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    This book is dedicated to all those that have dared to believe in me and support my efforts in trying to contribute to the betterment of humanity – it is my hope that you have not been disappointed. 


    To you, may God Almighty continue to bless you.

  


  
    FOREWORD


    I congratulate Dr McLean Sibanda for committing his experiences to a book and for sharing his ‘musings’ and reflections with the global and continental readership. I also welcome the amazing feedback from corporate executives, innovators and digital entrepreneurs who were part of McLean’s journey.


    NUTS & BOLTS: Strengthening Africa’s Innovation and Entrepreneurship Ecosystems, comes at the right time. The world is undergoing profound changes as a result of rapid technological change, an unprecedented rate of urbanisation, the existential threats of climate change, deadly pandemics, increasing levels of inequalities and rising social tensions.


    Africa must chart its pathway from poverty to prosperity through structural transformation in the context of all the changes that are influencing the future of our planet and its people. From a positive perspective, we are a youthful continent with a vibrant entrepreneurial culture and a dynamic Small, Medium and Macro Enterprise (SMME) sector. However, we need to harness new technologies to build resilient innovation ecosystems and leapfrog African entrepreneurs to a sustainable and prosperous level.


    NUTS & BOLTS is an eloquent and reflective personal account of McLean’s work at The Innovation Hub (TIH) of the Gauteng City-Region and his intimate involvement in the continental innovation forums.


    I cannot think of a better person to tell Gauteng’s innovation story as eloquently as McLean has. He is the perfect practitioner’s voice on how Africans can harness the digital revolution to promote innovation and entrepreneurship in the formal and informal sector of the economy.


    As the 6th Premier of Gauteng, I had the opportunity to work with Dr Sibanda in the period between 2014 and 2018. TIH is of great interest to me due to its location in the knowledge and digital economy and I visited the institution more than once to check on progress. I would like to confess that I put tremendous pressure on MEC Lebogang Maile and Dr Sibanda to deliver concrete results on the integration of the township economy and township entrepreneurs into the emerging digital economy. I have become very impatient with a government bureaucracy that delivers very little, or takes too long to get things done. I am happy to say that Dr Sibanda handled all the pressure with a great deal of professionalism. He combined competence, foresight and firmness with integrity, punctuality and dependability in delivering results.


    Above all, his tenure at the helm of TIH brought groundbreaking biotechnology, renewable energy and innovation initiatives. He competently answered the Gauteng’s Fifth Administration’s call to take the Fourth Industrial Revolution to the townships on the periphery of our economy and bring black, women and youth into the digital economy in the most innovative way, in support of the principal policy agenda of Transformation, Modernisation and Re-industrialisation and Township Economy Revitalisation. NUTS & BOLTS catalogues many initiatives that helped black women and youth to build enterprises in the digital economy. The book is a prolific chronicle of Gauteng’s efforts in building an ecosystem that fostered public and private sector partnership in the creation of a new generation of innovators, digital entrepreneurs and tech-preneurs in South Africa.


    I would like to assure all those who put sweat into TIH – McLean Sibanda, business leaders, digital entrepreneurs, government officials and colleagues, including former Premiers and MECs – that the current leadership of Gauteng and Board of TIH will continue to chase the dream of building TIH into ‘Africa’s Silicon Valley’.


    Africa must harness the opportunities and potential presented by urbanisation, new technologies, innovation and entrepreneurship to change its fortunes by building sustainable livelihoods and prosperity for its people. Our continent cannot be left behind. Gauteng is ready and able to take a lead in this endeavour.


    On this basis, I encourage African entrepreneurs, policymakers, innovators, incubators, climate change activists and managers of science parks and corporate executives responsible for innovation, academics and students of technological innovation and entrepreneurship, to read this valuable book.


    I commend the book to the reader.


    DAVID MAKHURA


    6th Premier of Gauteng Province, South Africa

  


  
    INTRODUCTION


    You can’t connect the dots looking forward; you can only connect them looking backwards. So you have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future. You have to trust in something - your gut, destiny, life, karma, whatever. This approach has never let me down, and it has made all the difference in my life.


    – Steve Jobs (1955-2011)


    This book captures my journey as well as those of other fellow travellers in the repositioning of Sub-Saharan Africa’s first internationally recognised science and technology park, The Innovation Hub, in the period 2011 to 2018. The reflections are part of the developments of South Africa’s innovation ecosystem, through my eyes. The book is not about me but humbly starts with me, my own journey leading one of the finest institutions in Africa, without having had much knowledge of how science and technology parks operate, until the time I had to prepare for the interview late in 2010. As an engineer who started off his career with over eight years in the private sector, followed by a few years qualifying as a patent attorney with a leading intellectual property firm in South Africa, and then going on to join the public sector for a total of fifteen years – half of which were spent at the helm of The Innovation Hub, what follows is a story of hope and faith in executing a vision and getting others to buy into that vision. It is a story that provides context to the various capacity development and innovation programmes implemented by The Innovation Hub that I have been privileged to be part of. It includes reflections from some beneficiaries of these programmes, as well as lessons for leaders overseeing a turnaround or change in any organisation, entrepreneurs building new businesses, public officials engaged in innovation and entrepreneurship, managers of enterprise development initiatives, policy makers not only in South Africa, but also in other parts of the world, in particular in Africa.


    For the entrepreneur, the book provides insights into the operations of science parks and similar entities, such as incubators and digital innovation labs. It is my hope that the musings of the various entrepreneurs who have contributed to this book, will provide relevant context, inspiration and insights as to how best to make use of support programmes provided by organisations similar to The Innovation Hub. More importantly, the insights of these entrepreneurs, who have all gone on to build successful businesses, should be useful to anyone working on a start-up or innovation. The context of the book adopts the definition of a start-up from Eric Ries’ The Lean Startup1 being ‘a human institution designed to create a new product or service under conditions of extreme uncertainty.’


    To the public officials, including policy makers, the book contains incredible insights of the struggles of leaders such as me in turning around public institutions – it is not for the faint- hearted – you have to believe that the struggle is worthwhile. At times it is easy for one to lose themselves in the process; it can become a lonesome journey as you must focus on doing the right things for the right reasons, at the right time, with the right people. If your approach is to be liked by everyone, it will be an extremely challenging journey, as the truth of the matter is that not everyone will like you – but you must lead from the heart and do things for the right reasons. If you have to discipline and guide people – do not shy away from that responsibility, but do it the right way: each person you encounter in your team has something to contribute and, at times, as I learnt, often people are misplaced and in the wrong positions. For me, the entrepreneurs – and many young people I was honoured to encounter through the various initiatives we implemented – kept me focused and inspired to keep pushing the boundaries and ask ‘What if?’ The promises you make to stakeholders, are promises one should keep. And should circumstances change and make it impossible, or delay delivery, it is critical to communicate effectively and truthfully.


    One of the realisations of why many incubation and entrepreneurship programmes fail is that often those charged with this responsibility have not had first-hand experience of either building something or selling something. My early humble beginnings prepared me for this – whether it was selling vegetables whilst growing up at my grandparents place, assisting my mother to go buy jeans and other clothing to on-sell, running sandwich and haircutting businesses at high school, establishing and running a successful tennis coaching practice at the University of the Witwatersrand, doing multi-level marketing and selling household products, setting up the firm Sibanda & Zantwijk Attorneys and the consulting company Intangible Consulting (trading as Ideanav)2 with Antony Van Zantwijk, buying and renting out bachelor flats, and many other consulting jobs I have undertaken. Through these, I learnt that building something is not easy and rejection is something that all entrepreneurs have to deal with. It is therefore important for people running entrepreneurship programmes to relate and have empathy. Entrepreneurship is about building the future – and the future is clouded in extreme uncertainty – and not everyone will be supportive.


