying to find a suitable species of grass 
which cannot be eaten by animals to be planted around the crater area in order to stop 
soil erosion from the hillsides to the salt lake.

The discussions carried out by different groups working in the salt lake were able to 
elaborate on the environmental and health hazards. During the discussions, one of the 
Swedish researchers on visit elaborated on how rock salt extractors can shift from using 
a plant (ambatch logs) which is a delicacy of elephants and almost extinct and instead 
use empty bottles.

Construction of flush toilets and bathing facility for both male and female is ongoing. 
Women and men who are within the radius of this facility use it after the long day of 
work.

The shelter was renovated and now salt winners and other stakeholders can shelter 
from rain and sunshine comfortably.

Most salt winners stock their salt waiting for better prices, they can now raise money 
for fees and self-sustaining, they are now building houses unlike before where most 
money was misdirected in none priority activities like boozing and luxuries. 

Salt winners are now continuously maintaining their salt pans for better yields and bet-
ter quality. They are currently cleaning the salt pans throughout the year so that in case 
the sunny season begins, they are able to produce clean salt and in time.

Salt is considered as a mineral and therefore the lake belongs to Uganda Government 
as per the constitution. Therefore, in order for the salt winners to mine and extract 
salt as a raw material without any fear they should acquire a mining license from the 
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government.  In Katwe Kabatoro Town Council 90 percent of the entire community 
depends on salt winning.

A day of a rock salt extractor 
The rock salt extractor wakes up in the morning and goes to the salt lake. With him 
he carries a five liter gallon of water, a pair of shorts that are light for wearing dur-
ing the extraction exercise, and patex (a gum which seals iron sheets holes) which 
is used to seal open wounds so that the brine shouldn’t harm them. One of them 
tells the story, “After having our meals we get dressed, we wear socks and wrap 
our legs with old used vehicle tubes to avoid severe injuries, a pair of shorts and 
then go into the lake to start our work. Rock extraction has a bearing on climatic 
conditions; during the rainy season extraction is done with difficulty because of the 
high water level that affects the extractors especially the short ones. This means 
that short extractors stop doing the work this season. During the dry season, the 
water level lowers, making it reasonably easy for us to do our work.”

Whereas the amounts of salt extracted in this grade depends the strength of the 
extractor, there has been established conservation regulations according to which 
extractors are permitted to go for extraction only three days a week.

The chairperson for the extractors said, “In our organization we give out small loan 
to our group members, we contribute to burial expenses and punish those who 
violate our bylaws. We have constructed our offices using members’ contributions. 
Although we have done all this, we have a challenge of having a sustainable way 
of having an environmental friendly way of carrying our rock salt from the lake to 
the shores, we are almost cutting all the ambatch trees from the national park.
When the Swedish researchers told us about the plastic bottles canoes, we got 
excited to learn how to make and use them. The challenge is we need to get either 
someone to come and teach us how to make them or we are taken for training in 
Zanzibar, there we can share some experience since they are more experienced 
in using these types of canoes.”

We do not sell directly to the buyers; we sell the rock salt to the Mawater Women 
group traders to help them remain in business. Our salt is sold in kilograms unlike 
the other grades were measurements are done by just approximating. 

The Cluster and the group are in the process of inviting the Queen Elizabeth Na-
tional Park Authorities to discuss how some extractors can be facilitated to be 
trained in plastic bottles canoes making.

The academia 
Makerere University has carried out capacity building training in business manage-
ment skills. The Cluster has also interacted with the Cluster secretariat for consulta-
tion and guidance. Members of the cluster have interacted with other cluster members 
within the country and from other countries during the experience tours and confer-
ences, which are organized in the country. 
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Collaboration with Swedish cluster researchers

Through a Swedish research project on clusters, two researchers came to Lake Katwe to 
carry out a research on the environment impact on the salt lake. During the research, 
they met several groups; Mawater Mahonde Women Traders, Mahonde Extractors 
Group, Salt Loaders and Salt Winners. Environment challenges were identified during 
the interactions:

•	 Salt pans congestion that caused the blockage of streams and hinders water from flowing 
into the mother lake. This water refreshes and cools the brine coming from beneath 
the lake. It has also has caused reduction of the surface area of the mother lake causing 
floods when it rains. 

•	 Grazing of cattle at the hillsides of the salt lake causing the soil erosion.

•	 Overharvesting of the vegetation for handcraft making.

•	 Over extraction of the rock salt which is resulting in dilution of the lake brine since the 
rock and the brine from the natural vents helps in concentration of the water.

•	 Picking of stones for aggregates around the salt lake.   

•	 Blocking of trenches by throwing mud scooped from the pans and reduction of trench 
sizes for salt pans expansion causing the blockage of the vents and when it rains, rainy 
water floods in the salt pans. 

•	 Creation of other vents to supply their salt that has reduced pressure to puss brine out of 
the original vents supplying the mother lake.

•	 Failure of salt purification and processing that is causing lack of market because the salt 
has no iodine and is not recommended for human consumption internationally.

•	 Price manipulation by middlemen depending on salt quality and distance where it is got 
from.

•	 Lack of owning the salt legally which is a threat to the salt pans owners in case any inves-
tor acquired the license before them which means that they are going to be pushed out. 
The salt cluster has begun the process of acquiring the license. 

When the Swedish researchers came back to disseminate the research findings, the 
challenges were classified by identifying those that can be addressed locally, by aca-
demia, government and private sector. So the cluster is trying to address the issues that 
are locally coded.

During their third visit, the Swedish researchers went with us to the Ministry of En-
ergy and Mineral resources, Geological Department Commissioner to get acquainted 
with what is done to enable the Cluster begin the process of licensing.
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A story from a member of the Mawater Women Group

Mawater Women Group is a group of women who buy and sell the rock salt. This 
is what one of the members said when asked how the group is benefiting from 
the cluster.

•	 In our group as traders in rock salt we regulate our prices. Most 
women in our group are honored by their husbands because they are 
capable of contributing to the family wellbeing.

•	 Most single mothers in the group have constructed their own houses 
and live happily. We are happy the cluster, the academia and private 
sector are working hard to have our salt processed. The cluster has 
brought rays of hope for the first time.

•	 I am happy that Katwe salt cluster was introduced; we have had 
researches being carried out to see how this salt can be purified to 
the international consumption standards. Although the salt experi-
ment carried out by Makerere and Mbarara Universities could not 
extract sulphur from the salt, when we tested and also used the salt in 
cooking, we could not notice that the salt was impure. Therefore if we 
could have the salt processed and sold at that level meanwhile more 
experiments continue up to such a time when sulphur is extracted.

