
 
 

 

Building South Africa’s Knowledge Economy  

 

12:00-12:15 Opening Remarks: Department of Science and Technology Representative 

12:15-12:30 Brief Intro on NEF Africa Science Week: Pelly Malebe  

12:30-13:15 Panel Discussion 

Moderator: Prof Bernard Slippers, University of Pretoria, South Africa 

Panellists:  

NRF Representative: Michael Nxumalo 

SAYAS Representative: Dr Thobela Nkukwana 

The Innovation Hub Representative: Dr Chamunorwa Togo 

J&J Research Africa: Kirti Narsai 

13:15-13:30 Questions from Audience & Answers from Panellists. 

13:30-13:45 Closing Remarks: Department of Science and Technology Representative 

13:45- 15:00 Lunch 

 

Panel  

 

Moderator: Prof Bernard Slippers. University of Pretoria 

Prof Slippers is one of the core team members of the Tree Protection Co-operative Programme 

and Centre of Excellence in Tree Health Biotechnology at the Forestry and Agricultural 

Biotechnology Institute (FABI).  He has received wide recognition for his research, including 

a President's Award from the National Research Foundation and the Southern African 

Association for the Advancement of Science, British Association Medal (Silver).  He has 



 
published more than 100 papers, one edited book and number of chapters. He received a NRF-

rating of B1. Prof Slippers is a Next Einstein Forum Scientific Programme Committee Member. 

 

Panellist: Dr Chamunorwa Togo, General Manager: Innovation, Sectors & Industry 

Development. The Innovation Hub 

 

Dr Togo’s educational background: BSc Hons and MSc at the University of Zimbabwe as wll 

as a PhD in Biochemistry/Biotechnology - Rhodes University. His professional skills include 

Microbiology, Biochemistry,applied research, biosensor designing and nanotechnology. He 

forms part of the Executive Team at the Innovation Hub as a General Manager: Innovation, 

Sectors & Industry Development. 

 

Panellist: Michael Nxumalo, Director, International Relations and Cooperation (IRC). 

National Research Foundation 

 

Michael Nxumalo is the Director for Africa Cooperation and Multilateral Engagements 

portfolio at the National Research Foundation. He is currently managing the implementation 

of joint research projects arising from S&T agreements signed by the Department of Science 

and Technology on the African continent. 

His previous engagements include working as a Geophysicist at the Council for Scientific and 

Industrial Research (CSIR). He was one of the producers of the documentary ‘Journey into the 

White Desert’, a film that was shot in honour of the scientists that are doing work in Antarctica 

as part of the Internal Polar Year ( IPY) celebrations, 2008 - 2009.   

 



 
Panellist: Dr Thobela Nkukwana, University of Pretoria, SAYAS member  

 

Dr. Thobela Nkukwana is currently a Mono-gastric Nutrition Lecturer at the University of 

Pretoria (UP), Department of Animal and Wildlife Sciences. Prior to joining UP she worked 

as a Senior Researcher in Poultry Nutrition at the Agricultural Research Council (ARC) for 

almost three years. She obtained her BSc degree (Animal Science Production) at the University 

of the North, Turfloop (now Limpopo).  She then embarked on her MSc degree in Poultry 

Science at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, supervised by the world renowned and A-rated 

poultry scientist Prof. Rob Gous.  During her MSc studies, she worked as a Research Assistant 

at Ukulinga, UKZN; then worked as a Mono-gastric Nutritionist at NuTecSA (Pty) in 

Pietermaritzburg upon completion of her studies. She is a member of the South African Young 

Academy of Science (SAYAS) and the Organization for Women in Science for the Developing 

World (OWSD). 

 

Panellist: Kirti Narsai, Director for Government Affairs and Policy, Sub-Saharan Africa, 

Johnson & Johnson Medical 

 

Kirti currently holds the position of Director, Government Affairs & Policy at Johnson & 

Johnson. Previously she was Head: Scientific and Regulatory Affairs at the Pharmaceutical 

Industry Association of South Africa (PIASA), focusing on strategic scientific, health and 

pharmaceutical policy issues affecting pharmaceutical companies operating in South Africa 

and other African countries. Kirti has published several reports and submissions on policy 

issues affecting the pharmaceutical industry in South Africa. She was also a member of the 

IFPMA Code Compliance Network, which focuses on compliance and policy issues affecting 



 
pharmaceutical companies globally and has also been responsible for implementing Code 

compliance programmes at a company level. She is an author of several publications, including 

peer reviewed journal articles and industry reports. She is a member of the Institute of 

Directors, South Africa and ISPOR. Kirti is a qualified pharmacist, and also holds a 

M.Sc.(Pharmaceutics) (cum laude) and an MBA. She has 16 years of experience of working in 

various roles in the pharmaceutical industry and has won several awards during her career. 

Kirti is currently completing a PhD in Pharmaceutical Policy at the Utrecht University, 

Netherlands. 

 

Session summary 

There is a shift in the world’s economically advanced countries away from traditional 

manufacturing and service industries towards economies driven by knowledge and 

intellectual capital. This has led to a new focus on the role of information, technology and 

learning in economic performance. 

 

South Africa’s science and technology related policies aim to drive South Africa’s 

transformation to a knowledge-based economy. The panel will discuss the opportunities and 

challenges in building the country’s knowledge economy. 

Panellists will discuss the following: 

1. What does the knowledge economy mean for South Africa and the African continent? 

2. What are some of the growing trends in South Africa and Africa that are driving 

economic growth? Will South Africa become a precision medicine hub for example? 

3. A knowledge economy requires a growing pool of scientific talent? How is South Africa 

fairing in this regard? What can be improved?  

4. Has South Africa created the necessary environment for a thriving knowledge 

economy? How can we respond to ongoing challenges? 

5. Is increased global interconnectivity just worsening the digital divide? How do we 

ensure technological advances are serving local populations?  

6. South Africa is home to many global corporations, how can we empower local 

entrepreneurs who do not have the same connections and resources to compete?   

 