    To current and aspiring managers and leaders of similar institutions, it is my hope that this book will assist you to understand the cross-cutting nature and intricacies of innovation and entrepreneurship initiatives directed at local and regional socio-economic development outcomes. As you will come to appreciate later on, science parks, by their very nature, are intermediaries that should be focused on local and regional socie-economic development imperatives. As such, the role of partnerships, both local and international, are important to successfully execute this role.


    The book is about hope. It is about stories – about real people. There are names and faces to the different phases and transitions in order to appreciate that our contributions in society, or whatever human endeavour we choose and find ourselves undertaking during our lifetime, do matter; have impact on others and, therefore, we should choose to be deliberate in our journeys. The book is about the relevance of significant moments in creation of legacies. I reflect on the various people that I have been honoured to work with and have realised that each one of them was so critical to the story – either directly as a participant, contributor or activist – or indirectly, in many cases not in a deliberate way, and often unbeknown to them by their support, and in some regrettable cases, by being an obstacle. The pages that follow will hopefully leave you with an appreciation that Africa has what it takes to use innovation and entrepreneurship as drivers for creating opportunity for its youthful population – provided there is deliberate action from its people with a focus on impact of the various interventions. Government plays an enormous role in how a country successfully makes a transition to embracing innovation and entrepreneurship – I was fortunate to have a supportive provincial government that understood this role. The ten years spent in the private sector and another seven years after that in other government institutions (the Innovation Fund, the predecessor to Technology Innovation Agency (TIA), and also TIA itself, and as a board member of the CSIR for many years) and working with national government departments (principally the Department of Science and Technology) prior to joining The Innovation Hub, assisted me to complete the full picture and have a better appreciation that innovation and entrepreneurship are about ecosystems.


    To have been part of South Africa’s journey and made a contribution on the back of the great foundation that had been laid by those that had gone before me, is an honour; and attests to the gratitude and humility that echoes through the many pages that follow. The greatest lesson I learned in the time I spent in the public sector, is that to be part of government machinery is an incredible opportunity to serve, to make a mark that may live on in eternity, to lay the course for future development and others to build on – often a once in a lifetime opportunity to make a difference to people that may not thank you personally. That is an honour that should not be taken lightly. It is a calling and a privilege to be part of serving our people and future generations. It is an opportunity to change the future, the prospects for our countries and Africa’s history. Each interaction with individuals in all walks of life offers numerous significant moments that could change our lives forever, and often history itself.


    The book does not purport to be an autobiography, but the reflections through my own eyes as a participant and contributor in this complex transition, an account of a number of stories and contributions which strengthen my belief that Africa must be deliberate about its economic development, and that change requires champions and fertile enabling environments, that we all have a role to play, albeit in varying degrees – some small others large. Bishop T. D. Jakes says something profound in a YouTube interview with Pastor Steven Furtick, Crushing: God Turns Pressure Into Power3: ‘Everybody in this room can see everybody in this room but they can never see themselves. Because you can’t see yourself, that is why you have a mirror.’ It is for this reason that this book includes deliberations and reflections from a number of people that were part of my journey; to complete the picture of what we collectively learned on this journey. Their reflections are published essentially as received, save for editorial changes whilst preserving their stories in their own voices.


    This book borrows on the late Harvard Business School Professor Clayton Christensen’s definition of innovation as being ‘a change in the process by which an organization transforms labor, capital, materials, or information into products and services of greater value.’4 In the case of countries such as South Africa, particularly those in Africa, what is important is to ensure that innovation is inclusive and does not just focus on technological innovation, but expands the capacity to generate, acquire and apply knowledge to advance economic and social purposes. This was one of the main drivers for The Innovation Hub expanding its footprint into the townships – we firmly believed that in the midst of the challenges facing communities as a result of apartheid legacy, there are people, young and old, innovating every day and addressing those challenges, albeit local and often with limited resources. That way we start to inculcate the fact that innovation and entrepreneurship are about a mindset. Embedded in knowledge and intertwined with innovation are issues of intellectual property, which must be understood, harnessed and put to use to the benefit of society at large. Christensen also distinguishes innovation from invention, and refers to the latter as the process of creating something entirely new that has never existed before. Accordingly, only certain aspects of intellectual property are ascribed to inventions, whereas innovation could be adaptation of intellectual property to solving new problems, or creating new market opportunities. Although this book does not go into detail on the topic of intellectual property, which is a book on its own, we recognised its importance in innovation and embedded intellectual property thinking, training and capacity in all our initiatives. What is important to recognise as well is that intellectual property is the currency in the new world order of the knowledge based economy – if you have it, you are in a better position to negotiate – if you don’t have it, you could still smartly access others’ intellectual property to your benefit.


    I hope the pages that follow will be of value to those wanting to make a difference, or be the difference in solving many challenges faced by our world today and in developing new products and services, to create new market opportunities for a better world.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    Developing Innovation and Entrepreneurial Culture


    If you look at history, innovation doesn’t come just from giving people incentives; it comes from creating environments where their ideas can connect.


    – Steven Johnson
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    The Case for Innovation and Entrepreneurship


    Innovation has played an important role in the evolution of societies and communities the world over since ancient times. It is about change, which is a constant in people’s lives. A look at many of the developed economies reveals the catalytic role of innovation in their development. Take for example a country such as Finland which used to be a forestry and agricultural-based economy to what it is today, having given birth to one of the leading telecommunication companies of our generation – Nokia. Or South Korea and its emergence as an agricultural economy, to one of the leading technological economies today. Innovation, and in particular, technological innovation has been catalytic to development. What has been evident with all the countries that have industrialised and/or transitioned into innovation driven knowledge-based economies is that they have invested significantly in research and development (R&D) to levels above two per cent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and recognised the importance of innovation, intellectual property, technology transfer and entrepreneurship. The investments have been accompanied by policies and strategies aimed at promoting the protection and commercialisation of the R&D outputs in the form of intellectual property; and support of start-up businesses.


    In the early years of development when these countries had low innovation capacity and intellectual property outputs, most combined their investment in local R&D with acquisition of third party intellectual property and technologies to kick-start industrial activity and strengthen their own capacity. Licences and acquisition of third parties intellectual property and technologies have provided effective support for international inbound technology transfer for most of these countries, and transformed the character of their economies. If one considers, for example, the Republic of Korea – more than 50 years ago, it was poorer than Mozambique and today is a leading global economy, with a per capita income of almost US$23 000.5 Partly under pressure from the United States of America, Korea recognised the importance of intellectual property systems, and used it as an effective tool in strategic technology transfer, thus ensuring licencing and acquisition of appropriate and relevant technologies to form the basis of development of local capabilities in adaptation and innovation. During that period, Korea improved its own capabilities to develop endogenous technologies and assimilate technology absorption capabilities as part of its concerted economic development strategy, as it recognised that it could not solely rely on third party intellectual property and technology, but had to improve its own capabilities to develop. It revamped its education system to focus on the development of a critical mass of human resources and skills, which over time, has contributed to increased knowledge production, enhanced R&D capabilities, and innovations that have spurred its competitiveness.


    About a decade or so ago many people used to tell me that China was good at copying and stealing other people’s intellectual property. What very few people know is that China used the intellectual property system to develop its own industrialisation and innovation capacity – because, copying per se is allowed, as long as it is done within the globally accepted rules. Innovation does not happen by itself; it requires appropriate policies, supporting structures and enabling programmes for it to develop and have an impact on society. It must become part of the being of a society.


