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About the Design Innovation Seed Fund

The DISF provides grant funding on an 80:20 split to designers, inventors, entrepreneurs and product developers with pre-revenue innovative 
technologies and tech-enabled ideas and products, to help them take the next step towards commercialisation. These businesses are generally 
not able to raise funds easily from traditional banks or funding agencies because of the risks involved. The grant funding assists recipients to 
understand their opportunities by designing and building prototypes; and validating their assumptions around the technical and market-related 
challenges. The DISF is targeted at innovations between Technology Readiness Levels 3 and 7*. The grant funding enables businesses to 
reach important development milestones and assists them to unlock further investment from the private sector. As such it acts as a seed from 
which the innovator can nurture the growth of their idea.

The DISF is now managed by CDI Capital, a subsidiary of The Craft and Design Institute (CDI). CDI initiated the DISF in 2014, with investment 
and management funds respectively provided by the Technology Innovation Agency (TIA) and the Western Cape Department of Economic 
Development and Tourism. The DISF is a legacy project of the City of Cape Town’s designation as a World Design Capital in 2014, and the 
Western Cape Design Strategy prepared by the CDI for the Western Cape Government in 2012/13.

The CDI develops capable people and helps build responsible creative enterprises trading within local and international markets. The CDI has 
over 20 years of success in developing creative people, small businesses and the craft and design sector at large in South Africa. It currently 
supports over 5 700 businesses and individuals in South Africa. The CDI envisaged the DISF as an important intervention to unlock the 
commercialisation of new ideas and innovations.

Read more at: https://www.cdicapital.co.za/disf/

*Technology Readiness Level (TRL) Levels explained:

TRL DEFINITION

TRL 1 Basic principles observed

TRL 2 Technology concept formulated

TRL 3 Experimental proof of concept

TRL 4 Technology validated in lab

TRL 5 Technology validated in relevant environment (industrially relevant environment in the case of key enabling technologies)

TRL 6 Technology demonstrated in relevant environment (industrially relevant environment in the case of key enabling technologies)

TRL 7 System prototype demonstration in operational environment

TRL 8 System complete and qualified

TRL 9 Actual system proven in operational environment (competitive manufacturing in the case of key enabling technologies; or in space)

Since its launch in 2014, the DISF has managed R15,819,836.68 in grant funding from TIA; with 26 projects completed; 2 abandoned and 5 
currently underway. The portfolio has generated R139,982,240.00 in further investment, R71,960,000.00 in revenue and created 256 jobs.

This booklet highlights the following succes stories:

1. Aizatron
2. Cape Aerospace Technologies
3. Fusion
4. GoMetro
5. iComply
6. Karoo Bioscience
7. Lamprey Suction Dissector
8. Legal Connection
9. Optishunt
10. Smartblade
11. SwiftVee
12. Vula Mobile

https://www.cdicapital.co.za/disf/
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FOREWORD
Erica Elk

This ‘skin in the game’ keeps the team on track; it 
keeps them pragmatic and mindful as to how they use 
their resources. 

It takes a village
Innovators don’t work in isolation. Many problems 
are complex, and solutions require a variety of skills. 
The range of people and institutions involved in 
working with innovators is remarkable: universities, 
government/s, development agencies, the private 
sector, communities, other innovators etc. Accessing 
support and advice through expanding eco-systems is 
key. As Vula Mobile creator, Dr William Mapham, put it: 
“South Africa is a social nation and we just love to help 
each other. You will be surprised at how, just by asking, 
people will offer you support.” 

Leveraging 
The gift of someone else acknowledging your value 
(or potential value) and being prepared to put some 
money behind it, is possibly the greatest ‘gift’ that 
the DISF gave to the innovators. It built confidence in 
themselves and their ideas and processes. This in turn 
helped unlock additional support and funding. It ‘breaks 
the drought’ in the innovation journey for many of the 
participants. Nick Nevin of SmartBlade says: “Without 
the initial seed funding from DISF we would have had 
to put the project to bed … it’s high risk, early-stage 
medical tech.” The DISF funding helped them link with 
venture funders. ”DISF really provided us with the roots 
to grow,” he adds. 

Innovation leads to growth, and jobs 
Commercialisable innovations will lead to business 
and job growth. But it was not an indicator that we 
measured up front. We did not create this as a pressure 
for the innovator in the process. Ironically, not making 
this a precondition, is probably what freed up the 
innovators to meet this desired outcome. Just R15.8m in 
investment of DISF funding has enabled the innovators 
to leverage additional investments of R140m from the 
private and public sectors. Two hundred and fifty-six 
new jobs were created to date, and R72m revenue 

generated. And they are just getting started! 

Building brand South Africa 
The innovations are not just about South Africa, or for 
South Africa. Many have gone on to win global awards 
and expanded across national borders. Many are 
looking to apply their innovations across the continent 
and beyond. SmartBlade has launched internationally 
for example, and Go Metro is used in 10 countries and 
in over 60 cities already. 

Social and common good 
In the end, every single innovation in this booklet is 
contributing to a social and common good. This is not 
innovation or investment for its own sake or profit. We 
believe this proves the future of investing can indeed 
achieve the dual need of “good for business, and good 
for the planet and people”. 

A big thanks to the people who have made this 
possible: Ryan Rode who has held the process since 
taking it over, through CDI Capital, in 2017, and his 
predecessors, Winston Richards, Mariette Williams and 
Adrian Solomons who took the first steps in creating 
the systems. And, Eugene Newman, who helps ensure 
all our grant funding runs so smoothly. 

We thank the DISF Investment Committee members 
who have helped us over the years (Marlon Parker, 
Stuart Gast, Lizo Ntloko, Doug Sanyahumbi, Sharief 
Davids, Boipelo Sebesho, Charlene Steyn, Tshembani 
Khupane, Alexei Allie, Hein Koen, Nazeem Sterras, 
Dr Janine Chantson and Saberi Marais) – all of them 
brought tremendous expertise to the table to make the 
DISF a success. And, last but not least, thank you to 
Saberi Marais (TIA Business Development Manager 
for the Western and Northern Cape at the time) who 
shared the vision we had; and the teams at TIA (Vusi 
Skosana, Tshembani Khupane); and DEDAT (Jo-Ann 
Johnston, Bianca Mpahlaza-Schiff, and Alexei Allie). 

I think you’ll all be very proud of what you have 
helped create.

Erica Elk
Group CEO, Craft + Design Institute

The idea of a fund to support the development of good 
ideas and innovations was borne through conversations 
with TIA and DEDAT in early 2014 – the year the City of 
Cape Town was celebrating its designation as a World 
Design Capital. 

It was a pivotal moment in the ongoing conversation 
about how to foster an appreciation of design and local 
innovation, particularly with regard to the important role 
that it can play in unlocking new products, services and 
ideas across all sectors in the economy. And, it became 
a practical manifestation in response to the question 
the CDI was tasked with answering in its development 
of a Design Strategy for the Western Cape Government 
namely: How do we unlock innovation?

And so the DISF was born. Eight years on, thanks to our 
funding partners, a total investment of R15.8m has been 
made to accelerate local innovations, and I am proud to 
say we have many good stories to tell. 

Ask any innovator what holds them back from 
developing their new products and growing their 
business – and they will tell you: the resources that 
gives them the freedom to take the next steps. This 
is exactly what the DISF gave them – seeding their 
next phase and launching them on a path towards 
commercialisation. Very few of these fantastic South 
African inventions would have seen the light of day 
were it not for a fund like this. 

Reading through the cases, there are important 
ingredients for success we can share and which we 
continue to refine: 

The discipline of systems 
Many of the innovators speak of the value of the 
discipline and processes, established by our team in the 
managing of their grant allocation, that required them 
to put in place proper business systems and processes 
that have life beyond the fund. Each beneficiary had to 
develop their own intervention plan, with self-identified 
milestones and gateway indicators that unlock funding 

for particular services or tasks completed. Justin, from 
GoMetro, affirms this: “The DISF team set milestones 
and put measurables in place that kept the team well on 
track.”

There are no shortcuts 
Creating new products and services takes time. It’s 
a long journey … some things happen quickly; some 
things take a really long time. There is red tape. There 
are mis-steps and complications. Not everything goes 
as planned. And life happens. There is no recipe or one 
size fits all. 

Innovation needs space 
The DISF grant gives the innovator the most precious 
thing: breathing space to think, to design, prototype 
and test, to review, and to improve. The Fund lubricates 
the design and innovation process with care. Trust and 
being supportive is key; the intervention plan created is 
realistic for each innovator who is driving it. 

Innovation is high risk 
Innovations are often high risk. They are untested 
ideas in many cases and may not manifest in the way 
envisioned. But ‘failure’ can often lead to new ideas, 
modifications, better solutions. The space we create for 
innovation allows for this. It is creating a freedom with 
boundaries and discipline built in – a fine balance we 
have excelled at. 

Backing the right horse 
Back the innovator and their team – give them the 
support they need – but get out of their way and let 
them get on with the job. They know their area; they 
have years of expertise; they have technical skill and 
experience – the innovation arises from this deep 
knowledge and being embedded in a 
professional environment. 

Skin in the game 
The DISF grants operate on an 80:20 principle – we 
can provide 80% of the funds provided – but the 
entrepreneur/innovator needs to make up the balance. 
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FOREWORD
TIA Western Cape DEDAT

FOREWORD

An effective Regional Innovation System is important 
for enabling and driving the knowledge economy. As 
such, the Technology Innovation Agency (TIA), an 
entity of the Department of Science and Innovation 
(DSI), contributes to the dynamism of the innovation 
eco-system by facilitating the translation of our rich 
knowledge resource into sustainable socio-economic 
opportunities.

TIA aims to build strong partnerships and collaborations 
with public and private role players, to become an 
integral driving force within the National System 
Innovation (NSI) and to deliver impact on the South 
African Innovation Landscape. The TIA SEED Fund 
Programme is one of the funding instruments the 
agency uses for these collaborations. The SEED 
Fund forms partnership with Incubators and regional 
Development Agencies to support Small Medium and 
Micro Enterprises (SMMEs) and innovators translate 
their ideas into fundable technologies that can be 
commercialised.

