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Preface

Th is book is among the key outputs of the Open African Innovation Research 
and Training (Open A.I.R.) Project. Based on case study research in nine African 
countries, the book examines the recent history and current on-the-ground 
 realities of innovation and intellectual property (IP) in African settings. In doing 
so, the book reveals complex collaborative dynamics across a range of diff erent 
countries, sectors and socio-economic contexts, and generates recommendations 
for how innovation and IP can be married with social and economic development 
objectives in African settings. Th is book’s sister report, Knowledge and Innovation 
in Africa: Scenarios for the Future, situates the current realities covered in this 
book within a much longer historical trajectory and multiple potential futures.

Conceived in 2009, established in 2010 and launched in 2011, Open A.I.R. is 
a pan-African and globally interconnected research and training network, which 
was established to: 

 ● raise IP awareness in African settings and facilitate critical policy 
engagement;

 ● empower a networked, epistemic IP community in Africa;
 ● identify IP-related innovation bottlenecks and modes of open collaboration; 

and
 ● interrogate IP-related innovation metrics, capital and power structures.

Open A.I.R. is fi nancially supported by Canada’s International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC) and Germany’s Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (BMZ), and collaborates with numerous other organisations 
and individuals – all of whom are recognised in the Acknowledgements’ pages of 
this book. In addition to the aforementioned case study and foresight research, 
the Open A.I.R. network engages in a wide range of training, capacity building, 
outreach and policy engagement activities – both on the African continent and 
in settings outside the continent where matters of African innovation and IP are 
engaged. Th ese engagements target external stakeholders capable of changing 
 policies and practices, including:

 ● innovators, creators and entrepreneurs – individuals and companies;
 ● business groups such as chambers of commerce and industry associations;
 ● national, regional and international law-makers and policy-makers;
 ● issue leaders, such as politicians, judges, professors and practitioners;
 ● scientifi c and cultural research and development funding bodies;
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 ● university researchers, administrators and technology transfer offi  cials;
 ● rights-holders and collective rights management organisations; and
 ● representatives of indigenous and local communities.

Open A.I.R. is motivated by a vision in which innovation and creativity in Africa 
are sustainable, properly valued, collaborative, widely accessible and result 
in  benefi ts that are distributed throughout society. Based on this vision, the 
 network’s mission is to better understand how innovation and IP processes work 
in African settings, how knowledge and technology currently protected by IP can 
be  mobilised, and how IP systems can be harnessed or adapted in a manner that 
fosters openness-oriented collaborative innovation resulting in just distribution 
of new knowledge and technology. 

Th is book and the Scenarios volume are two parts of a much broader attempt, 
by Open A.I.R. and other initiatives, to facilitate, in the medium to long term, the 
emergence of new, pragmatic means of valuing and facilitating innovation and 
creativity in Africa. Contextually appropriate metrics sensitive to the monitor-
ing of meaningful changes in behaviour around innovation and creativity could 
be instrumental for promoting African grassroots entrepreneurship, broad-
based business development, and a vibrant private sector built on small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with a sustained ability to innovate. And the 
 opportunities for innovation-driven SMEs could also benefi t from policy-maker 
adoption of appropriate metrics when designing the policy and regulatory frame-
works necessary to ensure predictable innovation environments for stakeholders.

Open A.I.R.’s core funders, IDRC and BMZ, have provided a framework for 
Open A.I.R.’s objectives. Open A.I.R. fi ts within the  IDRC’s Science and Innovation 
programme, which supports research and policy engagement in relation to how 
science, technology and innovation (STI) can be engines of socio-economic 
development. Within this programme, the Information and Networks (I&N) 
initiative, which funds the Open A.I.R. Project, aims to better  understand the 
linkages among innovation, creativity, networked collaborations (oft en  enabled 
via  information and communication technologies [ICTs]), and  determinants of 
openness – including IP rights. Th e IDRC also supported the precursor  network 
to Open A.I.R., the African Copyright and Access to Knowledge (ACA2K)  Project, 
which ran from 2007 to 2011 and generated the nucleus of the expert network 
now driving Open A.I.R.

BMZ supports Open A.I.R. via Germany’s Deutsche Gesellschaft  für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), under the GIZ commons@ip – Harnessing 
the Knowledge Commons for Open Innovation initiative. Th e commons@ip 
 initiative focuses on how IP rights interact with open innovation, the knowledge 
commons, open licences and collaborative innovation. It is part of the BMZ-
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mandated Train for Trade programme, which aims at strengthening the private sec-
tor and its constituent bodies in the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) region through training and capacity building in export promotion, qual-
ity control and promotion of open innovation – as well as through promotion of 
local and regional economic development and trade.