    Stories like these have inspired me over the years to wonder what South Africa and the rest of Africa could be like if the successes of countries like Korea, Finland, China, and the other Asian Tigers could be emulated. It is for this and other reasons that I have over the years been fascinated by initiatives that seek to enhance innovation and entrepreneurship, particularly in Africa.


    Having qualified as a patent attorney and worked for a private intellectual property firm where, on a daily basis, we focused on protecting people’s ideas, I had moved to the Innovation Fund, a public sector fund that focused on supporting innovative ideas and bringing them to market. This fund later became part of the Technology Innovation Agency, South Africa’s innovation agency. The time at the Innovation Fund and TIA, where I was responsible for commercialisation of innovations that were funded by TIA, provided me with an opportunity to evaluate ideas that were seeking funding, motivate to the Investment Committees why these ideas had to be funded, be part of mid-term assessments of whether desired objectives would be met, terminate certain projects where the ideas were no longer relevant to the market, or adequate progress had not been made, serve on the boards of some of the funded companies, and got to understand some of the nuances relating to technological innovation. This was the period that I first encountered the relationship between innovation and entrepreneurship – the latter often being the difference between the idea successfully making it into the marketplace or being shelved. Whereas both the Innovation Fund and TIA essentially funded ideas – neither provided incubation nor entrepreneurial support mechanisms as such. Incidentally, the legislation establishing TIA has as one its powers that it may ‘draw together and integrate the management of different technological innovations, incubation and diffusion initiatives in South Africa’, an acknowledgement that financial support on its own was not sufficient to bring innovative ideas to market. Now as I look back, I realise that the opportunity that was presented to me towards the end of 2010 was one that was not accidental but was part of my journey of growth and continued contribution to South Africa’s National Innovation System.


    In the period 2005-2009 I had been fortunate to be an integral part of transformation of South Africa’s intellectual property management landscape in as far as it relates to publicly financed R&D, as I led the drafting of the Intellectual Property Rights from Publicly Financed R&D Act, passed by Parliament in 2008, and also the birth of what today is known as the National Intellectual Property Management Office (NIPMO). Looking back, I realise that ecosystems are important for innovation and entrepreneurship – and I guess that was the lesson that I was to learn in the next chapter of my life.


    How My Journey with The Innovation Hub Began


    It was towards the second half of 2010, whilst I was sitting in my TIA office, ironically then located at The Innovation Hub, that I received a call from Dr Nhlanhla Msomi that The Innovation Hub was looking for a CEO and had been asked by Clive Viveiros, a headhunter, to find a candidate and thought that I would be suitable. At the time I was preparing to leave the TIA to pursue a coal beneficiation project outside of South Africa, that together with some partners had spent some time developing. Unfortunately, following numerous challenges, huge investment in feasibility studies and plant design, several trips to the site and numerous negotiations, the project did not take off. In the meantime, I submitted my CV, was called for an interview and offered the position. My reservations were that I saw this role as being that of a landlord, as TIA was a tenant at The Innovation Hub, and what I knew and experienced about The Innovation Hub was that it was an office park with a struggling incubator. For my interview I was asked to prepare a presentation based on a SWOT analysis of The Innovation Hub and how I would reposition the organisation to focus more on innovation. In November 2010 I was offered the position and negotiated to start at the beginning of February 2011.


    Gauteng Province and The Innovation Hub in Perspective


    The pages that follow contain lessons learnt in developing innovation and entrepreneurial capacity in one of Africa’s most vibrant economies, the Gauteng Province (Figure 1), which at the time of writing accounted for 11% of Africa’s GDP, making it almost the 5th largest economy on the African continent.
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    Figure 1: South African map showing the Gauteng Province


    Gauteng comprised 35%, 22%, and a mere 1.5% of South Africa’s GDP, population, and total land area, respectively. The province is characterised by a high degree of urbanisation, and ranks amongst the fastest growing city regions in the world. With the highest concentration of research institutions and higher education institutions in South Africa, Gauteng is a leader in R&D, accounting for 52.2% of total national expenditure on R&D in 2008-09 Gauteng6. The province is also Africa’s financial capital with a strong services and financial sector. The province is host to three of South Africa’s eight metropolitan municipalities, namely Ekurhuleni, City of Tshwane and City of Johannesburg.


    Early in South Africa’s democracy, the Gauteng Province had adopted a tag line of ‘the Smart Province’, largely informed by the number of knowledge institutions as well as its most advanced infrastructure and economy compared to the rest of the country – Johannesburg, which is in Gauteng, has long been referred to as the City of Gold. Gauteng established an entity called Blue IQ Investment Holdings Company to lead the development of economic infrastructure directly and through subsidiaries, which included The Innovation Hub Management Company which was tasked with the development and operation of Sub-Saharan’s first Science and Technology Park, The Innovation Hub. The Innovation Hub was one of the eleven priority strategic economic infrastructure projects identified by the Gauteng Provincial Government in 1999, with specific emphasis on ‘the development of the province as the smart centre of the country, specifically information technology, telecommunications equipment, research and development and bio medical industries.’ According to the inception documents, The Innovation Hub Management Company (TIHMC) was set up to ‘develop an infrastructure to implement and stimulate high-technology business by housing high-tech firms and institutions as well as other essential ingredients such as incubators, venture capital funds and the like, to form the basis for a world class innovation corridor in the province.’


    This project was initially conceived in 2001 as a cooperation between the University of Pretoria and the CSIR (Africa’s largest research institute in terms of R&D budget or turnover) on a 60-hectare site located in the City of Tshwane (Pretoria), Gauteng, nestled between the University of Pretoria on the one end, and the CSIR on the other end, within South Africa’s knowledge axis. The project was incubated at the CSIR between 2001 and 2005, during the infrastructure construction phase, before being operational in its current location in 2006. Unfortunately the proposed Joint Venture between the original parties fell through with the result that the University of Pretoria sold the land to the Gauteng Government’s Blue IQ who then went about establishing the science park on their own.


    The location of The Innovation Hub could not have been more ideal, given its proximity to three institutions of higher education, located within 20 kilometres of The Innovation Hub (the University of Pretoria, University of South Africa, and Tshwane University of Technology) and two others located within an 80-kilometre radius, such as the universities of the Witwatersrand and Johannesburg (then known as the Rand Afrikaans University). The proximity to five research institutions (CSIR, National Research Foundation, South African Bureau of Standards, Agricultural Research Council, and Water Research Council) which stand within a 10-kilometre radius, highly impacted decisions regarding the site location.


    Prior to me joining TIHMC as the CEO at the beginning of 2011, The Innovation Hub had undergone a number of changes and developments which comprised in essence two phases: the first being from inception (~2000) to about 2005 during the conceptualisation, construction and commissioning.


    The First Phase of The Innovation Hub Project


    The original team of The Innovation Hub development, led by the founding CEO Dr Neville Cummins, set about creating a small but functional location which was first piloted on a floor of the CSIR, just across from the project development site. The floor was refurbished to reflect a creative environment conducive for housing the staff. Modest facilities were created to simulate services which would be available at a future main site and the location served as the establishment of one of the first Business Incubators in South Africa.


    A business incubator, Maxum Business Incubator, was established in October 2000 as one of two flagship programmes to be run by the pilot project team, with an initial client base of five incubatees. The focus was to stimulate and facilitate the launch, growth and sustainable development of innovative science and technology start-ups, active mainly in Information Communications and Technology (ICT) and Electronics sectors. A critical part of any start-up is overcoming the hurdles which are responsible for most of the failures in the first couple of years. So an incubator’s core business is to improve the survival rate of start-ups, by ensuring financial viability and sustainability once they graduate from the incubator, usually within a period of three to five years.