TIA, through the Western Cape Department of 
Economic Development and Tourism, identified 
The Craft and Design Institute (CDI) as a key and 
suitable partner to provide an enabling and supportive 
environment where technology innovation can 
flourish in the Western Cape. The partnership plays 
an important role in promoting the Western Cape’s 
regional innovation systems and its impact will be 
experienced through the growth and strengthening of 
the local economy.

In 2014 the three partners implemented the ‘Design 
Innovation Seed Fund Programme’ whose goal is, 
among others, to identify deserving SMMEs and 
entrepreneurs in the technology innovation and design 
space that need funding to advance their technologies 
into commercial and developmental solutions. These 
entrepreneurs are supported to graduate their 
projects by prototyping and validating the technical 
and commercial assumptions. The aim is to attract 
additional funding to progress the development of 
the innovations and convert them into sustainable 
commercial products, processes and services that are 
market ready.

Through the partnership between TIA, Western Cape 
DEDAT and CDI, the DISF has yielded significant 
achievements and continues to expand on its initial 
intention. To date, a total of 33 SMMEs in various 
sectors of the economy have been funded since 2014. 
These SMMEs have managed to raise R139.9 million 
additional funding from private and public funders; 
9 have commercialized their technologies, creating 162 
permanent jobs and 94 part-time jobs. We are proud to 
be part of the great work – the technologies are making 
a difference and improving the quality of life for 
South Africans.

The Western Cape is faced with numerous socio-
economic challenges that impact negatively on the 
quality of our people’s lives and livelihoods. The 
Department of Economic Development and Tourism 
(DEDAT) recognises that many of these challenges 
require new and innovative solutions drawing from 
expertise and knowledge from across our Region’s 
stakeholders through various partnerships.

We therefore support the development of a healthy and 
vibrant regional innovation eco-system that can on the 
one hand find solutions to our challenges, and on the 
other, enable relevant innovations to be commercialised 
and be catalysts for sustainable economic growth and 
development.

In developing this eco-system, our Department seeks 
to firmly position the Western Cape as the globally 
recognised African Innovation hub and a conducive 
home for innovators. We have taken numerous steps to 
achieve this noble goal.

For example, we recognised in 2015 that early-stage 
innovations are an important driver of economic growth 
and improved competitiveness for South African 
companies but is considered too risky and therefore not 
supported by traditional funders, financiers or investors.

Having identified the gap through engagement and 
studies undertaken with industry and stakeholders, 
we also recognised that we are not able to tackle 
this alone. Thus, in alignment with the principles of 
innovation, our Department has partnered with the 

Technology and Innovation Agency (TIA) and the Craft 
and Design Institute (CDI) to establish the Western 
Cape Design Innovation Seed Fund. And what an 
amazing partnership this has been.

Over four iterations of the fund, 33 companies have 
been assisted, 9 of which have commercialised their 
products and services. There have been 162 full time 
and 94 part time jobs created and 16 innovations 
realised in response to socio-economic challenges and 
opportunities such as the Internet of Things solutions 
to GBV and improving healthcare by linking registered 
health workers with specialists via specialised apps.

This would not have been possible without the 
commitment and vision provided by TIA; the excellent 
fund management and administration skills of the Craft 
and Design Institute; and, of course, the amazing 
innovators and their partners of the Western Cape.

The partnerships created through the Design and 
Innovation Seed Fund firmly lends itself to our 
objectives of enabling economic growth and job 
creation through the development of a robust, 
effective and flexible innovation eco-system which 
provides support structures to that part of our business 
environment that needs the most support.

This booklet is a celebration of this success that 
reflects the incredible innovation capabilities of our 
Region. We look forward to more innovations from this 
fund that can solve our problems while helping us to 
grow our economy and create jobs.

Jo-Ann Johnston
Deputy Director General, Western Cape Government Department of Economic Development & Tourism

Vusi Skosana
Acting Executive, Innovation Enabling Division
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INFOGRAPHIC

JOBS

REVENUE

NUMBER OF 
JOBS CREATED

SUCCESFULLY 
COMMERCIALISED

PRIVATE SECTOR 
FUNDING

PUBLIC SECTOR 
FUNDUNG

TRL MOVEMENT

Additional Capital unlocked 
from Public funds

Additional Capital unlocked 
from private funds

162 permanent Jobs
94 temporary Jobs

52% commercialised or still active
48% not commercialised

Total Revenue Generated 
To Date

Technology Readiness Levels
start on average at 
3.5 and end on 7.1

52%

256
R129m

R11.4m

103%

R72m
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AIZATRON: 
SOUNDING THE ALARM ON GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 

The fourth industrial revolution presents South Africa with 
an incredible opportunity to become a major player in the 
technology arena. As China grew out of the second industrial 
revolution with cheaper mass production techniques and 
factories, and India grew out of the third Industrial revolution, 
South Africa could become a net producer of smart cyber-
physical systems. 

This is according to Ansu Sooful who, grasping the potential 
of a technology innovation company that could develop 
exportable solutions to social and business problems, 
founded Aizatron in Cape Town in October 2017. Its 
name represents the founding principles and objectives of 
building smart AI solutions in South Africa (ZA) using smart 
elecTRONics. 

“We help our customers embrace digitalisation of their 
businesses using Big Data, AI, IoT, and cloud solutions,” 
explains Ansu. “We started with the creation of an R&D lab 
where we build and test all our solutions before selling them 
to our customers.”

Aizatron works closely with under-resourced communities to 
leverage technology and develop solutions that include them 
in the value chain. These partners can also develop practically 
and grow technical and innovative skills that are in short 
supply in South Africa. Aizatron’s Awêh (aware) button is 
the only community-based panic button developed locally in 
consultation with poorer communities. It was created to help 
stem gender-based violence against women, which President 
Ramaphosa refers to as the second pandemic in South Africa, 
and child abduction, which is also a scourge in the 
Cape Flats.

“The biggest problem with existing solutions is that they alert 
people or security companies that are too far away. By the 
time they respond, it might be too late. Our solution notifies 
people around the person that needs help, so that people in 
the community (guardian users who have downloaded the 
app) can react quickly and prevent these abuses 
from happening.

“We believe that gender-based violence is a community 
problem to solve; and that from our interactions with the 
communities, this is a problem they want to solve.” 

Being mindful that the panic button concept would require 
seed funding to kickstart its potential, and hearing of CDI 
Capital and DISF from a business partner, Ansu applied for 
and received DISF funding of R699 833 in March 2021. 

Work began the following month. The six-month supportive 
CDI Capital programme enabled them to take the project 
from a basic concept TRL4 to a fully commercial product 
at TRL9. In total Aizatron contributed R826 572 and EY 
Consulting contributed R900 000 in consulting services.

As a for-profit organisation established to provide solutions 
to the private sector, it was initially a challenge for the team to 
understand how grant funding works. 

“CDI Capital helped us through this process, and they 
provided guidance to us on how to ensure governance from 
a grant funding perspective. In the private sector, projects are 
output based, i.e., deliver on the deadline and you get paid. 

With grant funding, there is a lot more evidence required. 
CDI Capital Manager Ryan Rode and Business Development 
Practitioner Eugene Newman worked with our team to ensure 
that we presented the right documentation as evidence. 
We could properly account to the funders how the 
money was spent.” 

Aizatron is now marketing the Awêh panic button, which 
addresses a major social problem while meeting stringent 
POPIA laws. “We made it extremely affordable, and the 
solution is also perfect for universities, gated and farming 
communities and even wealthy neighbourhoods. Neighbours 
can be the first to respond, increasing the reaction speed to 
incidents, helping to prevent gender-based violence 
and crime.”

The company is also developing several additional 
community-based security systems. These include domestic 
facial recognition cameras and licence plate recognition 
cameras that can be deployed by residents at a much lower 
cost point than existing solutions. In the longer term, Aizatron 
will continue to invest in building local technology skills for the 
fourth industrial economy as digitalisation of everyday life is 
going to fundamentally transform society and business.

“Our strategy of ‘build the skills, and the business will 
come’ has been very successful. The company has been 
profitable from its second year of operations and is growing 
exponentially year on year. We plan to continue creating our 
centres of expert knowledge and skills that can be used easily 
by both local and foreign companies to deliver innovative and 
creative solutions and enable their digitalisation strategies.” 

Aizatron is about to sign a partner agreement with a large 
South African company in order to take products jointly to 
market and grow their local market share.

“The skills that Aizatron has developed and continues to 
develop are in great demand at a global level. We plan 
to build these skills locally and provide our products and 
services both to South African companies as well as globally, 
thereby achieving one of our founding goals of making South 
Africa a net exporter of technology.”

Ansu shares that the foundation years from 2017 to 2021 
have been tough, yet Aizatron has grown exponentially 
since inception.

“We have already secured business in the UAE where we 
provide solutions and services to one of the large banks. We 
have seen interest in the Awêh panic button in Europe and 
South America which we will be pursuing in 2022 and will be 
executing our global strategy from 2022. 

“Our foundation is solid and built on survival and growth 
during hard economic times. As the world moves forward 
from the Covid-19 pandemic and business begins to open 
up, Aizatron is extremely well positioned to help companies 
embrace digitalisation. We will grow our revenues further as 
companies begin to reinvest into technology solutions to 
make their businesses smarter and more automated.” 

AIZATRON 

Aizatron created a low-cost panic button specifically aimed at providing safety and security to 
vulnerable people. The solution was originally developed for women and children living in the Cape 
Flats where gender-based violence and child abduction is a massive problem.

