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Abstract

The African Higher Education Activities in Development (AHEAD) database was developed by the
Policy Research Unit of the Association of Commonwealth Universities in 2004. The database was
created in support of the partnership between the Association of Commonwealth Universities and the
Association of African Universities and their 10-year programme for Renewing the African University. It
catalogues externally funded projects in African higher education and is designed to map and identify
current trends in project activity. Currently the database contains information on 349 projects, but will
continue to be updated with new projects. This paper provides an overview of the key findings to
emerge from the project data, identifying particular trends in the thematic and geographic distribution of
projects and assessing the implications of recent patterns of activity and donor support for higher
education. Several case studies have been used to illustrate particular types of project and also to
highlight the significant diversity of current activity. The central theme of the paper sees higher
education capacity development as a critical step towards sustained development across the continent.
The aim is to ascertain the extent to which current activity is working towards this goal and develop
some tentative observations about the potential of future activity to shape higher education
transformation.
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African Higher Education Activities and Development (AHEAD) Database

1. Introduction

There is growing momentum among the international community towards acknowledging the pivotal role of tertiary education
in the sustained development, political stability and economic growth of Africa. However, donor support for the African tertiary
sector has in large part remained uncoordinated and agency-led, with different agencies and funders following specified
agendas and often supporting particular types of projects.  Development of African Universities requires a more strategic and
systematic approach to developing higher education capacity if the radical transformations needed are to be realised. 

The Association of African Universities (AAU) and the Association of Commonwealth Universities (ACU) joined forces in 2004
to develop an innovative programme for Renewal of the African University, which recently received the firm endorsement of
the Commission for Africa (CFA) in their March 2005 report: Our Common Interest. In support of this partnership programme the
ACU received initial funding from the Department of Education and Skills in the UK to develop the African Higher Education
Activities & Development (AHEAD) Database. The database catalogues higher education related projects in Africa that have
received funding from external donors and organisations. The intention was to establish a tool that facilitates the monitoring
and analysis of current and recently concluded higher education projects in Africa. 

The database provides a resource for: 
- Keeping abreast of externally supported activity in African higher education
- Assessing the current agendas and focus of higher education development in Africa
- Establishing areas, both geographical and thematic, where critical mass lies and areas that are under-represented
- Assessing the level of coherence in the activities of organisations supporting African higher education 

This paper sets out to analyse the key findings of the AHEAD data drawing on some notable project case studies. It will first
briefly outline the rationale behind the database before going on to examine the various trends highlighted by the project data.
The paper forms part of the Africa short-paper series produced by the Policy Research Unit  (PRU) of the ACU. Other papers
in this series will look at regional trends and country contexts in relation to African higher education, the activity and emphasis
of the major international donors and finally the findings of a survey conducted by the PRU of UK university links with African
higher education institutions (HEIs).  

2. Conceptual Framework for Database

The AHEAD database is not the first project that has surveyed activity in African higher education. In 2003 UNESCO compiled
a substantial directory of projects entitled ‘Inventory of major projects in/on Higher Education and Research in Africa’.1 This
report listed around 300 initiatives and research projects sponsored by inter-governmental organisations (e.g. UNESCO and
World Bank), non-governmental organisations, research councils and institutes, donors and foundations (e.g. The Partnership
for Higher Education in Africa) and government affiliated agencies (e.g. Swedish International Development Cooperation
Agency – Sida and the Department for International Development in the UK). The objective of the directory was to: 

                                                          
1 To download full report see <http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.php-URL_ID=31240&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
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•  create a tool for analysis in order to acquire an increased understanding of who sets the agenda of higher education

issues, concerns and research in Africa today

•  establish the underlying assumptions of these activities

•  look at the actors and funders of these activities

Whilst the report provides a substantial catalogue of information on higher education projects in Africa there are a number of
limitations. Some of the projects listed in the directory, when checked, do not appear to have been launched and there appear
to be some notable omissions among the donor organisations such as USAID. Moreover, as a published, one-off directory, it
cannot provide up to date information beyond the date of publication and thus quickly ceases to be current. A third
shortcoming is that the report is only searchable by the principal funding organisations and not by the type or thematic focus
of the project nor by other important factors such as the amount of funding allocated to the project. 

With this in mind the AHEAD database was set up as an ongoing mechanism, subject to regular updates. The underlying
rationale is to provide a navigable overview of activity that will highlight the patterns of external inputs and provide examples
and models of different types of activity. The database can also be used to identify potential areas of collaboration and
possible partners to harness activity in particular areas.  

Projects are defined and searchable by a number of characteristics, such as thematic focus, region, country,
funding/implementing organisation, funding received and project type. These characteristics can be analysed for the purpose
of identifying trends among projects in higher education. As of June 2005, the AHEAD database contains 349 projects and
schemes, specifically related to capacity development in the African higher education sector. In an effort to make the database
as relevant and current as possible only projects that are currently active or projects that concluded after 1 January 2001 are
represented in the database (regardless of the date they were initiated) – projects that ended before this date have not been
included. Around 70% of the activities listed are current and ongoing. 
 

3. Project Themes and Types

Drawing on the programme for renewal set out by the AAU and ACU, thirteen thematic categories were selected on the basis
of priority areas for capacity development in African higher education. The themes cover critical areas of higher education
development including, most prominently, the training of personnel, improvement of sectoral and institutional governance and
the development of course content and research output of HEIs in Africa. Clearly many projects, especially those that are
large in scale, crosscut a number of thematic areas. The categories, listed below, should not be viewed as mutually exclusive,
themes are often highly integrated, as is demonstrated in a number of the case studies described in this paper. 

Thematic categories:

•  Human Resources Development:
Skills-enhancement for instructors and administrators and
teacher training. 