    The second programme was CoachLab, a skills development programme, which was run in partnership with the University of Pretoria and private companies (initial partner was a company called Epi-Use (Pty) Ltd). The focus of CoachLab was on leadership and business skills development for ICT and Electrical/ Electronic Engineering postgraduates, based on identified human resource development needs, as defined by the industry partners. The unique aspect of this programme was the focus on equipping and instilling business principles and the value of innovative and entrepreneurial thinking amongst the participating postgraduates through mentorship by project sponsors, and exposure to industry challenges, to develop a new breed of future leaders. This programme was replicated in 2009 in Johannesburg through a partnership with the University of the Witwatersrand, the Johannesburg Centre for Software Engineering (JCSE), and industry partners, that included the likes of Cisco, Epi-Use Africa, Microsoft, Standard Bank, Vodacom, and UniForum SA. Government, through the Media Information and Communications Technology Sector Education and Training Authority (MICT SETA), also generously funded the programme.


    The Second Phase of The Innovation Hub Project


    April 2005 marked the start of the second phase when then Premier of Gauteng, Mbazima Shilowa, launched the project as Africa’s first internationally accredited Science and Technology Park. This phase ran to the end of 2010, when my appointment as incoming CEO was announced. Operationalising The Innovation Hub and scaling up programmes that had been piloted at the CSIR were the focus during this phase. The management company team moved to its current premises at The Innovation Hub in one of the two buildings that it owned at the time, the Innovation Centre building.


    The Maxum Business Incubator and the CoachLab programmes having been located to the new site, were scaled up, but despite this and numerous plans to progress the mandate of The Innovation Hub, various challenges were encountered. These were further exasperated by a number of changes such as the resignation of the first CEO, Dr Neville Cummins, in April 2009, and subsequent delays in finding a successor, as well as changes in the management of Blue IQ, the sole shareholder of The Innovation Hub on behalf of the Gauteng Provincial Government. These changes contributed significantly to instability in the organisation. In the absence of consistency in leadership and transitions in management, the organisation consequently experienced a poor tenancy rate which stood at 65% in the first half of 2011 a couple of months after I took over, owing to exit of many major tenants from the Science Park.


    In 2011 my first priority as newly appointed CEO was to restore stability whilst developing a plan to reposition The Innovation Hub. The repositioning was to focus on developing and expanding innovation promotion and support programmes, at a time when the province was also finalising its innovation strategy, the ‘Gauteng Innovation and Knowledge Economy Strategy’ (GIKES), with The Innovation Hub as its implementer following approval by the Provincial Cabinet in 2012.


    ___________


    Chapter Summary/Key Takeaways


    The next few chapters are devoted to a seven-and-a-half year journey of repositioning The Innovation Hub, with a focus on what this entailed, why we did what we did, challenges, successes and lessons learnt in developing innovation and entrepreneurship capacity for an emerging knowledge based economy.


    The repositioning of The Innovation Hub is narrated within the context of a broader objective – to inspire and catalyse similar developments, not only in South Africa but other parts of the African continent as well as other low- and middle-income countries. At the same time, the failures that accompanied this process are included as narrated by me or my fellow travellers on this journey, so as to highlight the treacherous path that many leaders encounter in leading transitions, and appreciation that we learn from failure as much as we do from success. Most importantly, leadership matters in any transition – whether you are leading the transition or are a start-up leading a transition of your idea from being a concept to something the market is willing to buy, or you have oversight of those leading a transition on the ground. It is this reason that the pages that follow include reflections of people drawn from across the spectrum.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Repositioning of The Innovation Hub


    Great spirits have always encountered violent opposition from mediocre minds. The mediocre mind is incapable of understanding the man who refuses to bow blindly to conventional prejudices and chooses instead to express his opinions courageously and honestly.


    – Albert Einstein
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    The Third and Fourth Phases


    During November 2010, having accepted the position of CEO of The Innovation Hub, I prepared myself to start in February 2011 as I had a three months’ notice period at TIA. The interesting thing was that TIA, where I was the Group Executive for Commercialisation, was located in the Enterprise Building at The Innovation Hub, just across from the Innovation Centre Building where I was to be located for the next seven-and-a-half years. As the time for starting drew closer I became increasingly apprehensive as I wondered what I had got myself into. I realised that over a space of three years, The Innovation Hub had had a high turnover in respect of CEOs, with most of them not lasting a year. On 18 January 2011 (on my birthday), I held a briefing session with Amanda Nair, then Group CEO of Blue IQ Holdings, and was presented with a range of challenges that faced this organisation, including results of a culture and staff satisfaction survey which had been undertaken in the previous six months. Despite what appeared to be a challenging environment that I was moving to, I took comfort in the reassurance of support from then Blue IQ and The Innovation Hub Board Chairman, Mogopodi Mokoena, the erstwhile Director General of Gauteng (October 2000 to September 2008).


    On Tuesday 8th February 2011, I assumed my duties at The Innovation Hub, was introduced to staff by Amanda, addressed staff with a simple message that I would rely on them for us to reposition The Innovation Hub and that any operational and strategic changes would be communicated in due course. For the next two weeks I held one-on-one consultations with each employee and asked them the same set of questions: 1) What are the biggest challenges facing the organisation and why, 2) What are the most promising opportunities that are not exploited, 3) What needs to happen for The Innovation Hub to exploit these, 4) If you were me what would you focus on, 5) What should the organisation stop doing and why, and what should be put in place or changed and why? I found these sessions very informative, but with hindsight, a transformative leader must approach these with a great level of caution, as self-preservation has a tendency of getting in the way of the truth of enabling objective assessments to be made in developing an organisational turnaround strategy and plan. For example, some of the sessions felt like snitching opportunities and I was tempted to ask a very dangerous question – if you were to let anyone go, who would it be and why? Any new leader asking such a question needs to be careful in how they deal with responses to this question – it does require a great deal of caution and high degree of maturity. In my case, it formed part of the question regarding why the organisation was not performing and whether it was a people issue or any other reason. My approach to dealing with responses to this question was to focus on whether the responses pointed to indications of any bottlenecks in the system – in particular, those intentionally caused by people. I tended to ask this question only in the second one-on-one sessions after I had spoken to each of the 23 or so staff that were employed at The Innovation Hub at the time, and also after I had had a session with each of the units and made my own observations of how these functioned and the extent to which they contributed to the mandate of the organisation. To have asked it earlier would have had the effect of prejudicing individuals.


    Early decisions were required in respect of 1) Role and mandate of the organisation, 2) Mission and strategic pillars, 3) Capabilities required to execute the mandate and mission, 4) Organisation’s capacity match to required capabilities and, consequently, who needed to exit the business and be moved into any other part of the business, 5) Organisational architecture and structure, 6) What was working and, more importantly, what aspects of the organisation were in the Intensive Care Unit (ICU) and needed to be dealt with as a matter of urgency, 7) Key stakeholders and expectations, 8) Quick wins (what at the time I termed hygienic issues which largely related to providing confidence to the stakeholders. What I inherited was an organisation which was at war with its shareholder and stakeholders it was meant to serve, a management team that was not aligned with its board and amongst themselves, and in desperate need of purpose and leadership, and staff that were not certain of what they were meant to do and what the future was, given that ‘there was a new broom in the house’, as some of them said, and they had gone through many changes prior to my arrival. Such a situation should not have been allowed to exist. As Comins and Kraemer-Mbula7 write, ‘Essentially TIH [The Innovation Hub] stagnated leading to severe frustration in TIHMC’s management and precipitating the resignation of the CEO in April 2008 … Over the next year until 2010, TIHMC had three CEOs, two in an acting capacity, until stability returned with the appointment of McLean Sibanda. The Hub was also repositioned as a key driver of the “Gauteng Innovation and Knowledge Economy Strategy” …’ Thus the first priority was, clearly, to survive the challenges that previous CEOs had faced and provide stability to the organisation. I was fortunate to also have incredible institutional memory from staff that had been with The Innovation Hub, some from inception, such as Tsietsi Maleho and Mariette Smit, a great CFO – Mavis Thomani, Gopolang Setumo, who ran the CoachLab programme, Johanna Tilodi-Mekwa. Mariette had been the PA to all the CEOs including Comins and was a great asset to the organisation, but very much under-utilised and under-valued, and one of the first things was to find a way of moving her to an appropriate role within the organisation where she could unblock the bottlenecks that management was facing in terms of interactions with the Shareholder and the Board, so we created a role of Senior Administrative Officer which she occupied until her retirement in 2016. At the end of this chapter I have included Mariette’s memories of the third and fourth phases of The Innovation Hub under my leadership.


