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Introduction
KwaZulu-Natal’s innovation landscape presents a complex picture of 
progress and persistent challenges. As South Africa’s second-largest 
contributor to national GDP (15.9%), the province plays a crucial role in 
the country’s innovation ecosystem. This snapshot examines the state 
of innovation across five key categories: People, Investment, Infra-
structure, Ecosystem, and Impact.

The province demonstrates distinctive characteristics: a youthful de-
mographic profile (median age 28), the highest proportion of semi-skilled 
workers nationally (50.3%), and significant spatial economic disparities. 
These factors create both opportunities and challenges for innovation 
development.

This report provides a comprehensive yet focused analysis of Kwa-
Zulu-Natal’s innovation capacity, examining 51 indicators across 15 
sub-categories to identify key trends, challenges, and opportunities for 
strategic intervention.

Methodology
The analysis employs a systematic framework encompassing:
Framework Structure:
•	 5 Categories, 15 Sub-categories and 51 Indicators

Data Sources:
•	 Higher Education Management Information System (HEMIS)
•	 Department of Science and Innovation (DSI) surveys
•	 Statistics South Africa (Stats SA)
•	 Independent Communications Authority of South Africa (ICASA)
•	 Department of Basic Education (DBE) reports
•	 National Advisory Council on Innovation (NACI)

Selection Criteria:
•	 Provincial-level data availability
•	 Regular and systematic data collection
•	 Relevance to innovation measurement
•	 Comparative analysis capability
•	 Longitudinal tracking possibility



Results
People Indicators



1. Provincial R&D Expenditure
•	 Share of National R&D: 9.7% (down from 10.2% in 

2016/17)
•	 R&D Intensity: 0.45% of PGDP
•	 Sectoral Distribution: 

	o Higher Education: 39.6%
	o Business: 28.6%
	o Science Councils: 15%
	o Not-for-Profit: 9%
	o Government: 7.8%

Investment Indicators

3. Higher Education R&D
•	 Investment Level: R1.47 billion (2021/22)
•	 Peak Investment: R1.65 billion (2018/19)
•	 Share of National HE R&D: 10.3%
•	 Institutional Distribution: Concentrated in major universities

2. Business Sector R&D
•	 Current Investment: R1.06 billion (2021/22)
•	 Peak Investment: R1.68 billion (2017/18)
•	 Lowest Point: R821 million (2020/21)
•	 Share of National Business R&D: 7.8% (down from 11.7%)



Infrastructure Indicators

1. Digital Infrastructure
•	 Mobile Internet Access: 78.5% (highest nationally)
•	 Urban-Rural Divide: 

	o Home Internet: 12.9% urban vs 0.4% rural
	o 5G Coverage: 66% urban vs 5% rural

3. Communication Infrastructure
•	 Schools with Communication Facilities: 97.2%
•	 LTE Device Growth: 2 million (2018) to 12 million 

(2023)
•	 Public WiFi Access: 7.8%
•	 Internet Café Access: 9.6%

2. School Infrastructure
•	 Libraries: 26.1% of schools
•	 Laboratories: 13.5% of schools
•	 Computer Centres: 34.9% of schools
•	 Internet for Teaching: 9.8% of schools



Ecosystem Indicators
1. Innovation Support Infrastructure
•	 Total Support Organisations: 9 (4th nationally)
•	 Technology Stations: 2
•	 Living Labs: 3 (highest nationally)
•	 Science Park: 1
•	 Innovation Co-Lab: 1
•	 MLab: 1 (only province besides Gauteng)

3. Geographic Distribution
•	 Provincial Ranking: 4th (behind Gauteng-22, EC-10, WC-9)
•	 Urban Concentration: 78% of facilities
•	 Rural Access: Limited support infrastructure
•	 Regional Disparities: Significant gaps in smaller 
     centres

2. Support Infrastructure Gaps
•	 No Fab Laboratories
•	 Limited University-based Incubators (1)
•	 No Ekasi Labs (compared to 10 in Gauteng)
•	 Concentration in urban areas



Impact Indicators
1. High-Technology Sector Employment
•	 Growth Rate: +4.35% (2013-2022) 
•	 Provincial Ranking: 3rd nationally 
•	 Share of National Employment: 13.4% 
•	 Sectoral Resilience: Maintained growth through COVID-19

3. Low-Technology Sector Employment
•	 Decline Rate: -8.92% (2013-2022) 
•	 Current Employment: 141,817 (2022) 
•	 Provincial Ranking: 2nd nationally 
•	 Structural Changes: Potential shift towards higher technology 

sectors  

2. Medium-Technology Sector Employment
•	 Overall Trend: -6.85% decline (2013-2022) 
•	 Provincial Position: 2nd largest employer nationally 
•	 Employment Numbers: 124,328 (2022) 
•	 Impact of Disruptions: Significant COVID-19 effects



The analysis reveals several critical patterns in KwaZulu-Natal’s 
innovation landscape:

1. Educational Pipeline Strengths and Weaknesses
•	 Strong basic education foundation (89.5% NSC pass rate)
•	 Critical gaps in technical education (TVET completion rates 

falling to 33%)
•	 Concentrated research capacity (UKZN contributing 74.8% of 

outputs)
•	 Need for broader distribution of research capabilities

2. Investment Patterns and Concerns
•	 Declining share of national R&D (9.7%, down from 10.2%)
•	 Low R&D intensity (0.45% of PGDP)
•	 Heavy reliance on higher education sector (39.6%)
•	 Weak business sector contribution (28.6%)

3. Infrastructure Disparities
•	 Significant urban-rural digital divide
•	 Strong mobile connectivity (78.5%)
•	 Limited educational technology infrastructure
•	 Need for expanded innovation support facilities

4. Ecosystem Development
•	 Moderate innovation support infrastructure
•	 Gaps in technical support facilities
•	 Strong in specific areas (Living Labs)
•	 Need for greater geographical distribution

5. Economic Transformation Indicators
•	 Growth in high-technology employment (+4.35%)
•	 Decline in traditional manufacturing
•	 Emerging knowledge economy transition
•	 Need for balanced sector development

Main Takeaways



Conclusion

KwaZulu-Natal’s innovation landscape shows both promising 
developments and significant challenges requiring strategic 
intervention. The province demonstrates strength in basic 
education and mobile connectivity but faces critical gaps in 
technical education, R&D investment, and rural infrastruc-
ture access.

Key priorities should include:
•	 Strengthening technical education pathways
•	 Increasing private sector R&D investment
•	 Addressing urban-rural innovation disparities
•	 Expanding innovation support infrastructure
•	 Supporting knowledge-economy transition

Success will require coordinated action across government, 
academia, industry, and civil society, with particular atten-
tion to ensuring inclusive access to innovation opportunities 
across all communities.