Open A.I.R.’s training and capacity building components include:

 ● building the network’s capacity – through online platforms, network-wide 
workshops, research methodology support, scenario-building meetings 
and thematic seminars; 

 ● awarding Open A.I.R. Fellowships to emerging IP scholars and potential 
leaders – from Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, Ethiopia, Cameroon, Nigeria and 
Egypt;

 ● exchanging knowledge through Africa-wide and South–South knowledge 
networking at seminars, workshops and conferences;

 ● growing awareness among African creators, innovators, entrepreneurs 
and policy-makers of openness-oriented approaches to innovation and IP 
matters in Africa ; and

 ● teaching at African tertiary educational institutions, including development 
of a replicable, open course curriculum on IP law and development. 

Because of the immense geographic size of the African continent, and unique 
 logistical challenges of African intra-continental travel, ICTs have been 
 instrumental in empowering the research network’s “community of  practice”. 
Open A.I.R. has an offl  ine presence in 14 African countries and in  multiple 
 countries outside the continent. Online, the network includes hundreds of 
 individuals and institutions throughout Africa and from all corners of the globe, 
linked via a suite of online networking and social-media tools. Th e Open A.I.R. 
 community of  practice advances a culture of multidirectional exchange among 
African  innovative and creative communities and external actors – with a view to 
 sustainably empowering local communities and SMEs. Network members promote 
cross-fertilisation of ideas via original thinking and partnerships with national and 
international institutions, scholars, funding agencies, civil society  organisations 
and other willing partners. Th ose wishing to join the community can visit 
http://www.openair.org.za/join.
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Chapter 14

Towards University–Industry Innovation 
Linkages in Ethiopia

Wondwossen Belete

Abstract

Th is chapter analyses fi ndings from research into the apparent disconnect in Ethiopia between 
the state’s innovation policy and the practical realities of scientifi c research in the country. 
Th e research found that the Ethiopian government’s emphasis – in its Science, Technology 
and Innovation (STI) Policy of 2012 – is on IP protection, and patenting of outputs from 
publicly funded research. Meanwhile, it was found, there is a dearth of innovative research 
at Ethiopia’s universities, and scant linkage between universities and the private sector. Th e 
chapter argues that the Ethiopian government should look beyond the current focus on 
IP protection and patenting and seek the optimum balance among a variety of models of 
 university–industry knowledge transfer.

1. Introduction

Ethiopia is the second most populous country in sub-Saharan Africa, with a pop-
ulation of 84 million. Agriculture accounts for 41% of gross domestic product 
(GDP) and 85% of employment, and is also the main source of foreign exchange 
and raw materials for domestic industry. Although the country is one of the poor-
est in the world, its economy has demonstrated signs of improvement in recent 
years. At the time of writing, Ethiopia had experienced double-digit GDP growth 
for nine consecutive years, making it one of the fastest-growing economies in 
Africa.

Despite promising signs of economic improvement, poverty eradication still 
remains a priority for the Ethiopian government. Th e country’s low level of tech-
nological development is a major constraint on this national development objec-
tive. Promoting technological progress is therefore seen as essential to achieving 
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broad-based, accelerated and sustained economic growth. Th e government in 
2012 approved a Science, Technology and Innovation (STI) Policy based on a 
national innovation system (NIS) approach. Th e NIS approach is premised on the 
assumption that the fl ow of technology and information among people, enter-
prises and institutions is key to the innovative process. Th e Policy emphasises the 
need for strengthening the interaction among universities and industrial enter-
prises to enhance the innovative capacity of industry.  Other government policies 
and programmes also view the wealth of knowledge generated through academic 
research as a source of industrial innovation and national competitiveness (FDRE, 
2010a, 2010b, 2012; MOST, 2010).

In turn, intellectual property (IP) rights have been identifi ed as important 
tools to facilitate the transfer of university-generated knowledge to industry. 
Various studies have recommended policies that permit universities and gov-
ernment research institutes to retain IP rights (EIPO, 2007; Mengistie, 2006; 
MOST, 2009). Th e studies do not mention specifi c foreign policies to be used 
as  models, but a critical examination of the studies reveals that priority is being 
placed on the adoption of IP policies from developed countries in relation to the 
 promotion of university–industry interaction (EIPO, 2007; MOST, 2009). Th ese 
studies have had a signifi cant infl uence on the IP strategy of the STI Policy – an 
important point, given that the recommended strategy provides for the develop-
ment and  implementation of institutional IP systems that could, if implemented, 
lead to increased privatisation of the knowledge outputs from publicly funded 
research (FDRE, 2012).

Th ere are a number of challenges associated with cross-national emulation of 
STI policies between developed-world and developing-world contexts. STI poli-
cies need to cater to a country’s socio-economic context, the research environment 
in its universities and research institutes, the capacity of a country’s domestic fi rms 
to absorb external knowledge, and the availability in the country of resources for 
research and innovation. Hence the appropriate policies needed to enhance the 
benefi ts of STI are highly context-specifi c. In order to build an innovation system 
that works in the Ethiopian context, it is necessary to base STI policy development 
on research evidence refl ecting the current situation of science and technology. 