•  Gender Equity:
Promoting programmes and policies to encourage greater 

•  Information and Communication Technology:
Development of information technology use in HE, support for
hardware and software provision and expanding online
learning opportunities.

•  Institutional Strengthening:
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gender balance in the student body, in specific departments and
among academic staff.

•  HIV/ AIDS:
Strengthening health training and research with regard to
HIV/AIDS, promoting awareness of the pandemic throughout
the University community and enabling HEIs to take a lead in
promoting awareness throughout the community.

•  Sector Governance and Engagement: 
Broad national/regional sector development of HE and building
networks between HEIs among the business, political and civil-
social communities.

•  Academic Exchange:
Promoting academic mobility through fellowships and
exchanges between the global north and south

•  Academic Programme Development:
Direct support for the advancement of particular academic
departments and their programmes

•  Libraries:
Direct support for university libraries, online library resources
and dissemination of and access to academic journals. 

Material and infrastructure support, campus
development and provision of educational
resources. 

•  Research Collaboration:
Academic co-operation on specific projects between
researchers at HEIs in different countries. 

•  Quality Enhancement:
Promoting recognised credit schemes, training and
development exercises, university benchmarking and regional
inter-university collaboration on good-practice in policy and
curriculum development. 

•  Awards/ Scholarships: 
Resources made available specifically for bursaries,
scholarships and awards for students and academics in the
developing world.

 

•  Science and Technology:
Support which directly enhances science and technology
provision and research in HEIs. 

Table 1 details both the number and proportion of projects incorporating the themes listed above whilst figure 1 gives the
percentage share of thematic categories. Nearly a third of all projects incorporated some degree of human resource
development. This could include training and skills development for academics and higher education administrators as well as
projects designed better to equip HEIs to meet local and national human resource needs such as teacher training
development. 

Table 12

Thematic Area No. of Projects % of projects
Human Resources Development 100 29
Sector Governance and Engagement 86 25
Research Collaboration/Development 62 18
Institutional Strengthening 60 17
Quality Enhancement 56 16
Science and Technology 48 14
ICT 47 13
Academic Programme Development 42 12
HIV/ AIDS 38 11
Libraries 34 10

                                                          
2 Please note that projects can be assigned up to three thematic foci in the AHEAD database, therefore the total number of project-themes is greater than the number
of projects themselves.
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Thematic Focus of African HE Development 
Projects
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Academic Exchange 22 6
Gender Equity 21 6
Awards 19 5

The two case studies detailed below highlight examples of human resource development focussed projects. The first is based
in West Africa and the second in Southern Africa. Both are funded with US money, respectively, USAID and the Partnership
for Higher Education in Africa – PHEA (a partnership between four major donors in the US – Ford, MacArthur, Carnegie and
Rockefeller):

This first case is an ongoing collaboration between Suffolk University in the US and the University of Cape Coast (UCC ), in
Ghana. The project is aimed at increasing the capacity of UCC to provide educational training and support services to the
Sekondi-Takoradi municipal government, in order to bolster local economic and social development. Among other activities,
the partners are developing training modules on managerial and administrative techniques and on techniques and methods of
planning. They are also establishing an “economic intelligence unit” at UCC to serve as a clearinghouse of data for
prospective investors, municipal managers, and researchers throughout Ghana.3 

The second example combines human resource development and quality enhancement. The PHEA gave a grant of $500,000
to the National Business Initiative Foundation, South Africa, to implement a project to improve the quality of South African
schools by training school leaders and teachers in evaluation, management, and curriculum development, and providing in-
service training for science and mathematics teachers. 4

                                                          
3 See <http://www.aascu.org/alo/working/Africa.htm>
4 See <http://www.foundation-partnership.org/grants/>

Sector governance, which looks at the overall strategic
development and management of the higher education
sector, was incorporated in about a quarter of the
projects. 

One large-scale project supported by the World Bank
that dealt with sector wide governance of higher
education was the ‘post-secondary education project’ in
Ethiopia. This project has received US$40 million and is
due to conclude in 2009. The project directly supports
one of the Government's primary national development
and sectoral goals in Ethiopia's Poverty Reduction
Strategy: the expansion and strengthening of human
capacity, to lead the transition from an agrarian economy
to a service and production oriented one. 80% of the
funds for this project go directly to the tertiary sector and

Figure 1
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10% towards vocational education. There are two main components to the project:

First, the improvement of university undergraduate and post-graduate education, through institutional development grants and
provision of support for various national HE bodies such as the Quality and Relevance Assurance Agency (QRAA), the
Ethiopian Higher Education Strategy Institute (EHESI), the National Pedagogical Resource Centre (NPRC) and Institutional
Pedagogical Resource Sub-centres. Support also comes in the form of the Development Innovation Fund (DIF), the
centrepiece of the Bank's support for university development in Ethiopia. The Bank describes the Fund as a flexible
mechanism designed to stimulate innovation, promote modernising changes, and reward quality-enhancing efforts within
universities. 

The second component of the programme is to support the reform activities and systemic change undertaken by the Ministry
of Education. In particular, support is provided for the transformation of the Technical and Vocational Education and Training
(TVET) Innovation Programme. This includes the decentralisation of service design and delivery and strengthening of
partnerships among stakeholders, especially between training providers and employers. Other elements in this transformation
are the development and implementation of a trades’ testing and certification system; cost-sharing by beneficiaries; and
market-based demand orientation that shapes training. 5 The intention is to make technical and vocational training more
needs-based and responsive to economic and employment demands and in the process make it more cost-effective to deliver
by integrating employers and industry into cost-sharing frameworks. 