Name of the innovation: Awêh Panic Button
DISF funding: R699,833.33 and SMMEs contribution R139,966.67
Date awarded: 16/03/2021
Additional investment leveraged: R900,000 

Awards:
Overall Small Business Award – Director of Department of Science and Innovation (2019)
Management of People Award – TT100 Business Innovation Awards (2019)
Most Entrepreneurial Start-up in the Western Cape Award – The Western Cape 
Government (2020)
Innovation Product Award – TT100 Business Innovation Awards (2020)
Sustainable Company Award – TT100 Business Innovation Awards (2020)
Management of Systems Award -  TT100 Business Innovation Awards (2021)
Sustainable Company Award - TT100 Business Innovation Awards (2021)

Contact: https://www.aizatron.com/contact-us/

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Technological Readiness Level (From 4-9)
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CAPE AEROSPACE TECHNOLOGIES: 
YOUR FOCUS DETERMINES YOUR REALITY

first part of 2022. A portion of the funding was also 
assigned to ramping up production on the smaller gas 
turbines and this has enabled us to produce engines 
faster and get them to market faster.

“Looking forward, we are now better positioned for 
2022. The magnitude of the required funding is always a 
massive challenge, so any form of financial assistance 
is most welcome. We are grateful for any and all help 
we received from CDI Capital and TIA.” 

CAT has four fulltime and two part-time staff. Given 
that they are a small team, they have undertaken only 
limited marketing and attended some international 
trade shows. They have also received excellent website 
reviews and media write-ups.

CAT has done most of its business locally, but has 
exported numerous gas turbines, to the UAE and 
Turkey. CAT aspires to not only build high precision 
propulsion systems, but also to grow talent in this niche 
industry. A key component is transferring knowledge 
between engineer, artisan and student. 

“We are trying to build a community of like-minded 
people.”

CAT assists Stellenbosch University under- and 
post- graduate students during their studies on gas 

turbines and turbine-related projects. “They are close 
to our office in Stikland Industria and we have a great 
relationship with the professors and supervisors.”

CAT also works with the Sakhikamva foundation, 
an NPO involved in aviation awareness and skills 
development for young and upcoming aviators and 
aerospace engineers. “There are a lot of bright 
people but the challenge is you need to be able to 
employ them, and that is often a funding or cash flow 
challenge.”

“Our drive is firstly to build and design products, 
and be globally competitive, and in doing that build a 
sustainable company where students can be employed. 
It’s a niche, high tech field, and there are a lot of 
spinoffs. For example, if you work on a rocket project, 
you learn a lot about the rocket, but lots of ideas pop 
up and solutions for other problems appear.”

When James Bond 007 soared into the air with a 
jet pack and made a daring escape in the 1965 film 
Thunderball, he ignited a passion for flight in many 
movie-goers. Personal propulsion devices, such as 
the Bell rocket belt strapped to actor Sean Connery, 
have continued to intrigue inventors, and one of them 
is mechanical engineer David Krige. From a young age, 
David dreamt about flying to work or on holiday with 
the aid of a personal jetpack. He was disappointed 
to find that, while there had been some interest in 
propulsion in South Africa during the 1980s, this 
had not taken off. Finishing high school, he chose 
mechanical engineering to further his dreams of flight. 

David’s final year project, based on a jet engine, piqued 
the interest of visiting CSIR personnel to the extent 
that they sponsored his postgraduate studies and he 
graduated MSc Mechanical cum laude. His colleague 
Andre Baird founded Cape Aerospace Technologies 
(CAT) with David alongside. The intention was to 
provide the micro- and small gas turbine industries 
with various propulsion system solutions, as well as 
eventually making rockets or launch vehicles to put  
satellites in orbit. And, of course, enabling the team to 
pursue their dreams of personalised flight. 

The contact with CDI Capital came about after CAT 
developed the world’s first plasma ignition system for 
micro gas turbines, and required funding to improve 

the system to enable fast, reliable high altitude restarts. 
They also wanted to upscale their micro gas 
turbine production. 

“Gas turbines represent a specialised, extremely 
fine tolerance niche in the science of manufacturing, 
particularly at this scale. It is critical for the company to 
maintain the highest degree of precision manufacturing, 
making use of cutting-edge technology to bring 
innovative ideas into reality.”

David, who now has over a decade of experience in 
turbojet and propulsion system design, heard about the 
DISF in 2020 through a contact who dealt with funding 
matters and government grants. He put forward a 
proposal and received funding in April 2021. 

This funding, through the TIA, totalled R536 042, with 
CAT contributing R107 208. The CAT team had already 
undertaken some plasma R&D work in their own time 
prior to this contribution, so they knew what was 
required in terms of engine production and integration. 

“CDI Capital enabled us to use what we had learnt in 
the past, to put a small team together, and do a lot of 
R&D and prototyping on what works and what does 
not. We could spend dedicated time focusing on the 
plasma arcs and containing them in the engines.” 
This aspect of the project should be completed in the 

CAPE AEROSPACE TECHNOLOGIES

Cape Aerospace Technologies (CAT) provides the micro and small gas turbine 
industries with various propulsion system solutions.

Name of the innovation: Micro Gas Turbine with Plasma Ignition System
DISF funding: R536,041.67 and SMMEs contribution R107,208.33
Date Awarded: 16/03/2021

Other parties: CAT works with the CSIR, Stellenbosch University, and also 
receives support from the Aerospace Industry Support Initiative (AISI).  

Contact: https://www.capeaerospace.tech/contact-us/

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Technological Readiness Level (From 4-8)

https://www.capeaerospace.tech/contact-us/
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FUSION:
PUMPING INNOVATION INTO SURGICAL TRAINING 

Surgical skills training, including blood management, 
is a vital component of any surgeon’s professional 
journey. Training equipment is generally extremely 
costly, however, putting skills development out of reach 
for many budding surgeons and paramedics in South 
Africa and the rest of the continent. 

The good news is that this could change, thanks 
to a novel system designed by a Cape Town-
based engineering consultancy. The co-founders 
of BioMedical Engineering Consulting (BMEC 
Technologies), Heidi Wilson and Raphael Smith, have 
developed a relatively low cost device that circulates 
synthetic blood through human cadavers. It provides 
a realistic live patient simulation for surgeons, as well 
as paramedics who are often called on to respond to 
severe injuries.

This accessible and lifelike training system, known 
as Fusion, has the potential to improve standards of 
surgical and health worker care for patients, and also to 
accelerate medical device clinical trials.

“We pride ourselves on using the latest technologies 
to provide insightful solutions quickly and affordably,” 
says Heidi, whose B.Sc. in mechatronics engineering 
complements Raphael’s training in aeronautical 
and biomedical engineering. Their skills in product 
development and project management have given 
them an enviable reputation for innovative product 
development and engineering consulting since the 
company was founded in August 2015. 

“We have a passion for wellness and health-related 
tech – a sector where quality and ethical accountability 
are key. Ethical, elegant engineering is the cornerstone 
of BMEC and we instill this ethos in all our projects.”

Perfusion is the passage of fluid through the blood 
or lymphatic system to an organ or a tissue. BMEC 
originally developed a specialist perfusion system, 
named Pulse, for an American client. 

This has been used in the United States for some time, 
for surgical skills training, medical device development 
and research. 

“We realised this had global applications and we 
wanted to bring the system to Africa. This local 
product, Fusion, is a more recent, streamlined and low 
cost version of Pulse.”

The design includes a controller which manages how 
the pump perfuses the blood through the cadaver. 
It also has a vessel attachment system enabling 
the network of pipes to be more easily attached to 
the cadaver’s vessels. As the main goal of Fusion 
is developing blood management skills, an additive 

can be incorporated in the synthetic blood to make it 
clot and so simulate a proper bleed. The perfusion of 
synthetic blood also adds a level of realism 
to a cadaver.

BMEC developed the original Pulse system through 
client support and self-funding, but required additional 
financial support to develop and test the refinements 
needed for the local market.

“We knew of CDI Capital as we had already worked 
on projects with the organisation. We applied for and 
received DISF funding of R707 475 in November 2019. 

“The funding has enabled us to build our first complete 
system, to have the first round of cadaver trials in the 
lab, and receive good feedback. We are now in the 
second phase of design revision and are making minor 
refinements. Ryan Rode, CDI Capital’s manager, has 
always been extremely helpful in assisting us to meet 
TIA requirements.”

Looking forward, Fusion’s short-term goal is to 
complete minor design revisions. In the longer term, 
Heidi and Raphael want to expand the system beyond 
the Western Cape to other provinces in South Africa.

“There is a new training centre in Gauteng and we 
would like a couple of fusion systems there. We’re 
starting small in South Africa, but once we’ve validated 
the system more, we’d definitely like to expand it to 
other parts of Africa. There’s plenty of potential, and 
our whole drive has been to streamline the product as 
much as possible so that cost should not be a barrier 
to anyone. We really want to improve people’s 
training experiences.

“We are passionate about the relevance of this project. 
There is the potential for significant benefits for the 
general public. Young trainees, whether paramedics 
or surgeons, can really hone in on their blood 
management skills at an early stage of their careers, in 
a low risk environment. It opens a whole arena for them 
to develop their skills.

“What we really like about this project that it has the 
potential to add a lot of value to the general standard 
of healthcare. This is extremely relevant at any time, but 
particularly so in a resource-constrained environment.” 

BMEC Technologies

Patient simulation is a critical process in surgical skills training and medical 
device development. Fusion is a more cost-effective perfusion system, 
more suitable to the African market. The system also offers numerous 
potential benefits to the patient population of South Africa by improving 
surgical training and accelerating medical device clinical trials.

Name of the innovation: Fusion 
DISF funding: R707,475 and SMMEs contribution R141,495
Date Awarded: 10/12/2019

Contact: https://www.bmec.co/
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GOMETRO:
AN ENTREPRENEURIAL RIDE THAT HAS IMPROVED URBAN MOBILITY

Justin’s entrepreneurial journey, triggered by his 
commute between Bellville and the newly opened 
Century City station, began with research that led to 
his GoMetro mobile app with live updates. Justin and 
his fellow collaborators then realised they were geared 
to reach commuters, but still faced the challenge of 
creating transport data.

