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Research leadership

is on the rise in Africa:
the DELTAS Africa case hosted by the Science for
Africa Foundation in Nairobi, Kenya

For a considerable time, research and development collaborations
with Africa emanating from the north have not specifically concent-
rated on elite scientists’ leadership, training and team development.
This created a drop-off cliff within the pipeline for talented scientists,
hindering the growth of robust and sustainable research ecosystems.
Further, Africa-driven, Africa-focused pursuits delivered by those clo-
sest to the problem have been minimised. This outlook presents an
example of a research programme that nurtures research leaders and
enhances intra-African collaborations—a novel approach for instance
directly linked ro the discovery of the Omicron virus. The Developing
Excellence in Leadership, Training, Science in Africa (DELTAS
Africa) programme is funded by Wellcome and the UK Foreign,
Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO). The first phase,
started over a decade ago, supported 11 consortia across 54 institu-

tions in 24 countries and was implemented through the Alliance for
Accelerating Excellence in Science in Africa (AESA), the program-
matic arm of the African Academy of Sciences (AAS). The second
phase supports 14 consortia spanning 75 institutions across 36 coun-
tries, is connected to global pariners, and is implemented by the Sci-
ence for Africa Foundation (SFA). As of 2025, DELTAS Africa has
supported over 1,167 Fellows, thus strengthening research capacity
and developing research leaders who conduct cutting-edge research
in areas such as priority infectious diseases, climate change, and
NCDs. This new crop of research leaders collaborates globally and
does not depend only on local funding. DELTAS Africa is contribu-
ting to the broader transformation of Africa’s research ecosystem, the-
refore enhancing global health security.
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Introduction

Research funding, equitable collaboration,
impactful research, global research contri-
bution, and research leadership are some
of the issues of concern when it comes to
the research and innovation space in
Africa. Despite commendable efforts in
defining the research and innovation
agenda through the Science Technology
and Innovation Strategy for Africa
(STISA), the African Union does not ded-
icate funds to ensure its implementation.
The majority of African governments al-
locate less than 1% of their GDP to re-
search and development, compared to the
global average of 2.2%. STISA 2034 is
geared towards driving a knowledge-based
society where agriculture, health, ICT and
energy take priority in ensuring prosperity
for all. Yet only South Africa, through its
National Research Foundation, will part-
ner with the International Development
Research Centre (IDRC) to support its
implementation. The IDRC provides
US$36 million up to 2030 for the Science
Granting Council initiative which is
aimed at building the capacity of 20
African countries in the management of
research. IDRC is supported by other
partners that include the UK’s Foreign,
Commonwealth Development Office
(FCDO), Norway, and Wellcome.

Equitable collaboration and impactful re-
search are complex topics: truly Africa-fo-
cused research must prioritize the
continent's needs, yet external funding
does not always, and is not obligated to,
align with those priorities. The aspirations
of an even playing field for research col-
laboration have largely been outlined in
the Africa Charter for Transformative Re-
search Collaborations. However, Africa
has not yet begun to explore its full po-
tential and focus on challenges unique to
the continent to enable the requisite shift
that should result in research and devel-
opment to meet its own needs. The con-
tinent’s own initiatives and funding
should for example tackle the health chal-
lenges it faces and forge a developmental
path that should lead to industries and
jobs for its increasingly youthful popula-
tion.

Generally, research metrics that include
global contribution, patents filed, number
of researchers, and funding do not present
the continent in a good light, although
the jury is still out with respect to meas-
uring impact based on metrics that might
not change the life of the ordinary
African. It is however transformational and
encouraging to see partners such as Well-
come and the UK’s FCDO choose to sup-
port good, Africa-focused and Africa-
driven science. The DELTAS Africa pro-
gramme is one of a kind and worthy of
being showcased as an example that demon-
strates that the level of scientific inquiry
knows no geographical borders and that
knowledge can be generated in environ-
ments where its production is supported.

DELTAS Africa: Developing Africa’s
future generation of science leaders
DELTAS Africa is a long-term, multimil-
lion-dollar initiative launched in 2015 to
support collaborative consortia led by
Africa-based scientists to amplify Africa-
led development of world-class research
and scientific leaders on the continent,
while strengthening African institutions.
This long-term funding has allowed con-
sortia to focus on scientific questions for
more than 15 years—while hosting a cat-
alytic platform for additional investments
into priority areas in some cases. The pro-
gramme builds elite scientific leadership
capabilities, cascading them into emerging
scientific team leaders within the consor-
tia’s hub-and-spoke model.

