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DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY

As a grant-making foundation, The Indigo 
Trust provides small grants – usually 

in the region of  £10,000-£15,000 – to 
organisations which are using Web and 
mobile communications-based technologies, 
in demonstrably innovative ways, to bring 
about social change in Africa. While it has a 
special interest in the areas of  transparency, 

accountability, and citizen empowerment, 
the Trust also supports the use of  digital 
technologies in other social sectors. These 
include health, education, and agriculture.

Although technology can prove a tre-
mendous enabler when applied to social 
transformation, it is not a panacea for all 
social problems; but it certainly has the 

ability to enable people to access, create and 
share information at a cost, scale, and speed 
which was never previously possible. This, in 
turn, empowers people to make the changes 
which they wish to see in their own lives and 
communities.

When integrated into well-devised pro-
grammes, technology can also help to 

Why it’s worth taking a risk…
Around the world, some new business ideas succeed, and some don’t. For anyone looking 

to invest in technology start-up projects that are emerging in Africa, the risk levels may 
seem daunting – but those looking to fund grassroots innovation should not be deterred, 

argues Dr Loren Treisman, Executive, The Indigo Trust
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amplify the voices of  marginalised commu-
nities, and to strengthen offline mobilisation, 
campaigning and development program-
ming. The Indigo Trust views itself  as a 
‘high-risk’ funder: providing small grants to 
grassroots organisations across the Afri-
can continent allows social entrepreneurs, 
community-based organisations, and tech-
nologists, to pilot new ideas, with room for 
trial-and-error to occur. 

It is a risky business, and the Trust freely 
acknowledges the fact that many of  the pro-
jects supported are unlikely to achieve scale 
or financial sustainability; so, it is reasonable 
to ask – why does it bother?

The risk-innovation equation
The answer is both simple and complex. A 
high-risk strategy allows a thousand flowers 
to bloom, in a manner of  speaking. Encour-
age people to test-out many ideas from many 
sources, and while some will falter, those that 
do succeed can have a tremendous impact at 
a scale and cost that was almost impossible 
before new digital technologies arrived on 
the African aid scene. 

Furthermore, some have the potential to 
become financially sustainable, removing the 
on-going reliance on aid that often results in 
given projects falling to the wayside at the 
end of  their funding cycles.

While the Indigo Trust is happy to award 

high-risk grants, it takes a portfolio ap-
proach, so the risk is managed across lots of  
different grants. This might prompt another 
question: why does the Trust fund projects 
that many would view as more appropriate 
for commercial investment from venture cap-
italists and ‘angel’ investors than a charitable 
foundation? This time the answer is simple. 

To begin with, few investors will come in 
at the critical early stages from ideation to 
prototype – and sometimes beyond. While 
they are willing to take some risks, they are 
seldom ready to take a leap of  faith before 
they are confident in their investment.

For social entrepreneurships, this consid-
eration can take time. So The Indigo Trust 
comes in to fill the gap, giving entrepreneurs 
some crucial breathing space to innovate, 
experiment, and optimise their concepts so 
that they are then ready for commercial in-
vestors to scrutinise. Entrepreneurs may also 
seek funding from larger donors when they 
are ready to scale, or become sustainable via 
partnerships with the public/private sectors.

Challenges to innovation
It is also worth mentioning that the pool of  
venture capitalists and angel investors willing 
to invest in African countries is very small. 
The ‘social tech sector’ is still at a relatively 
early stage in its development, and the conti-

nent of  Africa is viewed as risky to investors 
for a variety of  factors.  

First, in many countries on the continent, 
the policy environment, high costs, and 
poor infrastructure, minimise the likelihood 
of  a project’s eventual success. Second, 
the tech for social change sector is in its 
infancy; and there are few examples of  
profitable, scalable solutions for them to 
draw upon.

So investors entering this space need to 
adopt new investment models and shift 
their expectations in terms of  returns on 
investment. Many just are not ready to take 
the plunge.

This is a key consideration in how Indigo 
trust differs in its approach. It is often even 
willing to take a chance to support driven 
and talented individuals who have not 
even established an organisation yet. For 
example, three years ago the Trust award-
ed a grant of  £5,000 to Bosun Tijani and 
Femi Longe to run a ‘Tech in Governance 
Hackathon’ in Lagos, Nigeria.  It brought 
together techies, government officials, and 
activists, to explore the ways in which tech-
nology could improve governance in that 
country, and empower citizens to hold their 
leaders more to account.  