“Mapping projects led us to apply for a DISF grant 
because we wanted to take our work to the next level. 
We felt this was a real need that we could solve. DISF 
funding gave us breathing room to work on a creative 
design-driven project that resulted in a product that we 
started to use every day.”

DISF granted nearly R490 000, with the SMME 
contribution nearly R98 000.

“Four people, for 99 days, got into every taxi and bus 
in Bellville and produced its first transit map. That map 
was released as part of the grant and the enterprise 
moved from information to big data.”

The DISF funding programme set milestones and put 
measurables in place that kept the team well on track, 
reports Justin.

“You receive coaching and mentoring as part of 
the funding, and they hold your hand and advise on 
strategy during the duration of the programme. We 
had monthly check-ins, active support and guidance 
throughout the process. It enabled us to offer a product 
concept, build it in prototype form, and do some 
customer development and field work. The result was a 
software package which we sold to cities and national 
departments for transport planning.”

Justin still keeps in touch with “super-supportive” staff 
at CDI. “They want you to win and succeed. Whether 
you are attending an interview or function, you can 
almost feel everyone cheering you on.” 

One of GoMetro’s first success stories was digitizing 
the entire Western Cape scholar transport system, 
previously reliant on hand-drawn maps for over 500 
routes. The start-up gained momentum when, having 
opened a UK office, Justin was selected in 2017 for the 
Intelligent Mobility Accelerator, a partnership between 
Transport Systems Catapult and Wayra UK. 

“Being plunged into the heart of UK transport 
development was useful to set expectations. We 
think we are exceptional in South Africa, but it’s a 
competitive world. You have to be very, very serious 
about being world-class.”

During this 12-month programme to boost high-
growth startups, GoMetro entered into an 

affiliation partnership, through Wayra, with global 
telecommunications giant Telefonica SA, and their UK 
brand O2. 

Justin also met representatives of international bus 
operator Ascendal, piquing their interest in the tech-
transport intersection. GoMetro and GoAscendal now 
enjoy a joint international venture in South Africa, the 
UK, USA, Mexico, Brazil, Chile, Columbia, Brazil, India 
and Hong Kong.

GoMetro currently generates R60 million annual 
revenue, with 87 people on its payroll, plus 40-50 
contractors. Expertise is shared across borders.

“GoAscendal has brought transport development best 
practice to South Africa, and given local stakeholders 
access to an exceptional knowledge network. GoMetro 
is, for example, sharing its learnings from electric 
minibus programmes in Mexico and Argentina with 
South Africa. 

“In turn, the UK is currently experiencing a logistics 
crisis. We are helping them from Cape Town, offering 
creativity and value from South Africa.”

Justin also shares his expertise with not-for-profit 
research and tech organisation Travelspirit, chairing its 
sub-Sahara African board. He is a member of a World 
Business Council working group, where corporations 
share data to improve large transport systems. Back 
home, he chairs the Greater Tygerberg Partnership, 
focused on improving the area and attracting investors. 
For a journey that began at the Bellville train station, it 
has been an exciting ride.

“GoMetro was born on a train platform in Bellville in 
2011 because my train was late,” says Justin Coetzee, 
founder and CEO of transport system analytics 
company GoMetro. “It annoyed me that I didn’t know 
when I would get to work or home. I could pick movie 
times on Mxit but not find out when the next train was 
coming.”

For this civil engineer turned transport engineering 
specialist, there was the realisation that this was not 
only his problem, but one shared with hundreds of 
thousands of fellow commuters.

Nearly 10 years later, Justin has not only developed an 
app that offers South Africans more control over their 
transport options, but has leveraged this into a bespoke 
suite of technology-driven transport data collection 
tools utilised in nine other countries.

GoMetro Pro is applied to a variety of transport 
systems across the developed and developing world. 
“Our software helps cities improve the way they plan 
their movement, helps fleet operators respond to 
demand in real time, and helps riders find, book and 
pay for all their transport.”

GoMetro

Google Analytics for Transport Systems. GoMetro uses data 
generated by GoMetro’s commuter app for location and 
movement data in a city transport network.

Name of the innovation: GoMetro Transport System Analytics
DISF funding: R489,600 and SMMEs contribution R97,920
Date Awarded: 20/02/2015
Additional investment leveraged: R17m

Jobs created: 87 permanent and 45 temporary employees

Contact: https://gometroapp.com/who-we-are/
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ICOMPLY:
MANAGING FOOD SAFETY COMPLIANCE ACROSS THE VALUE CHAIN

Manufacturing fresh, nourishing food products under 
strictly hygienic conditions is key to the healthy growth 
of the multi-million-rand food manufacturing sector. 
So there is good potential for iComply, an end-to-end 
solution for managing food safety compliance across 
the value chain. iComply provides an entire team, 
including management and auditors, with reporting and 
analytics to enable continuous process improvement 
and to ensure regulatory compliance.

However, the company that provides this solution, 
Ashtech, might never have been founded by director 
Sedick Isaacs, had it not been for his father urging him 
to set up his own business.

“My father, a tailor who specialised in alterations, was 
a real entrepreneur,” says Sedick. “He would often say, 
‘I want you to start something’. He was always probing 
and asking, ‘when are you going to start?’. We were 
raised like that.”

Sedick had been fortunate that, after working in 
computer programming for six months early in 
his career, he realised that IT really suited him. He 
completed his BSc. majoring in maths and statistics, 
and became a solution architect for a national retail 
chain for some years.

“It was slogging away that got me ahead,” says 
Sedick. “Management saw I was a bit of a Jekyll and 
Hyde character. I could sit in a boardroom and discuss 
their requirements, then work with programmers and 
get the entire job done. I handled lots of projects and 
after a few years realised I could do this on my own by 
getting a team together and transferring skills.”

The company, Ashtech, developed a mobile application 
that enabled management to check that workers 
operating in the field were completing their allocated 
tasks properly. Sedick continued to develop real-
time software solutions for the retail, franchising, 
manufacturing and fast-moving consumer goods 
(FMCG) sectors. Food safety was initially not on 
Ashtech’s agenda but when a customer requested a 
solution, the team realised that their product was in fact 
better than that of a competitor. It was the first in Africa 
to harness mobile and cloud technology.

It’s one thing to develop a solution, but another to bring 
a product to market. This is where DISF funding gave 
the fledgling product momentum. 

Sedick says he heard about the funding while in 
a meeting with an agricultural contact in 2014. 
“There was only one day to go before the deadline 
for submitting applications, and I sat up the whole 
night writing.” This preparation was clearly worth 
the sleepless night, as Sedick received R500 000 in 

funding from the DISF, matching it with his R100 000 
contribution. 

“With this funding, we could afford to network with a 
food safety expert, and hire a consultant who could 
help us to better understand the food safety industry 
and what was required of us. We could also afford to 
network with a government parastatal to prototype the 
product and gain access to their customers.” 

The end-to-end solution for food safety compliance 
was commercialised by June 2016. The following year, 
Vodacom gave the company further impetus with 
mentoring and business development training.

The food safety solution has evolved since inception 
and so has the understanding of bringing a Software as 
a Service (SAAS) product to market. The business now 
has 14 clients and is growing slowly. iComply has been 
implemented in 20 factories, including big name brands 
like Famous Brands and Shoprite. Three jobs have been 
created since commercialisation. 

“Our quick deployment model enables our customers 
to achieve a return of investment in a much shorter 
period than what is normally expected. We ensure that 
organisations focus on what they do best, while we 
take care of their compliance challenges.” 

The current goal is to not only address food safety, 
but to expand this offering to include health and 
safety, environment, and asset care features. This will 
ensure that all the food manufacturing standards that 
a factory must adhere to, are covered. This new, more 
comprehensive version of the iComply solution is being 
launched in 2022.

Sedick is confident that his solution is now sufficiently 
developed to match the capability of any local or 
international competitor. He would ideally like to obtain 
more funding in order to put improved systems in 
place, and to ramp up sales and marketing to  get the 
product better known as a brand. Once he has gained  
20-30% share of the local market, he will consider 
exporting. “We need to partner with people who have 
the credibility to get us to the table. You can’t reach the 
next milestone on your own.”

Ashtech 

iComply is an automation software aimed at adding value to the Health 
and Safety arena focusing on Food Safety. First using mobile and cloud 
technology in Africa.

Name of the innovation: iComply
DISF funding: R500,000 and SMMEs contribution R100,000
Date awarded: 20/02/2015

Jobs created: 5

Other Parties: Vodacom

Contact: http://www.ashtech.co.za/ashtech/Pages/Company/
Contact.aspx
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Our quick deployment model enables 
our customers to achieve a return 
of investment in a much shorter 

period than what is normally expected.
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KAROO BIOSCIENCE:
GROWING HEALTHY CANNABIS EXPORTS

Doron Isaacs has navigated multiple roles and built 
an enviable network in his multi-faceted career. He’s 
been involved in property development with a focus on 
affordable housing and community centres; led South 
Africa’s largest independent youth organisation; is a 
non-executive director of Boschendal wine estate; and 
even enjoyed a brief tenure as special advisor to former 
Minister of Finance, Pravin Gordhan.

Given this polymath background – recently bolstered by 
an LLM with distinction from the University of London 
– it’s understandable that Doron should have the 
contacts to collate a multifaceted team spanning the 
diverse fields of horticulture, pharmacology, mechanical 
engineering, IT and business management.

Their objective? To produce legal medicinal cannabis 
from a 7 000m² biosecure facility, one of the largest in 
South Africa, from a base in Van Wyksdorp in the Little 
Karoo. The medicinal cannabis will be European Union-
Good Manufacturing Practice-compliant (EU-GMP) for 
export.

Their tissue culture lab, one of the first in Africa focused 
on medicinal cannabis, will use a novel process, and be 
linked to their own genetic bank. 

The company was founded in May 2019, says Doron, 
with the name of Karoo Bioscience “because we’re 
in the Karoo and we rely on a scientific approach to 
controlled-environment agriculture. We wanted to bring 
high scientific and public health standards to cannabis 
production in South Africa, and to have an adventure by 
building something difficult and special in the Karoo.”

