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Introduction

The biotrade sector is emerging as a significant industry which sustainably uses wild or cultivated natural resources 
for social and economic development. Working to improve the performance of any sector often presents a large 
number of challenges to public and business support organisations (BSOs). BSOs are also referred to as meso 
organisations and are  explained in this document. Within the biotrade sector, as in many other sectors, these meso 
organisations’ service offerings are not explicit and collaboration amongst these organisations is fragmented. This 
makes it difficult for an overstretched entrepreneur working on a dozen burning issues to understand how to know 
where to look for and find the necessary enabling support.

The main aim of mapping the meso level organisations was to get an understanding of what each organisation 
is doing, what its service offering is and to whom the services are targeted. For this to happen the meso 
organisations should work together effectively while pursuing different or complementary objectives. 
The challenge is to get the different meso organisations to pursue synergies, amplify knowledge spillovers and 
improve the overall dynamism between a wide network of stakeholders within the biotrade sector in order to 
respond to the needs of the biotrade SMMEs.

BIODIVERSITY ECONOMY:

The biodiversity economy of South Africa 
encompasses the business- and economic 
activities that either directly depend on 
biodiversity for their core business or that 
contribute to the conservation of biodiversity 
through their activities (Van Paddenburg, et 
al. 2012).

BIOPROSPECTING:

Bioprospecting is the process of searching for, 
collecting, harvesting and extracting living or 
dead indigenous species, or derivatives and 
genetic material thereof, for commercial or 
industrial purposes.
  

BIOTRADE:

Biotrade is the buying and selling of milled, 
powdered, dried, sliced or extract of 
indigenous genetic and biological resources 
for further commercial exploitation.  
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DEFINITIONS

Agathosma betulina (Buchu)



What is the MESO Level?

Meso is one of the four levels of the concept of the Systemic Competitiveness Framework developed by Esser, 
Hillebrand, Messner and Meyer-Stamer (1995). It is built around four system levels, namely: micro, meso, macro 
and meta level (Figure 1). The meso space is conceptually positioned between the micro economy of interacting 
enterprises and the macro-economic framework conditions. Meso is a key dimension of the systemic interpretation 
of economic and societal change processes. 

It is a level where both public and private meso organisations at the national, regional and local level become 

involved in promoting business; and, where targeted meso policies, support initiatives and concrete projects are 

implemented jointly to promote sector advantages and increase relative competitiveness. Within the South African 

policy and legislative framework, the National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act (Act 10 of 2004) is an 

example of a meso policy that affect all meso organisations within the economy. 

Examples of meso organisations are industry associations, SMME promotion agencies and public education 

and training institutes in support of the process of economic change and development. Meso organisations act 

as a vehicle to stimulate economic activities and strengthening enterprises at the micro level. This applies to 

organisations that supply public goods such as education or public infrastructure or provide services with very 

strong external effects, also known in South Africa as implementing agencies within the public space (Adapted 

from: Mesopartner Annual Report 2017_Article 1 and 2).
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Biotrade Meso Level Mapping 

What the mapping process entailed 

Prior to the first mapping workshop each organisation 
was requested to complete a survey of their respective 
programmes. More than 40 organisations participated. 
During the workshop each organisation was given 
the opportunity to respond to the perceptions and 
expectations expressed regarding their initiatives by all 
the other organisations in the sector; and, the results 
were then collated into a meaningful response.

The workshop concentrated on making the expectations 
that the different supporting organisations had of 
each other more explicit. It facilitated the process of 
understanding what the resources, focus areas and 
priorities were for each of the organisations. During the 
workshop Mesopartner Africa also provided input on 
the role and value that the meso landscape will have for 
a sector. Participating organisations and programmes 
were requested to make refinements to their data 
following the first workshop.

It became evident to participants at the first workshop 
that most organisations did not have a clearly specified 
service offering. It was unclear who they were trying to 
help, what had to be in place in the organisation, what 
the benefits or value of their service offerings were 
and what the cost of their service offerings were. While 
many programmes had objectives and indicators for 
their work in support of the sector, it was difficult to 
find clear information, contact persons and engagement 
processes in marketing or online material. 

A public good is a product that individuals consume 
without reducing its availability to others and is almost 
always publicly financed. It is most generally non-
rivalrous and non-excludable and cannot be withheld 
even from individuals or organisations that do not 
contribute to its public funding.

Biotrade Stakeholder Forum

The aim of the Forum was to create an understanding of 
the role and responsibilities of each of the government 
departments and other organisations supporting 
the biotrade sector. Over ten months, bi-monthly 
stakeholder forums were held prior to the mapping of 
the meso organisations. However, despite a strong spirit 
of collaboration that was forged between stakeholders, 
forum participants still grappled with understanding the 
stakeholder linkages and making sense of the different 
offerings and services that organisations deliver to 
biotrade SMMEs. On this account, Mesopartner Africa 
was commissioned to facilitate the stakeholder mapping 
over three consecutive forum meetings within a 
workshop format that took place from October 2019 to 
February 2020.

