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A B S T R A C T   

To address water and climate change-related challenges in Africa, there is a need to identify and scale appro-
priate local existing innovation and solutions. This implies effective interaction among stakeholders in the water 
sector to generate, increase and exchange knowledge and innovation. To foster such interactions, AfriAlliance 
designed and organised innovative and tailored Knowledge Brokerage Events implemented in the African 
continent. These events brought together a wide range of relevant stakeholders from Africa and Europe, bridging 
the gap between innovators, funders, civil society and policy makers in uniquely interactive settings, while also 
strengthening partnerships and fostering the uptake of water and climate change-related innovations and solu-
tions. Using a highly interactive and innovative session design (featuring an ‘Innovators Marketplace’), these 
events offered a new approach to multi-stakeholder knowledge brokerage between African and European actors 
in water and climate.   

1. Introduction 

Given the effects of climate change globally and specifically in Af-
rica, it is crucial to strengthen the capacity of African stakeholders to 
achieve SDG6 and to manage water resources sustainably (Mugagga and 
Nabaasa, 2016). Access to technology and funding opportunities are 
vital when fostering innovation processes at any level. However, while 
innovations (often small scale) and solutions for many water and climate 
related needs of African stakeholders already exist, for a variety of 
reasons, they often do not reach the wider market for example, there is 

lack of interactive platforms where innovators can reach the market and 
lack of funds to undertake a business roadmap (Antadze and Westley, 
2010; Broughel and Thierer, 2019). 

While there have previously been a range of efforts to bridge the gap 
between small-scale innovations and fully developed products available 
to a wider market, an often under-utilised approach to achieve this is 
through knowledge brokerage (Repo and Matschoss, 2020). Knowledge 
brokerage involves acting as a link between producers and users, and 
other related stakeholders. Increasingly, knowledge brokerage is being 
considered as a vital tool to ensure collaboration and the efficient 
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exchange of knowledge, particularly in transdisciplinary and 
cross-sectoral matters, such as innovation, water and climate (Ward 
et al., 2009). In particular, it has been successful in strengthening the 
links between science, practice and policy (Sheate and Partidário, 2010). 

Knowledge brokerage can be facilitated in many ways (Reinecke, 
2015). According to Tindal (2020), one way in which this exchange and 
collaboration can be encouraged, is by hosting and organising Knowl-
edge Brokerage events. These events bring together a variety of stake-
holders (either physically or online) in order to support the expanding of 
their networks and facilitate the transfer of knowledge and sharing of 
existing innovation solutions. This innovative approach was taken by 
the AfriAlliance project, in order to develop a bridging and matching 
platform for relevant African and European stakeholders in water and 
climate, in contrast to previous documented knowledge brokerage 
events and proceedings (Sedlačko, 2016; Hukkinen, 2016; Werner et al., 
2015). Moreover, AfriAlliance used these event to create awareness of 
the need to combine different dimensions of social innovation1 via 
fruitful multi-stakeholder processes in order to address pressing social 
challenges. 

2. What are AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage Events? 

AfriAlliance was a European Union funded project and network of 
networks, which supported existing networks in identifying appropriate 
social innovations and technological solutions for key water and climate 
change challenges. It was composed of 16 partner organisations from 
Europe and Africa and ran for five years from 2016 to 2021. AfriAl-
liance’s central aim was to capitalise on the water and climate knowl-
edge and innovation base and potential in Africa and the EU to support 
knowledge sharing and technology transfer within Africa and between 
Africa and the EU. A key avenue through which it aimed to do this was 
by hosting innovative Knowledge Brokerage Events. The AfriAlliance 
Knowledge Brokerage Events were designed to bridge the gap between 
small-scale innovations and fully developed products available to a 
wider market, by serving as a matching platform for innovators in water 
and climate change with potential collaborators, funders and investors 
to facilitate commercialisation, awareness and better uptake of these 
technologies. These events included technology exhibitions and 

demonstrations of various technologies from a wide range of organisa-
tions working in the water sector from African and European countries. 
This was captured well in the promotion material for the first AfriAl-
liance Knowledge Brokerage event. While Knowledge Brokerage Events 
have previously been held in Europe, there is currently a lack of well 
documented and disseminated knowledge of such events in Africa – 
AfriAlliance therefore aimed to fill this gap during (and following the 
conclusion of) the project. 

AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage events were highly interactive, 
centred on networking, knowledge exchange and bringing together 
stakeholders from diverse (often isolated) sectors. Fig. 1 shows the di-
versity of participants that attended AfriAlliance brokerage events. 
While this varied from event to event, what was important is that the 
events brought together actors from diverse background who do not 
easily meet otherwise. 

All AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage Events began with a welcome 
and keynote speech. Each innovator was then given the opportunity to 
give a short ‘pitch’ of their product to the attendees. Following this, the 
‘Innovator Marketplace’ would open. This section of the event was a 
unique opportunity for attendees to interact directly with the stake-
holders, by ‘voting with their feet’ and approaching innovators of in-
terest. It allowed attendees to network with the innovators, with the aim 
to establish mutually beneficial relationships allowing for the further 
development of innovations. This section of the event was crucial to the 
success of the AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage Events, as it gave a 
vital opportunity for innovators to showcase their products and discuss 
potential future partnerships with interested attendees in a relatively 
‘informal’ setting. Facilitating such interactions are key when support-
ing the development of innovations. Following the ‘Innovator Market-
place’, a panel discussion was held featuring high-level stakeholders to 
bring together relevant perspectives from policy, finance, research and 
capacity building and water innovation demand. These discussions were 
carefully moderated and addressed both barriers and opportunities. The 
key function of AfriAlliance as the organiser of these events was to bring 
together the ‘right’ actors, and put in place a structure which was 
beneficial for the sharing of information. An evaluation from partici-
pants that attended the First Innovation Bridge Event in Botswana 
showed that majority of the participants found the opportunity to 
interact with different stakeholders, innovation pitches and exhibitions 
to be the most valuable aspects of the AfriAlliance Brokerage Events 
(Fig. 2). 

In summary, these Knowledge Brokerage Events served to support 

Fig. 1. Background of participants who attended the First Innovation Bridge Event in Botswana and the Third Innovation Bridge Event in Morocco.  

1 Technology, governance structures, capacity development, business road-
map and multi-stakeholder engagement processes (Wehn et al., 2021). 
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innovators to upscale their innovations by expanding their networks and 
knowledge, paving the way for greater quality and quantity as well as 
improved dissemination of solutions for the sustainable management of 
water resources in various regions of Africa (Fig. 3). 

3. Organisation of the AfriAlliance Brokerage Events 

AfriAlliance knowledge Brokerage Events were hosted at major 
conferences, symposiums and meetings which had water and climate 
change as one of the key themes to leverage on the stakeholders that 
were already attending the events. The organisational approach of the 

Fig. 2. Participant responses when asked what they found to be the most valuable aspect of the First AfriAlliance Innovation Bridge Event held in Botswana.  

Fig. 3. Innovators Marketplace at the Innovations for Climate Challenges in Accelerating Universal Access to Water and Sanitation in Africa Knowledge Brokerage 
Event. 
Source: Luke Somerwill. 
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AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage events was highly innovative to 
support innovators in disseminating, exploiting their solutions and 
attracting possible partners and investors (Fig. 4). Moreover, the 
approach to developing the events was equally notable. The organisa-
tion of AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage events was a collaborative 
process, involving inputs from the entire AfriAlliance consortium, but 
with a single partner leading the event organisation and a focused, 
dedicated ‘task team’ of partners, the composition of which differed for 
each event. An online ‘dashboard’ (in a shared Google Sheet) was used to 
centralise the coordination of the event organisation (see Annex 1) 

The planning process began more than six months in advance of a 
knowledge brokerage event, with the identification and selection of a 
host conference. This selection process followed strict criteria, which 
included: ensuring appropriate spacing of events throughout the year; 
location (to ensure regional representation); length of the host event; 
alignment with the host event focus; types of stakeholders expected at 
host event; accessibility and affordability. Following the selection of a 
theme for the event, marketing and promotion began (generally more 
than four months in advance) and invitations were sent out to the host 
conference participants and AfriAlliance partners’ stakeholders. In-
vitations targeted potential participants, innovators and panellists, and 
were used to ensure cross-sectoral participation from companies (SMEs), 
technology scouts, representatives from science councils, government 
representatives, industry end users, local authorities, funders, investors 
and researchers (from universities and research institutes). The AfriAl-
liance Stakeholder Map and the Needs & Solution Hub were vital during 

this stage, as these tools detail key relevant organisations, as well as 
needs and solutions related to water and climate in Africa. 