Van Wyksdorp, where the facility is based, can only 
be reached by gravel roads. It has attracted a number 
of interesting, creative and successful people and 
sustainable, organic farming is practiced on many 
of the small farms near the village. Doron notes that 
the location has a really good profile in terms of light, 
temperature, humidity and water quality. 

He first heard about CDI Capital through a friend, who 
saw information online and shared it with him. Karoo 
Bioscience applied for funding in 2020 and received 
nearly R700 000 through the DISF. The team used the 
funding to build the tissue culture lab, develop and test 
working protocols, pay for training, undertake IP design 
work and fund an independent review. 

“CDI Capital Manager Ryan Rode and Business 
Development Practitioner Eugene Newman have been 
great to work with, helpful, understated and patient.”

Tissue culture is a collection of techniques used to 
grow plant cells or tissues under sterile conditions on 
a nutrient culture medium. It is used to produce clones 
of a plant in a method known as micropropagation. 
“It is highly underdeveloped in cannabis production, 
but holds promise for eliminating viruses, storing plant 
genetics, reducing energy demands and increasing 
efficiency. Our innovation is to apply a novel technique 
in cannabis tissue culture.”

Key moments on the development journey include 
completing construction of infrastructure, a recent 
licence inspection, seeing their cultures steadily 
improving over time, and the incredible response of 
investors. Nearly all the money was raised domestically 
from individual investors, both large and small. 
“Beginning the journey out here was thrilling,” 
says Doron. 

Revenue has not yet been generated, but two jobs have 
already been created at the tissue culture laboratory. 
The entire facility has given rise to 45 temporary and 
20 permanent jobs and these local staff have received 
valuable work skills. There are 75 shareholders, of 
which a number are staff, “so if we have success it 
will be shared”. The focus is now on ramping up for 
commercial production. “Our longer term goals are to 
continuously improve our protocols and unlock further 
commercial opportunities.”

Karoo Bioscience

Karoo Bioscience is a South African company moving to production of EU-GMP-compliant medicinal 
cannabis. They will set-up a tissue culture lab, which will be the first in Africa focused on medicinal 
cannabis and will use a novel process and be linked to their own genetic bank. 

Name of the innovation: Karoo Bioscience Tissue Culture Laboratory  
DISF funding: R699,966.67 and SMMEs contribution R852,957.42
Date awarded: 16/03/2021 
Additional investment leveraged: R41.8m

Jobs created: 20 permanent and 45 temporary employees

Contact: https://cannakaroo.com/
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LAMPREY SUCTION DISSECTOR:
MAKING PROGRESS WITH NEW MEDICAL DEVICE

The journey of taking a medical device from an 
innovative idea to a fully certified device sought after 
by clinicians, is a lengthy process. Funding support at 
the appropriate time naturally makes the journey easier, 
and this is certainly the case with a locally developed 
suction dissector device for blunt dissection of 
soft tissue.  

Disa Medinotec is a long-established medical devices 
company, founded in Cape Town in 1998. The business 
initially made its name with stents developed to treat 
coronary artery disease. It is now recognised for 
balloon catheters for cardiovascular and Ear, Nose & 
Throat (ENT) use.

The Lamprey suction dissector device is geared to a 
different medical field, compared with the products 
traditionally manufactured by Disa Medinotec. The 
Lamprey has several excellent features: Its stainless 
steel mesh-covered tip provides the right amount 
of abrasion for soft tissue dissection or retraction, 
without becoming saturated with blood. The instrument 
connects to a standard hospital suction line, and a 
control port enables light blotting or heavy suction.

Disa Medinotec received R637 000 of DISF funding 
for the Lamprey in 2017, the same year that Debbie 
Lee van den Broek (previously Lloyd), who holds an 
M.Eng. biomedical/medical engineering degree, joined 
the company as their R&D Engineer. The DISF funding 
had been approved earlier, based on an application by 
Debbie’s predecessor. Given the high costs of medical 
device development, in this case injection moulds, 
test sample materials and production equipment, the 
company itself invested an additional R764 000.

The combined sums enabled considerable progress 
in the evolution of the Lamprey. They made possible 
the full development of the product, including the 
manufacture of injection moulded parts and printing 
initial samples, as well as performance testing, 
validation and verification by end-2018. Some further 
testing followed, covered by Disa Medinotec. 
Further development included a 4mm device for 
endoscopic procedures. 

The 8mm product holds a CE mark, which is required to 
supply South African private hospitals and exports. 
The letters CE mean that the manufacturer conforms 
with European health, safety and environmental 
protection standards.

Disa Medinotec recently relocated to Johannesburg 
and has the capabilities to manufacture the Lamprey in 
its new premises. The company has, however, taken the 
strategic decision to focus on the products currently in 
its stable, and to ensure it can meet demand for 
these first. 

“We had very good clinical feedback in Cape Town 
during development of the product, with the intention 
that it will simplify surgeries and eliminate the need for 
the old technology,” says Debbie. 

Developing the Lamprey has already generated three 
new jobs at Disa Medinotec: Debbie’s post, initially 
as the biomedical engineer and now R&D Manager, 
plus the appointment of two technicians in 2021 to 
manufacture production samples. The technicians have 
provisionally been assigned to other duties at 
the company. 

“I’ve had all good experiences from CDI Capital,” 
says Debbie. 

She recalls attending a conference organised for 
recipients of DISF seed funding, and leaving with a full 
notebook of notes and guidelines. As Disa Medinotec 
had already built up considerable experience in local 
manufacturing, plus local sales and exports to Europe, 
the company did not require further assistance. 

However, Debbie was impressed at the knowledge of 
CDI Capital staff on matters ranging from networking 
to product commercialisation, and how they 
encouraged recipients of seed funding to reach 
out if they required further support.

Disa Life Sciences

Suction Dissector by DISA Life Sciences – a new type of suction 
dissector device for blunt dissection of soft tissue with a novel 
dissection feature that provides an advantage over competitor 
device.

Name of the innovation: Lamprey Suction Dissector  
DISF funding: R637,000 and SMMEs contribution R764,400
Date Awarded: 04/05/2017 
 
Jobs created: 3

Contact: https://www.disals.co.za/contact-us/
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The combined sums enabled considerable 
progress in the evolution of the 

Lamprey. They made possible the full 
development of the product, including 
the manufacture of injection moulded 

parts and  printing initial samples, 
as well as performance testing, 

validation and verification by end-2018.
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Legal Connection is on a mission to boost access 
to justice and democratise the trillion-dollar global 
legal profession. In the process, founder Guy Stern 
has grown his enterprise from a solo start-up in Cape 
Town, building websites, to a London work base and 
a contract with a global law firm. Jobs have been 
created in South Africa and India, and foreign currency 
generated from overseas customers.

“The concept didn’t hit me all at once, as legend has it 
with Isaac Newton – I just wanted to build,” says Stern, 
who has a UCT honours degree in Computer Science. 
“If it wasn’t for CDI Capital, I don’t think any of this 
would have happened.”

Guy has explored several tech applications in the legal 
sphere in the past five years. This has culminated in a 

LEGAL CONNECTION:
A RADICAL NEW WAY TO PRACTISE LAW

platform enabling lawyers to run their businesses better. 
It supports global collaboration, broadening lawyers’ 
career opportunities and lowering clients’ legal costs.

Guy had been running African Web Science, a Cape 
Town-based web design company and had built 
websites and videos for lawyers and firms when he 
came up with the initial idea, a find-a-lawyer service in 
2017. Simultaneously, he had created a series of two-
minute videos offering legal advice to under-resourced 
people. Users gave feedback that they would prefer a 
pro bono chat on WhatsApp. 

Guy then developed a public interest toolset, Baobab 
Connect, to refer and track cases, manage remote 
teams and measure impact in the pursuit of access to 
justice. This suited law clinics, advice centres and pro 
bono operations in need of larger networks. 

In pursuit of funding, Guy initially approached global 
accelerator group Startupbootcamp, with a slide deck 
showcasing a chat function offering online expertise 
for dealing with lawyers. The feedback was that he 
should build a communications platform for lawyers 
instead, and he should contact Ryan Rode, Manager of 
CDI Capital. In due course, Guy received DISF funding 
of R541 667 and contributed R127 400. A key CDI 
learning, that set him on his growth trajectory,  
was outsourcing suppliers and creating structure.

“When you’re running a small business, your focus 
is on bringing in enough money each month to cover 
overheads and pay salaries and so there’s very little 
time to invest in developing new solutions and building 
additional revenue streams,” says Guy. 

“DISF support and funding enabled us to invest time 
and resources into building a brand new product that 
landed up transforming our business, changing us from 
a professional services company to a product company 
and unlocking multiple revenue streams and making us 
attractive to outside investors.”

This first flush of success encouraged Guy to 
approach Global Legal Hackathon, which funds tech 
and innovation in the legal industry. He won 20 000 
euros and a trip to The Hague, international city of 
peace and justice, and a place in the prestigious HiiL 
Justice Innovate Accelerator programme where he built 
relationships with other members of the international 
access to justice community.

“March 2019 was the big turning point. The Social 
Change Assistance Trust flew me to Port Elizabeth 
and then on to Mthatha. During the three hour drive 
an amazing man, Vuyo Msizi, explained how different 
organisations collaborate to help South Africans 

in need of services.” Guy observed the team at a 
makeshift law clinic at Notinara Junior Secondary 
School, collecting documents from families to be 
stored in paper folders.

“That night I chatted to Paula Proudlock from The 
Children’s Institute, who was running a research 
project. I showed her Legal Connection on my phone. 
She loaded 40 matters and agreed to give it a try. A 
few weeks later, she told me they had transitioned their 
organisation from paper folders and WhatsApp group 
chats to using Legal Connection.”

The Children’s Institute became Legal Connection’s 
first paying customer. Paula was empowered to 
process more cases and boost visibility. By November 
2021 she had assisted 150 clients. She also used Legal 
Connection to note trends and work with a public 
interest law firm that advocates for change, unlocking 
legal services for 7000 people.