•	 When the Swedish researchers met us they told us how the seaweed 
cluster uses canoes made from plastic bottles. If the salt extractors 
are trained to make these boats, the ambatch specie will be saved 
from destruction. Maybe this is the reason elephants are straying into 
peoples gardens looking for what to feed on after their delicacy is 
being encroached on.

•	 We have noticed how important it is to protect the environment be-
cause the sustainability and conservation of this lake determines our 
stay in business. So the cluster is trying hard to educate the stake-
holders on how to protect the salt lake both as an environmental and 
economic asset.
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Figure 7.2 Salt loaders carry salt from the shore as rock or in bags to buyers’ trucks (photo by author).

Figure 7.1. Children at St Jude Primary School, authors of the poem (photo by author).
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Figure 7.3 Salt winners harvest salt in one of the salt pans (photo by author).

Figure 7.4 Mawater Women Group buy the salt from salt workers and sell it further to external buyers, 
thus coordinating the salt trade in the community (photo by author).
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Chapter 8 
Lake Katwe Salt Cluster Initiative

Balu-Tabaaro
Chairman of the facilitator group

Lake Katwe Salt CI was started in September 2005 after an innovation systems and 
clusters training workshop in Jinja, Uganda. The cluster vision was to be the lead-
ing producer of iodised salt in the Great Lakes region. Katwe Salt CI was one of the 
many clusters chosen, and it was one of the first set of clusters formed in Uganda. The 
cluster was based on salt brines at lake Katwe (Fig.8.1) situated about 500km west of 
Kampala. 

Figure 8.1: Location of Lake Katwe, north of Lake Edward and near the border to  
Democratic Republic of Congo. 
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At the lake there are about 12,000 salt workers (70 percent of them women) carrying 
out salt extraction, salt loading, trading and other peripheral activities. Three kinds of 
salt are produced using crude technology;

1.	 Grade I (high quality salt for human consumption). This has not formed for many years.

2.	 Grade II (for human consumption). This is produced by solar evaporation in man-made 
mud-lined salt pans and is produced mainly by women under harsh working conditions. 

3.	 Grade III (rock salt) for animal consumption. 

Consequently, using the knowledge gained in the training and using the triple helix 
concept, a team of facilitators was set up:
The team consisted of Eng. Balu-Tabaaro (Mining Engineer) as chairman and rep-
resentative of the government (then working for Government in the Department of 
Geological Survey and Mines), a mechanical engineer to represent Makerere Universi-
ty, (then faculty of Technology), one representative from private sector’s Uganda Small 
Scale Industries Association and a person from the National Council of Small Business 
Organizations. At a later stage, Mbarara University was brought on board when they 
showed interest in the project and eventually carried out a lot of work on the charac-
terization of the salt at Katwe and made good work at bench scale level on refining of 
salt for iodization.
The first activity of the facilitator’s team was to visit at Lake Katwe to get acquainted 
with what was on the ground. This involved carrying out baseline studies on the status 
of the lake with respect to the activities carried out, the method (technology) used to 
extract the salt, sell of the products, the number of people involved in the salt extrac-
tion industry, the storage and distribution of the salt products, gender and environ-
mental issues.
Before deciding on the intervention, a series of training workshops were carried out. 
The workshops were meant to organize stakeholders in the salt industry and sensitize 
them about the cluster concept. After a series of training workshops, and after the 
stakeholders were fairly sensitized on cluster concepts, a democratic process was carried 
to elect a local leadership team of nine people to run lake Katwe salt cluster.

Geology of the salt
The salt lake brine evaporates with the following mineralogy

HALITE (NaCl) white cubes

TRONA (Na2CO3.NaHCO3.2H2O) white glassy crystals which effloresce slightly 
when dry

BURKEITE (Na2CO3.2Na2SO4) usually fine grained, occur in crusts, often mixed 
with trona

HANSITE (9Na2SO4.2Na2CO3>KCl)
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One of the early observations by the facilitation team was that salt miners lacked ap-
propriate technology to mine and refine the salt, as indicated in Figure 8.2 below.

Layout of Salt Pans 

Figure 8.2: Salt extraction. Photo: Eng Balu-Tabaaro.

They were also working under hostile environment where they had no safety wear 
especially for the women. Due to poor coordination their products were fetching low 
prices. There was lack of storage facilities which meant that salt produced was often 
going to waste, resulting in loss of income. A strategy was then formulated to bring all 
cluster stakeholders on board with the view of solving the problems affecting them. 

The problem of coordination was solved when the cluster leadership group was elected. 
This eased coordination and mobilisation of cluster stakeholders. The leadership group 
also helped in passing on knowledge gained through training to the stakeholders.

A woman harvesting salt from a pan

Rock Salt after extraction

Raft for transporting salt ashore made of ambatch; 
an endangered tree
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Figure 8.3: Meetings with Katwe salt miners. Photo: Eng Balu-Tabaaro.

The marketing and bargaining for better prices was enhanced since the cluster could 
bargain to get better prices for their salt. In some cases, where traders from far did not 
come to Katwe to collect salt, the cluster hired transport to take the salt to the markets 
in major towns in Uganda and beyond.

Health and safety issues were partially solved by providing needed training and provi-
sion of protective wear such as boots and gloves. The original vision of Lake Katwe Salt 
cluster was to become the leading producer of iodized salt in the great lakes region by 
2010. Though this was a tall order, great achievement was partially obtained through 
use of triple helix i.e. use of the academia to carry out research and development to 
improve technologies for the extraction of salt.

Mbarara University of Science and technology as academia under the triple helix con-
cept carried tremendous work that helped in development of better technologies that 
enabled production iodized salt. They carried out brine sampling on Lake Katwe, car-
ried out chemical analysis of the brine and used the results to establish a regime for 
refining the salt by mainly removal of the sulphides which were fixing the iodine. 
Consequently a bench scale method was established and is waiting scale up once fund-
ing is available.

Challenges
Initially visits to the cluster site were constrained by lack of funds. This was conse-
quently solved by seed money from Sida. The distance from Kampala to Katwe meant 
that only few trips could be made by cluster facilitators to Katwe. There was difficulty 
in introducing the cluster concept to the salt workers. The facilitator team was also 
limited in their comprehensive knowledge of cluster development skills. There was also 
absence of formal framework through which Lake Katwe salt miners could operate, 
however a framework is now in place and licensing is being worked out. But generally 
a lot was achieved in sensitizing the cluster stakeholders about the benefits of clusters 
evidenced from the increasing number of people who have signed up to be members.
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Chapter 9 
Could aid donor agencies support innovation?  

