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The South African Medical Research Council

recognises the catastrophic and persisting consequences of colonialism and 

apartheid, including land dispossession and the intentional imposition of 

educational and health inequities. 

  

Acknowledging the SAMRC’s historical role and silence during apartheid, 

we commit our capacities and resources to the continued promotion of justice and 

dignity in health research in South Africa. 
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CVD research in SSA: epidemiological agenda 
driving the agenda
SSA is undergoing a profound shift from infectious to chronic diseases.

NCDs (CVD, cancer, diabetes, chronic respiratory disease, mental health) 
now account for a rapidly growing share of mortality and morbidity: NCDs 
contributed ~37% of deaths by 2019, up from 24% in 2000, and are 
projected to become the leading cause of death by 2030. 

CVD burden is compounded by demographic change, urbanisation, and 
risk factors such as obesity, diet, and physical inactivity alongside endemic 
infections. 
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Barry A, et al. Non-communicable diseases in the WHO African region: analysis of risk factors, mortality, 
and responses based on WHO data. Sci Rep 2025;15(1):12288. doi: 10.1038/s41598-025-97180-3. 
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Research platforms and collaborations in SSA
NCD research is largely organised through international and regional 
consortia, including:
  Multinational implementation research programmes (e.g., GACD-funded studies)
  Public–private initiatives such as NCD “Open Labs”
  Academic networks and centres of excellence (e.g., chronic disease networks)
Regional research networks now support hundreds of investigators and 
multiple hubs across Africa, strengthening the evidence base and 
collaboration. 

Africa’s NCD research ecosystem is increasingly networked, but still highly 
dependent on external coordination and funding.
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Landscape of CVD research in SSA
There has been measurable progress in:
• Clinical research infrastructure
• Biobanking and genomics
• Data science and AI applications in public health

However, constraints remain:
• Limited research workforce density
• Uneven infrastructure distribution
• Weak integration between research and health systems
• Limited clinical trials
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Funding landscape: structural imbalance
Dominance of infectious disease funding
Historically, global health financing in SSA has been heavily skewed 

toward infectious diseases:
 <3% of development assistance for health is directed to NCDs, 
despite their rising burden. 
 Major GH funding platforms still prioritise HIV, TB, and malaria.

Therefore, NCD and CVD research remains comparatively underfunded 
relative to disease burden.
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Implications of funding withdrawal
Interruption to research operations

Loss of employment

Loss of training opportunities

Undermining trust in science

Impact on research infrastructure

“We are at risk of missing 
out on a generation of 
scientists — because 
people will leave”.

New York Times
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Domestic financing constraints
African governments face major fiscal limitations:
• NCDs often receive a small fraction of national health budgets. 
• Preventive care is particularly underfunded (as low as ~3–4% of health 

budgets). 
• High out-of-pocket expenditure dominates NCD care financing. 
• Implication:

There is limited fiscal space for sustained NCD research investment at 
country level.

13



07/08/2026

7

Role of external funders
NCD research funding in Africa is largely driven by:
• Bilateral agencies (e.g., NIH, UKRI)
• Multilateral organisations (WHO, World Bank)
• Philanthropic foundations (e.g., Wellcome Trust, Gates Foundation)
• Collaborative multilateral platforms (e.g., GACD)

These funders support multi-country studies, build capacity in 
implementation science, enable large-scale collaborations

However, funding is fragmented, often short-term and project-based, 
not always aligned with national priorities
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Emerging financial shifts
There is growing recognition that:
• Domestic resource mobilisation is essential for sustainability
• Innovative financing mechanisms (e.g., sin taxes, insurance reforms) 

are needed
• Investment cases (e.g., Ethiopia) show that NCD prevention yields 

economic returns (for example, NCDs in Ethiopia were estimated to 
cost ~1.84% of GDP annually, strengthening the case for investment).
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Key systemic challenges
Across both research and funding, several structural challenges 
persist:
Misalignment between burden and investment (rapidly rising NCD burden, 
disproportionately low funding)

Fragmentation of research efforts (multiple funders, limited coordination, lack of 
harmonised data systems)

Weak translation into policy (evidence often not integrated into health systems, 
limited implementation science capacity)

Equity and leadership gaps (African institutions still underrepresented in agenda-
setting, dependence on Global North funding structures)
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Strategic opportunities
Despite these challenges, several opportunities are emerging:
Integration with existing platforms (Leveraging HIV/TB infrastructure for 
hypertension and diabetes screening and chronic care delivery models)

Implementation science leadership (Africa is well-positioned to lead 
globally in context-specific delivery models, health systems innovation)

Data and genomics revolution (Expansion of African genomic initiatives, 
improved epidemiological surveillance)

Policy momentum (Increasing recognition of NCDs as a development 
priority, alignment with Universal Health Coverage and SDGs)
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Current state of NCD research and funding in SSA

A rapidly expanding but structurally underfunded research domain, 
characterised by growing scientific capacity and collaboration, yet 
constrained by historical funding imbalances, weak domestic 
investment, and limited translation into policy and practice.
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Partner
logo

SAMRC GRANT PROGRAMS  

GRANTS INNOVATION 
AND PRODUCT 
DEVELOPMENT

SELF-INITIATED 
RESEARCH 

GRANTS

STRATEGIC 
HEALTH 

INNOVATION 
PARTNERSHIPS

Annual RFA on variety of topics 
R200k p.a. over 3 years
RFA release Apr/May

GRAND 
CHALLENGES 

SOUTH AFRICA

Occasional RFAs
Up to R10M p.a. over 3 years
RFA – Feb/Mar

Occasional RFAs
Up to R2M p.a. over 1-3 years
Potential RFA around Apr/May - TBC

https://www.samrc.ac.za/funding/request-for-applications 
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https://www.gacd.org/funding 
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https://www.nih.gov/grants-funding 
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https://professional.heart.org/en/research-programs/aha-funding-opportunities 
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https://www.gatesfoundation.org/about/how-we-work/grant-opportunities 
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https://wellcome.org/research-funding
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https://www.edctp.org/funding/ 
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https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities_en  
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https://www.nihr.ac.uk/funding-opportunities 
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https://www.ukri.org/councils/mrc/guidance-for-applicants/types-of-funding-we-
offer// 
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https://scienceforafrica.foundation/
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https://www.trialect.com 
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Thank you
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