Legal Connection has since received £10 000 from 
global law firm DLA Piper to customise the platform 
for a number of European NGOs that provide access 
to justice. Guy is also working with a law clinic in 
Kenya who use the product to manage cases and 
collaborate with firms. The Legal Connection product 
now resembles a social networking tool but functions 
like a legal case and practice management suite. 
All work takes place in secure chat rooms, perfect 
for remote teams. Lawyers can access third party 
managed accounts to hold client money and execute 
transactions. They connect with their peers on project-
based collaborations and provide services comparable 
to large firms at a fraction of the price. 

Legal Connection complements the United Nations’ 
commitment to 17 life-changing Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). The SDG 16.3 target is 
to promote the rule of law at national and international 
levels and ensure equal access to justice. Considering 
that five billion people have unmet justice needs, 
and 70% of legal cases are never addressed, Legal 
Connection has the potential to help bridge this gap.

Legal Connection

Legal Connection aims to build a matter management platform on which legal work can 
take place. Focusing on solo and small legal firms, assisting with referrals, networking, 
document sharing and communication between lawyers and with clients.

Name of the innovation: Legal Connection management platform
DISF funding: R541,666.67 and SMMEs contribution R111,561.04
Date awarded: 16/05/2018
Additional investment leveraged: R6,157,240

Jobs Created: 3

Other Parties: First paying customer: The Children’s Institute at UCT, focused on 
research, advocacy, and education on children’s rights. Societal impact: The Children’s 
Institute has assisted 150 people using the platform and its collaboration with a public 
interest law firm unlocked services for 7000 people.

Awards: 
2018: Global Legal Hackathon awarded €20 000 and trip to The Hague
2019: Antler VC approves £120 000 pre-seed investment. Funds used to further develop 
and validate the product within various UK firms and global legal networks.
2020: Raised £198 862 on crowdcube.com. User base grown, further product 
development with new features. 
2021: £10 000 from global law firm DLA Piper. 

Contact: https://legalconnection.co.za

DISF support and funding enabled us 
to invest time and resources into 

building a brand new product that 
landed up transforming our business.
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Glaucoma eye disease is the silent thief of sight. It 
causes a build-up of fluid pressure in the eye and is 
the leading cause of irreversible blindness. As it’s 
complicated and costly to treat, many people eventually 
go blind. Nearly 80m people in the world suffered from 
glaucoma in 2020, and over 111m are likely to suffer 
from the disease in 2040.

Glaucoma’s alarming prognosis, and the challenges 
of treating the disease, were brought starkly home 
to Daemon McClunan, a specialist ophthalmologist, 
during his community service year in the Northern 
Cape. A consultant who had just performed a 
glaucoma operation explained the surgical procedure 
and how the implanted devices functioned. Daemon 
was astounded at how many uncontrolled variables 
were at play. “I couldn’t believe that this was still our 
gold standard, that this treatment had been largely 
unchanged for over 50 years.”

Daemon was sure that there must be a better way. This 
conviction was reinforced during a 15 000km motorbike 
trip, part of a nonprofit expedition, during which he 
performed eye screenings in rural areas.

“I realised on the trip how prevalent glaucoma is 
and how it affects the most vulnerable. Low income 
communities and the unemployed can least afford the 
impact of a disabling eye disease. African patients also 
have a much more severe form of glaucoma. It is more 
prevalent at a younger age and more difficult to treat.”

As a child, Daemon loved inventing all sorts of radio-
controlled devices, and at high school he developed a 
strong entrepreneurial streak. He sold airtime and, with 
friends, imported parts from Japan to build motorbikes.

In due course, while studying anatomy and physiology 
for his specialist exams, Daemon realised there is a 
fluid-filled space just behind the eye. This appeared 
to be the ideal anatomical pathway for draining 
excess pressure fluid out of the eye, so avoiding the 
complications associated with traditional devices. 

The result was the OptiShunt, an ocular implant with 
the potential for more effective, long-lasting control to  
prevent blindness. The innovation and manufacturing 
company was named LIQID Medical.

“LIQID shows that the company is dynamic. Liquid 
can navigate various pathways and withstand intense 
pressure. It also relates to how the company’s 
innovations involve the management of fluid pressures 
within the eye.

“The device name, OptiShunt, relates to optimal, it’s 
the new gold standard for managing glaucoma. It’s 
about leveraging the novel, fluid anatomical space 
surrounding the optic nerve.”

Daemon initially met with a number of medical 
technology engineering companies, including BMEC, 
a multidisciplinary engineering consultancy. BMEC had 

OPTISHUNT: 
INNOVATION COMPANY HAS GLAUCOMA IN ITS SIGHTS

already collaborated on several projects funded by 
CDI Capital and suggested that Daemon contact CDI 
Capital Manager Ryan Rode.

In due course, with CDI Capital support, LIQID 
received initial DISF funding of R550 000 in 2017, 
followed by additional DISF funding of R650 000. 
Daemon then raised R2.7m in private equity and won 
the SAB Foundation Disability Empowerment Award 
worth R1.45m. Technology development funding worth 
R9.5m was sourced from the Technology Innovation 
Agency in early 2021. LIQID has just concluded its first 
significant round of venture capital financing and raised 
another R30m of private equity investment from the SAB 
Foundation.

“CDI Capital was instrumental in taking our newly 
founded company from a small, one man show to 
a well-structured business,” says Daemon. “They 
ensured we followed certain reporting methodologies, 
put checks and balances in place, and undertook 
matters appropriately. This enabled us to develop a 
truly functional, proprietary limited company. Other 
investors then had the confidence to invest private 
equity into the company.

“CDI Capital Manager Ryan Rode was always a great 
person to bounce ideas off, and was facilitative in 
helping us navigate the milestones we wanted to reach. 
CDI Capital also put us in touch with a specialist who 
handled part of the due diligence process for us, and 
who provided good advice and guidance. BMEC, 
who CDI Capital recommended we continue working 
with, were great at developing a device suitable for 
the clinical trials. Finally, when we presented at a CDI 
Capital awards ceremony, we were put in touch with 
Savant, who worked with us to raise further funding. 
That was a great networking opportunity.”

The TIA and CDI funding enabled LIQID to complete 
design optimisation for the second version of  
the OptiShunt device. This will shortly undergo 
biocompatibility testing and, if the results are positive, 
the second round of clinical trials will take place in 
2022. (The first round of ISO 14155 and GCP-compliant 
clinical trials demonstrated the superior intraocular 
pressure lowering effects of the OptiShunt when 
compared to the gold standard.) 

The company now has four devices that address 
glaucoma: Two devices optimise the new draining 
pathway which they have pioneered, but are implanted 
using different techniques. The third device uses the 
traditional pathway, and the fourth innovation is an 
instrument used to implant the devices.

Recognition in the health tech sector has been 
significant. Daemon was invited to present at the

World Ophthalmology Congress, where only the latest 
research and innovation is showcased; he presented at 
the European Ophthalmology Futures Forum innovation 
hub; won first prize in the Jacobs Startup Competition 
at Jacobs University Bremen; took second place in the 
2020 HealthTECH Startup Competition in the USA; 
and at the time of writing, was one of six health tech 
companies selected from over 4 000 applicants for the 
Hello Tomorrow Global Challenge in Paris, vying for a 
R2m first prize. LIQID is also one of 24 finalists selected 
from 7 000 applicants to present at the Arab Health 
global healthcare event in Dubai, usually attended by 
100 000 people.

LIQID has already created three full-time and three 
part-time jobs in South Africa. “We are moving 
as much of the manufacturing process in-house 
as makes commercial sense. Some raw materials 
and components are shipped in from the USA and 
Europe, but we use local service providers for final 
manufacturing and post-processing as far as possible. 
Most assembly is done in-house, plus all the packaging 
and sterilisation. 

“In the long term, we will probably continue to use a 
similar manufacturing process, which is the most cost-
effective and time-efficient. We will partner with local 
and international distributors for marketing and to take 
the products globally.”

Considering that 32% of disability is related to loss 
of vision, and the total glaucoma treatment market is 
estimated at US$12.7b in 2021, both the social impact 
and business potential of the OptiShunt and related 
LIQID Medical devices are enormous. 

Liqid Medical

The OptiShunt is an ocular implant which has the potential to prevent 
blindness in millions of patients suffering from glaucoma. 

Name of the innovation: OptiShunt
DISF funding: R547,083.33 and SMMEs contribution R 264,416.67
Date awarded: 4/05/2017
Additional investment leveraged: R9.5m

Jobs created: 6

Awards: Won scientific, social, and innovation awards and grants  
in South Africa, Europe and USA.

Contact: https://www.liqidmedical.com/contact
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SMARTBLADE:
COST-EFFECTIVE DEVICE TO TAKE A HEALTHY SLICE OF THE MARKET 

The Western Cape is home to a thriving health tech 
industry, with burgeoning research and development 
projects. Clinicians on the front line of patient care 
are the first to discern needs for new products and 
services. In turn, the province’s infrastructure, facilities 
and lifestyle attract many tech and engineering experts 
with the potential to turn their aspirations into reality.

One such social enterprise is MorganJoshua 
Innovation, a holding entity dedicated to cost-effective 
and, ultimately, universal health care. The first device 
they are bringing to market is the SmartBlade, a video 
laryngoscope.

This product uses smartphone technology to both 
simplify design and contain costs in an otherwise 
extremely expensive medical device. It replaces the 
traditional screen with an app-enabled smartphone; 
in addition, the laryngoscope has a novel suction and 
oxygenation port.

Advanced life support paramedic Nick Nevin and his 

wife, anaesthesiologist Dr Caroline Corbett, are the 
co-founders of MorganJoshua. “There’s nothing worse, 
specifically in an emergency setting, knowing what you 
need to do, but not having the tools to perform it,” says 
Nick. “It’s terrible when patients die because they were 
too badly injured or too sick, but the worst is the ones 
that you couldn’t help purely because you just didn’t 
have the right tools to do so.”