Lessons from Swedish aid politics and practices

Tomas Kjellqvist

Introduction
Innovation is one of the most used words in current policy documents within the sec-
tors that give or receive aid. The use of the word is indeed multifaceted. At the recipi-
ent side, the meaning found in policy documents is more analogue to introduction 
of new technologies in developing countries. This interpretation is close to how the 
concept of innovation has been used in some economic theories and in engineering. 
At the donor side, the concept tends to refer to innovations in the aid methodology 
rather than to changes in the socio-economic or socio-technologic aspects in the aided 
developing countries. 

Moreover, recent innovations in aid methodology could be seen as counterproductive 
to innovation in the aided countries. Aid innovations during the last twenty years 
have been mostly concerned with policy development and economic reforms. At the 
nearby end of this trajectory, we now see how recent calls for aid effectiveness and re-
sults have led to a situation where control and compliance are the main demands from 
the political and financial authorities. This modus operandi of aid, focused on politi-
cal planning, control and compliance, contrast starkly to the “g(e)ist” of innovation, 
where spontaneous, incremental and evolving are keywords alongside with serendipity. 
This contradiction becomes ever more puzzling considering that job creation, private 
sector and economic growth are the main “innovations” in the reformulation of the 
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Millennium Development goals and in the results from the High Level meeting on 
Aid in Busan 2011. 

This paper aims to give a background to the trap that Aid donors have constructed 
for themselves. The example is the Swedish aid that in the 1970’s and 1980’s focused 
on supporting industrial development in partner countries. With the fall of the Ber-
lin wall, focus shifted to aid institutions, policy development and economic reforms, 
taking steps away from the materialism of real and fixed capital to the immaterial 
spheres of symbolic capitals. It examines a countermovement in this tendency, where 
the Swedish research cooperation with developing countries found itself confronted 
with challenges to convert knowledge capital of the academics into utilities for the 
benefit of the people in the partner countries. One of the responses to such challenges 
was the Innovation Systems and Cluster Development program driven by the faculties 
of engineering at University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, Makerere University, Uganda 
and the Eduardo Mondlane University in Mozambique. The way this program has 
developed shows that there might be ways out of the donor’s trap. It also shows that 
innovation and learning together in clusters can matter for development.

Some theoretical underpinnings

Innovation systems and developing countries

In the mid-1990’s I worked as a desk-officer for the Swedish Research Cooperation 
with Tanzania. The governmental agency, SAREC, specialized on research coopera-
tion with developing countries had just been merged with the Swedish International 
Development Authority and with two agencies specialized in technical cooperation 
and industrial development into Sida, the Swedish International Development Coop-
eration Agency. Having all these specialized functions under the same roof seemed to 
be a good idea to the politicians at the time, almost regardless of their political stand.

In reality, the merger was a time of great misunderstandings between different corpo-
rate cultures. Many of the discrepancies were polished off by time and by the continu-
ous efforts by management to streamline processes and modalities of work. Research 
cooperation stood out in two ways, first, it was kept as a unity in one department and, 
second, there was a separate budget line kept for research. The decision making proc-
ess was also different: all decisions on research cooperation were to pass a committee 
of active researchers. The administrative peculiarities certainly annoyed other branches 
of Sida, but this was not the most difficult conflict that management and staff at the 
research department had to handle. The usefulness of research in development aid was 
questioned, both from ideological standpoints, from competing knowledge claims, 
from differing knowledge demands and from sheer ignorance. This led to confronta-
tions at different levels, also when I and other research officers visited the Swedish 
embassies and development staff in partner countries. 

The questioning and critique of research cooperation seemed very unfair. Just look-
ing at the portfolio of the research cooperation with Tanzania should have proved the 
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case. It contained research on the efficiency and stability of the power generation and 
use, and transmissions of the electrical grid, which were central areas to the Swedish 
aid portfolio. Projects in the sciences were particularly addressing new crops that cre-
ated income opportunities for vulnerable groups, such as cultivation of mushrooms 
and seaweeds. The impact of the seaweed cultivation on the situation of women and 
children were already well documented and the market prospects for mushrooms were 
indeed promising. Research on barriers for female entrepreneurs influenced Tanzanian 
policies, and so did research on HIV/AIDS and malaria.  However, the innovativeness 
of many “other” development desk officers when finding arguments against research 
was astonishing. The administrative discrepancies were probably the main cause, as 
they resulted in a power conflict. Embassies simply wanted to streamline research co-
operation into something that was manageable through their ordinary routines.

There was more to it though. Reluctant to categorize my colleagues’ hostile behav-
iour as hunger for power, I started to search for rational arguments. Particularly, the 
example of the seaweed cultivation at Zanzibar proved the case of a knowledge based 
development. I started to search in the development literature for relevant studies that 
positioned such experiences in a theoretical framework. I got increasingly frustrated 
and surprised as it was hard to find references to the role of knowledge in development. 
Education had been studied from various angles, but very few studies took perspec-
tives below the macroeconomic perspectives linking education in general to economic 
growth and different aspects of welfare building. Worse though, the trend at the time, 
set by studies from the World Bank, claimed that higher and vocational education 
only gave private rate-of-returns, while basic education provided social rate-of-returns 
(Psacharopoulos, 1981).  Hence, higher education could be privatized, with high tui-
tion fees while basic education should be provided for free or to lower fees. This view 
has been contested, by reality and in literature (Jandhyala, 2007). At the time, the role 
of research and innovation was not even mentioned in development literature, which 
is still much the case. 

By accident, I stumbled over studies of regional development in the North. That 
perspective was totally contrasting. Articles tried to drown each other out in praise 
of the knowledge society and the role that localized higher education opportunities 
would have on the economics of sub-regions. Central in the studies of the North were 
the concepts of innovation and clustering, which I immediately recognized from the 
mushroom and seaweed initiatives in Tanzania, although the apparel and the scale of 
things was quite different. When digging deeper into the sources, I realized that where 
development economists failed to give coherent explanations of the miracles of the 
Tiger economies in South East Asia, researchers on National Systems of Innovations, 
NSI, actually did their job much better (Lundvall, 1992; Nelson 1993; Edquist, 1999). 

In a way, this made me realize that much of my colleague’s ignorance of and indiffer-
ence to the role of research in development, intertwined with aspirations for power and 
control, stemmed from a not very helpful development theory. Furthermore, with an 
increasing amount of development theory coming out of the World Bank rather than 
independent research institutions, the risk for ideological biases was for real. Research-
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ers like Alice Amsden (2007) and Peet (2007) have shown how such biases have played 
out in politics for industrial development, structural adjustment programs and policy 
making in the developing countries. In my studies of the Swedish aid politics (Kjel-
lqvist, 2013), I found a successful campaigning from the right wing and liberal parties 
to align Swedish aid with the Washington Consensus against nations with “socialist” 
ideas in their development aspirations. So, my colleagues stood betrayed both by de-
velopment theory and development politicians, in a need to position themselves for 
careers and, paradoxically, limited liberties within the doxa of liberal aid in the 1990’s 
and onwards. 