Funded by Wellcome and FCDO and im-
plemented by the Science for Africa Foun-
dation (SFA Foundation), DELTAS Africa
programmes seck to produce researchers
who will drive locally relevant and high-
quality health research that makes an impact
on science, policy and practice in Africa
and contributes to improved health and
development on the continent. The first
phase (DELTAS Africa I) supported 11
consortia across 54 institutions in 24 coun-
tries. Building on this momentum, DELTAS
Africa IT (2023-2027) now supports 14
consortia spanning 75 institutions across
36 countries, anchored in 57 African insti-
tutions and connected to global partners.



A network driving research excellence
across Africa

In response to Africa’s evolving health and
development challenges, DELTAS Africa
programmes focus on key scientific priority
areas which include infectious and non-
communicable diseases, mental health, ge-
nomics, climate and health, and health
systems, using multidisciplinary approaches
that integrate biomedical, clinical, epi-
demiological, and social science research,
as shown in Table 1.

Academic internationalisation

outlook

Across the African continent, health sys-
tems navigate a complex and evolving
landscape, and the DELTAS Africa pro-
gramme positions African scientists and
institutions at the forefront of generating
solutions that are locally relevant and
globally significant. Through a network of
multidisciplinary consortia, the pro-
gramme strengthens scientific leadership,
advances research excellence, and builds
the capacity required to address Africa’s
most pressing health challenges.

Table 1: DELTAS programmes, showing their focus areas and responsible consortia.

Country Scientific focus area Consortia*

Cote d’lvoire One Health Afrique One-REACH
Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs)

Ethiopia Cancer Research & Development REACCT-CAN
Kenya Neuroscience ALMA

Zimbabwe Mental Health AMARI

Genomics and Infectious Diseases

Ghana Mechanisms of Pathogen Diseases and NCDs WACCBIP I

Mali Malaria and Antimicrobial Resistance DELGEME Plus

Multi Disease

Kenya Health Systems CARTA 2025
Kenya Data Analysis of African Morbidity and Mortality IDeAL
Infectious Diseases and Neglected Tropical Diseases (NTDs)

South Africa HIV/TB and Emerging Pathogens SANTHE 2.0
Senegal Malaria Control MARCAD Plus
Tunisia NTDs - Leishmaniasis ALC

Climate and Social Sciences

South Africa Climate and Health CASCADE
South Africa Climate and Habitability CzASE
Biostatistics

South Africa Biostatistics for Population Health SSACAB Il

“Afrique One Research Excellence for African Challenges in Health (Afrique One-REACH); Research
and Excellence in African Capacity to Control and Treat Cancer (REACCT-CAN); African Leadership
for Measuring brain health in children and adolescents (ALMA); Sub-Saharan Africa Consortium for
advanced biostatistics (SSACAB), African Mental Health Research Initiative (AMARI); Critical Zones
Africa South & East (CzASE), Cascading Climate and Health Risks in African Cities (CASCADE), Afri-
can Leishmaniases consortium (ALC), Malaria & Neglected Tropical Diseases Research Capacity
Development in West and Central Africa (MARCAD), Sub-Saharan African Network for TB/HIV Rese-
arch Excellence (SANTHE), Initiative to Develop African Research Leaders (IDeAL), Consortium for
Advanced Research Training in Africa (CARTA), Developing Excellence in Leadership and Genomics
Training for Malaria Elimination and Antimicrobial Resistance control in Africa (DELGEME), West Af-
rican Centre for Cell Biology of Infectious Pathogens (WACCBIP).

Discovery and Enabling Science

At the foundation of this effort is a strong
emphasis on discovery science, which is
critical to understanding disease patterns
that disproportionately affect African
populations. DELTAS Africa advances re-
search in disease biology, genomics, and
environmental health fields that are essen-
tial for developing targeted interventions.
Consortia such as SANTHE and WAC-
CBIP deepen knowledge in HIV im-
munology
contributing to the global understanding
of infectious diseases while ensuring

and  pathogen biology,

African populations are represented in sci-
entific data.

Similarly, DELGEME and MARCADDPlus
from West Africa generate new insights
into the transmission and dynamics of
malaria, a disease that continues to pose a
major public health threat across the con-
tinent. Afrique One-REACH adopts a
One Health approach, recognising the in-
terconnectedness of human, animal, and
ecosystem health in addressing emerging
and re-emerging discases. Collectively,
these efforts not only expand Africa’s con-
tribution to global science but also
strengthen critical capacity in genomics
and bioinformatics across the region.

