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South African Research Chairs Initiative 
(SARChI) 

Giving South Africa a Competitive Edge

Drs Linda Mtwisha and Romilla Maharaj
National Research Foundation

SOUTH AFRICA AT A GLANCE

• Population of ~ 49 million

• 11 official languages

• Emerging economy

• Unemployment rate ~24%

• 23 public Higher Education 
Institutions grouped as:
– Traditional Universities
– Comprehensive Universities
– Universities of Technology

• Only one third of researchers 
and academics in universities 
have doctoral degrees

• Producing ~ 1300 doctoral 
graduates annually
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NATIONAL RESEARCH FOUNDATION

Mandate
Promote and support research through funding, human resource
development and provision of necessary research infrastructure
and facilities

– National Human Resources Development Strategy

– Ten year Innovation Plan for South Africa

– National Research and Development Strategy

Flagship NRF interventions
– South African PhD Project

– Development programmes

– Strategic platform programme
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SOUTH AFRICAN RESEARCH CHAIRS 
INITIATIVE (SARChI)

National knowledge and human resource development
intervention aimed at strengthening research leadership and
capacity in public funded South African universities

South African Research Chairs
South African Research Chairs Initiative

• SARChI Chairs
• South African Square Kilometer Array Chairs

Developmental Chairs 
• FirstRand Foundation Mathematics Education Chairs
• South African Numeracy and Literacy Chairs

CHALLENGES

Quality & Quantity of 
supervisory capacity

Low PhD production 
rate

Stagnation in 
publication rate

OUTCOMES

Increased research 
leadership and 
critical mass 

Increased capacity 
to generate and 
apply new 
knowledge 

Improved 
competencies in 
research areas of 
strategic importance

High levels of 
research excellence

World-class 
universities

SARChI MODEL

Minimal teaching load 

Development of vibrant 
research teams 

Additional funding

World-class research 
facilities

Sponsor
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AWARDED CHAIRS SCORECARD

Number of awarded p/a

Operating

2006             2007             2008            2009            2010

2                  32                 69                 69                79        

21 51                  0                  10                  9+   

ATTRACTING AND RETAINING 
EXCELLENT RESEARCHERS

Total number of filled Research Chair positions 79 %

Chairs recruited from South African universities 58 73

Chairs recruited from industry and abroad 21 27

Tier 1 Chairs 63 80

Tier 2 Chairs 16 20

Female Chair holders 16 20

Male Chair holders 63 80

Black (African, Indian, Coloured) Chair holders 30 38

White Chair holders 49 62
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Return on Investment, 2006 - 2008

Total investment
• R233 M grant to Chairs
• R294 M  leveraged funds by Chairs

Human capacity development
• 1071 Postgraduate students 
• 93 Postdoctoral fellows
• 331 Graduated students

Research outputs
• 547 Peer reviewed articles
• 71 Book Chapters
• 15 Books
• 18 Patents
• 64 Plenary/Keynote presentations and invited lectures

STRENGTHENING  UNIVERSITY 
RESEARCH STRATEGIES
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• Strategic vision & planning

• Optimal use of research resources

• Culture of success & excellence

Critical mass of students & faculty

Financial resources
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Case Studies

CHAIR IN DRUG DISCOVERY

Professor Kelly Chibale
University of Cape Town

• Discovery and development of
novel medicinal chemical
compounds that fight malaria,
tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS

• Established a Pharmaceutical
Industry Platform in South Africa 

• Partnership with Pfizer, 
Discovery Chemistry, Kent, UK
and BioFocus, UK

• 13 Post-docs; 15 PhD's, 2 MSc
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CHAIR IN MEDICINAL CHEMISTRY 
AND NANOTECHNOLOGY

Professor Tebello Nyokong
Rhodes University

• Use nanotechnology in early 
detection and treatment of 
cancer

• Partnership with the Council for
Scientific and Industrial Research
on pre-clinical studies on 
photodynamic therapy of cancer

• Members of the DST/Mintek 
Nanotechnology Innovation   
Centre

• 4 Post-docs, 15 PhDs, 4MSc 

Professor Rajend Mesthrie
University of Cape Town

• Focus on Southern African 
Sociolinguistics 

• Collaborate with the University of the 
Western Cape, New York University and 
scholars in Belgium on electronic 
communications, social transformations 
and  identity

• 1 Post-doc, 6 PhD’s, 9 Ma, 4 Hons

CHAIR IN MIGRATION, LANGUAGE &
SOCIAL CHANGE
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On going activities

• Community of practice forum
• Three year review of the programme
• Introduce more categories of Chairs
• Expand public-private partnerships 

Challenges

• Attracting international researchers
• Representation from designated groups
• Attracting postgraduate students and postdoctoral 
fellows
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Distribution across disciplines
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Human capacity development

2009

Grant-holder linked bursars or 
fellows 506

Gender demographics (%) Male Female

56 44

Racial demographics (%) White Black

49 51

Students supported through 
other sources of funding 658

Total no. of trainees 1164

NRF VISION 2015
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