Th is study aimed to produce evidence on the potential impact of IP dynamics 
on university–industry interaction – a matter of heated debate in Ethiopian STI 
policy-making. Th e study sought to answer the question: How does IP protection 
of academic research output potentially infl uence the performance of innovation in 
Ethiopian industry? 

Th e study reviewed the policies and laws in place in Ethiopia to promote 
a university–industry alliance, and examined the views of stakeholder groups 
regarding the diff erent channels of knowledge transfer between universities 
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and industry and the policy environment aff ecting that knowledge transfer. 
Establishing a system that stimulates eff ective university–industry interaction 
requires a clear understanding by academic researchers, industry managers and 
policy-makers of the relative merits of the diff erent models of knowledge trans-
fer, and this study sought to generate fi ndings that can contribute to this process 
of understanding.

Th e next section of this chapter (Section 2) outlines the study’s methodology. 
Th e third section reviews the relevant literature in order to establish the context of 
the study. Section 4 analyses the relationships between IP rights, publicly funded 
research and industrial innovation in Ethiopia on the basis of information gath-
ered during the research. Th e fi  fth and fi nal section provides conclusions and pol-
icy recommendations. (See Chapters 13 and 15 of this volume for more research, 
in South Africa and Botswana, respectively, into matters at the intersection of IP 
and publicly funded research.)

2. Research methods

Th is study used two main data collection methods: document analysis and ques-
tionnaires. Th e documents analysed included government policies, laws, plans, 
programmes and study reports. Also analysed were research strategies of univer-
sities and study papers produced during recent university reforms in Ethiopia – in 
order to gather information on research performance and management at the 
institutional level. In addition, previous research in this area was reviewed to 
identify questions that needed to be answered and to explore diff erent viewpoints 
on the application of IP protection in relation to publicly funded research.

Questionnaires were used to collect information from groups categorised into 
(1) universities, (2) industrial enterprises and (3) government agencies. Th e uni-
versities included in the study were selected according to the following factors: 
number of academic staff , size of public research funding, research performance 
and previous experience in collaborations with industry. Researchers in univer-
sities who directly participate in publicly funded research, or who are involved 
in the process of design and implementation of research projects, were selected 
for the study. Industrial enterprises were chosen based on their levels of inno-
vative activities and prior collaboration with universities. Th e respondents from 
enterprises were selected on the basis of their roles in research management and 
protection of enterprise IP. Th e government agencies included in the study were 
those with active roles in the development of STI policy. In these agencies, govern-
ment offi  cials with technical knowledge of IP rights administration were targeted 
as respondents.
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Because the nature of the information gathered from each group had some 
level of variation, three separate questionnaires were developed. Th e question-
naires were delivered as attachments to e-mail messages. Th e questionnaires 
included background information about the study and posed questions intended 
to collect information on the impact of academic patenting on industrial innova-
tion. Each question gave respondents a range of options to select from. In cases 
where answers did not fi t into the given options, respondents were allowed to 
provide their own comments. Th e questionnaires also contained a section that 
allowed respondents to add their individual thoughts on IP and the dissemination 
of university research results. 

Some of the university researchers targeted as respondents did not respond 
to the questionnaire. Th is limited the study’s ability to incorporate the views of 
people with in-depth information on the subject. In addition, since the study 
 focused on a recent policy issue that has not yet been extensively or systematically 
researched in the context of least developed countries (LDCs), it was diffi  cult to 
fi nd materials written from the perspective of such countries. Although innova-
tion policies are context-specifi c, LDCs share commonalities associated with their 
low level of technological development.

3. IP rights and university research

IP and dissemination

Over the past three decades, IP protection of publicly funded university research 
has been the subject of intense policy debate in both developed and  developing 
countries. Some people consider the dissemination of university research via 
 patent licensing as a model that facilitates economic and social returns from 
 university research. Others have highlighted the potential for this model to 
 generate unintended and deleterious consequences for innovation systems 
(Boettiger and Bennet, 2006; Montobbio, 2009; Sampat, 2006).

Th e UK Commission on Intellectual Property Rights (CIPR) found that 
the underlying argument for patenting university inventions and exclusive 
licensing of technologies is to increase the rate of commercial application 
of knowl edge by encouraging private sector investment (CIPR, 2002, p. 123). 
University inventions are oft en in the very early stages of development, and 
therefore require substantial development before commercial application. It 
is thus argued that unless companies are able to negotiate exclusive access to 
the IP from university research, the companies will not have the incentive to 
invest the resources necessary for developing marketable products. Th e argu-
ment for university  ownership of IP rights, therefore, “pertains not to ex ante 
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incentives for invention, but to incentives ex post for downstream users to 
invest in commercialization of federally funded inventions” (Th ursby and 
Th ursby, 2007, p. 4).

