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Reach for the stars
South Africa’s science minister Naledi Pandor tells Eleni Courea how EU-African 
Union collaboration has been vital for science on the continent.

Abidjan is the capital of Ivory Coast in all but name. On 
an average day, government officials and captains of 
industry cross paths with tourists who have come to see 
the “Manhattan of the tropics”. In November, top politi-
cians from Europe and Africa came into the mix, meeting 
in Abidjan for the fifth African Union-EU Summit.

The summit, which has been held at irregular inter-
vals since 2000, is a core part of the EU’s relationship 
with Africa. This year’s session focused on investing in 
young people, and Naledi Pandor, South Africa’s science 
minister, is keen to stress its importance for scientific 
cooperation between Europe and Africa.

“We’ve been very lucky in that over several years, we’ve 
managed to both obtain and sustain good relations with 
the European Commission through the summit—especial-
ly in science and innovation,” she told Research Europe.

Pandor’s role is important not just for her country but 
for Africa as a whole. South Africa is its scientific power-
house, demonstrating the transformational effect that 
good policies can have. Besides the occasional appear-
ance from Egypt, South Africa is the only country on 
the continent whose universities feature among the top 
400 in global rankings. And its government is one of 
the leaders of the Square Kilometre Array, an ambitious 
initiative to build the world’s largest radio telescope, 
capable of detecting stars billions of light years away. 
When Research Europe last spoke to Pandor in 2010, 
South Africa was still at the bidding stage; now much of 
the telescope is set to be built in the country. 

In South Africa’s ascent up the scientific ranks, par-
ticipation in the EU’s huge Horizon 2020 funding scheme 
has been vital. “We’ve been very fortunate to have our 
researchers participate in several projects and win a num-
ber of awards,” she said. South Africa is keen for other 
countries on the continent to share in its success, and is 
helping other governments to set up contact points for 

researchers to inquire about opportunities. 
But the onus is not just on African 

countries, she said: “The EU hasn’t given 
sufficient attention to engaging the rest of 
the African content and those in the south 
who may not be aware of Horizon 2020.” 

Horizon 2020 has received a lot of criti-
cism for its insularity. The Commission 
published a progress report in 2017 that 
bolstered these accusations with hard 
stats. Participation from countries that are 

not full or associate members of the programme was just 
1.9 per cent in Horizon 2020, compared with 3.6 per cent 
under its predecessor Framework 7. 

Pandor hopes Framework 9 will boost international 
participation. “We’re hoping to have a much more delib-
erate discussion on how the EU will collaborate with the 
developing world,” she said. 

Turning to South Africa’s domestic policy, Pandor 
expressed regret that the country invests only 0.78 per 
cent of its GDP in R&D. A target to reach 1 per cent by 
2008 was missed by a wide margin. “It is a problem and 
a concern for us, it is something that we constantly  
discuss with our government,” she said. She is pressing 
on, aiming to double South Africa’s R&D allocation to 
1.5 per cent of GDP by 2020. 

Another priority is to improve diversity in science in 
a context where the effects of apartheid can still be felt. 
“When you’ve had 50 years of oppression, 20 years of 
freedom cannot resolve it,” Pandor said. The government 
is focusing its resources so that more young black people 
can pursue masters and PhDs, and more girls can go into 
science, engineering and technology, she said.

Pandor has tried to improve the gender makeup of top 
academics at public universities. In 2014, the majority 
were men. “I decided to launch a new call where all the 
chairs would be offered to women researchers,” Pandor 
said. “They told me: ‘Minister, there aren’t women—
you’re not going to get these chairs filled.” But filled they 
were, after the call got 60 good applications for 42 posi-
tions. “It was a very telling moment,” said Pandor.

Other developing countries looking to bolster their 
scientific credentials can learn from South Africa’s expe-
rience. According to Pandor, the most important thing 
is having the right policy framework. For two decades 
South African science has been driven by a 1996 white 
paper, she said. “It set out the focus areas, the core 
disciplines, the shape of institutions, and raised one 
very important thing—the value of using a country’s 
geographic advantage as a means of enhancing R&D.” 
In South Africa’s case, the wealth of remote and radio-
silent areas made it the perfect candidate to host the 
Square Kilometre Array. 

Pandor is now urging other African countries to initi-
ate their own governmental processes and engage more 
with the EU’s research funds. That is her vision for turn-
ing the entire continent into a scientific powerhouse.
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