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In the past decade South Africa has become one of the leading markets of interest in the
continent of Africa. Many observers believe that it will be the industrial pioneer for the region, as
it is in a stronger economic position that many of its neighbours. At present, South Africa has
the largest economy in Africa, accounting for over 30% of the continent's GDP and the
government is keen to use this as an advantage in developing industries that will allow it to

compete internationally” .

Healthcare ambiguity

Improving public healthcare access is a major priority for the South African government and it is
under considerable pressure to deliver on its promises in this area. Despite some advances in
expanding access, there remains a large proportion of the population that lack basic healthcare
services. The public healthcare challenges are illustrated by figures from the World Health
Organization (WHO) showing that even in the 21* century, life expectancy at birth is still only 47

years for males and 49 years for females.

Figure 1. Total expenditure on health as % of GDP
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At present, South African healthcare comprises of a highly sophisticated private system that
serves a section of the population who are wealthy enough to afford its services and an over-

stretched public system, upon which most of the population relies®. The public healthcare
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system is funded at federal (20%) and provincial (80%) levels, but the service offered to the
public tends to vary on location®. Despite increasing investment, many public hospitals are
characterised by lengthy waiting lists, overcrowding and a shortage of medical supplies. There
is also a shortage of appropriately qualified staff and this situation is not helped by healthcare
personnel continuing to seek careers abroad rather than stay in the country. For example, in
2003, the UK approved 5,880 work permits for health and medical personnel from South
Africa®.

Yet concentrating on the state of the public healthcare system does not give a complete picture
of South Africa. The fact is that South Africa has well-established and admired medical research
credentials deriving from its private system and the work of its expatriate researchers. For
example, it was the location for the first human heart transplant in 1967 and the computed axial
tomography scan, or CAT scan, was co-developed by the South African physicist Allan
Cormack™®. More recently, the University of Cape Town (UCT) became South Africa’s
candidate to host the International Centre for Genetic Engineering and Biotechnology (6). This
R22 million laboratory is only the third of its kind in the world®. The main healthcare focus of the

Institute will be biotech initiatives aimed at HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria®.

Figure 3. Human Resources for Health
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Therefore the problem for South Africa is how to use the foundations of its more promising
institutions to boost the services and deliverables across its public sector. At the very least, the
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Regional pioneer

One of the specified aims in the South African National Biotech Strategy is to direct some of the
domestic biotech R&D effort towards areas of unmet medical need. This would allow it to
become less dependent on outside research efforts. All BRICS are being encouraged to invest
in relevant projects, and it is hoped that they will eventually attract foreign interest in their work.
For example, there has been foreign interest in the bioinformatics approaches being used by
South African research groups for areas such as AIDS, dengue fever, tuberculosis and other
tropical diseases”?. The South African AIDS Vaccine Initiative (SAAVI) which was established
in 1999 to coordinate the research, development and testing of HIV/AIDS vaccines in South
Africa. SAAVI works with a range of national and international partners, but focuses primarily on
the development of subtype C HIV/AIDS vaccines (as HIV subtype C accounts for over 90% of
infections in the southern African region)(zs). SAAVI's expertise will be important for testing

vaccines developed by the companies funded by the BRICs.

South Africa’s efforts to develop its biotech sector can serve as a useful example for developing
countries around the world. Africa could benefit enormously from biotech advances, both from
an economic standpoint and in terms of health improvements for the local populations. In July
2005, the African Union announced that it was setting up a biotechnology advisory panel(24’. In
the biomedical field, the panel hopes to draw upon the expertise of South Africa’s emerging

biotech sector®®.

The country is also keen to make an international impression and so in October 2005 it hosted a
bio and medical technologies conference called Lifesparks 2005. The event was primarily
funded by the Innovation Fund, a government initiative, to promote the biotech sector and
enable prospective entrepreneurs to meet with potential business partners®). The Innovation
Fund also showcased thirty of its biotechnology projects(zs). Events such as these will be
important to demonstrate to an international audience that the emerging South African biotech

sector is innovative and represents a potential source of new medicines.
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