The event attracted much interest on the 
day, and it was clear that Bosun and Femi 

App specialist Pledge 51 has developed a 
Nigerian Constitution App which has now been 
downloaded more than 1,000,000 times.

Successful grassroots projects 
can have a tremendous impact 
at a scale and cost that was 
almost impossible before new 
digital technologies arrived on 
the African aid scene.
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Nigerian start-up Co-Creation Hub generates revenue through consultancy work and from 
corporates for training, managing community relations, business advice, and corporate membership.  
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really understood how to build community 
and stimulate innovation. The concepts 
being developed were certainly impressive. 
They included iWatch Live, a platform 
that enables citizens to track the budgets of  
government projects, and to submit reports 
monitoring their progress. Another concept, 
called BudgIT, develops infographics which 
explain critical elements of  Nigeria’s na-
tional and state budgets in a simple format, 
contributing towards more informed public 
debate. More on them later…

Following the event, Bosun and Tunji 
expressed an interest in establishing a tech-
nology innovation hub in Lagos to support 
social tech entrepreneurs, and they were the 
right people to do it. Back in the UK, The 
Indigo Trust was able to stimulate interest 
from social investor Omidyar Network and 
together, the organisations funded them to 
set up Co-Creation Hub with $245,000.

Investing in such an unknown entity 
might seem, on the face of  it, rather crazy; 
but it was certainly worthwhile. Walking 
into the Co-Creation Hub space now brings 
to mind Silicon Valley. Set on two floors, 
with a roof  balcony and funky furniture, 
the space buzzes with activity. State-of-the-
art facilities, high-speed Internet access, and 

a stimulatingly collaborative environment, 
have attracted young, tech-savvy talent. The 
team support social entrepreneurs from 
ideation through to incubation.

Impressively, they generated 40 per cent 
of  their income independently in the first 
year, and they are aiming for 55 per cent in 
the second. This has been achieved through 
consultancy work and from corporates for 
training, managing community relations, 
business advice, and corporate membership.  
The UK’s Department for International 
Development has paid them £30,000 for 
innovation mapping, and tech companies 
pay $3,650 each to pitch to the community 
they have created.  

They also managed to leverage free 
Internet access from African telecommu-
nications services provider MainOne; and 
they have been so successful that industry 
is now leading an initiative to turn Lagos 
suburb Yaba, where the hub is located, into 
an ‘innovation city’ – a hotspot attracting 
a range of  stakeholders with adequate 
resources and infrastructure where creative 
ventures can thrive and prosper. Fibre-optic 
cables are now being brought directly to the 
hub, which should help attract more tech 
players into the area.

Success leads to success
So what about the projects they’re support-
ing? BudgIT, mentioned previously here, 
has secured over $500,000 in grants, and is 
already generating some of  its own income 
through providing infographics to banks, the 
Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, 
and other clients.

Wecyclers, meanwhile, collect recycla-
ble waste from households on bicycles in 
exchange for points which are managed 
through mobile phones, and can be ex-
changed for household products and other 
goods. Wecyclers then brings the waste to 
processing plants, which utilise it to make 
products and pay the team for the raw ma-
terials: a win-win situation for all involved. 
To date, around $3,000-worth of  prizes have 
been collected, and it has generated $13,000 
in revenue, and now generates $25-per-day 
in profit.  

Efiko, a mobile platform (based on An-
droid) designed to enhance learning through 
fun-to-use social quizzes, already has over 
10,000 users, and over 150,000 quizzes have 
been played. And Pledge 51 has developed a 
Nigerian Constitution App which has been 
downloaded more than 1,000,000 times. 
The Indigo Trust has invested in both en-
terprises, and is naturally delighted with the 
progress made so far: how often can a funder 
say that an investment of  just £7,000 has 
gone on to reach this many people?

Business applications
It is not easy for projects to become finan-
cially sustainable in the social space, but 
models are emerging. Some are based on 
end-user charging. Take iCow, one of  the 
best cases in point. It provides critical infor-
mation to dairy farmers in Kenya through 
SMS. Farmers are willing to pay a premium 
rate for the services. 

This is because through using this service, 
their incomes have increased as a result 
of  increased milk yields, and of  decreased 
disease outbreaks. The iCow service is now 
scaling across the country with Safaricom, 
Kenya’s largest mobile network operator, 
and adopting a revenue share model.