Th e opposing argument is that the interests of technology transfer and com-
mercial application will be best served by the widest possible dissemination of 
knowledge in the public domain. According to this perspective, increased focus 
on IP protection of academic inventions is a threat to the objectives of universities 
(Davis et al., 2011). Academic researchers have traditionally been committed to 
“open science”, which involves peer evaluation, a shared culture of scientists that 
emphasises the importance of motivational factors other than economic ones, and 
the widespread dissemination of research fi ndings (David, 2003; Dosi et al., 2006; 
Liebeskind, 2001; Lundvall, 2008; Sampat, 2006). It is argued that the open sci-
ence approach helps to avoid excessive duplication of research eff orts, to promote 
information-sharing and to allow the development of a strong public knowledge 
base from which subsequent researchers can draw (Fabrizio, 2006).

Bayh-Dole and its international emulation

Th e 1980 Bayh-Dole Act in the United States permitted university patenting. 
Proponents of the Act argued that there was a signifi cant informational divide 
between the world of academia and the world of industry, making it diffi  cult to 
implement university inventions in practice (Colyvas et al., 2002). Bayh-Dole 
aimed to promote the commercialisation of university research results that 
were seen as going to waste (Fabrizio, 2006). Th e Act responded to a belief by 
 policy-makers that stronger protection for the results of publicly funded research 
and development would accelerate the commercialisation of these results and 
the realisation of economic benefi ts for US taxpayers (Mowery et al., 2001). 
Furthermore, allowing universities to share in the proceeds from faculty inven-
tions would create incentives for the universities to advertise these inventions 
to industry. Bayh-Dole “provided blanket permission for performers of federally 
funded research to fi le for patents on the results of such research and to grant 
licences for these patents, including exclusive licenses, to other parties” (Mowery 
and Sampat, 2005, p. 228). 

Recent policy initiatives in a number of industrial economies have revealed 
that there is considerable interest in emulating the Bayh-Dole Act. Many European 
countries changed their innovation policies to accord with the American exam-
ple, entrusting universities with IP management and providing support to 
 intermediary units that help to facilitate the university–industry technology trans-
fer process (Poglajen, 2012). Similarly, Bayh-Dole provided a model of reform for 
Japanese policy-makers (Walsh et al., 2008). Several developing countries have 
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also adopted legislation modelled on Bayh-Dole, while others are considering 
the introduction of such policies (Foley and Lardner, 2011; Graff , 2007; Koyama, 
2010; Vartak and Saurastri, 2009).

Despite this apparent popularity of cross-national policy emulation in the 
case of the Bayh-Dole Act, there is a strong argument that policy copying with-
out due consideration of country-specifi c situations is not desirable. Verspagen 
(2006) argues that the justifi cations given for the adoption of Bayh-Dole in the 
US may not be applicable in the European context. Crespi et al. (2006) used their 
data from a large-scale survey of European countries to argue against Bayh-Dole-
like legislation in Europe. According to their argument, there is no indication of 
market failure, in the dissemination of university research in Europe, to justify 
legislative intervention. Mowery and Sampat (2005) argue that the emulation of 
Bayh-Dole in other industrial economies is based on a misreading of the empiri-
cal evidence of the eff ects of the Act, and a misreading of the importance of the 
facilitating role of IP rights in the transfer and commercialisation of university 
inventions. Th ere is also a lack of fi rm evidence on the eff ect that Bayh-Dole has 
had on the quantity and quality of university research output and its level of com-
mercialisation (CIPR, 2002).

Various authors have criticised the emulation of Bayh-Dole in developing 
countries. Anthony et al. (2008) are doubtful that the benefi ts of legislation mod-
elled on Bayh-Dole can outweigh the costs in developing countries. Sampat (2009) 
examined the theory and evidence supporting the main goals of the draft  Indian 
Bill for the Protection and Utilisation of Publicly Funded Intellectual Property. 
Like Bayh-Dole, India’s proposed Bill was to apply to all research resulting from 
government grants. Sampat noted the diffi  culties inherent in cross-national pol-
icy emulation, and advised that India and other developing countries considering 
Bayh-Dole-like legislation should not precisely follow the American model. Th ese 
insights are also applicable in Ethiopia.

4.  IP, university research and industrial innovation 
in Ethiopia

Government policies

Seeking to foster the development of domestic technological capabilities,  various 
government policies in Ethiopia emphasise the need for stronger interaction 
between universities and industry. Th ese policies are intended to strengthen 
 graduate training and university research, to establish mechanisms to facilitate 
collaboration and information fl ow, and to create industry demand for knowledge 
generated by universities.
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Ethiopia issued its fi rst national Science and Technology Policy in 1993 
(TGE, 1993). Th is Policy contained directives intended to establish and/or 
strengthen science and technology institutes and research and development 
(R&D) centres. Th e Policy also addressed the need for dissemination and appli-
cation of research results, and encouraged the private sector to invest capital, 
participate in the promotion and development of scientifi c and technologi-
cal activities, and promote mutual support between research and production 
(TGE, 1993). However, the Policy followed a linear approach to innovation that 
limited its ability to create a strong alliance between universities and indus-
try. Th e linear approach postulates that innovation starts with basic research, 
then adds applied research and development and ends with production and 
diff usion. 