Translational and Clinical Research
Beyond discovery, DELTAS Africa ensures
that scientific breakthroughs are translated
into tangible health benefits. The pro-
gramme supports research that bridges the
gap between laboratory findings and real-
world applications, with a focus on im-
proving patient care and health outcomes.
REACCT-CAN in Ethiopia advances
cancer research across the continuum,
from early detection to treatment and
care, addressing a growing burden of non-
communicable diseases in Africa.

ALMA in Kenya generates evidence on
maternal mental health interventions, an
often-overlooked area with significant im-
plications for both maternal and child
health. Meanwhile, IDeAL, also from
Kenya, is strengthening clinical research
and health systems capacity, ensuring that
innovations are effectively integrated into
healthcare delivery. Together these initia-
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tives help to ensure that research con-
ducted in Africa leads directly to im-
healthcare

proved,  context-specific

solutions.

Population, Behavioural, and Health
Systems Research

Recognising that health outcomes are
shaped by a complex interplay of social,
behavioural, and factors,
DELTAS Africa also invests in population
and health systems research. AMARI from
Zimbabwe strengthens mental health re-

systemic

search capacity and systems, addressing a
critical and often under-resourced area of
public health. CARTA continues to play
a pivotal role in advancing doctoral train-
ing and population health research, build-
ing a pipeline of African researchers
equipped to tackle the continent’s health
challenges.

In parallel, consortia such as CASCADE
and CzASE from South Africa examine
the health impacts of climate change, in-
cluding the effects of environmental shifts
on disease patterns and vulnerable popu-
lations. This body of work reflects a grow-
ing recognition of Africa’s shifting disease
burden and the urgent need to integrate
climate considerations into health re-
search and policy.

Building Africa’s Next Generation of
Research Leaders

Across the continent, building a pool of
qualified researchers is essential to address-
ing complex health and development
challenges. The DELTAS Africa pro-
gramme contributes by supporting struc-
tured training, mentorship, and career
progression for researchers at different
stages, helping to develop globally com-

petitive African scientists.

The programme has supported 1,167 fel-
lows across the research training pipeline
to-date, including 379 Master’s fellows,
371 PhD fellows, and 149 postdoctoral
fellows, alongside additional trainees par-
ticipating in specialized training pro-
grammes, indicating progress toward
gender inclusion, while highlighting the
need for continued efforts to achieve par-

ity.

Fellows are increasingly taking on leader-
ship roles, contributing to teaching, su-
pervising postgraduate students and
strengthening institutional capacity across
Africa. They are equipped with both tech-
nical and transferable skills, including re-
search methodologies, data analysis,
scientific communication, and leadership,
alongside training in research ethics and
responsible conduct. Mentorship remains
central to the programme, with Fellows
benefiting from academic supervision,
peer support, and cross-institutional guid-
ance. This integrated approach is building
a pipeline of skilled researchers and rein-
forcing Africa’s research ecosystem.

Strengthening Research Systems and
Infrastructure to Advance Scientific
Excellence in Africa

Strengthening research infrastructure re-
mains a critical pillar in advancing Africa’s
leadership and  capacity.
DELTAS Africa-supported programmes

have invested in laboratory facilities, ana-

scientific

lytical platforms, and data management
systems to support high-quality, multidis-
ciplinary research across the continent.
For instance, SANTHE 2.0 has enhanced
laboratory and research infrastructure for
infectious disease research and training at
its partner institution in Cameroon, while
WACCBIP has strengthened genomic
and bioinformatics platforms to enable
advanced molecular research. Afrique
One-REACH has further expanded this
landscape by promoting One Health re-
search through integrated, multidiscipli-
nary environmental health studies across
its network. Complementary investments
in research administration, grant manage-
ment, data systems, and shared facilities
have reinforced institutional capacity and
efficiency.

Alongside these infrastructure gains,
DELTAS Africa-supported institutions
maintain strong adherence to national
and international ethical and regulatory
standards. Country-specific expertise is
embedded in research management
processes to ensure compliance with insti-
tutional review requirements and gover-
nance frameworks. This integrated
approach not only safeguards research in-



tegrity but also ensures that scientific ad-
vancements are conducted responsibly

and aligned with local and global stan-
dards.