    This phase of The Innovation Hub, I refer to as the third phase (2011 to 2015), coincided with my first term as CEO, up to the end of January 2016. The fourth phase is a further repositioning from 2015 to the time that I left in 2018. The focus was to align The Innovation Hub with the fifth administration of the provincial government (under Premier Hon David Makhura, who is passionate about innovation) and its emphasis on reindustrialisation, radical economic transformation and the township economy. Quite important to the repositioning of The Innovation Hub was the political support we received. Many CEOs of state owned companies fail because of lack of political support. During my tenure, despite what I regarded as too frequent changes of provincial ministers responsible for The Innovation Hub, I was fortunate to have the ear of all them and in the later years, also of the Premier of Gauteng.


    As this book is not meant to be an autobiography but a memoir of critical aspects and lessons learnt on how regions, governments, and institutions can build effective, sustainable innovation and entrepreneurial ecosystems, I will not go into all the details of my seven-and-a-half years at The Innovation Hub. I will however focus on the specific turnaround strategies, plans, and initiatives aimed at building an entrepreneurial and innovation ecosystem in one of Africa’s vibrant and yet most unequal economies.


    Our focus was always how we as the innovation agency of the province could contribute to reducing unemployment, poverty and inequality. The reference to an innovation agency was adopted following the publication by the Gauteng Government in 2012 of the GIKES which sought to accelerate innovation in all forms, in order to bolster and support the broader strategic objectives of employment creation, and sustainable social and economic development. GIKES specifically designated certain implementation to The Innovation Hub. The three objectives of GIKES were to improve: i) the competitiveness of the local economy in a particular set of identified sectors; ii) the efficiency of the government in delivering services; and iii) livelihood and quality of life of citizens within the Gauteng City Region. Between 2012 and 2018, each and every single initiative we launched at The Innovation Hub was tested against these three objectives, and if it didn’t fit in we did not pursue.


    When I joined The Innovation Hub its positioning was that of a science and technology park or science park. I had never worked with a science park, let alone The Innovation Hub, despite TIA, my employer, then being located at The Innovation Hub for about a year. Also, interestingly, was the fact that there were no other science parks in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) then, with The Innovation Hub having been the first internationally accredited science and technology park in SSA, and a member of the International Association of Science and Technology Parks (IASP) headquartered in Malaga, Spain. In the years to come, I was to attend a number of IASP annual international conferences in countries that included, China, Russia, Brazil, Qatar, Iran, Denmark and Estonia; deliver a keynote address in La Paz, Mexico on setting up science parks; participate in regional conferences in Abuja (Nigeria), Gaborone (Botswana) and Pretoria (South Africa); represent the IASP in bilateral agreement with the City of Tianjin in China; and be part of the International Board from 2011 in various roles that included Africa Division President, Treasurer, and President of the Advisory Council, until 2019, more than a year after I left The Innovation Hub as its CEO. So, one of my first tasks in understanding the mandate of The Innovation Hub was to understand what science parks are meant to do. The IASP defines a Science and Technology Park as:


    An organisation managed by specialised professionals, whose main aim is to increase the wealth of its community by promoting the culture of innovation and the competitiveness of its associated businesses and knowledge-based institutions. To enable these goals to be met, a Science Park stimulates and manages the flow of knowledge and technology amongst universities, R&D institutions, companies and markets; it facilitates the creation and growth of innovation-based companies through incubation and spin-off processes; and provides other value-added services together with high quality space and facilities. 


    According to the IASP and its members, science parks play a key role in the economic development of their environment and regions, and by their very nature tend to act regionally, as in a city or a province, but with wider socio-economic impact. Their role can be likened to that of a catalyst in a chemical reaction. A catalyst is important to speed up a reaction but should not be consumed in the reaction. Accordingly, science parks are intermediaries whose interests are the success of all members of the ecosystem (i.e. business, academic and research institutions, government, civil society, entrepreneurs, funding organisations, etc.). The old generation science parks are typified by large land parcels and buildings or infrastructure and facilities for their members, whereas the new generation science parks focus more on services and addressing innovation challenges. So regardless of the setting of a science park, all of them should,


    ‘through a dynamic and innovative mix of policies, programmes, quality space and facilities and high value-added services:


    •stimulate and manage the flow of knowledge and technology between universities and companies


    •facilitate the communication between companies, entrepreneurs and technicians


    •provide environments that enhance a culture of innovation, creativity and quality


    •focus on companies and research institutions as well as on people: the entrepreneurs and ‘knowledge workers’


    •facilitate the creation of new businesses via incubation and spin-off mechanisms, and accelerate the growth of small and medium size companies


    •work in a global network that gathers many thousands of innovative companies and research institutions throughout the world, facilitating the internationalisation of their resident companies.’


    Over the years, The Innovation Hub would become the reference science park for regions and countries that wanted to set up their own science parks. We received delegates from countries including Botswana, Kenya, Zimbabwe, Ghana, Nigeria, Trinidad & Tobago, Namibia, Eswatini (then Swaziland), and other countries that do not readily come to mind. Even more recently, in 2019, I was asked by the Government of Eswatini to undertake a review of their legislation establishing the Royal Science and Technology Park (RSTP) and in the inception report validation workshop, the references used included The Innovation, and Botswana Innovation Hub who were invited to make presentations to the workshop attendees.


    Having headed up The Innovation Hub for over seven years, interacted with the emerging science parks in the developing world as well as within the IASP family, I hold the view that science parks are nothing other than innovation agencies – they are important instruments for socio-economic development, innovation and industrialisation. Whereas in the developed world, a lot of the science parks are privately held – that is not the case with the developing world such as in Africa, even for countries such as China and South Korea, where Governments are at the forefront of establishment, funding, and operations of science parks. Thus, my view that they should be seen as regional innovation agencies, supporting government socio-economic objectives.