Organisations are also exploring ‘free-
mium’ models, where users are able to pay 
for additional services, generating income 

Investors entering 
this space need to 
adopt new investment 
models and shift their 
expectations in terms of 
returns on investment. 
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Hi-tech start-ups are enabling Nigerians to become more involved in how their country is run
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Impressively, they 
generated 40 per cent of 

their income independently 
in the first year, and they 

are aiming for 55 per cent 
in the second.

through advertising, providing chargeable 
services like consulting and data mining/
analysis, and through seeking impact inves-
tors who pay for delivery against outcomes 
which save governments money in the long-
term. Private-public-charity partnerships can 
also provide a route to sustainability.

This is not to suggest that The Indigo 
Trust, as a charitable foundation, expects all 
the projects that it supports to be financially 
sustainable. Many of  the projects which it 
supports fall into a category which econo-
mists refer to as ‘public goods and services’, 
an area which has experienced conspicuous 
market failure. Although some examples of  
projects focusing on transparency, accounta-
bility, and citizen empowerment, do generate 
income, these are certainly the exception 
rather than the norm.

Models are being explored – such as the 
consultancy services offered by BudgIT and 
mySociety – which build websites to benefit 
the civic and community aspect of  people’s 
lives. Others, like the Lungisa platform 
(created by Cell Life) enables citizens in 
Khayelitsha to report problems in local ser-
vice delivery aim to outsource their service to 
other non-governmental organisations.

Nonetheless, whether on the African con-
tinent, in the UK, or anywhere else around 
the world, it is likely that many transparency 
projects will require on-going funding; and 
in these cases, The Indigo Trust simply ex-
pects teams to keep their operating costs low.

Grant proposal attributes
Given its somewhat unorthodox ethos in 
respect to the projects its supports, what does 
The Indigo Trust look for when reviewing a 
grant proposal? Crucially, a proposed solu-
tion must address a genuine need in society, 
and it needs to be convinced that technology 
is the right way to tackle the problem.  The 
trust wants potential grantees to demon-
strate a clear theory of  change, that is, it 
wants them to be able to demonstrate how 
their solution will contribute towards social 
change, and to show how they will measure 
their potential impact.  

Whatever form it takes, digital technol-
ogy on its own is rarely provides the total 
solution. Tech platforms need to be integrat-
ed into a well-devised programme. Techies 

working in isolation often struggle to create 
societal change. This usually requires close 
connections to end-users, such as farmers 
groups or community health workers. 

Projects are also usually most successful 
when the tech solution is built into a broader 
campaign, and connected to an organisation 
which is able to respond to queries or reports 
through close connections to communities 
on the ground – and ideally, to government 
and other service providers.

It is important that grantees utilise tech-
nology that is appropriate to their target us-
ers. If  a project is targeting rural farmers or 
pregnant mothers, they are unlikely to have 
the latest smartphones or broadband-speed 
Internet access; so the use of  SMS, USSD 
(Unstructured Supplementary Service Data, 
a protocol used by GSM phones to commu-
nicate with the service provider’s comput-
ers), or Interactive Voice Response services 
(IVR) from basic feature phones are most 
appropriate.  

In some cases, information does not 
necessarily have to reach the whole popu-

lation to be impactful.  For example, if  the 
information in a parliamentary monitoring 
site – such as People’s Assembly in South 
Africa or Odekro in Ghana – is picked up 
by journalists, other media, or activists, who 
can amplify crucial messages, this can have 
the desired effect of  holding politicians to 
account. In these such cases, smartphone or 
Internet-based solutions may be appropriate.

The Indigo Trust also requires grantees to 
be transparent and open about their work, 
just as the Trust itself  is. Ideally, it looks for 
sustainable, replicable and/or scalable solu-
tions, or solutions with low operating costs. 
And it admits to a soft-spot for local organi-
sations with small budgets, open-source, and 
interoperable solutions, innovative approach-
es, and two-way interactivity. 

The Trust has often found that it is a pas-
sionate individual that really drives a project 
forward – someone who really understands 
the sector and local context, and who is truly 
dedicated to the cause.
For more information about The Indigo Trust, 
visit http://indigotrust.org.uk.
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Wecyclers collect recyclable waste from 
households on bicycles in exchange for points 
which are managed through mobile phones
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