Nick, with considerable experience in plane, helicopter 
and road rescue operations, had been exploring the 
procurement of laryngoscopes and how to ensure the 
best patient outcomes. He found traditional devices 
both functionally unsuitable and too expensive. 
Caroline, working in ICU, casualty and emergency 
medicine, and specialising in anaesthesia, would 
typically find only one video laryngoscope in a multi-
theatre complex.

“We both had significant frustration with video 
laryngoscopy. It was about refusing to accept that, just 
because we didn’t have access, and the functionality of 

existing devices was poor, a patient should get 
sub-standard care. It was worth trying a new way 
and we did.”

Nick, with contacts in the medical tech sector, briefed 
a bio-medical engineer in 2016. They constructed 
wooden 2D prototypes to ensure the correct 
angulation, then 3D-printed the first device and tested 
it on manikins. The next step was to consult a patent 
attorney. He referred them to Savant, a technology 
incubator and venture capital funder based in Cape 
Town. Savant introduced the couple to CDI Capital 
Manager Ryan Rode who informed them about the 
DISF fund.

They received DISF funding of R581 130 and 
contributed R127 000. The company was registered in 
2017, and a prototype produced in 2018. 

“DISF seed funding spring-boarded us from three 
perspectives – funding, a platform, and credibility,” 
says Caroline.

“Without that initial seed funding, we would have had 
to put the project to bed. We were high risk, early stage 
medical tech with limited scalability and manufacturing 
experience. Nobody was going to loan us money or 
give us any other assistance. We were just too early, 
from a venture capital perspective.

“DISF effectively rescued the project from what would 
have been a dead end as we had no more self-funding 
at that time. We were able to start looking at how to 
progress with the project at a time when it was a make 
or break stage.”

The seed funding, in turn, enabled them to network with 
venture capital funders.

“Having had a local, reputable seed funding process 
recognise that this innovation was going to be 
worthwhile, and it would have significant social, 
medical and health care impact, meant that when we 
started to look for venture funding, we both had a track 
record with DISF. It showed we were able to manage 
a grant appropriately, apportion the funds and budget 
correctly. That really helped us with a credit record 
when it came to applying for second round funding. So 
DISF really did provide us with roots to grow.”

“Savant, too, have been with us from our very first 
foot out the door. With their help, and the belief locally 
of investors from the SA SME Fund, we have been 
able to not just grow those roots, but develop into an 
international platform that is taken seriously in 
the market.”

The SA SME Fund, with which the DISF has links, 
was established by members of the CEO Initiative 
– a collaboration between government, labour and 
business – as an avenue of support for the SME sector. 
They funded Savant’s venture capital fund, which in turn 
funded MorganJoshua.

Meeting with other innovators, developers and 
designers through programmes like the DISF has been 
supportive. “All of us at some stage lose momentum. 
You start running out of the sexy stuff, and have to 
do the sad stuff, the difficult stuff, and sweat it. There 
was a meeting of minds. We met other people when 
it came to software building, just by sitting in those 
collaborative spaces.”

Awards brought exposure on international platforms 
too. MorganJoshua received the global innovation 
award of the World Federation of Societies of 
Anaesthesiologists, sponsored by the Fresenius Kabi 
pharmaceutical company. This prize money contributed 
to MorganJoshua’s regulatory and patent costs, plus 
an opportunity to present at the World Congress of 
Anaesthesiology. Nick was runner-up in a Swiss/South 
Africa venture capital competition. Caroline received 
the Africa Women Innovation & Entrepreneurship 
Forum’s top woman in technology award in 2019. 

Such exposure has ensured that SmartBlade will not 
only launch shortly in the South African market (2022), 
but on a global scale through an international company. 
It is in the final stages of mould-building and will service 
existing orders. It has a commitment of R9.5m further 
funding and an additional R600 000 grant from SEDA 
for development of the first injection mould. The market 
is conservatively estimated at R50b, with applications 
that extend beyond operating theatres to emergency 
rooms, casualty settings, dental suites and even remote 
rural, military and field hospitals.

“If you need to intubate somebody we would like you 
to be reaching for a SmartBlade because it should 
provide you with the best option for success and the 
most appropriate safety realms for the patient.”

SmartBlade

The SmartBlade is a video laryngoscope that harnesses smartphone 
technology to both simplify design and contain costs in an otherwise 
extremely expensive medical device.

Name of the innovation: SmartBlade
DISF funding: R581,130 and SMMEs contribution R127,400
Date awarded: 04/05/2017
Additional investment leveraged: R10.3m

Jobs created: 2

Awards: WFSA Global Innovation 2017. Swiss/South Africa Venture 
Leader 2019. AWIEF Top Woman in Technology

Contact: https://smartblade.co.za/
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SWIFTVEE:
REINVENTING AGRICULTURE THROUGH TECH

Tech has transformed virtually every economic 
sector, so it’s hardly surprising that apps and artificial 
intelligence have shaken up traditional gatherings of 
farmers at local sales pens. Covid-19 restrictions and 
the sheer convenience of online transactions have 
encouraged them to embrace technology. Why drive 
long distances if you can live stream an auction from 
the comfort of your stoep?

SwiftVEE, which hosts the largest independent livestock 
trading platform in South Africa, is a noteworthy tech 
newcomer. The enterprise has created 25 jobs and 
received several prestigious awards that have enabled 
it to advance its livestock trading offering. 

“Our mission is to reinvent agriculture through 
technology, because the future is food and finding 
better ways to produce it,” says CEO Russel Luck, 
who initially built an enviable reputation as the go-to 
managing partner of a leading technology law practice. 

SwiftVEE was established on the premise that the 
global tech landscape would be shaped by three 
factors – artificial Intelligence, food and geography, 
says Russel. 

“AI will disrupt the future of work, making it 
unrecognisable. As populations rise, people will 
need to produce food more efficiently and utilise 

geography more effectively. South Africa (and the 
African continent) have an abundance of livestock and 
geographical advantages to feed global populations.

“SwiftVEE was established to digitise the livestock 
trading value-chain and create resource efficiency in 
fragmented livestock trading markets.”

Prior to SwiftVEE, attempts were made to trade 
livestock digitally using static images of animals for 
sale, but these efforts were not embraced within the 
industry, asserts Russel. 

“The buyers of livestock require real-time video 
streaming of animals to assess the quality at the 
moment of purchase.”

SwiftVEE pioneered real-time video streaming 
technology, selling the first bull online via real-time 
video stream in July 2019. It is the first local platform to 
incorporate machine learning and artificial intelligence 
in its product offering. The platform supports live 
webcasts and silent and timed auctions, and has a 
mobile app, making it easy to register and bid online. 

Seed capital came from DISF funding worth nearly 
R600 000 in 2018 with SwiftVEE contributing 
over R100 000.  

“DISF was critically important for us to take a proof of 
concept and create a Beta version to ensure product-
market fit. The DISF funding was essential to landing 
our private seed funding round and later our Series A. 
Without DISF, swiftVEE would not have been where we 
are today. Particular mention of CDI Capital Manager 
Ryan Rode needs to be made for his tireless efforts 
working through budgets, claims and strategies for us. 
In addition to the funding we received, Ryan worked 
with us closely to ensure we did not lose focus when 
establishing product market-fit.”

Further private sector funding of R26,5m has since 
been channeled into the enterprise, says Russel, who 
lists his wife and Elon Musk as inspirational for his 
business. “Elon Musk because he sees the potential 
in technology before anyone else can, and my wife 
because she sees the potential in people before anyone 
else can.”

Agriculture is key to feeding a global population 
efficiently and sustainably, and Swiftvee’s innovation 
has been widely recognised. The company won Google 
Launchpad’s ‘most innovative technology from a 
developing economy’ award in 2018, enabling it to 
develop artificial intelligence strategies to match buyers 
and sellers at optimal times.

The enterprise was also noted as the most innovative 
local tech company in the  Facebook-MEST Innovation 
Summit South Africa in 2018; United Nations Best 
e-Agri Platform in the world in 2019; Department of 
Science and Innovation’s Technology Top 100 winner 
in the same year for the most innovative technology for 
sustainability; and the South African representative in 
the Startup Grind International Tech Conference 
in 2020.

“We recently held a virtual auction in Zimbabwe. In 
terms of social impact, the solution stops cattle dying 
on the land in drought periods. Emerging farmers also 
have more trading opportunities and can take part in 
the commercial economy.”

Many subsistence farmers operating in remote areas 
with little infrastructure and logistics were previously 
limited to the district in which they operated. Online 
auctions open up new potential markets for these 
small farmers, as well as enabling them to avoid 
middlemen and ensure higher take-home prices. From 
the perspective of commercial farmers, there is interest 
in hardy breeds and new genetic material, as they 
rebuild their herds after droughts. They are prepared to 
invest in good bloodstock given higher meat prices and 
growth in beef exports.

Local breeders can also showcase their prime stud 
stock to overseas buyers and benefit from foreign 
exchange rates.

SwiftVEE has generated “significantly” more than 
R10 million revenue to date. The offering has been 
expanded, in partnership with Old Mutual Insure, to 
facilitate stud animal and single transit insurance at the 
touch of a button. Companies can also advertise on the 
platform during live webcast auctions, using full screen 
and rolling banner ads.

The company is finalising the second round of funding 
to expand its market reach and digital products. 
“SwiftVEE aims to collect, analyse and disseminate 
meaningful data to all stakeholders in the livestock 
industry ecosystem, address resource scarcity, food 
security and market efficiency in the livestock industry,” 
says Russel.

Additional source: Farmers Weekly, 21 January 2021, A 
new era for livestock auctions.

SwiftVEE

SwiftVee aims to collect, analyse and disseminate meaningful data to all stakeholders in 
the livestock industry ecosystem, address resource scarcity, food security and market 
efficiency in the livestock industry.