A key element of this programme is that it is an African-led initiative that works to support a national agenda for development
of the tertiary education sector.  It is critical to stress the notion of African ownership of programmes and equal partnerships
between donors and African stakeholders if programmes are to be sustained beyond the initial support of the donor. Past
tendencies of imposing initiatives from the outside with externally determined conditionalities frequently proved to be costly
failures. The majority of the projects listed in the database engender the spirit of partnership and African ownership although
donors are still able to direct their support towards projects that suit their particular agenda for development and thus continue
to have a very strong influence over the types of projects that are supported and the higher education issues that garner the
greatest attention. 

The top five thematic categories - human resource development, sector governance and engagement, research
collaboration/development, institutional strengthening and quality enhancement  - are all broad, encompassing themes
covering quite wide areas. Research collaboration, for example, which applied to 18% of the projects, covers a diverse range
of topics and disciplines and when combined with academic exchange and awards – which also contribute to the research
culture of institutions – has around the same percentage share as HR development. Similarly, quality assurance and
institutional strengthening cover broad strategic areas of development in higher education.

More specific areas of focus identified by the thematic breakdown, such as gender equity, library development, ICT capacity,
HIV/AIDS-related projects and, to a slightly lesser degree, science and technology cannot be as broadly applied and thus
account for a smaller proportion of the projects. There is significant overlap between science and technology and research
collaboration but they are distinguishable – some projects are specifically designed to enhance the capacity and infrastructure
for science and technology provision rather than contribute to research. In general, these specific areas tend to be targeted at
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key high impact themes. HIV/AIDS, a major issue for the sub-continent and a growing concern for the higher education sector
and donors alike, is addressed in around 10% of the projects listed. One notable project addresses both HIV/AIDS and human
resource development in Lesotho, one of the countries most catastrophically affected by the pandemic. The project involves a
collaboration between Boston University and Lesotho College of Education (LCE) to develop a programme confronting the
HIV/AIDS crisis in several ways; first through curriculum development and awareness raising for teachers in training; second,
by initiating the first integrated voluntary counselling, testing, and antiretroviral treatment programme in Lesotho at the LCE;
and third, by mobilising existing funds to ensure the sustainability and expansion of the programme to cover all teachers and
health workers. All teachers in training will graduate from LCE having participated in a curriculum that gives them a sound
knowledge of HIV/AIDS and instructs them not only on integrating this new knowledge into their own teaching in primary and
secondary schools but also on using this knowledge effectively in their role as community leaders.6 

Infrastructural areas such as ICT and library development are also very important. Strengthening the infrastructural capacity of
higher education is essential if Africa has any chance of integrating into the global academic community and developing robust
knowledge based societies and economies.  The trends emerging from the database would suggest that there needs to be
greater attention paid to resource provision and developing infrastructure capacity in areas such as access to journals and
internet connectivity - things that are taken for granted in other parts of the world. This key challenge should not, however,
negate the important, positive steps that have already been taken. For instance, the Low Cost Journals Scheme initiated by
the Association of Commonwealth Universities in 2002 facilitates the purchase of academic journals for as little as 10% of the
cover price. In the first two years of operation, the scheme has supported the purchase of over one thousand journals, with a
cover price of around $400,000, by ten African Universities.7 Moreover, the International Network for the Availability of
Scientific Publications has carried out an investigation into the current state of university libraries in Africa, as they move
towards offering electronic resources and services. The aim is to map the stages reached by African university libraries on the
road to digital library creation as well as to assess the support interventions that are needed and how they might be achieved.
The results have been published in a report: Towards the Digital Library in Africa that is available to libraries and the donor
community through the INASP website.8 

The project data also reveals numerous efforts to support ICT capacity. Radical transformation, however, requires extensive
expansion of such programmes across institutions and countries if the impact is to be truly continental. For this, international
organisations and their Africa partners should, where possible, coordinate and harness their activities and focus on initiatives
that are self-sustainable in the long term and do not whither after the initial injection of cash. 

Open and Distance Learning has not been identified as a separate category within the database. However, it features
prominently among the ICT projects – accounting for around half these projects. In total, 20 of the projects in the database
have a direct focus on enhancing and developing distance and online learning schemes, representing nearly 6% of the total. 

Around half the projects (173) are focussed on a particular higher education institution. Of these, 31 incorporate HR
development, 29 involve research collaborations, and 28 are institutional strengthening projects, aimed at developing the
capabilities and performance of particular institutions. Capacity Building, Collaborative Research, and Departmental Support

                                                                                                                                                                                                
5  See <http://web.worldbank.org/external/projects/main?pagePK=104231&piPK=73230&theSitePK=40941&menuPK=228424&Projectid=P078692>
6 See <http://www.aascu.org/alo/working/Africa.htm>
7 See <http://www.acu.ac.uk/lowcostjournals/>
8 See < www.inasp.info/pubs/index.shtml#3>
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are all significant project types found among these institutionally focussed projects. Institutions with the highest number of
projects are the University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania with 11, followed by the University of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia; Makerere
University, Uganda; Eduardo Mondlane University, Mozambique and the University of Cape Town, South Africa with nine
projects each.  

Project Types:

As well as categorising projects by theme they have also been sorted into six different ‘types’ based on the outcomes and
primary objectives of the project. These types are listed in Table 2 along with their percentage share of the projects. As with
the thematic categories these types are not mutually exclusive but have been used to indicate the principal focus of the
project. 