Hence in 2012 the government adopted a new STI Policy. Th is new Policy 
envisages the establishment of a national innovation system that strengthens the 
links between diff erent innovation actors. Th e Policy contains strategies for creat-
ing strong connections between universities, research institutes and industry in 
the learning and adaptation of foreign technologies (FDRE, 2012).

Th e government’s Education and Training Policy of 1994 emphasises the crea-
tion of an appropriate nexus between university research and industrial innova-
tion. Th e Policy sets out the research-oriented role that higher education should 
play, in order to enable students to become problem-solving professional lead-
ers who address broader societal needs in their fi elds of study. Th e approach 
gives priority to research with practical societal impact that fosters cooperation 
among stakeholders (TGE, 1994). Th e Higher Education Proclamation of 2009 
serves to consolidate the Education and Training Policy. One of the objectives of 
the Proclamation is to promote and enhance university research by focusing on 
knowledge and technology transfers consistent with the country’s priority needs 
(FDRE, 2009).

Industrial development and capacity-building policies also stress the impor-
tance of universities as sources of new ideas with industrial application. Th ese 
policies consider the interface between universities and their socio-economic 
environment as one of the key factors for development. While giving recogni-
tion to the role of universities as breeding grounds for professional leaders and 
researchers, these policies emphasise that tertiary institutions should be engaged 
in activities aimed at generating knowledge that can be applied in industry. 
Universities are required to have a role in problem-solving activities that address 
the specifi c needs of industry and contribute to innovation through technology 
transfer (FDRE, 2002a, 2002b).

However, it is this author’s view that there is no evidence to suggest that the 
focus of these policies – on universities as instruments for knowledge-based 
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 economic development and change – has yet brought the envisaged change in 
industrial innovation and economic growth in Ethiopia. Examination of the  factors 
constraining the contribution of universities to technological  capacity building 
and national competitiveness is a broad research subject that goes beyond the 
scope of this study. However, the following subsection outlines  capacity-related 
constraints that seem to explain the scant collaborative links between universities 
and industry in Ethiopia.

University research and innovation performance of firms

Over the past 15 years there has been a signifi cant expansion of higher educa-
tion in Ethiopia, facilitating improved access to tertiary education for many 
young people. Th e number of universities increased from just two in 2000 to 32 
in 2011. Undergraduate enrolment increased from 149,694 students in 2005 to 
319,217 students in 2009. Postgraduate enrolment increased from 3,884 students 
to 10,125 students over the same period (MOE, 2005, 2010, 2011). University 
research has not, however, shown parallel growth. Only a handful of universi-
ties, chiefl y Addis Ababa University (AAU), Haramaya University and Mekelle 
University, are engaged in notable research activities. Furthermore, it was found 
that there is a disconnect between the research focus of the universities and the 
needs of the economy. A situation analysis of research activity at AAU found 
that none of the units at the university had set research priorities based on 
national development objectives (Lemma et al., 2008). A shortage of qualifi ed 
researchers, lack of adequate research funding and weak research infrastructure 
have also been identifi ed as factors limiting the involvement of universities in 
development-oriented research programmes (Belete, 2010; Lemma et al., 2008).

Th e strength of university–industry links depends not only on the amount 
and orientation of university research activities, but also on the ability of indus-
trial fi rms to identify, assimilate and apply knowledge generated in universi-
ties. Th e absorptive capacity of recipient fi rms is a major factor in potential 
transfer of university knowledge and eff ective university–industry interaction. 
Viewed from this perspective, most Ethiopian industrial enterprises have weak 
absorptive capacity for externally generated knowledge. Th ey face problems 
related to their lack of information on available technological options, fi nan-
cial constraints and skill gaps (i.e. diff erences between the skill requirements of 
the enterprise and those possessed by graduates) (Belete, 2010). Th e resulting 
lack of required technical skills negatively infl uences the technological capa-
bilities of enterprises. Most of the technical staff  working in fi rms are trained 
by the Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) institutes of 
Ethiopia. However, in my experience, many TVET graduates do not meet the 
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expectations of industrial enterprises. TVET has traditionally concentrated on 
institution-based training, which favours theoretical instruction. Until recently, 
TVET training was input-oriented and followed curricular requirements 
instead of workplace and labour market requirements. Moreover, training and 
continuous upgrading for the existing workforce was only partially in place. A 
meaningful structure for steady adaptation to workforce demands and life-long 
learning was missing (MOE, 2005).