The agenda for the event was then outlined (see Annex 2). While 
each event was tailored to the theme, host event, etc., the general design 
of AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage events in terms of steps and pro-
cesses was defined in advance during the project planning stages . This 
allowed for a degree of continuity between the events, and also pre-
served the uniquely interactive nature of the sessions. 

Prior to the the launch of the event, AfriAlliance also considered all 
logistical arrangements necessary for the success of the event via prac-
tical checklists. This ranged from reminding speakers to obtain the 
correct visas on time, ensuring innovators were briefed about their role 
in this innovative event, as well as reviewing the correct set up of the 
room to facilitate the market place. 

4. Results and discussion 

4.1. The AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage Events 

Over the course of the project, AfriAlliance used this structure (and 
the previously outlined process) to organise and host 15 Knowledge 
Brokerage events, averaging an attendance of 71 participants per event. 
Thirteen of these events were held physically across Africa, while the 
remaining two were held online. Details of the 15 events can be found in 
Annex 3. 

There was a wide range of innovations present at these events which 
included wetland monitoring and assessment services, wastewater 
treatment solutions for water reuse in irrigation and agriculture, 
methods for improving the accuracy of satellite data in water manage-
ment, and much more (Fig. 5). 

4.2. Impact of AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage Events 

AfriAlliance aimed to ensure a broad reach with its Knowledge 
Brokerage Events. To this end and over the course of the AfriAlliance 
project, the Knowledge Brokerage Events were attended by more than 
1060 participants, and featured 125 solutions from innovators (96 of 
whom were based in Africa, and 29 in Europe). The events took place in 
eight countries across Africa (as well as the two online events), con-
ducted in English as well as French, ensuring a wide impact geograph-
ically (Fig. 6). 

The direct impacts of the AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage Events 
are not only quantitative in nature. As with many other of the AfriAl-
liance project activities, these events were organised to be ‘lighthouse 
initiatives’ drawing attention to new and existing efforts in the space of 
water and climate change, showcasing an innovative approach for how 
to broker knowledge and innovation partnerships in the African con-
texts. The impact of the Knowledge Brokerage Events is therefore not 
limited only to those who participated in the sessions, but includes the 
broader innovation community, who can learn from these innovative 
approaches to knowledge brokerage. Throughout the project, a wealth 
of knowledge and lessons learned from these events was documented 
which AfriAlliance shares through the development of publications such 
as this, and via the AfriAlliance website. Most notably, the website 
contains detailed deliverables outlining the organisation and lessons 
learned from each event, a Policy Brief with distilled findings from the 
sessions, and the innovations of several participants in the Needs & 
Solutions Hub. In this way, AfriAlliance aimed to inspire the next gen-
eration of Knowledge Brokerage Events in Africa. 

4.3. Lessons learned 

A number of lessons learned related to Knowledge Brokerage Events 
were noted over the lifetime of AfriAlliance. Of particular importance 
was the need for the input and presence of high-level policy makers at 
the events. Typically participating as members in the panel discussion, 

Fig. 4. Innovators Marketplace at the Climate Change and Valorisation of 
Endogenous Innovations in Water Control Knowledge Brokerage event. 
Source WASCAL. 
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these representatives of, for example, the African Development Bank, 
governmental agencies and the European Commission, provided a vital 
perspective on the broader view of fostering innovation in Africa. The 
Knowledge Brokerage Events provided rare and valuable opportunities 
for two-way interaction between these stakeholders and other attendees, 
allowing innovators to share their perspectives on policy and funding 
issues with these representatives. Facilitating this ‘cross-silo’ interaction 

- and specifying policy bottlenecks for innovation - was therefore a vital 
aspect of the AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage Events that was ach-
ieved via panel member briefings and carefully crafted moderation. 