Table 2
Project Type Total
Capacity Building 48%
Departmental Support 18%
Collaborative Research 15%
Community Engagement 13.5%
Conference 4.5%
Scholarships/fellowships 1%

Capacity building constitutes almost half the projects listed in the database. A good example of a capacity building project with
a multi-thematic focus was a programme, now concluded, sponsored by the Canadian International Development Agency
(CIDA) partnering the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada, Université Cheikh Anta Diop de Dakar, Senegal
and Télé-Université, Canada. The objective of the programme was to build the capacity of the partner institutions, also
including universities in Mauritius, Brazil, Costa Rica and Chile, to meet the training needs of the local and regional
populations; and there was a specific focus on strengthening scientific capacity through sharing resources and expertise.
Elements of the programme incorporated technology transfer, training of human resource personnel, applying knowledge in
distance learning, establishing a forum for collaboration between partners and putting in place regional mechanisms for
institutions to participate in the programme on an ongoing basis.9 

Some of the capacity building programmes involve substantial levels of external investment. The World Bank has funded a
transformative programme for higher education development in Mozambique, total project costs are US$71million. Funding is
split equally between the tertiary and vocational sectors (each receive 45% of the funds). This five-year programme,
implemented by UNESCO and the Ministry of Higher Education, Science and Technology, Mozambique, was launched in
2002. 

This project operates at the macro level of systemic, sector-wide change. The programme finances activities to support overall
policy and system reform and development, including:

•  new regulatory, fiscal, and accountability frameworks; 

•  new pedagogical teaching methods and programs; 

•  the use of information, communication, and technology in the delivery and teaching of higher education; 

•  an accreditation system;

•  new or alternative sources of funding; 
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•  and an HIV/AIDS prevention and support programme for students. 

The programme also operates at the more micro-level of institutional development. Funds have been injected into improving
efficiency, academic and pedagogical quality, research, and the scope of service delivery of specific institutions. There is a
third component that aims to initiate the introduction and operation of a publicly run and publicly financed scholarship scheme
that will provide financial assistance, student outreach, and academic advisory services. This will be on a pilot basis initially.
This programme is clearly an extensive and highly ambitious project with the potential for real impact. It also neatly reflects the
World Bank’s current approach to higher education which views the tertiary sector as a central and essential part of
developing knowledge based economies and societies and providing the skills and training necessary to underpin sustained
development and growth. The case was forcefully made in the World Bank Report: ‘Constructing Knowledge Societies: New
Challenges for Tertiary Education’, 2002: 

Tertiary education is more than the capstone of the traditional education pyramid; it is a critical pillar of human

development worldwide. In today ’s lifelong-learning framework, tertiary education provides not only the high-level

skills necessary for every labour market but also the training essential for teachers, doctors, nurses, civil servants,

engineers, humanists, entrepreneurs, scientists, social scientists, and myriad personnel. It is these trained individuals

who develop the capacity and analytical skills that drive local economies, support civil society, teach children, lead

effective governments, and make important decisions which affect entire societies.10 

Developing capacity and increasing access to higher education is essential if African countries are to begin to confront the
huge problem of brain drain. The higher education sector in the majority of African countries fails to meet the substantial and
increasing demands for vocational and higher education. This trend not only perpetuates deficits in skilled human capital but
also means many of the best students, and those most able to invest financially in their education, are lost to institutions in the
North. This is strongly reinforced by a pervasive perception (not always accurate) that the quality and prestige of the education
on offer in the North is of a much higher calibre. Higher education in Africa has an image problem born out of years of decline,
lack of resources and lack of investment which needs to be challenged head on if the flow of the most able students and
academics from the continent is to be curtailed.  Initiatives such as the publicly funded scholarship scheme to be piloted in
Mozambique are one way to incentivise as well as provide opportunities for people to stay and study in their home country.
Moreover, receipt of public funds may engender a greater sense of commitment to remain in the country and give something
back. 

The case studies detailed in this section, and those that follow, firmly reinforce the argument that higher education is highly
integrated with broader social and economic development. It cannot be viewed in isolation or as the preserve of an elite
disconnected from the rest of society. Higher learning at universities and at vocational and technical institutions is essential for
providing the necessary human resource to achieve development targets. The emphasis on basic education prevalent among
many donor organisations is an important one but is short-sighted without a similar emphasis on expanding and enabling
higher education to deliver the training and expertise required for meaningful change.

                                                                                                                                                                                                
9 See <http://oraweb.aucc.ca/pls/cupid/cupid3?PROJECT_NO_IN=020161/S53306>
10 To download the report see < http://www1.worldbank.org/education/tertiary/cks.asp. 



10

The AHEAD database highlights the fact that there are multiple stakeholders involved in providing external support to African
higher education and that the activities are diverse, providing financial and technical assistance in a wide range of areas. It
also, however, emphasises that there is still much to do and the needs remain great especially in terms of increasing
resources, improving facilities and developing infrastructure, all of which require substantial investment. 

It is unfortunate that there was a serious paucity of information available on evaluations and follow-ups of completed projects,
which made it difficult to determine the level of success and the relative strengths and weaknesses of different projects. It is
important that donors and implementing organisations should endeavour to make public any evaluations and follow-ups of
completed projects so that lessons can be learnt for future activity. 

4. Regions, Countries and Institutions

More detailed analysis will be made of the country and regional distribution of projects in the PRU paper on regional trends.
This paper will closely examine the country and regional contexts and draw on the AHEAD project data to generate a picture
of regional activity within the context of national needs and strategies for education development. This section serves as an
overview of patterns in the geographical distribution of the database projects.

Table 3 details the spread of regional and country projects. Southern Africa has the highest proportion of individual projects,
largely because of the very high number of projects operating in the Republic of South Africa – which has more projects than
the regional totals for West Africa and East Africa. However, as the funding analysis shows, South Africa does not receive the
highest level of external funding, suggesting the predominance of a large number of small projects. In fact when ranking the
countries by total project funding (where funding information is available) South Africa comes 12th with Tanzania, Mozambique
and Ghana occupying the top three places. Since South Africa has the highest GDP among selected countries, external
donors and partners appear to have adopted the approach of building a large array of inter-university links and small-scale
projects without considerable injections of external funds. 