    Upon assuming my role as CEO we agreed with the Board that I would submit a draft situational assessment and draft turnaround strategy at the end of 45 days. Accordingly, my first 45 days were occupied with understanding what the issues were from various views: the staff, key internal stakeholders (tenants and other members of the Property Owners Association, entrepreneurs in the Maxum incubator, CoachLab graduates) and external stakeholders (universities, research institutions, government (municipality, provincial – including the shareholder GGDA management and Board – and national departments, in particular the Department of Science and Technology). There were many difficult moments such as when I refused to renew the employment contracts of two staff, based on my situational analysis and my considered view that they had no seats on the bus of which I was now the driver. Not easy, but I have learned in my life that leadership is not about being popular or being liked, it is about taking difficult decisions that are necessary to be able to execute effectively a chosen plan and achieve the desired goal. Other challenges were dealing with a lease contract repudiation by my erstwhile employer, TIA who were tenants at The Innovation Hub and had, prior to my joining The Innovation Hub Management Company, given notice to terminate the lease agreement as they had since signed a new lease elsewhere in Pretoria. The Board insisted that I should proceed to ensure payment of rental for the remaining term of the lease agreement – despite my declared conflict of interest, as TIA was my previous employer. Whereas the lease agreement provided for arbitration, then TIA CEO frustrated the process, making allegations that I had left TIA disgruntled and was thus waging a personal fight using state resources. This brought me into conflict with then Gauteng Economic Development MEC, Ms Qedani Mahlangu, who had been given false information on the reasons behind the dispute between the two state owned entities, by the TIA CEO through one of her advisors. As time went by, Ms Mahlangu later came to see the truth, as letters to the TIA Board Chair were not responded to, and the TIA CEO would not come to a compromise – I assume there was fear of an audit finding were TIA to come clean about how the lease dispute had arisen. Eventually we had to walk away from the dispute as it was clear that the TIA CEO would not concede his breach of the lease agreement and was not committed to resolving the dispute. It was only a matter of time before he was forced out of TIA by the Minister of Science and Technology at the time, Derek Hanekom, but the damage was already done. A lesson from the incident with TIA was that when one is in a leadership role, particularly in the public sector, you are a custodian of public assets and should always prioritise this above your own personal ambitions. To that extent, a leader in the public sector often has to humble themselves and have more tolerance than would be the case, perhaps, if one was running their own business, or a shareholder CEO in the private sector. Accordingly, it is important to carefully choose champions of innovation and entrepreneurship to have a chance of succeeding in creating vibrant innovation and entrepreneurship ecosystems. Everything rises and falls on leadership. To the leader, it is not about you, but it starts with you – and this is a statement that kept me sane even in the most trying times as CEO of The Innovation Hub.


    In putting together the 45-day turnaround strategy, emphasis was on how to restore The Innovation Hub as a key driver of innovation in the province. In this regard, the focus was anchored in three areas: i) aligning The Innovation Hub’s goals to regional policy strategies; ii) addressing the limitations of physical and virtual infrastructures; and iii) improving the value-added services.


    It was evident from this strategy that certain programmes would have to be repositioned and capacitated, such as the incubation programmes and CoachLab networking events, the flagship of which was Innov8 which had been on and off. Our relationship with the tenant companies also had to change, as well as our value proposition to them. A major bone of contention with the tenants was the quality of our ICT services, which were substandard, as the organisation had badly negotiated the ICT services contract with Telkom. The contract had not envisaged that there would be new players in the market and had also not considered that the prices of connectivity would change, as would also the delivery modes and speeds. Whereas our tenants were demanding faster speeds and more capacity, we were unable to provide that, and at the same time had this large liability to Telkom. Within the first six months in office, I had negotiated our way out of the Telkom contract with a reduced penalty fee and brought on board another service provider who worked with the tenant companies to give a better service and options.


    We had to deal with a lot of hygienic issues emanating from poor maintenance and lack of customer service from the management company. Some of the hygienic issues were really petty at first sight, but as one looked deeper, they were important to the tenants in respect of the brand and service promise that had attracted them to the precinct. At the same time, there were other programmes that did not have a clear value proposition and there was no basis for keeping them. The main one was the Regional Innovation Systems programme that housed the Tshwane Smart City initiative with allocated offices and another sub-programme being Activator linked to the Smart City initiative. For starters, there was no basis for the City of Tshwane to continue paying rent for offices they were not using and my conscience was not clear with that arrangement. Secondly, there was a consultant that The Innovation Hub had hired to undertake a Smart City programme development project, which to me was not compelling and was also not properly sanctioned by the City of Tshwane. Following engagements with officials at the City of Tshwane I proceeded to cancel the contract with the consultant despite threats of litigation, and also stopped the rental arrangement with the City of Tshwane as I had plans for the space that had been allocated to them, as part of repositioning of the Maxum incubator. Years later, the monies that had been saved were directed to our programmes by the City of Tshwane.


    There were issues with the restaurant and the contract that was in place. So, for the first six months I was, in essence, a typical real estate caretaker and landlord. I dealt with issues ranging from broken toilet seats that had remained unfixed, an unreliable air-conditioning system, poor connectivity, parking charges, unkempt gardens, security complaints, no initiatives to promote collaboration amongst the tenant companies, to complaints about promises made but not kept.


    Aligning The Innovation Hub’s goals to regional policy strategies


    Together with the staff that I found, we revised the role of the organisation in the provincial and national spheres. The revised strategy required a closer alignment to provincial goals as stated in three regional strategies: (a) Gauteng Growth and Development Strategy 2009, (b) Gauteng Green Economy Strategy 2010, and (c) Gauteng Innovation and Knowledge Economy Strategy 2012. The organisation also expanded its sectoral focus from ICT to include biotechnology, green industry and advanced manufacturing. The broadening of the sectors to include Bioeconomy was motivated by provincial and national strategies, such as National Biotechnology Strategy 2001, anchored on South Africa’s need to further investigate and employ the country’s biotechnology value through the stimulation of a biotechnology industry which would positively impact ‘areas of human health (including HIV/AIDS, malaria and TB), food security and environmental sustainability.’


    Recognising the ability of entrepreneurship to contribute towards addressing South Africa’s and Gauteng’s burden of unemployment, and aid the commercialisation of innovations, the enterprise development activities were expanded to include a range of focused incubation programmes across all priority sectors:


    1.Maxum Business Incubator, and mLab8 (Smart Industries)


    2.BioPark (Bioeconomy)


    3.Climate Innovation Centre (Green Economy), with the support of the World Bank’s infoDev programme


    Towards the end of the third phase we also conceptualised new entrepreneurial initiatives that expanded our incubation offerings to:


    4.eKasiLabs, township based incubators, which will be unpacked below; and


    5.Maxum Digital, an incubator focused on gaming, animation and virtual reality, located in Braamfontein, Johannesburg, as part of the Wits University innovation precinct, Tshimologong.


    There were a number of changes that had an impact on policy certainty. In the seven-and-a-half years as CEO, the Gauteng Province had two Premiers and the Gauteng Department of Economic Development that we fell under had four provincial ministers (MECs), Qedani Dorothy Mahlangu, the late Nkosiphendule Kolisile (who passed away in a car accident whilst in office), Mxolisi Eric Xayiya, and Lebogang Maile. At the same time, the shareholder GGDA had several changes in Group CEOs (Amanda Nair, Siphiwe Ngwenya, Saki Zamxaka, and Jameel Chand (Acting)). Another change was in respect of the Board Chairpersons that included Mogopodi Mokoena, Zeth Malele, and Nhlanhla Msomi. Some of these changes, particularly at MEC and shareholder level introduced a great degree of uncertainty in respect of the role of The Innovation Hub, and immense friction regarding how The Innovation Hub programmes should be aligned to the priorities of the day. Without exception, each administration or MEC focused on job creation numbers.


    The repositioning of The Innovation Hub was initiated under GDED MEC Mahlangu and Mogopodi Mokoena as the Board Chair and the repositioning framework was, in the main, accepted by subsequent MECs and likewise supported by subsequent Boards.