The innovation systems theories were real eye-openers to me, and I decided to use 
them and spread them as part of my work. I did not realize at the time that they were 
controversial in many ways. First of all, innovation systems theory is to a large extent 
heterodox in contrast to the neo-classic economic schools, and, hence, not that easy to 
align with the neo- and neo-liberal economics and politics conveyed in the develop-
ment community at large. The main critique from the heterodox perspective concerns 
the neo-classical idea of economic equilibriums. The evolutionary economists behind 
innovation systems theory instead regard the economy as dynamic, in a constant flux. 
This set of ideas has been clearly expressed by Nelson and Winter (1982) and Nelson 
(2005) in their formulation of “evolutionary economics”. They, in turn, based their 
ideas on Joseph Schumpeter, an economic historian who early criticized the classical 
economists. 

The idea of “evolutionary economics” contrasted “evolution” to “development” in a 
way that very well reflected my experiences from research cooperation and its outreach 
into the wider society. Nelson (2005) uses biological metaphors to express the differ-
ence. Development resembles the plan that an embryo or seed follows in its growth 
process, while evolution provides the opportunities for mutations and renewals. The 
focus on innovations in evolutionary economics emphasizes such dynamic renewals, in 
Schumpeter’s perspective necessitated by the competition between firms (Schumpeter, 
2008). 

A similar perspective appears in William Easterly’s (2006) critique of development 
aid, although differently phrased, as a contradiction between “planners” and “search-
ers”. Much of the difficulties in reaching results in aid, according to Easterly, could be 
attributed to the emphasis on plans that, lacking the full picture, have been bound to 
fail. Easterly urges for another approach where “searchers” get opportunities to look 
for solutions in incremental learning processes rather than rolling out blueprint so-
lutions. Easterly’s critique provoked reactions and rejections from the development 
community, with many references to him as an “aid eater”. Amartya Sen (2006) gave 
a more balanced critical review of Easterly’s book, where he found the arguments for 
“searchers” convincing, but the outbursts against the planners to be unbalanced and, 
partially, unfair.

The driver of mutations or innovations in Schumpeter’s capitalist economy is the 
competition among firms that forces them into a continuous renewal, a process with 
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winners and losers. In Nelson’s evolutionary economy, it is the firms that are able to 
set up routines for innovation that will be the winners. The constitutive element of 
these routines is learning. An innovation system is an arrangement of a number of 
societal actors, related to learning and innovation, and the ways that these actors learn 
from each other to put together innovations from new combinations of knowledge. 
In Nelson’s world, and most of the other innovations systems scholars, the focus is on 
technological change. 

The perspective that the innovation scholars took up from Schumpeter was that learn-
ing, innovation and technological change were active elements in the dynamics of 
economies. They contrasted this evolutionary approach to mainstream economics, 
where technology is something that happens to the economy, is taken for granted or 
invisible in its black box. Learning is most commonly treated with education or “hu-
man capital” as proxies, while little attention had been paid to learning as an economic 
phenomenon. Grossman and Helpman (1991) made serious efforts to include innova-
tion in standard economic models without giving up the claim for equilibrium, which 
made Nelson merciless in his critique. Furthermore, Nelson (2005) looked back at his 
previous critique of pre-mature mathematical modelling of innovation practice, and 
reiterated the need for efforts in making “appreciative theory” where all the potential 
elements are clearly understood, qualitatively and quantitatively, before endeavouring 
to make models. 

One example of appreciative theory could be seen in Lundvall’s (2009) approach to 
learning, where he distinguishes between two types, depending the origin of the in-
novations. The first he calls Science and Technology driven Innovation (STI), which 
is based on research (learning) in labs, on site or in incubators. Expectations are of-
ten that it should produce radical innovations, with such innovations as medicines, 
transistors and microprocessors being the model. In this type, universities, research 
institutes or corporate R&D departments innovate for industry and society. The in-
novation process is supply driven – commercialization of research findings is in focus. 
On the demand side, there might be companies looking for commercially beneficial 
research results in the repositories of research results.  

The other type concerned the innovations that grow incrementally, through firms who 
are Doing, Using (new technology) or Interacting with other companies in the same 
or connected trade (DUI). In this type it is the learning within and between firms 
that is in focus. If Universities would participate in such interaction, they would be 
innovating with society rather than for. Brundenius et al (Lundvall 2009) have shown 
that when firms ask for assistance from researchers to their DUI, it is the embodied 
knowledge (persons, testing equipment) rather than new research projects that they 
are looking for.

The distinction between STI and DUI is valuable for the analysis of how donor agen-
cies can perceive the opportunities of innovation. At Sida’s research department the 
gut reaction was to embark on the STI type. Experiences from health research and 
from agricultural research had paved the way for such thinking. But what I had seen 
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in the Zanzibar seaweed was actually a successful blend of the STI and the DUI types, 
with the university innovating with the seashore communities at the eastern part of 
the island. 

At other parts of the agency, such as those responsible for agriculture and environment, 
or industry and infrastructure, one could have expected an interest in DUI. Surpris-
ingly to me, at that time, it was not so. These departments did request for research, but 
they mixed up their own knowledge gaps with the knowledge gaps within the sectors 
in the partner countries. Thus, as desk officers in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s were 
requested to refocus aid on policy development and leaving the field interventions 
behind (or to the local actors), the request was for policy relevant research rather than 
production focused research. 

One example. As a service to the other Sida departments, the research department ar-
ranged a bi-annual conference presenting results from Swedish development research-
ers. Participation from the other departments was weak. At one occasion I interviewed 
directors of departments and heads of divisions about their reluctance to participate. 
I especially remember the deputy head of the education division glancing through 
the list of presentations in her field, shaking her head and saying: “All these classroom 
studies and didactic method development, they are of no use to us – we need to know 
how to plan education reforms”. She was definitely right, that was her need, but not 
necessarily the only need within the partner countries’ education systems. The didactic 
research presented results from a cooperation program with education researchers in 
several partner countries. All of them deeply involved in the education sector reforms 
within their respective countries. Was aid becoming alienated from its purpose, con-
tents and practicing partners?