Issues such as access to funding for innovators was a recurring theme 
throughout the events, particularly during the panel discussions. One 
commonly noted barrier to accessing funding was the lack of capacity of 
many innovators to develop bankable proposals. There is a need, on one 

Fig. 5. Innovators Marketplace at the Innovations for Climate Challenges in Accelerating Universal Access to Water and Sanitation in Africa Knowledge Brokerage 
Event. 
Source: Luke Somerwill. 

Fig. 6. Innovator’s pitch at Climate Change and Valorisation of Endogenous Innovations in Water Control Knowledge Brokerage event. 
Source: WASCAL. 
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hand, to strengthen individual and institutional capacities to comply 
with the requirements of international development finance and, on the 
other hand, to improve funds accessibility. The Knowledge Brokerage 
Events aimed to address this by allowing for networking between the 
two groups, and providing innovators a clearer insight into what funding 
is available and how it can be obtained (Fig. 7). 

Some of the challenges encountered during the organisation of the 
Knowledge Brokerage Events also resulted in lessons learned. The se-
lection of an appropriate host conference for the session was important, 
a mismatch of audiences for some of the conferences where AfriAlliance 
wanted to convene a roadshow or innovation bridge events influenced 
the quality of interactions during some of the events. The scheduling of 
the host conference was also a key consideration, with parallel sessions 
drawing potential participants away from several of the AfriAlliance 
Knowledge Brokerage Events. Additionally, in order to secure partici-
pation from a broad range of speakers and innovators, several consid-
erations were required. For example, financial support for the 
attendance of some participants was necessary, while a wide-ranging 
and concerted promotion campaign was required to ensure the regis-
tration of a (geographically and topically) broad range of participants. 
Finally, another challenge was the assessment of the long term impact of 
these events.Anecdotal evidence became available. As follow-up 
example, the Finnish Embassy in South Africa invited one of the in-
novators working on eco-friendly sanitation to join 6th International Dry 
Toilet Conference in Helsinki as well as the Finnish slush non-profit 
start-up and tech event later in the year. These invitations followed 
the second roadshow that took place in South Africa.While it is highly 
desirable to measure the full extent of the engagements between in-
novators and funders beyond the events convened, this requires sub-
stantial resources. 

The Knowledge Brokerage Events were generally held in a physical, 
face-to-face setting. However, due to the impact of Covid-19, two events 
were held online. While some of the networking that occurs in physical 
events was lost, the success of the online events led to the conclusion 
that this form of Knowledge Brokerage Events can be transferred to 
virtual settings. A major benefit of the online setting was a significant 

reduction in attendance costs for attendees, resulting in a larger number 
of participating innovators. Additionally, live translation allowed for 
online events to be held in French and English (see the French and En-
glish recordings here), substantially increasing the stakeholder reach of 
each event. Last but not least, the correct setup of the room was of great 
importance to the success of the events, with an ample rooms size 
needed in order to allow for the high level of interactivity inherent in 
AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage Events. 

5. Conclusions 

The Knowledge Brokerage Events organised by AfriAlliance provided 
a clear example for how the challenges of water and climate innovators 
can be addressed through networking and knowledge exchange. While 
these events provide concrete information regarding the challenges and 
opportunities for innovators, they can also be viewed as a template for 
future events. These events represented one of the AfriAlliance ‘light-
house initiatives’, displaying the possibilities of knowledge brokerage in 
water and climate in Africa. It is therefore the most appropriate and 
effective model recommended for future events looking to bring 
together stakeholders from the entire innovation process; demonstrating 
the wealth of innovation housed in Africa that can be shared with other 
regions and fostering the exchange of knowledge. 

By searching on the AfriAlliance website, further information about 
past AfriAlliance Knowledge Brokerage Events can be found, along with 
details about the structure and design of such events. 
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