Th e structure of the industrial sector is another factor contributing to the 
innovative performance of industrial enterprises and their connections with 
universities. Ethiopia’s manufacturing sector is dominated by small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs), which are oft en owned by individuals or families. Th ese SMEs 
tend to be risk averse. Enterprises willing to invest in new management systems 
or new production processes are relatively scarce. It is rare to fi nd separate units 
within these enterprises focusing on innovation; rather, innovative activities are 
carried out informally along with day-to-day manufacturing operations (Belete, 
2010; UNCTAD, 2002).

Th e government has launched several initiatives aimed at improving the 
linkage between universities and industry in Ethiopia. Starting as early as 
1986, these initiatives focused on encouraging industrially relevant university 
research and improving the capacity of industry to absorb and utilise university-
generated knowledge (Gebreyesus, 1998; Kitaw, 2008; Wasmuth and Nebelung, 
2006). Th e most recent of these initiatives is the Engineering Capacity Building 
Program (ECBP). In 2011–12, the ECBP established Institutes of Technology 
at diff erent universities. Th e Institutes are engaged, inter alia, in an interdisci-
plinary approach to applied technology research and technology transfer, in an 
eff ort to impact the development of Ethiopia’s regional and national economies. 
Also among the core tasks of the Institutes are the establishment of sustain-
able partnerships for development and mutual support between industry, the 
business community and national and international institutions (Edhardt and 
Scholz, 2009).

The national IP system and institutional IP management

IP protection is a relatively new concept in Ethiopia. Th e country’s fi rst patent law 
was adopted in 1995, and regulations implementing it were introduced in 1997. 
Th e national IP system began to take shape only aft er the establishment of the 
Ethiopian Intellectual Property Offi  ce (EIPO) in 2003. Th e EIPO operates as an 
autonomous government agency with responsibility for the administration of IP 
rights. It is also mandated to conduct studies in various IP fi elds and to recom-
mend policies and legislation (FDRE, 2003). 
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Despite the demanding tasks entrusted to the EIPO, it suff ers from a shortage 
of professionals with suffi  cient knowledge and skills to carry out its mandate.1 
Th e examination of patent applications is performed by personnel who lack the 
requisite training and experience. Moreover, there is a general lack of  appreciation 
of how specifi c IP policies aff ect creativity. 

Under Ethiopia’s 1995 patent law, employers are the default owners of any pat-
ents on inventions created by employees in the course of employment. Th is provi-
sion may be interpreted as entitling universities to retain the IP rights on research 
conducted by academic staff  using institutional resources. However, inventions 
that are not related to an employee’s employment or service contract and were 
created without the use of the employer’s resources, data, materials or equipment, 
belong to the employee (TGE, 1995). Th e Higher Education Proclamation of 
2009 recognises individual IP rights and confi dentiality agreements when univer-
sity-generated knowledge is used for public benefi t (FDRE, 2009). However, the 
Proclamation does not contain any explicit provisions for institutional ownership 
of patents on inventions generated by university research. Such a provision was 
included in the Research Policy at AAU, which was submitted for discussion to 
the academic community in 2011.Th e University’s Research Policy requires all 
potentially patentable inventions conceived by academic staff  in the course of 
their employment, and in sponsored projects, to be disclosed on a regular basis to 
the Offi  ce of the Vice President (AAU, 2011). Th is gives the University the right to 
patent inventions developed as a result of public funds or other public fi nancing 
being channelled through the University. At the same time this AAU Research 
Policy creates the potential for delays in the publication of research results until 
a patent application is fi led. Th e Research Policy of Adama University, like that 
of AAU, requires academic researchers to disclose all inventions resulting from 
their research activities in the course of their employment, so that the University 
may claim patent ownership. Th e University consequently gains the right to grant 
exclusive licences to industry (Adama University, 2010). 

As a consequence of policy emphasis on strengthening university–industry 
interaction, technology transfer units were established within the organisational 
framework of some of the country’s institutes of higher education, including 
the aforementioned universities in 2011–12. Th e technology transfer units are 
tasked with encouraging links between the institutes and the economy. Within 
this scope, the technology transfer units are responsible for the management 
of IP (Edhardt and Scholz, 2009). However, it is my view that the units are not 

1 The author served as the EIPO’s Director of Intellectual Property Policy and Planning in 
2004–06, Director of Trademarks in 2007–10, and Director of Intellectual Property Protection 
and Technology Transfer in 2010–11.
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suffi  ciently resourced to staff  offi  ces with adequately trained IP-knowledgeable 
professionals who can determine how and when to use IP as a tool for technol-
ogy transfer. 

Perspectives of policy-makers, industry managers and 
 academic researchers

Eff ective interaction between knowledge-generating universities and  industry 
is dependent on the capacity of IP policy-makers to appreciate the various 
 factors aff ecting the relationships between research, innovation and economic 
 development. However, this study found, via the questionnaires completed by 
government offi  cials, that Ethiopia lacks suffi  cient IP expertise in the  government 
agencies responsible for science, technology, industry and trade. Most policy-
makers, understandably, have a limited understanding of the complex and 
 multifaceted role of IP in national innovation systems. Th ose government offi  cials 
with IP knowledge tend to have technical knowledge of IP rights administration 
and only a limited understanding of the role of IP as a tool of regulatory and 
economic policy. 