Name of the innovation: SwiftVEE
DISF funding: R595,083.33 and SMMEs contribution R119,016.67
Date awarded: 18/06/2018
Additional investment leveraged: R26.5m

Job created: 25 

Awards: Google Launchpad; Facebook-MEST Innovation Summit SA; UN Best e-Agri 
Platform; Technology Top 100 winner; Selected as a Top 25 Company at the Startup 
Grind International Exhibitor.

Contact: www.swiftvee.com/contact_us
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The DISF funding was essential to 
landing our private seed funding 

round and later our Series A. 
Without DISF, swiftVEE would 

not have been where we are today.



VULA MOBILE:
SPECIALIST ADVICE JUST AN APP AWAY

Vula Mobile is a Cape Town-based, professional 
medical network which improves healthcare by linking 
registered health workers with specialists. While the 
attractive, user-friendly apps and online dashboard 
are fine examples of a slick health tech platform, the 
product has, in fact, deep rural roots.

It was in some of Southern Africa’s most remote 
regions that Eastern Cape-born Dr William Mapham 
experienced first-hand the difficulties that isolated 
health workers face when needing specialist advice.

“My real passion is improving healthcare in rural areas,” 
says William, who met a patient with a serious eye 
condition during his first job at Madwaleni Hospital, 
near Elliotdale, in 2004. William advised him to visit the 
nearest specialist hospital, in Mthatha. Seven years 
later, having developed his ophthalmology skills at the 
Vula Emehlo Eye Clinic in Swaziland, he again 
met the patient. 

“The tragic part was that he had never gone to Mthatha 
and had consequently gone blind in that eye, although 
medication had been available. I realised that a small 
piece of specialist information could have changed his 
life,” says William.

The problem is that there is only one specialist to 18 
000 patients in the public sector, compared to one 
specialist per 5 000 people in the private sector. 

“I realised that we really have to maximise the 
availability of specialist skills, given that they are 
exceptionally scarce.”

William knew that rural health workers owned up-
to-date mobile phones, and realised that if he could 
create an app, and connect the workers to specialists 
in the eye clinic, there was no longer a need for lengthy 
journeys to dispense professional advice face to face.
William approached CDI Capital in 2018, given his need 

for TRL 3 funding. The R637 500 he received enabled 
numerous modifications, such as fixing known bugs, 
speed tests and improvements by database and app 
developers, and a data analytics system.

“The support from DISF has been incredible,” says 
William. “It has been amazing to have them involved 
in our journey as we both commercialise and improve 
healthcare in South Africa and, in the future, beyond 
our borders.” 

His advice to local trailblazers is to speak to as many 
people as possible. “South Africa is a social nation 
and we love to help each other. You will be surprised at 
how, just by asking, people will offer you support.”

Vula Mobile has since generated revenue from a 
partnership with the French pharmaceutical company 
Sanofi and a two-year contract with the Western Cape 
Department of Health. Fourteen jobs have been created 
and it has garnered numerous awards, such as the 2019 
best health solution, and the 2015 most innovative app, 
in the MTN App of the Year Awards.

In due course, more healthcare specialties were 
combined into a network that now numbers 15 and is 
accessible throughout South Africa. Average response 
time has been trimmed to under 15 minutes, enabling 
rural doctors to obtain feedback while the patient is still 
on the premises. One in three rural patients is assisted. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has further boosted Vula 
Mobile’s applications, with the team pivoting to support 
a range of medical communications requirements:

Referrals: The overwhelming number of patients 
increased the need for triage admissions and referrals 
management. Four provinces adopted Vula Mobile, 
enabling referral of 7 380 patients to ICUs, field 
hospitals and other facilities. 

A specialist working on the Covid-19 frontline wrote 
that “the Vula Referral application has become an 
indispensable cog in our armoury in the fight against 
Covid-19. With an average referral rate of between 
60-70 referrals per day for one clinician to manage 
during our wave peaks, it would have been impossible 
to manage this without a simplified digital referral 
management solution. Thank you to the entire Vula 
team for this wonderful little gem of an application. It 
has made our demanding lives during this pandemic so 
much easier!” 

Gift of the Givers: Vula Mobile partnered with non-
profit organisation Gift of the Givers, which had raised 
funds to assist medical professionals and hospitals. 
The app ensured that funds went to where they were 
needed most. 

Meetings: As healthcare workers managed more 
Covid-19 cases, the need for remote academic 
meetings became urgent. Vula Mobile provided an 
enterprise version of Zoom, and 539 meetings were 
held with 8 969 participants in 2020.

Portal: Vula Mobile set up a portal for experts to 
answer healthcare workers’ questions. Some 335 
doctors were trained remotely by Covid-19 experts 
on call.

Covid-19 Doctors on Call: This helpline, established 
with Vula Mobile as a partner, reduced visits to clinics, 
ultimately curbing spread of the virus. Some 63 doctors 
volunteered, over 40 000 patients were served, and 2 
907 patients referred for testing.

Covid-19 testing: Vula Mobile partnered with a 
pharmacy group to provide free tests to health 
professionals, specifically those without medical aid. 
At least 19 747 health workers have been referred to 
free testing sites and all documentation of test samples 
recorded on the Vula Mobile app.

Covid-19 dashboards: Vula Mobile created national 
and provincial dashboards from data collected through 
the system, sending weekly and monthly reports as 
required by the Department of Health and 
other stakeholders.

Health Science Education: The Universities of 
Pretoria, Cape Town and Stellenbosch used Vula 
Mobile as a teaching system to replace submission of 
paper-based reports. This enabled submission of 8 363 
patient scenarios by students to educators.

To date, Vula had been used in more than 4 600 
facilities, by 26 200 registered users, helping more than 
852 000 patients. It’s used in three countries (South 
Africa, Namibia & Botswana).

The company plans to continue expanding in South 
Africa and beyond its borders to fulfil its intention of 
providing high-quality healthcare to everyone as a basic 
human right.

“Our vision is for every health worker to have access to 
specialist advice. We would like specialist healthcare to 
be delivered at a primary level.”

Additional sources: BizCommunity article, March 2020; 
Design Indaba Conference 2018 presentation.

Vula Mobile

Is a Professional Medical Network, which aims to improve healthcare by 
linking registered health workers with specialists via specialised apps and 
an online dashboard. Its objective is to develop a robust, automated 
and secure registration process for health workers both in South Africa 
and internationally.

Name of the innovation: Vula Mobile
DISF funding: R637,500 and SMMEs contribution R1,200,719.45
Date awarded: 25/06/2018
Additional investment leveraged: R14.3m

Jobs created: 12

Awards: 
2019: MTN App of the Year Awards, Best Health Solution. 2018: AfricaTech 
(Vivatechology in Paris), Best Health Solution. 2017: Impumelelo Social 
Innovations Awards, Platinum Award. 2016: Clearly Vision Prize, first 
prize Amazon City on a Cloud, finalist. 2015: MTN App of The Year, Most 
Innovative App. Western Cape Premier’s Entrepreneurship Recognition 
Awards, second in Best Social Enterprise. Sustainable Entrepreneurship 
Awards (Vienna, Austria) first in Development and Service. Public Service 
Innovation Awards, second in Innovative Use of ICT for Effective Service 
Delivery. African Entrepreneurship Awards (Morocco), one of six prize 
winners. Seed Award (Kenya) Exceptional Social Start-up Enterprise. 
2014: DG Murray Trust Research Grant. Fund for Innovation in Rural 
Research Grant. Innovation Hub GAP ICT Competition, second in ICT. 
Dream International Social Entrepreneur Award. 2013: SAB Foundation 
Social Innovation Awards, first prize Shuttleworth Foundation Flash 
Grant and Impumelelo Social Innovation Gold Award.

Contact: https://www.vulamobile.com/contact
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About Technology Innovation Agency (TIA)

TIA is a national public entity that serves as the key institutional intervention to bridge the 
innovation chasm between research and development from higher education institutions, science 
councils, public entities, and private sector, and commercialisation.

TIA’s focus is on technology development; from proof of concept to pre commercialisation. To 
achieve this, TIA established the following funds: the Seed Fund, the Technology Development 
Fund, and the Commercialisation Support Fund.

In order to deal with the effective implementation of these funds, TIA implemented pre- and post-
investment processes to improve client management, turnaround times and post-approval support 
to existing and new technology projects within the TIA portfolio. 

https://www.tia.org.za/

About Productivity SA

Productivity SA is established in terms of section 31 (1) of the Employment services Act, No. 4 of 
2014 as a juristic person with a mandate to promote employment growth and productivity thereby 
contributing to South Africa’s socio economic development and competitiveness. Productivity SA 
is managed in accordance with the Public Finance Management Act (PFMA). Their vision is to lead 
and inspire a productive, competitive South Africa.

The DISF would like to acknowledge and thank Productivity SA as a key partner of the DISF.

About Western Cape Department of Economic 
Development and Tourism (DEDAT)

The Department’s vision is a Western Cape that has a vibrant, innovative and sustainable 
economy, characterised by economic growth and employment

To attain the vision, the Department of Economic Development and Tourism provides qualitative 
leadership to the Western Cape economy through the Department’s understanding of the 
economy, its ability to identify economic opportunities and potential, and its contribution to 
government economic priorities.

The Department enhances the productive and competitive capability of the provincial economy. 
It catalyses economic growth and employment creation through:

•  Investment promotion and catalytic infrastructure

•  Export Growth

•  Addressing skills gaps

•  Accelerating the ease of doing business; and

•  Resource resilience  
 
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/dept/edat

About CDI Capital

CDI Capital is a Level 1 B-BBEE impact investor in local SMMEs, and a subsidiary of the Craft and 
Design Institute (CDI) non-profit company. CDI Capital empowers businesses to innovate, fast-
track growth, create jobs, improve lives and help build a stronger economy by providing a unique 
bouquet of financial services. We work with corporates, government and development agencies 
to invest in individual businesses through our SMME development programmes and financial 
products.
 
https://www.cdicapital.co.za/

A SUBSIDIARY OF

33

https://www.tia.org.za/
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/dept/edat
https://www.cdicapital.co.za/


CDI Capital 
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