Generally speaking, those of the development aid workers that had been trained in eco-
nomics had difficulties in finding their way into the innovation school of thought that 
contrasted too much to their formal training in economics. For those who were not 
trained in economics at all, innovation might seem attractive as a concept. However, 
me, as well as them were lacking the full understanding and arguments for connections 
between innovations and a wider societal development, economic growth and “poverty 
reduction”. Thus, it was hard to explain the effects that such a shift of approach would 
have. In that situation I resorted to find some guardian angels who believed in what 
I tried to achieve. I found them within the management of Sida’s Department of Re-
search cooperation, with some close colleagues and successively colleagues from other 
departments volunteered. However, we had to await the right moment in time and the 
opportunity to try out our ideas in real life projects.

Building innovation systems – enter the Triple Helix and cluster development

In the year 2000, the entire funding system for Swedish research changed. All the 
previous disciplinary basic research councils were gathered under one roof, thematic 
research funding from a range of authorities and agencies were combined into two new 
research councils. Discussions about merging Sida’s support to Swedish development 
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research within any of these constellations ended without action. 13 years later, this 
move has been accomplished. 

The most significant shift, though, was the establishment of an agency for innovation, 
VINNOVA. The previous agency for industrial development was split. One part con-
cerned with regional and industrial development was merged with other agencies with 
similar commissions. The VINNOVA part got the responsibility to support innova-
tion oriented research and collaboration between academic and industry. 

Innovation was becoming a keyword in Sweden by that time, as a part of the shift to a 
“knowledge society”. This shift was a response to the financial crisis in the early 1990’s 
and the harsh structural adjustment that followed during the mid-nineties with close-
downs or rationalization of much of the previously glorious manufacturing industry 
in the mid-sized towns of Sweden. The structural adjustment program had contained 
major efforts to reskill and educate the most needing groups of the Swedish society. 
Expectations on the ICT-sector were enormous, the crash of the ICT-bubble in the 
early 2000’s only attenuated this, and soon a more mature ICT industry was thriving. 
Expectations were also raised on other new generic technologies, such as bio-tech etc. 
The main commission to VINNOVA was to position Sweden in new areas of industry 
through innovations.

VINNOVA used the intellectual tools of the Innovations systems approach paired 
with efforts to stimulate cluster development. It was clusters like the Silicon Valley 
that had driven the computer and internet revolutions that stood out as the model to 
resemble. Michael Porter (1998) became a guru, with his studies on clusters and com-
petitiveness. However, like the studies on National Innovation Systems, Porter and 
his successors in Swedish academia only advised from studies of industry clusters that 
had formed through evolution in various regions. For an agency, with the challenge to 
actually start new competitive clusters, something more concrete, simple and action 
oriented was required. 

The choice fell on the Triple Helix model, launched by Henry Etzkowitz (2002). The 
Triple Helix is a simplification of the innovation system, only containing three of the 
possible actors, academia, companies and government. The model prescribes a signifi-
cant role to the universities, and puts a focus on a long-term collaboration, the inter-
twining of the helixes in mutually advantageous learning processes. The VINNOVA 
cluster development program, VINNVÄXT, used the Triple Helix as one of the main 
guides for programming. 

The Triple Helix model has since been criticized for various weaknesses and over-
simplifications.  Carayannis et al (2012) proposed a “Quintuple Helix” to increase 
the scope of the model, involving media and civil society as the fourth helix and the 
natural environment as a fifth. This wider model also implies a further shift in the role 
and behaviour of university research. The Triple Helix built on the shift form Mode 
1 research that was mainly produced for the academic society, to a Mode 2 research 
produced for and with partners in society (Gibbons et al, 1994). The Mode 3 research 
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also implies a closer cooperation over disciplinary borders, to better address problems 
that involve interactions between society and nature. 

The Triple Helix model takes the financial support sector for granted. This has become 
apparent in the experiences of cluster development in Eastern and Southern Africa and 
in Bolivia (Please excuse me for moving ahead of my narrative). The financial sector is 
not involved at all in the knowledge building in the helixes, it is simply supposed to be 
there and make money available whenever needed in the innovation process. Recent 
problems of such support delivery could of course be blamed on the financial crisis 
of 2008, but the problem goes far deeper than that. Following the analyses of David 
Harvey (2010) and Roubini & Mihm (2010), the financial sector in general has been 
more focused on innovations of financial instruments, through which they can avoid 
the risks of involving with slow and unpredictable assets such as fixed capital, labour 
and technological development. 

The laid back position of Swedish risk capital, which seems to prefer the low hanging 
fruits of privatizing public sector functions such as health and education, has made the 
call for public interventions in innovation more strong than it had needed to be. After 
10 years of VINNVÄXT cluster development, considered as a pilot phase, a second 
phase of state support to the growing clusters is ongoing. 

The need to involve the financial sector in the knowledge helix is very real, making the 
helix at least sextuple. Thus another fix of the helix model is very much required, not 
only in Sweden, but particularly when applying it in developing countries where the 
lack of risk capital for long has been part of the characteristics of “under-development”. 
Donors could do much more to facilitate the build-up of both intermediary financial 
functions and in long term stimulation of domestic financial market. During the last 
fifteen years, there has been aid biases, on the one hand towards micro-credits and 
micro-enterprises, on the other hand towards macro-financial policy-making. Both of 
these have left small and medium sized enterprises in a financial vacuum and thereby 
stalled necessary investments that could have created jobs. Also, the national procure-
ment policies that could have been used to stimulate local entrepreneurs have, under 
the disguise of free trade and liberalization, most of all benefitted foreign suppliers.

Coming back to the story, in 2003 VINNOVA hosted an international conference 
on Innovation systems and cluster building. The Competitiveness Institute, TCI, a 
network for practitioners, policy makers, researchers and business leaders working to-
wards improving competitiveness in regions and clusters, stood as co-arranger.  To add 
something new to the network, the VINNOVA organizers approached Sida to get help 
to arrange a parallel session on innovation in Africa. 

This was one of those moments we had waited for, so our immediate response was pos-
itive. At that time, my colleague Maija Lindroos was a desk-officer for a regional pro-
gram in engineering, connecting the engineering faculties of the Eduardo Mondlane 
University in Mozambique, the Makerere University in Uganda and the University of 
Dar es Salaam in Tanzania. We immediately connected to the deans of these faculties 
and asked them to assign a researcher that could go to the conference in Gothenburg. 
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We also asked them to send a team together with the researcher, consisting of repre-
sentatives from the Triple Helix approach. We assumed, rightly, that the invitees did 
have practical experience of Triple Helix linkages, but less experience in and vocabulary 
for presenting the results. We therefore offered the assistance of a researcher from the 
Chalmers Institute of Technology to assist in the writing up of the conference papers. 