Table 3
Region/Country No. of Projects11 Region/Country No. of Projects12

Southern Africa 106 East Africa & Islands 53
South Africa 64 Tanzania 18
Mozambique 14 Uganda 17
Namibia 7 Kenya 11
Malawi 6 Rwanda 4
Zimbabwe 5 Madagascar 3
Lesotho 2
Botswana 2 Horn of Africa 23
DR Congo 5 Ethiopia 23
Zambia 1

North Africa 3
West Africa 60 Egypt 2
Nigeria 17 Morocco 1
                                                          
11 Please note that certain projects are directed holistically towards given African regions, and are non-specific to any one country. As such, project totals for regions
may exceed project totals for the given region’s constituent countries.
12 Please note that certain projects are directed holistically towards given African regions, while being non-specific to any one country. As such, project totals for
regions may exceed project totals for the given region’s constituent countries.
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Figure 2
A comparison of Table 3 and Figure
2 illustrates the significant
discrepancy between regions which
host the largest number of projects
and regions which have the highest
levels of external funds for higher
education development projects.13

West Africa takes in nearly half of
the total external funds of all African
regions but hosts less than 20 per
cent of the projects. Conversely,
Southern Africa hosts the most
projects by far, and yet accounts for
only 18% of the overall funding. 

Looking at specific country activity, after South Africa the countries with the highest proportion of projects are Ethiopia with 23,
Tanzania with 18, Uganda and Nigeria with 17, Mozambique with 14 and Ghana and Kenya with 11. 

Institutions:

It is worth noting that in all the countries with a relatively high number of projects there is a high concentration of projects
focussed on one institution. In Tanzania, the University of Dar es Salaam has 11 institution focussed projects; in Mozambique,
Eduardo Mondlane University has nine; in Uganda, Makerere University has nine; and in Ethiopia, the University of Addis
Ababa also has nine. In South Africa, which has a relatively developed university system and a high number of public
institutions, the concentration of institution focussed projects is spread across a few institutions - the University of Cape Town
and The University of the Witwatersrand both with nine; and the Universities of Kwa-Zulu Natal, Pretoria and the Western
Cape each with five. Table 4 lists all institutions in the database with three or more externally funded projects. 

                                                          
13 This information is based on projects where funding information was available  (66% of the projects)
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Table 4
Institution Country Total
University of Dar es Salaam Tanzania 11
Eduardo Mondlane University Mozambique 9
Makerere University Uganda 9
University of Addis Ababa Ethiopia 9
University of Cape Town South Africa 9
University of the Witwatersrand South Africa 9
University of Ghana Ghana 5
University of KwaZulu-Natal South Africa 5
University of Pretoria South Africa 5
University of the Western Cape South Africa 5
University of Zimbabwe Zimbabwe 5
University of Malawi Malawi 4
University of Namibia Namibia 4
AIMS (African Institute for Mathematical Sciences) South Africa 3
University of Ibadan Nigeria 3
University of Nairobi Kenya 3

The University of Dar es Salaam has the highest number of projects at a single institution covering virtually all of the thematic
areas detailed above, revealing a fairly broad and diverse range of external investments in the institution. The most substantial
investment has been from the Swedish International Development Agency (Sida). Over a number of years Sida has provided
funding for research and administration amounting to nearly US$30 million to assist various research programmes at the
University of Dar es Salaam and the University College of Lands and Architectural Studies in Tanzania.  

Table 4 highlights the fact that certain institutions attract higher levels of external support for development of their activities.
The list of institutions above indicates donor preference for national universities and/or the more prestigious and long-
established public institutions – with the exception of AIMS all the institutions were founded at least 25 years ago, many at the
time of independence or earlier. This list also implies that investment perpetuates itself so that institutions already receiving
external support are viewed as a ‘safe bet’ and find it easier to attract further support. Concentrating resources and projects in
this way can have a significant and lasting impact on developing the capacity of a particular institution. However, it could also
be argued that such patterns of institutional focus advantage certain, favoured, institutions and the benefits are confined to the
those who are privileged enough to attend what, in many cases, is already one of the better resourced institutions. 

Table 5, however, lists the top 10 institutions by funding received and tells a slightly different story from Table 4. This list of top
recipient institutions indicates a mix of large, well-established universities such as Makerere and Dar es Salaam, alongside
smaller more specialised vocational and technical training colleges and institutes. Several relatively small HEIs have received
very large amounts of development funding and/or directed large-scale projects. For example, the Nakawa Vocational Training
Institute received almost US$15 million from JICA following a request from the Ugandan government for technical cooperation
to support the institute.  The project was aimed at developing the skills of instructors in seven fields (machining, electricity,
welding, sheet metal, motor vehicles, electronics, and carpentry) by providing technical guidance and advice for course
content and management as well as provision of necessary facilities and equipment. The aim was to contribute to the state
sponsored reform of education and vocational training intended to tackle the employment problems and skills shortages
blighting industrial and economic development in Uganda.14 
 
                                                          
14 See < http://www.jica.go.jp/english/evaluation/report/terminal/13-1-15.html>
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Table 5

Total HEI Funding (institutionally
specific)

Institution Total Funding

Recipient of largest project financially: Jomo Kenyatta University of Agriculture and
Technology

$38,706,831

Other large recipients (over $8 million) University of Dar es Salaam $37,093,718
Makerere University $14,703,313
Nakawa Vocational Training Institute $14,655,987
AVU (African Virtual University) $12,000,000
Eduardo Mondlane University $11,543,103
Butare University $10,969,454
University of Pretoria $9,608,848
Kenya Institute for Surveying and Mapping $9,572,067
Kenya Science Teachers College $8,321,205

The institution in receipt of the largest sum of external funding, Jomo Kenyatta University of Agriculture and Technology, does
not even feature among the institutions with multiple projects listed above (further details of this project can be found below).
This mix of investment into different institution types, highlighted by the project data, reveals a keen awareness among donors
of the need to focus on practical training to reverse the vocational and technical skills deficits plaguing many African countries.
The dual task of supporting flagship institutions to provide world class teaching and research whilst ensuring that the higher
education sector in Africa remains closely aligned to the practical needs of the continent is the continuing challenge for donors.
Both elements need to be at the heart of regenerating the higher education sector in Africa.   