    My biggest frustration was with my final board in my second term in office. For the most part, they were supportive and a few of them, such as the Board Chair, who was an old friend, or others I had worked or collaborated with from the Department of Science and Technology or Simodisa (an association that had been established as an industry-led initiative to specifically address and determine what can be done to overcome the barriers that SMEs and start-ups face). But we clashed on a number of issues, such as our expansion into the township, as well as the mandate of a science park. One board member, in particular, could not understand why we were prioritising eKasiLabs as there was ‘little to no innovations’ and that we needed to focus on more ‘high tech’ innovations and ‘crowd in technology businesses into the science park’. If South Africa was a normal society, I would have completely agreed with this board member. I did however differ with their view as most of the high tech companies in South Africa were multinationals that did their R&D abroad, often in countries where they were headquartered. The few fledgling high tech companies in South Africa, and in particular Gauteng, needed a stronger value proposition to locate their facilities to The Innovation Hub.


    The policy uncertainty in respect of land disposal has been the biggest obstacle to expanding infrastructure at The Innovation Hub and made it even more difficult to attract companies to develop land parcels. The Gauteng Government had taken a position in 2012 not to dispose of any land, despite a precedent where two land parcels at The Innovation Hub are privately owned and occupied by SAPPI and Bigen Africa. Instead of sale of land, government had proposed that land should be leased. The lease of land unfortunately was not an easy process, as it is considered by National Treasury to be use of state asset and therefore falls under the ambit of the Public Private Partnership (PPP) framework and, thus, regulated by the Public Finance Management Act (PFMA) and accompanying PPP Regulations.


    One of the projects I inherited were two land parcels (EB2 and EB3) that were partially excavated. EB3 had been the subject of a prior engagement with Cisco for the establishment of the Cisco Centre, but that had fallen through before my time. On the other hand EB2 was meant to be part of the expansion of the park and a new building funded by The Innovation Hub. The previous management had proceeded with excavations and fencing off the land parcel without firm budget commitments for the entire project, only to be told later that no funding would be forthcoming.


    We then started looking at how to attract the private sector to develop EB2. At the end of 2013 following a process that we had initiated towards the end of 2011, we managed to get a private developer on the basis of a long term operating lease that we had inadvertently thought fell outside the ambit of the PPP Regulations. Two GDED MECs (Ms Mahlangu and Mr Kolisile) had signed off on the process and transaction, only for the final sign-off to be stopped by changes in MECs. Further consultations with subsequent GDED MECs and also the MEC for Finance concluded that we had to follow a PPP process. In 2014 we initiated a PPP process for two land parcels, and by June 2018 we had managed to get Treasury Approval (TA3), which meant that The Innovation Hub could now negotiate the final agreements with the private party. As of March 2020, the private party had not signed the PPP agreements as their circumstances had in the meantime changed and needed to get a certain percentage tenancy signed up before committing to the agreements. The lesson from this is the need for more flexibility by governments in order to unlock the full potential of innovation and related infrastructure. The role of government is to provide an enabling environment and reduce the risk for private sector to be able to participate in the economy and assist government to deliver on socio-economic priorities and goals.


    ___________


    Qedani Dorothy Mahlangu 
(Former Member of Executive Council: Department of Economic Development, Gauteng Province)


    A Look at the Strategic Intent of 
The Innovation Hub to Catalyse Development Through Innovation


    The Gauteng Provincial Government had foresight when in 2001 it established Blue IQ Investment Holdings (now Growth and Development Agency (GGDA)), to develop economic infrastructure for specific major projects in the technology sector, high value-added manufacturing and tourism. Together with what was the Gauteng Economic Development Agency (GEDA), which was later merged with Blue IQ Investment to form GGDA, both these entities acted as the provincial development agencies. Blue IQ had subsidiaries, which included The Innovation Hub, Automotive Industry Development Centre (AIDC), and Constitution Hill, with specific mandates aligned to the provincial economic development strategies. This was part of the repositioning of the province as a ‘Smart Province’, given its status as the industrialisation hub of Africa and large concentration of academic and research institutions, comprising universities, CSIR, Mintek, and many others. This strategic decision was informed by the fact that the Gauteng economy could no longer be driven by the resources sector only, hence the repositioning. These entities had a clear mandate to contribute to the economic growth and development of the province in the identified priority areas, which had the greatest potential to uplift not only the province, but the country, given Gauteng’s contribution of over 30% to South Africa’s GDP.


    The Innovation Hub as one of these Blue IQ/GGDA subsidiaries was tasked with leading the province in innovation, research and development. In my brief stint in the Department of Economic Development, as Member of Executive Council (MEC) – 2010 to 2012 – I engaged extensively with the team led by McLean Sibanda. We continued to build on the foundation laid by my predecessors, Jabu Moleketi, Paul Mashatile and Firoz Cachalia. During my tenure as the MEC, the Gauteng Provincial Government approved the Gauteng Innovation and Knowledge Economy Strategy, which further emphasised the importance of The Innovation Hub to ensure its implementation.


    During McLean’s tenure, he strengthened and brought on board new partnerships to enrich and enhance the work done at the hub. They structured and strengthened collaboration with the various academic and research institutions in Gauteng. These included, notably, the Department of Science and Technology which, at the time, was led by Hon Minister Naledi Pandor; Technology Innovative Agency (TIA), where McLean had been an executive prior to joining The Innovation Hub; Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR); Tshwane University of Technology; the University of the Witwatersrand; and the University of Pretoria. The Innovation Hub also collaborated with other provincial and national government departments such as the Gauteng Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (GDARD). Jointly, with my colleague, the then MEC GDARD, Nandi Mayathula-Khoza, we ensured approval by the Gauteng Cabinet of the Biosciences Park Business Plan, which was implemented during McLean’s tenure, with additional support from the national Department of Trade and Industry.


    Notably these strategic partnerships and those with the private sector became much stronger. During this time, we also signed an MOU with Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, in the USA, to accelerate the work The Innovation Hub had started doing in Biosciences. This partnership was entered into to support the biosciences economy, which at the time was contributing a mere 10% to South Africa’s GDP, and was also a new area of focus by The Innovation Hub as part of a repositioning strategy led by McLean and his team. Strengthening of the financial and non-financial innovation support to start-ups became a priority as part of getting The Innovation Hub to focus on innovation to drive economic development. In order to plug the funding gap that many entrepreneurs incubated at The Innovation Hub seemed to experience, the Start-up Support Programme was established to provide financial support to young entrepreneurs to enable their concepts to reach the market through structured commercialisation backed by financial and non-financial programmes.


    Furthermore, during this time as part of the expansion into the Green Economy and Biosciences sectors, the Moringa Oliveira Project was started in the Moloto area, which was one of the first projects that saw The Innovation Hub working with communities and also bringing in universities to contribute their knowledge in that regard. This project gave impetus to the work of The Innovation Hub related to agriculture and beneficiation. The initial phase was to focus on food security. Downstream value chain in pharmaceutical, water treatment and biodiesel. These projects amongst others were central to the strategic agenda of the knowledge economy of the Gauteng Province.


    McLean is a man of not so many words, but a hard worker; meticulous, but above all, he was always on time. Working with him made my workload lighter because I did not have to worry too much about the standard of his work and, primarily, he was always polite and respectful. He adhered to deadlines for submissions to the political office. McLean has made a significant contribution to the provincial strategies and their implementation through his tenure as CEO of The Innovation Hub. I wish him well in his future endeavours.


    ___________


    Mariette Smit 
(Former PA to CEOs at The Innovation Hub and Senior Administrative Officer in Office of CEO)


    Memories of McLean Sibanda at The Innovation Hub


    Prior to McLean Sibanda becoming the fifth CEO of The Innovation Hub Management Company (TIHMC) in February 2011, the morale amongst staff was extremely low. Even with undermining forces, no funding for infrastructure was received from headquarters, Blue IQ and later renamed GGDA. The tenants of the Enterprise Building started a revolt and called out TIHMC managers due to lack of collaboration support, building maintenance, forced ICT options, etc. from The Innovation Hub Management Company, despite The Innovation Hub’s original vision to the contrary.