The participation of our African colleagues in the TCI-VINNOVA conference was a 
multidimensional eye opener - to the delegations from Africa, to the TCI and VIN-
NOVA, and also for the Sida Research staff delegation that participated. Suddenly 
there was meat on the bones to the concepts that we previously had played around 
with. When the African delegates, just after a few months, presented a proposal to 
arrange a regional conference in East Africa on the topic of Innovation systems and 
Cluster Development, the process of making the decision was pretty neat.

To make a short-circuit of the continued development, there was a quick take of fol-
lowing the conferences, training of cluster facilitators, seed funding for clusters, the 
inauguration of the Pan African Competitiveness Forum, all following a smooth track 
within the Sida Research department bureaucracy. Expected obstacles in the Sida Re-
search committee proved to be almost inexistent. Gradually, as acceptance among more 
research officers grew, innovation was integrated into the bilateral research programs. 
More initiatives were supported.  A research project on the role of universities, UN-
IDEV, in collaboration between the Research Policy Institute at Lund University and 
several of the bilateral research cooperation partners was one, support to the Globelics 
network another and support to UNESCO for policy studies on higher education, 
research and innovation yet one more. Planning of a major regional program with the 
PACF started, combined with support to the then recently established SICD (Scan-
dinavian Institute for Collaboration and Development hosted by Blekinge Institute 
of Technology). This support was planned to be a joint support scheme between Sida 
and VINNOVA.

During this time several attempts were done to spread the word and the responsibili-
ties to the department working with private sector development at Sida. This turned 
out to be very difficult. Several staff members were personally devoted, but had very 
limited opportunities to find the funding resources needed within their line of work. 
Sida’s budgeting process for the country allocations was getting increasingly difficult, 
with long time horizons needed to insert new ideas. 

So came Armageddon, at least a particular and localized Day of Doom for the research 
cooperation. Neo-liberal aid politics and a new director general took previously ten-
sions built-up in Sida to unprecedented levels. A major reorganization took place that 
scattered the previously coherent research department into country and regional teams, 
plus a global research team and a vaguely thought idea on the need for a policy team, 
without financial resources, on research cooperation issues. Principles for decision 
making and funding allocations that had been maintained from the start of research 
cooperation in 1975 were eroded over a year’s time, leaving much in confusion. Losing 
control over the budgeting and decision making for the regional research cooperation 
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made it difficult to continue the preparations for support to the PACF and SICD. One 
of the regional teams for Africa demonstrated its incompetence in managing research 
program by delaying and blocking the preparations of a continuation of the UNIDEV 
program. The Ministry of Foreign affairs imposed a strange restriction that research 
should not be allowed to occupy more than 15 percent of the total regional budget, 
and, with some few exceptions, only be allowed to follow the prioritized themes set by 
the ministry. All the previously honoured principles of researchers in the South setting 
the agenda for research were gone with the neo-liberal wind.

Another hit on the proud ship, sailing innovations into research cooperation, came 
with the Swedish government’s decision to concentrate Swedish aid to fewer coun-
tries. Honduras, Laos, Nicaragua and Vietnam were to be phased out over a five year 
period ending in 2012. This meant that the ongoing research cooperation had to be 
prematurely closed down. In Nicaragua there was a recently started program to assist 
universities to participate in innovation processes. Vietnam was a good candidate for 
such a program, with a keen interest from the Vietnamese government. The ambitions 
had to be toned down.

In a similar spirit, in 2008 the Swedish government also commanded Sida to concen-
trate on fewer topics. The newly established thematic policy departments got to hold 
the knife. The department for policy on private sector development went ahead and 
found that one dispensable topic was “innovation systems”. I was very surprised, not 
because they excluded that theme, but because it meant that they were down-prioritiz-
ing a theme they had never even thought about. My conclusion was that they simply 
tried to make the list of “don’ts” look longer than the list of “do’s”. I also found the 
decision peculiar in the light of everyone trying to find the comprehensive themes that 
would allow them to continue business as usual. In Private sector development, the 
innovation systems approach could have been the single theme that fitted everything 
else within. It would at least been worth a try.

Living in a catastrophe, you have to save the few things that are most worth to you. 
I took some measures, making sure that, among the few new recruited staff we were 
allowed, there were people who could understand the significance of innovation. We 
made a special call to Swedish researchers for research on the linkage between research 
and society (to which this book belong), and we commissioned an evaluation of the 
ongoing and finalized support to innovation. With no support at all, even hostility, 
for research cooperation and innovation from the Director General and his nearby 
directors, the strategy was to build vertical alliances. An advisory group within Sida to 
the evaluation of the innovation support became one of the springboards for a wider 
anchorage of the ideas. 

When the Swedish government presented a new instruction for Sida at the end of 
2010, I had already decided to leave the organization. By this time the hostile DG had 
been sacked, and there was again a new direction. I was pleased to see that the new in-
struction called upon Sida to find new innovative methods for aid. Even more pleased 
was I when I found that members of the advisory group to the innovation evaluation 
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had taken up the relay and proposed to the director general that there was need for a 
working party on how this should be achieved. The trick was to split the inquiry in two 
parts, one to look at how Sida could become more innovative in its modus operandi, 
and another to see how Sida could support innovation in the partner countries. I left 
in good hope that the spirit of innovation would survive, and maybe even thrive.

Political obstacles to learning within aid
The backlash to innovation in the late first decade of the 2000’s was mostly due to an 
unfortunate constellation of events. Reorganization of Swedish aid with is reshuffling 
of power positions and intrigues, did not make it easy. This must be considered as 
misfortune. However, I would argue that there are structural and phenomenological 
barriers for donors to involve in innovation that are much more significant in the long 
run. Space does not allow me to elaborate too deeply on these, but I will give a briefing 
of findings from my studies of Swedish Aid Politics concerning technology transfer 
(Kjellqvist, 2013). 

In the text above, I have referred to the controversies between “ordinary aid” and re-
search cooperation. These controversies date back to the 1960’s when the UN through 
UNESCO elaborated the “World Action Plan for Science and Technology for Devel-
opment”. Few of the developed countries took on this challenge to assist, not only by 
transferring technology, but also build up the capacities in S&T in developing coun-
tries. Canada was the forerunner, and in Sweden the Parliament put hard pressure on 
the government to find ways of supporting research and research capacity building. 
A parliamentary inquiry reported in 1973, that the best way would be to gather all 
research related activities, with a separate funding channel, under the auspices of active 
researchers. This body could then cooperate with the “ordinary aid”. So the govern-
ment decided, and defended this position with a continuous parliamentary approval 
up to the early 1990’s. From the start, supported research should be applicable to the 
needs as expressed by the supported developing countries. None-the-less, the entire 
parliament, including the ruling parties, voiced strong arguments for the separate track 
for research from aid.