Th e government respondents surveyed for this study cited an absence of 
noticeable transfer of knowledge between university research and industry. Th ey 
indicated that universities are not engaged in large-scale research activities and 
argued that the small amount of university research lacks relevance to industrial 
innovation. Further, respondents pointed to the inadequacy of public funds allo-
cated for university research. Th e absence of research infrastructure and a short-
age of qualifi ed researchers were also identifi ed as factors limiting the amount of 
research conducted in universities.

Th e government offi  cials responsible for STI policy cited a lack of clarity 
on IP ownership of university research as a factor limiting university–industry 
 collaboration. Th ey argued that IP policies allowing university ownership of 
 publicly funded research outputs are essential for strengthening collaborative ties 
between universities and industry. A critical look at the questionnaire data found 
that government respondents viewed the alignment of national IP laws (as well as 
national and institutional IP policies) with international standards as necessary to 
build national competitiveness. Th eir views seem clearly to be infl uenced by the 
proclaimed positive impact, in developed countries, of IP on national  innovation 
systems. Furthermore, the government respondents implicitly favoured the 
 replication of IP policies of developed countries as important in strengthening 
university–industry linkages in Ethiopia.

At the same time, information obtained from government respondents 
 demonstrated that universities in Ethiopia are not signifi cant players in terms 
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of ownership of IP rights. Most of the local applications received by the EIPO 
are from SMEs. Th ese SMEs are mainly requesting utility model certifi cates for 
their incremental inventions (which may not fulfi l the criteria of patentabil-
ity). Government respondents considered the low utilisation of IP by universi-
ties as an outcome of the low level of awareness about IP among the academic 
community. 

Respondents from industry shared the views of government offi  cials regard-
ing the scale and orientation of university research. All industry respondents 
considered universities to be relatively unimportant information sources for 
Ethiopian industry’s innovative activities. New products and processes intro-
duced over the last few years by their enterprises have, the respondents said, been 
mainly developed internally, while others have been acquired from local technol-
ogy centres or foreign research institutes. Th e inadequate supply of industrially 
applicable university knowledge and the weak alliance between university and 
industry actors were both noted as factors limiting the transfer of innovation to 
industrial enterprises.

Most industry respondents’ knowledge of IP systems was limited to the tech-
nical requirements for IP protection. While the views expressed by industry 
respondents varied according to their level of understanding of the subject mat-
ter, some opinions were found to be shared among respondents. First, they agree 
on the need to view the issue of IP, in the context of current STI policy eff orts in 
Ethiopia, as a tool for potentially facilitating the development of domestic techno-
logical capability – with industrial enterprises used as loci of innovation. Second, 
they agree on the need to eliminate barriers constraining industrial enterprises in 
their eff orts to access university knowledge. Th ird, respondents said they believe 
that there is a need to devise mechanisms that will stimulate university research-
ers to engage in industrially applicable research. Finally, industry respondents 
cited the need for balance between measures stimulating industry-oriented uni-
versity research and measures ensuring improved access to university knowledge 
by industry.

Similar to the other two stakeholder groups surveyed, the academic researcher 
respondents demonstrated a low level of awareness and understanding of IP. Th e 
limited IP expertise that can be found at universities is apparently concentrated 
in the schools of law, which off er semester-long courses in IP. I found the lack 
of IP awareness surprising, given that the respondents who participated in this 
study are directly involved in research or research management at their respec-
tive universities. (It was therefore presumed that they would have an interest in 
IP in the university context and a greater level of understanding of the topic.) 
Th e researchers’ primary concern is apparently funding. Th e respondents stated 
that inadequate funds hinder their ability to carry out meaningful research that 
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will be considered worthy of industrial application. Also cited as problems were: 
inadequate research facilities; a shortage of qualifi ed research staff ; a lack of infor-
mation resources; a lack of institutional incentive mechanisms; and a lack of clear 
research strategy. Researcher respondents were also critical of the heavy teaching 
loads and administrative burdens faced by most university professors, limiting 
their involvement in research.

Th e university researcher respondents indicated that the direct commercial-
isation of research outputs is not an incentive that drives research. Furthermore, 
they indicated that IP considerations play a negligible role in the transfer of 
university research output to industry. However, respondents were of the view 
that as long as mandatory requirements on patenting research are not imposed 
on researchers, IP can be used as but one in an array of  mechanisms for the 
transfer of university-generated knowledge to industry. Conferences, work-
shops, journal articles and personnel mobility – more than IP rights – were 
all identifi ed as the prevailing mechanisms for the dissemination of university 
research results. 