    Another contributing factor to the decline of TIH project was that with the change of guard from Mbeki to Zuma, loyalists of the new President were appointed and even projects like TIH were shunned and deprived of funding. Secondly, TIH’s financial model, approved by Gauteng Provincial Government leaders, was based on selling a small percentage of land parcels, to obtain funding for TIHMC to be able to develop the rest of the land parcels, which would generate continuous income for the operations for TIH Science Park project. This financial model was crushed when the new leadership at Gauteng Provincial Government decided that no state land may be sold. This political decision had several consequences, i.e. TIHMC had no way of obtaining funding to develop the project, but worst of all, several nearly completed land transactions had to be stopped, creating a total distrust of the private sector to collaborate with TIH.


    When McLean became CEO, he had meetings with each staff member, studied all staff CVs and restructured TIHMC’s staff into positions concentrating on their strengths, and changed TIH’s main focus on growing incubation so that these start-up companies could become SMEs, creating jobs and thereby growing Gauteng’s economy. He immediately started building positive win-win relationships with GGDA, Gauteng Provincial Government and other stakeholders, continuously driving TIH’s vision and ensuring it was well understood and where appropriate, better cooperation could be formed.


    Although it took a few years, McLean was able to stabilise staff morale and operations at TIH; he managed to obtain funding from GGDA and Gauteng Provincial Government to appoint more professional staff with appropriate expertise. Through his extremely hard work, integrity and strong alliances, he even obtained infrastructure funding to build two BioPark buildings, which house Biotechnology companies as well as incubation start-ups to ensure cross fertilisation between companies to assist each other.


    With regard to Incubation, McLean established a forum within TIHMC where start-up incubation companies as well as SMEs could pitch their companies’ goals, progress, needs and obstacles, where appropriate TIHMC managers could assist, i.e. finding markets for products, industry partners and assist them to pitch to investment organisations.


    In all sections of TIHMC proper processes and procedures were established to ensure good governance, and performance management was developed with all staff being held fully accountable. This resulted in TIHMC receiving clean audits for several years, meeting, and even exceeding, some strategic targets, and mitigating risks.


    Being one of the three original staff members of The Innovation Hub project, established and approved by the Gauteng Provincial Government after the 27 October 1999 Legotla – one of nine new projects to enhance Gauteng’s fiscus, with the decline of mining income – I have seen and experienced The Innovation Hub going through many lows, but also significant highs. With my retirement at the end July 2015 I could truly acknowledge that the positive turnaround of TIH project could only be ascribed to McLean’s vision, strong leadership, tenacity, sheer hard work, and staying power.


    ___________


    Reabetswe Bodiba 
(Business Analyst: Innovation and Automation, Hollard Partner Solutions)


    Musings about early memories of The Innovation Hub


    ‘Free coffee everyone!’


    ‘Hi. Can I get your coffee order?’


    ‘No thanks. I don’t drink coffee. Do you guys have juice?’


    ‘Juice … okay, we can organise that for you.’


    I was 17 years old and I had no clue what was going on but I loved it.


    You can tell how young I was. On a Monday morning, I’ve turned down FREE coffee, offered as part of the Maxum Mondays initiative. I’ve opted for orange juice instead. As a 17-year-old wanna-be tech entrepreneur, I had fallen out of love with the schooling system. I was bored at school and I lived my dream career life through a glass screen and a hot-spotted smartphone. I spent my money on data bundles, and I spent my time stalking Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, asking them to be my mentors (side note: don’t do this).


    But this morning was different, it felt like that glass screen and that deep need to stalk American tech guys vanished. It was my first time at The Innovation Hub and I was at this weekly event called Maxum Mondays, pioneered by McLean. I saw that I could now live a life and be in an environment that I thought was only accessible to Americans in Silicon Valley. I’m here and I have a chance … a chance to become the next Steve Jobs or Elon Musk. I mean, here’s Craig McLeod, a guy who worked with Mark Shuttleworth, speaking to us. There’s actually a road in The Innovation Hub campus called Mark Shuttleworth Street. The Innovation Hub opened up a new world to me. There’s a long list of people of all cultures and races that I could go on and on about how The Innovation Hub changed their life but I won’t do that.


    My mom asked me what inspired me about The Innovation Hub and I told her that it wasn’t any one person and it wasn’t one company – it was the environment.


    I judge a leader by how many leaders they create and empower. I was at The Innovation Hub while Dr McLean Sibanda was CEO and he honestly outdid himself in his leadership of the institution.


    TEDx Pretoria was started by someone at The Innovation Hub. Maxum under Gary Bannatyne’s leadership was amazing. MLab is at The Innovation Hub, which gave Geekulcha a platform and now Geekulcha’s outdone themselves. Lohocla was started at The Innovation Hub. Portia M was greatly empowered by The Innovation Hub. There are MANY more leaders who came from this leader.


    The Innovation Hub isn’t merely a great institution; it’s a great institution that created other great institutions. It’s had an exponential effect on the African tech ecosystem and the long tail of that impact is still felt today.


    Every era has its peak. Bill Gates and Steve Jobs were born in the same year. Lamborghini and Porsche were rivals. These great people know each other. Steve Pinto, DrLifesGud, Mashudu Modau all met at the Branson Centre of Entrepreneurship during its zenith. They met at the peak. They are currently dominating in their respective spaces. I’m proud to say that I got to see The Innovation Hub at its zenith and I know those great people who are dominating South Africa’s tech space and they know me.


    So, how would one recreate this ecosystem?


    I don’t know. How would you recreate another Silicon Valley? This reminds me of JAY-Z’s first verse on Lost One (ft Chrisette Michele): ‘I heard mother***ers sayin’ they made Hov Made Hov say, “Okay, so, make another Hov.” ’


    JAY-Z’s words ring so true here because it’s supremely hard to get this right. There are so many variables. So many things need to go right.


    But here’s what I, as a 23-year-old, would do:


    Assemble The Avengers: Get the first few people wrong on the team and the culture is ruined. The hub will fail to attract the young techies and entrepreneurs who’ll give life to the space and it will die as a fancy building and a waste of public funds.


    So you need to find the right people: High intelligence, high integrity and high energy people. Be highly selective with the first ten people. Select people who’d be doing this type of work regardless of whether the new innovation hub existed or not. Because these people are truly in it for life. They see this as a life calling. These people give their heart. They’re the polar opposite of a parasite.


    Then what you do next, once you have these people on the bus is:


    Empower these people with the freedom, money and influence they need in order to do their job. McLean clearly did this VERY well.


    ‘It doesn’t make sense to hire smart people and tell them what to do; we hire smart people so they can tell us what to do.’ 


    – Steve Jobs


    That’s all. From there, Godspeed.


    ___________


    Chapter Summary/Key Takeaways


    With hindsight, as I reflect on my tenure as CEO of The Innovation Hub, I realise that it was by God’s Grace that we were able to do what we did and make a difference to the Provincial and National Systems of Innovation. Early on it was evident to me that it was important to make The Innovation Hub synonymous with catalysing innovation and create an enabling environment. My initial challenge was communicating this vision to staff that had seen a high turnover of CEOs, and some that had acted as CEO as well. I have included musings of Reabetswe Bodiba, who was 17 years old when he had his first experience of The Innovation Hub in 2014. His experience is one that I believed then, as I do now, should be that of many other young Africans and innovators, building innovations that would have an impact on society at large.
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