Another controversy concerned the involvement of Swedish industry in aid. During 
the 1960’s and 1970’s the Swedish Right wing parties in the Parliament demanded a 
much greater role for the Swedish companies in the development cooperation. This 
was firmly rejected by the Social-democratic governments, who stood by the principle 
that aid and Swedish export promotion should be kept strictly separate. The Right 
argued in the Parliament for making use of the knowledge and experience held by 
Swedish companies, but once in power by the end of the 1970’s, the right wing gov-
ernment set up schemes that rather promoted the business opportunities for the larger 
Swedish companies, mainly in the area of hydropower, forestry and dairy-industries. 
The Social-democratic governments in the 1980’s made various attempts to regulate 
this system to give the recipient countries the upper hand in the negotiations with the 
Swedish companies. The resulting system was full of tensions, it was cumbersome and 
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fragmented. Allocated funds for credits and guarantees were never used to the level of 
expectations. The system included some knowledge transfer though, but only at the 
margins of the business oriented transactions.

In the late 1970’s and throughout the 1980’s, the mid-range parties in the parliament, 
including the green party at the end of the 1980’s, argued for “appropriate technology” 
to the needs and situation of developing countries. Parliamentary motions for this case 
argued that Swedish companies, researchers and NGO’s needed to learn more about 
the appropriate technologies, and that institutes or networks should be established. 
None of these initiatives got the parliamentary approval. The Social-democrats re-
jected with the arguments that there already existed channels for such activities. What 
they failed to see was that these channels were separated from each other, and that 
they could not promote the interactivity, that was requested in the motions, between 
research, industry and NGO’s. They also rejected on the grounds that the bulk of aid 
funds should be linked to allocations to partner countries, and that Swedish activities 
mainly should be a result of demand from these. This principle is fair and just, difficult 
to argue against, but in some cases it has been a barrier to potentially fruitful reorienta-
tions of the Swedish aid.  In this case the principle hampered a learning process that 
could have given the pretensions on “demand driven aid” a much deeper meaning, 
in which technological development and learning grew out of the real needs in the 
partner countries, not the ones expressed by self-interested government bureaucrats.

The efforts during the 1970’s and the 1980’s to stimulate knowledge, technological de-
velopment and industry must be considered as failures. The current Swedish Govern-
ment, together with the bulk of aid donors and loan providers, are now re-evoking the 
role of the private sector and industry in the aid supply. There should be good reasons 
to learn from past mistakes before moving too quickly upon this track. The best work-
ing component of the previous system for involving private sector and industry has 
been the procurement of technology for infrastructures. Yet, this type of programs have 
perpetuated the dependency on external knowledge, by limiting the range of capacity 
building to capacities of operation and maintenance.  At the same time, infrastructure 
has been the main arena for corruption and growing odious debts. In addition the tech-
nologies provided, have rarely been in line with pretentious speeches about promot-
ing sustainable development. The World Bank’s loan schemes for Coal Power Plants 
instead of promoting renewable energy is but one example. Procurement schemes with 
rigorous criteria for sustainable development would be a first prerequisite. Credits and 
guarantees schemes could also be designed with the same purpose. And all of them 
would need to integrate true capacity building schemes with components that serve 
independence and capabilities to continue cooperation on an equal footing.

There are also reasons to look more deeply into the actual possibilities for aid to deliver 
on innovation. The pro-technology biased Swedish aid of the 1960’s, 1970’s and 1980’s 
almost died away during the 1990’s. There were various reasons for that. One pertinent 
factor could be that the demands from Swedish industry to get a role in Africa became 
obsolete at the fall of the Berlin wall. Suddenly a major market opened behind the 
rusted iron curtain. There was also, according to a former Asea Brown Bovery manage-
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ment person, a true ambition from Swedish industry to assist in the transition to de-
mocracy and market economies. Swedish aid to the former Soviet republics, including 
Russia, maintained, even geared up the industrial aid. From the 1990’s onwards such 
components almost vanished from the Swedish aid to other parts of the world. 

Most of the aid to the Post-cold war world has been directed to economic and politi-
cal reforms. The set-up of sector programs in Education and Health means that the 
political reform agenda has come on top over the agenda to actually develop the on-site 
quality education and health provision. The key instrument of aid has become “poli-
cies”. In order to direct the on-site activities, governments are requested to write up 
policies and strategies, which all “partners in development” then should follow. The 
most apparent problem with this approach is that it is such a good example of “goal 
displacement” (Merton, 1940). In any bureaucracy, over time the means become the 
goals, and the actual goals vanish in thin air. Today, the development of a policy would 
count as a concrete measure of an aid programs success. That is, developing a set of 
symbols are now often more worth than the materiality that these symbols represent. 
Too often such policies do not even set out the requirements for their implementation, 
such as promoting health schemes without securing that there are a sufficient number 
of doctors and nurses in the country. The risk that aid doesn’t get out of the doors at 
the ministries responsible for the reform is extremely high in the policy oriented aid. 
Policies have sharply detached aid from the world by coming too much into the focus 
of the slimmed aid bureaucracy, displacing social responsibilities with compliance to 
the policy text.

Looking at the history of how the Swedish aid turned into policy aid could be illumi-
nating of the deeper meaning of the shift from material interventions to symbolic poli-
cies. One major controversy between the right and the left of the parliament was the 
support to developing countries that had embarked on the road towards socialism. The 
right wing parties during the 1970’s and 1980’s were particularly agonized by the aid 
to Vietnam and Cuba, but also with the political directions taken by the East African 
countries. The anti-socialist rhetoric of the parliamentary motions in the mid 1980’s 
is striking, particularly as it assumes anti-democratic standpoints from the political 
left. There are no parliamentary documents that confirm that the social-democratic or 
the communist party should have expressed such standpoints. Anyhow, “democracy” 
became the pivotal point of the political debate on aid, where the liberal party and the 
(then conservative, later neo-liberal) right wing party expressed their main concern. 
Putting up human rights as the indicator of democratic development they wanted the 
Swedish aid goals to put democracy first and foremost. It was also these two parties 
who first introduced policies – or guidelines as they were first called – in the early 
1980’s. These guidelines where closely connected to the set of conditions that the right 
wing wanted to put on the aid recipients. Over time, these conditions became more 
and more oriented towards the buzz words of the Washington Consensus. Over time, 
the resistance from the left against these pretensions ceased and by the early 1990’s all 
parties phrase their aid ideas in terms of the need for democracy, human rights, eco-
nomic reform, market economy, free trade and the rule of law. In the late aid debate in 
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Sweden no one even bothers to define what is meant by any of these watchwords. They 
are simply taken for granted.