5. Organisations

As is evident in this section and the section below there are some notable patterns that emerge in the activities of different
implementing and funding organisations. There are 225 distinct implementing organisations and 87 funding organisations
among the 349 projects catalogued in the AHEAD database. These organisations include African universities and vocational
schools, external universities and colleges, university associations, business and academic associations, international
organisations, charities and foundations, civil society organisations, and national governments and their affiliated departments
and ministries. 

Implementing organisations:

Figure 3, below, displays the breakdown of implementing organisations by organisation type. Among the organisations
supporting the implementation of higher education projects in Africa, government departments or agencies were the most
prominent, closely followed by foundations and charities and then University Associations –  these three types of organisation
account for nearly three quarters of the implementing organisations. Highlighting this trend, Table 6 displays a list of some of
the more active implementing organisations. The top three organisations are, respectively, a government sponsored agency, a
foundation (partnership) and a university association. Norway is shown to be particularly active with a broad array of projects
supported by the SIU (Centre for International Cooperation in Higher Education) and funded by NUFU (the Norwegian Office
for International Affairs). The majority of Norwegian projects concentrate on inter-university research and community
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Implementing Organisations by Organisation Type

University 
Association

18%

Foundation or 
Charity

26%

Government (or 
affiliated) Agency

30%

CSO/ NGO
3%

Intergovernmental 
Organisation

4%
Academic or 

Business 
Association

4%

University or HEI
15%

engagement between Norwegian HEIs and
various HEIs in Africa. The Partnership for Higher
Education in Africa are also primarily institution
focussed administering the provision of grants to
various institutions – mainly focussing on South
Africa (60%) and Nigeria (26%) -  to implement
capacity development programmes. In terms of
thematic focus around half the grants distributed
by the PHEA are for programmes involving either
HR development, institutional strengthening or
quality enhancement/curriculum development.
One example is a US$2 million grant to the
University of Port Harcourt, Nigeria, to assist
capacity in the areas of staff development, ICT
and libraries.15 In South Africa the PHEA supports a number of science and technology projects with grants given to the
University of Cape Town, Rhodes University, the University of KwaZulu-Natal and the University of South Africa to develop
various aspects of their science and technology provision. The third most active organisation was the Association of
Universities and Colleges of Canada with projects primarily focused on areas of HR development but spread more evenly
across the continent.  

Table 6
Implementing Organisations (managing 5 or more projects) No. of Projects
SIU (Centre for International Cooperation in Higher Education, Norway) 42
PHEA (Partnership for Higher Education in Africa) 38
AUCC (Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada) 33
COL (Commonwealth of Learning) 18
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 17
ALO (Association Liaison Office for University Cooperation in Development) 14
University of Addis Ababa 13
University of Oslo 13
AAU (Association of African Universities) 12
Makerere University 12
UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation) 11
University of Bergen 11
University of Dar es Salaam 11
University of Cape Town 10
University of the Witwatersrand 10
Eduardo Mondlane University 9
IIEP (International Institute for Education Planning - UNESCO) 8
World Bank/ IBRD 8
JICA (Japanese International Cooperation Agency) 7
University of Alberta 7
AAI (Africa-America Institute) 6
ADEA (Association for the Development of Education in Africa) 6
AUF (Agence Universitaire de la Francophonie) 6
CODESRIA (Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa) 6
INASP (Int'l Network for the Availability of Scientific Publications) 6
Norwegian University of Science and Technology 6

                                                          
15 See < http://www.foundation-partnership.org/grants/>

Figure 3
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SIDA (Swedish International Development Agency) 6
University of Ghana 6
University of KwaZulu-Natal 6
University of Namibia 6
ACU (Association of Commonwealth Universities) 5
University of Pretoria 5
University of the Western Cape 5
University of Zimbabwe 5

Funding organisations

In terms of funding, support comes principally from government agencies. However, the World Bank, an inter-governmental
organisation, is easily the most substantial single funder of higher education development projects in the database. The World
Bank projects, tend to be multi-sectoral, incorporating the whole education sector, rather than focussing exclusively on the
tertiary sector. The total funding for the 28 projects catalogued reaches nearly US$1 billion. The actual amount that is
specifically directed at tertiary and vocational education is significantly smaller, amounting to US$304.8 million (see below),
but this is still substantially more than provided by any other funder. Table 7 lists all the funding sources that have committed
over US$10million to Africa related higher education projects. It also details the total number of projects they were involved in
funding. This analysis provides evidence that funders with the most projects do not necessarily contribute the most in terms of
total funding. 

Table 7

Organisation Total Funding (US$)16 Total No. of Projects

World Bank/ IBRD 984,600,000 (total project costs)
259,200,000 (tertiary education)

46,600,000 (vocational education)

28

JICA (Japanese International Cooperation Agency) 85,555,638 7
CIDA (Canadian International Development Agency) 72,366,707 32
SIDA (Swedish International Development Agency) 57,536,409 7
NUFU (Norweigian Office of Foreign Affairs) 33,607,720 42
EU (European Union) 17,833,680 7
ACBF (African Capacity Building Foundation) 12,742,365 1
NFP (Netherlands Programme for Post-Secondary Education and Training) 11,666,109 14
MacArthur 11,173,500 7
Carnegie 10,866,700 12
DfID (Department for International Development) 10,000,000 5

To avoid duplication, the following table lists dollar figures ascribed to principal funders only and should, therefore, be considered the minimum
amount that each funding body has committed to projects.