Th e researcher respondents indicated that the potential mutual benefi ts that 
can accrue from universities working closely with industry include networking 
and researcher access to industry partners, access to industry laboratories and 
equipment, and fi nancial benefi ts from consulting activities. Respondents did not 
place importance on the generation of income through IP protection for  university 
research. According to the responses, the focus should be on  improving  knowledge 
transfer between universities and industry, and the patenting and licensing of 
 university knowledge should be viewed as an option for income generation only 
so long as it does not constrain the academic objectives of open  science. Th ey 
consider IP as but one mechanism for commercialisation of  university research, 
not as a default option.

5. Conclusions and recommendations 

Ethiopia’s national STI Policy of 2012 envisions building of capabilities to enable 
rapid learning, adaptation and utilisation of eff ective foreign technologies. Th e 
realisation of this vision depends on the existence of institutional structures that 
support the process of technological learning and innovation. Publicly funded 
university research, which forms an important element of such structures, can 
play a central role in the process of technological catch-up called for by the Policy 
of 2012, especially catch-up through adaptation of foreign technologies to suit 
local conditions. Promoting innovation in industrial enterprises requires wide 
dissemination of technology research outputs generated by universities. 

CD_Innovation_Intellectual_Chapter 14.indd   328CD_Innovation_Intellectual_Chapter 14.indd   328 15/11/13   1:34 PM15/11/13   1:34 PM



 Towards University–Industry Innovation Linkages in Ethiopia

329

Universities in Ethiopia were found by this study to be playing only a limited 
role as research centres for the adaptation of foreign technologies and as sources 
of knowledge for problems aff ecting industry. Th ey have weak research capaci-
ties, both in terms of infrastructure and qualifi ed manpower. Furthermore, the 
research activity in these institutions (what little there is of it) was found to be not 
aligned with the needs of industry, and thus it has little relevance to the economy. 
University institutional IP policies that prioritise patenting of academic inven-
tions have the potential to further limit the degree and rate of academic knowl-
edge transfer, thus slowing the rate of innovation. 

Th e capacity of fi rms to absorb externally generated knowledge is an equally 
important issue for facilitating university knowledge transfer. Ethiopian fi rms 
are signifi cantly limited in their capacity to seek out and make eff ective use of 
externally generated knowledge, due to a lack of investment in building inter-
nal research and innovation capacity. Companies depend heavily on minor 
in-house innovative activities aimed at adapting technologies to specifi c local 
circumstances. Moreover, most fi rms in Ethiopia operate on a small scale and 
face resource constraints, limiting their capacity to acquire university knowledge 
through mechanisms that may require some fi nancial investment. 

In this context, university–industry interactions that require less fi nancial 
commitment by enterprises will contribute more eff ectively to the enhancement 
of technological capacities at the company level. For this reason, making univer-
sity research available in the public domain could be a more eff ective way – more 
eff ective than the use of IP rights – of improving access to research knowledge by 
industry. Moreover, the Ethiopian government’s current emphasis, on IP protec-
tion for the transfer and commercialisation of publicly funded university research 
outputs, may have undesired consequences for the innovation process. Patenting 
of publicly funded university research should be considered the best option only 
when there is empirical evidence to suggest that other models of knowledge 
transfer would fail to ensure eff ective utilisation of the research outputs.

Th is study’s review of Ethiopian government policies clearly found that the 
underlying IP focus is on building the technological capability of local enter-
prises, by facilitating their access to improved technologies emerging from uni-
versity research. Th e views expressed by the diff erent stakeholders surveyed also 
emphasised the importance of strengthening the interaction between universi-
ties and industry through the fl ow of university knowledge. But there was a clear 
view among many of the researcher and industry respondents that the desired 
strong university–industry nexus is more likely to be achieved through encourag-
ing knowledge transfer via open science methods – such as publications, confer-
ence presentations and informal contacts – than via formal technology transfer 
methods based on IP rights. Th erefore, Ethiopia’s government actors and policy 
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community need to look beyond the current IP focus and seek the optimum bal-
ance between diff erent models of university–industry knowledge transfer (with 
IP-related models as but one part of the mix). 

For a developing country like Ethiopia, technological catch-up requires 
emphasis on the use of information in the public domain, not emphasis on priva-
tisation of knowledge. Th e primary focus, therefore, should be on enhancing the 
research capacities of universities to improve the supply of research outputs with 
potential applications in industry. Rather than, or at least in addition to, relying 
on the privatisation of university research through IP, the research environment 
in universities can be improved by upgrading the skill levels of the researchers, 
increasing the research budgets, implementing a salary structure that incentiv-
ises research, and giving better recognition to the intellectual contributions of 
academic researchers. Such measures would, in this author’s opinion, enhance 
universities’ research performance and ensure wider dissemination of university 
knowledge for the improvement of social and economic returns from academic 
research.
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