Human Impact: Science Improving
Lives
Behind the data real lives are transformed.
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In South Africa, SANTHE began with
mechanistic studies in HIV host—viral in-
teractions that subsequently led it to be-
come the leading partner in the Africa
HIV Cure Consortium (AHCC). They
are currently championing HIV cure re-
search in the region through facilitating
country-specific HIV cure agendas.

In Echiopia, researchers under the umbrella
of the REACCT-CAN consortium are de-
veloping a low-cost HPV self-sampling kit,
enabling women to screen for cervical can-
cer privately and comfortably. This inno-
vation addresses cultural and structural
barriers to screening, thereby supporting
earlier detection and saving lives.

HPV self-sampling kit-: A low-cost HPV self-sampling solution under development by scientists from the REACCT-CAN consortium in Ethiopia aims to
transform cervical cancer screening in sub-Saharan Africa, advancing the WHO’s goal of eliminating cervical cancer by 2030.
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Buruli ulcer-: Researchers from the Afrique One-REACH Consortium in Cote d’lvoire have develo-
ped an integrated wound-healing model for Buruli ulcer that combines nutritional, psychosocial
and clinical interventions, to help reduce healing time of patients.

In Cote d’Ivoire, scientists from the
Afrique One REACH consortium have
developed a holistic approach to treating
Buruli ulcer, by combining clinical care,
nutrition, and psychosocial support. This
model reduces healing time, lowers costs,
and helps patients return to their commu-
nities with dignity.

These stories reflect a broader shift:
African-led science that is responsive, in-
clusive, and grounded in local realities.

Perspective in Closing the Gaps in
Africa’s Research Ecosystem

While DELTAS Africa has made signifi-
cant strides in strengthening scientific ex-


https://youtu.be/iKo91pARsDM?si=-ltzf-PUW-jDryec

cellence and addressing the continent’s

health challenges, key gaps and opportu-

nities remain for further investment:

— Linking innovation and research commer-
cialisation to drive development in Africa.
While the programme has generated
high-quality research and innovation,
stronger pathways are needed to trans-
late these outputs into scalable products,
services, and enterprises. Investing in
technology transfer, industry partner-
ships, and innovation ecosystems will be
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critical to ensure that research con-
tributes more directly to economic
growth and job creation.

— Plugging the gender gap in African-led
research. Despite progress, gender dis-
parities persist in research leadership
and career progression. Targeted sup-
port is needed to strengthen the pipeline
of women scientists, remove structural
barriers, and ensure equitable access to
funding, mentorship, and leadership
opportunities.

— Strengthening institutions across the con-
tinent through further investment in the
hub-and-spoke model. The hub-and-
spoke model has proven effective in
supporting centres of excellence and ex-
tending capacity across partner institu-
tions. Expanding this approach can
further strengthen emerging institu-
tions in non-traditional research coun-
tries, promote knowledge exchange,
and ensure more equitable distribution
of research capacity across regions.

— Expanding the reach of the programme to
Lusophone African countries. Lusophone
countries remain underrepresented in
many continental research initiatives.
Expanding DELTAS Africa’s footprint
into these contexts would promote in-
clusivity, strengthen regional collabora-
tion, and unlock untapped research
potential.

— Translating research to influence the
ecosystem through policy. While strong
progress has been made, more deliberate
investment is needed to bridge the gap
between research and policy. Strength-
ening science-policy engagement, Com-
munication, and uptake mechanisms
will ensure that evidence more consis-
tently informs decision-making and
drives systemic change.

Conclusion

As Africa continues to navigate complex
and evolving health and development
challenges, strengthening the continent’s
scientific leadership and research ecosys-
tem remains both an urgent priority and
a strategic investment in its future.
DELTAS Africa demonstrates the trans-
formative potential of sustained, Africa-
led investment in research, training,
mentorship, and institutional capacity.

Over the past decade, the programme has
contributed to building a growing net-
work of scientists, institutions, and re-
search platforms that generate locally
relevant knowledge, advance innovation,
and influence health outcomes across the
continent. Beyond scientific outputs,
DELTAS Africa is nurturing a new gener-
ation of African research leaders equipped
to drive discovery, shape policy, strengthen
health systems, and respond to emerging
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challenges with solutions grounded in
African realities.

While significant gaps remain in research
funding, infrastructure, gender equity, in-
novation translation, and policy uptake,
DELTAS Africa provides a strong founda-
tion for what sustained and collaborative
investment in African science can achieve.
Continued support for African-led re-
search ecosystems will be essential not

only for advancing health and develop-
ment on the continent, but also for
strengthening global scientific progress
and health security.
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