Funding Priorities:

Institution focus
Tables 8 and 9, below, contrast the top 10 funders overall, with the top 10 funders for HEI-specific projects. 

                                                          
16 All funding amounts have been converted into US$ based on the exchange rate at the time of writing. 
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Tables 8 & 9
Major funders of HE overall (ranked) Major funders of HEI-specific projects (ranked):
1. World Bank/ IBRD 1. JICA (Japanese International Cooperation Agency)
2. JICA (Japanese International Cooperation Agency) 2. SIDA (Swedish International Development Agency)
3. CIDA (Canadian International Development Agency) 3. CIDA (Canadian International Development Agency)
4. SIDA (Swedish International Development Agency) 4. NUFU (Norweigian Office of Foreign Affairs)
5. NUFU (Norweigian Office of Foreign Affairs)
6. EU (European Union)

5. NFP (Netherlands Programme for Post-Secondary
Education and Training)

7. ACBF (African Capacity Building Foundation) 6. MacArthur
8. NFP (Netherlands Programme for Post-Secondary

Education and Training)
7. Carnegie
8. Ford

9. MacArthur 9. USAID (United States Agency for International
Development)

10. Carnegie 10. World Bank/ IBRD

Whilst the World Bank is the most significant funder overall, it only ranks tenth when it comes to institutionally focussed
projects. In terms of programmes that are specifically geared towards a particular institution’s development they only appear to
have supported one notable project in the past few years, namely a US$5 Million project at Makerere University in Uganda.
This project was aimed at enabling Makerere to develop an effective, sustainable, and replicable mechanism to support the
government’s decentralisation and public service reform programmes and capacity building goals. The objective was to
develop the resources and training capabilities within the University to strengthen the skills and competencies of those
responsible for service delivery and management at the local government level. On the whole, however, the World Bank
follows a much more broad-based strategy of sector governance and regional/continental capacity building in the higher
education sector, applying substantial resources to programmes incorporating root and branch systemic transformations.  As a
result many of the World Bank supported education projects tend to be large-scale and fous on the education sector as whole. 

By contrast, JICA, the next most significant funder, directs its resources to individual HEIs, funding large institutional
strengthening/development projects. One example is a large-scale programme that took place over a number of years,
concluding in 2003, and provided technical cooperation at Jomo Kenyatta University College of Agriculture and Technology
(JKUAT). The University received a total of US$38.7 million, the largest amount to a single institution. 

The principal objectives of the programme were:
- Curriculum and course development to strengthen the knowledge and skills of students in the fields of agriculture and

technology
- Improvement of the management system at JKUAT
- Teacher training to develop expertise and delivery in target areas
- Improvement of facilities and equipment required for research activities
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JICA is one of the organisations that makes its project evaluations public and this project was considered a success in helping
JKUAT establish itself as a centre of excellence among Kenyan universities.17 Other institution-focussed programmes funded
by JICA included a programme to develop mathematics and science in secondary education at Kenya Science Teachers
College (US$8.3 million) and pedagogical training for teaching staff and curriculum development at the Kenya Medical
Training College (US$2.1 million). 

Regional focus
Turning to the regional focus of institutions, Table 10 provides a breakdown of the major funders by region, ie those supporting
5 or more projects in a particular region.

Table 10   

Region Main Funding
organisation

No. of projects

East Africa NUFU 12
CIDA 7
USAID 6
World Bank 5
Ford 5
JICA 5

Horn NUFU 9

Southern Africa Ford 27
NUFU 14
Carnegie 9
NFP (Netherlands
Programme for HE and
Training) 

8

CIDA 8
European Union 6
Rockefeller 5

West Africa World Bank 14
CIDA 12
MacArthur 7
NUFU 6
CoL 5

Francophonie AUF (Agence Universitaire
de la Francophonie) 5

All Africa AAU (Association of
African Universities) 

6

All Sub-Saharan UNESCO 5

The project data suggests that some funding organisations concentrate their regional activity. This tendency is very prominent
among World Bank sponsored projects, which are directed most consistently towards West Africa, and Ford projects, which
concentrate most heavily in Southern Africa. Among the major funding foundations Carnegie and Rockefeller are also
prominent in Southern Africa whilst MacArthur focuses more on West Africa. JICA operates almost exclusively in East Africa

                                                          
17 See < http://www.jica.go.jp/english/evaluation/report/expost/2003/ken_01.html>



18

(with the exception of one project in South Africa and one in Morocco) and is second only to the World Bank in terms of
funding in this region. NUFU and CIDA are spread fairly evenly across the regions. 

Thematic focus
In terms of the thematic focus of the major funders the most prominent patterns to emerge are the following: 

•  The World Bank is strongest in sector governance projects – sponsoring fifteen projects.  

•  CIDA supports the largest number of human resource development projects, with 20 projects.

•  Ford is active in sponsoring institutional strengthening projects, with 18 projects altogether, and also supports the highest
number of HIV/AIDS projects (6) of any one funder. 

•  NUFU tends to focus on academic development and is highly active in the areas of quality enhancement/curriculum
development (9), science and technology (11) and research collaboration (22). (There may be some overlap between
these projects.) 

•  JICA projects are directed most commonly towards HR development, quality enhancement/curriculum development and
science and technology.

6. Donor Countries

More detailed analysis of international donor commitments will be provided in another of the papers in the PRU Africa series.
This section serves to provide a brief overview and analysis of the main donor countries and key trends in their support. Table
11 outlines the country origin of funding sources, detailing the number and percentage share of the projects. 

Table 11

Source Country No. of Projects % of Total Projects
United States 85 30.1%
Canada 51 18.1%
Norway 43 15.2%
Netherlands 22 7.8%
United Kingdom 22 7.8%
Germany 12 4.3%
France 10 3.5%
South Africa 10 3.5%
Sweden 8 2.8%
Japan 7 2.5%
Senegal 6 2.1%
Belgium 3 1.1%
Cameroon 1 0.4%
Italy 1 0.4%
Tanzania 1 0.4%
Grand Total 282* 100%
*Projects not included in the above table are either sourced by international organisations
without any home country attributed to them, or the source country has not been specified.