There is, of course, a close connection between politics and policy. In the Swedish aid, 
policies are compilations of political conditions or expectations on the aid recipient. 
In the 1990’s donor coordination around policies, and hence politics, became the is-
sue, with further elaborations in the Paris, Accra and Busan declarations. They have 
all been steps in a streamlining of politics through policies and strategies. There are 
though inherent dangers in this approach. Chantal Mouffe (2008) warns against the 
current confusion on policy and politics. This confusion expresses a deeper confu-
sion of government and governance. The first relates to the democratic election of a 
political direction, clearly expressed as opposing other political directions, in a multi-
polar and agonistic world of politics. Mouffe relates Governance to a liberal democ-
racy that is uni-polar, all parties in a political battle agree on the political direction, 
but may disagree on the “how” to do. This mode of politics is exclusive to alternative 
political thinking, which may have severe implications. Mouffe points to the rise of 
fascist movements in Europe as a consequence of the non-formulation of alternatives 
in mainstream politics. She also warns against tendencies of ruling liberals to fall into 
totalitarian traps in their uni-polar formulation of politics. 

Aid under these political tendencies, during the 1990’s and the first ten years of the 
new millennium, have been directed to set the political institutions right for the devel-
oping countries to participate in a globalized market economy. The focuses on politics 
and trade liberalization have out-crowded the interventions that could have helped the 
recipient countries to build up their productive sectors, which they would need to par-
ticipate in the liberal global market on their own terms. The liberal aid model as such 
marks a clear division of labour between the state and the market. The state should just 
facilitate for the market, but not intervene. The difference from the previous Keynesian 
or pseudo-Keynesian mixed-economy models is clear, where the cooperation between 
private and public sectors have been much more elaborated in intervention programs. 
There have clearly been examples on how the Keynesian models have been driven into 
stagnating parastatal enterprises or corporativist economies with high degrees of inef-
ficiency and narrow path dependencies. In a way, the liberal aid models have contrib-
uted to break down such detrimental structures. The question is though, if the liberals 
have managed to build up any type of innovation friendly climate instead?

I would argue that the crucial missed opportunity in the liberal aid model refers to 
a misunderstanding of what capacity development is about. The condition-oriented 
policies require a high degree of control, which in turn leads to a goal displacement 
on a new level. The recent focus on aid efficiency and results requires a sophisticated 
control apparatus that safeguards policy adherence, non-corruptive measures and good 
governance of the aid funds. As the latter item, the management of aid funds, becomes 
the central element the development agenda as such and the development results are 
sent into oblivion. Too much of the capacity building funded and installed by the 
donor community focuses on the capacity to manage aid. Too few efforts are made to 
support the building of a series of general and specialized capacities required in any 
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country such as engineers, technicians, welders, economists, scientists, teachers, doc-
tors and nurses. Another, linked, misinterpretation is that of institutional capacity, 
where donors simply forget that institutions are built of the capacities and competen-
cies of people, the skills and knowledges of human beings.

Of lately, there has been a shift in the Swedish aid policy, and also in the inputs to 
the re-formulation of the MDGs post 2015. A new focus on the productive sectors, 
with the clear objective to create jobs, is emerging. This goal is a general development 
goal that is as relevant in the highly automatized production sectors in the North as in 
the labour-intensive sectors in the South. In the preparatory works of the new Swed-
ish cooperation strategies for Rwanda, Uganda and Mozambique it has been clearly 
spelt out that the needs for vocational and tertiary education is high and should be 
prioritized during the coming years. These new directions turn the Swedish aid back 
to its roots in the 1950’s where Sweden supported such activities through the UN and 
within bilateral projects. 

It is very ironic as the Swedish aid minister during the period 2006-2013 started her 
appointment with furious outbursts against “old fashioned aid”, and ended up in 
propagating for the most old fashioned of all aid incarnations. Hopefully, her succes-
sors and those who are to implement the Swedish aid program are more dedicated to 
learn from previous mistakes and success stories. If so, there would be good opportuni-
ties for donors to release the burdens of over-controlling aid. Instead aid should focus 
on building up the competencies of people. It should also reinstall the trust that these 
people can innovate and solve their own problems in cooperation with others, within 
the multitude of Northerners, Southerners, Westerners or Easterners.
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Further reading and information

The organisations involved or mentioned in the different chapters publish news and 
reports from cluster initiatives and issues of relevance for the theme of the anthology. 
Below are lists of organisations’ websites and reports from cluster initiatives referred 
to in the book. Several of the reports are available on the SICD website. We have also 
provided contact addresses to the contributors.

Websites
Africalics; African Network for Economics of Learning, Innovation and Competence 
Building Systems
www.africalics.org
Katwe Council
www.katwe-council.com
PACF; Pan-African Competitiveness Forum
www.pacfnetwork.org/pacf/ 
PACF-Uganda 
www.clustersuganda.com
SICD; Scandinavian Institute for Collaboration and Development
www.sicd.se
TCI; The Competitiveness Institute
www.tci-network.org
Zanzibar Seaweed Cluster Initiative
www.secitz.com
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Books and reports
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Competitiveness Forum, Tanzania Chapter. Available at: http://sicd.se/wp-content/up-
loads/2012/04/MsuyaF-Status-Report-of-Cluster-Initiatives-in-Tanzania1.pdf (20140109).

Mwamila, B.L, Trojer, L., Diyamett, B and Temu, A. (eds. 2004) Innovation Systems and Innovative 
Clusters in Africa, Proceeding of Regional Conference, Bagamoyo, Tanzania.

Mwamila, B.L. and Temu, A. (eds. 2005) Innovation Systems and Clusters Program in Tanzania, 
Proceedings of the National Stakeholders Workshop, Bagamoyo, Tanzania.

PACF-Uganda (2011) Progress Report to the Pan African Competitiveness Forum (PACF). Available 
at: http://sicd.se//documents/UgandaPACF2011REPORTONISCP-U%20ACTIVITIES-1.
pdf (20140109).

Rath, A., B.D. Diyamett, M.F. BazánBorja, F.P. Mendoza and F. Sagasti. (2011a) Innovation Systems 
and Cluster Initiatives: Strategic Evaluation of a Sida Portifolio. Main Report (Sida, Stockholm). 
Available at: http://sicd.se/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/STRATEGIC-EVALUATION-OF-
A-Sida-PORTFOLIO-Main-report.pdf (20140109).

Rath, A., Diyamett, B.D., BazánBorja, M.F., Mendoza, F.P. and Sagasti, F. (2011b) Innovation 
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