Regional activity is largely shaped by the funding priorities of the major donor organisations in a country. For example, the US
is the most prolific country largely due to the foundations involved in the Partnership for Higher Education in Africa, which
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collectively accounts for 71% of the US supported projects – Ford alone accounts for 41%. USAID, on the other, hand
accounts for only 18% of the US projects. Just under two thirds of Canadian support comes from CIDA with 29% from the
Commonwealth of Learning. Virtually all of Norway’s activity is from NUFU.  Among the other countries, support is more widely
dispersed among different organisations.  

As with the previous section on donor organisations, a brief look at donor countries in terms of thematic, regional and
institutional focus is undertaken:

Thematic focus 
Table 12 lists the top three most prominent project themes for the top five donor countries. While certain countries such as
Canada and Norway emphasise their top three themes very heavily, others such as the United Kingdom are less targeted in
supporting particular thematic areas. All countries with the exception of Norway pay significant attention to HR development.
As was mentioned earlier, Norwegian funding tends to concentrate on research and research related areas – with a
predominance of research collaboration and science and technology projects.  In terms of infrastructure Canada and the UK
stand out, Canada supporting a significant number of ICT projects and the UK prominent in the area of library development.   

Table 12

United States No. of
projects

United Kingdom No. of
projects

Institutional Strengthening 26 Libraries 8
Human Resources Development 21 Human Resources Development 7
Academic Programme Development 15 Research Collaboration 7

Canada Netherlands
Human Resources Development 26 Academic Programme Development 12
Sector Governance 17 Human Resources Development 12
ICT 15 Quality Enhancement 5

Norway
Research Collaboration 22
Sector Governance 13
Science and Technology 11

Regional focus 
Table 13 lists the top three African regions supported by all the source countries, providing a sense of where donor countries
operate most commonly and giving some indication of where the regional links to donor countries are strongest. 

Table 13

Source Country African Region No. of
Projects

Source Country African Region No. of
Projects

Canada West Africa 18 Senegal All SSA 4
East Africa 12 East Africa 1
Southern Africa 8 West Africa 1

France All
Francophonie

6 South Africa All Sub-Saharan 4
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Southern Africa 2 Not specified 2
Southern Africa 4

Japan East Africa 5 Sweden East Africa 4
North Africa 1 West Africa 2
Southern Africa 1 Horn 1

Netherlands Southern Africa 11 United Kingdom All SSA 5
Horn 4 Southern Africa 5
East Africa 3 Commonwealth

Africa 
4

All Africa 2
Norway East Africa 15

Southern Africa 12 United States Southern Africa 46
Horn 9 West Africa 16

East Africa 13

Most of the major donor countries have particular regions on which they tend to focus most heavily; Canada in West Africa,
Japan in East Africa and the Netherlands and the US in Southern Africa. Norway is more evenly dispersed across the regions
and the UK tends to focus on continental and Commonwealth projects, dealing primarily with English speaking countries.
France, unsurprisingly, makes its strongest contribution to Francophone countries. 

Institutional focus
Similar alignment with principal funding organisations can be found when looking at the ratio of institutionally specific projects
sponsored by different donor countries. Table 14 details these ratios for the main funding countries plus the World Bank.
Japan, the US and the Netherlands all direct their higher education support towards institutional programmes. In these
countries the funding agenda is shaped, respectively, by JICA, the PHEA and the Netherlands Programme for Post-Secondary
Education and Training (NFP). Canada, France, the UK and the World Bank, on the other hand, appear to focus on broader
projects possibly involving multiple institutions or a more sector driven approach. 

Table 14

G8 Ratio of HEI-specific projects to overall projects
Japan 100%
U.S. 79%

Netherlands 77%
Canada 34%
France 20%

UK 14%
World Bank 4%

A more detailed analysis of the activities of major donors, with particular attention on G8 countries, is undertaken in the PRU
paper on international donor commitments. This preliminary overview, however, provides initial indications of organisational
and national priorities in relation to higher education projects. This is a useful trend to monitor in terms of anticipating and
understanding the likely developments of external support for higher education in Africa. This in turn can be used to start
addressing the question of how best to harness and utilise the different priorities of the donor community to generate a more
concerted and coherent programme of development for higher education. 
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7. Concluding Comments

The argument has been made throughout this paper that higher education and post-secondary vocational training has a
central role to play in the development of Africa. The tertiary sector needs to be at the heart of developing the skills and
training that will underpin sustained social and economic progress and producing the expertise necessary to confront the
challenges facing the continent. A robust and autonomous higher education sector is also important for the success of good
governance and accountability, contributing as it does to a strong civil society. 

The analysis of the project data has highlighted that donor organisations are certainly aware of the constructive input of higher
education into skills development and capacity building across the continent. There are, however, distinct trends that emerge
in relation to the type of activity that is supported in terms of geographic, thematic and institutional focus. This database
provides a valuable tool for analysing these trends and framing the discussion around future development in the higher
education sector. The overview that the data is able to provide on current and recent initiatives not only gives an indication of
the extent and diversity of current activity but also provides some insight into the scale of what is needed and areas that have
not received the attention required from the donor community. Mapping such activity is also an important part of discerning
areas of possible collaboration and complementary activity as well as potential models for future activity.

To date, the project data contained in the AHEAD database has been collected primarily through desk based research,
although a process of consultation with some key stakeholder organisations was carried out to support the initial research. It is
intended that the database will be regularly updated and built upon to provide an up to date and comprehensive overview of
external support for African higher education that will help inform future debates and activity. 
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