The ABS compliant Biotrade in South(ern) Africa 
project (ABioSA), in collaboration with the United 
Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) 
Global Quality and Standards Programme – South Africa 
(GQSP-SA), has been actively hosting the Biotrade 
Stakeholder Forum to create a more synergistic meso 
landscape for organisations to manoeuvre. Both 
projects are funded by the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Economic Affairs (SECO).
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7th Biotrade Stakeholder Forum: 15 October 2020

8th Biotrade Stakeholder Forum: 2 December 2019



It became apparent that it was important to capture 

some of the larger support organisations at programme 

or division level instead of the organisation as a whole, 

as different programmes or divisions served different 

markets with unique resources and offerings. 

At that point, the survey was extended to a larger 

number of organisations and programmes that have 

been identified by the participants. The results were 

captured in an online data visualisation application 

called Kumu. This interactive map is able to clearly show 

the concentration, overlaps and the gaps in the support 

system. 

This map was presented at the second workshop. It 

was noticeable that the terminology that participants 

used had changed; words like “value offering” and 

“focus” were more readily used. It also became more 

evident that the meso organisations not only had 

a responsibility towards small, medium and micro 

enterprises (SMMEs), but that they also had to 

purposefully work together to improve coordination, 

search and discovery and other costs that may suppress 

entrepreneurial activity.

At the third workshop, Mesopartner presented their 

insight and recommendations and the project team 

presented an example of how the interactive map could 

be utilised to create and strengthen joint networks that 

will support SMMEs with specific challenges, such as 

international market access.

How the dynamic and value proposition of the meso 
system can be improved

In many cases the descriptions of services and offerings 
of organisations within a sector that were created by 
government, by individual or collective stakeholders to 
strengthen the competitiveness of companies are not 
explicit. 

More careful thought should be given to answering the 
following questions:

• How can each offering be accessed by entrepreneurs?
• What resources or capabilities does each organisation 

have in place? Is the support aimed at particular links 
in the value chain, or a specific range of species, 
or does it provide general support to all business 
activities?

• Which kind of SMMEs and at what level of competence 
must the enterprise be to benefit from the service? 
For instance, it should be explicitly stated what the 
preconditions are to make use of a particular service. 

• Must the SMMEs already have a two-year track record? 
• Must they have a particular kind of technology in their 

operation? 
• Is this service only useful for certain kinds of 

companies in specific sectors or stages of 
development?

• Which kind of SMMEs cannot be assisted? For 
example, can the organisation help all sizes of 
companies? 

• Can only community projects be assisted?
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Meso level stakeholder listing view
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ABioSA
ORGANIZATION

2,5 million Euro over the period of 2018/19 - 
2020/21 FY, that includes dedicated resources 
in the form of national staff and international. 
42% of the budget shall be spent on grants to 
SMEs for innovation and market access and 
35% to Technical Assistance.

DEFF
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DSI
UNIDO
GRI
CSIR
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Adrie El Mohamadi

Pharmaceutical / Health
Food and beverage
Cosmetics
Perfumery

National

GIZ ABioSA project

AVAILABLE RESOURCES, 
FUNDS OR INFRASTRUCTURE

COLLABORATORS

COMMUNITY

CONTACT PERSON

END MARKET PRIORITISATION

FOCUS AREA

FULL NAME

To support the creation of a high growth, jobs-rich 
and innovative bio-trade sector that complies to 
the domestic and international ABS regulations.

Increase of the annual trade volume of USD 1 
million by 2021 of sustainably produced biotrade 
products from South(ern) Africa is generated 2. 
Creating 50 new permanent jobs 3. 1000 new 
seasonal jobs within ABS compliant value chains 
supported by the project.

OBJECTIVES AND INDICATORS

https://mesopartner.kumu.io/rsa-bio-sector-meso-support-landscape-8th-stakeholder-forum
https://mesopartner.kumu.io/rsa-bio-sector-meso-support-landscape-8th-stakeholder-forum


Further insights gained from the mapping process

• The search and discovery costs in the biotrade 
sector are high and the costs to find the right service 
provider or supporting organisation increases when 
the offers of the service providers do not address the 
key areas mentioned above. 

• The coordination costs in the meso level are high and 
trust initially appeared to be low for both SMMEs as 
well as other meso organisations.

• The ability of the meso level to respond dynamically 
to changing or emerging new patterns appeared to 
be low. It became evident that very few organisations 
had the internal capacity to reflect on reoccurring 
problems that were picked up from supporting SMMEs 
that fell outside of their mandate and set indicators.

• The private sector representative organisations 
and membership organisations are not leveraged 
adequately by the system. These organisations often 
have extensive insight into what was going on in 
the bio-trade sector, but their voices were not often 
brought into programme or service design processes. 
These organisations can provide valuable information 
both in generic (sector wide) terms, and in areas 
specialised around specific markets, species or 
technologies employed. 

• Expertise and specialised resources in organisations 
are not visible or leveraged.

• There is not enough focus on promoting excellence in 
meso organisations and competitiveness at enterprise 
level.

Proposed Solutions

What we know now

The stakeholder mapping established that the biotrade 
sector is well researched and documented with high-
level strategies, resources and data being available. 
Operation Phakisa is an initiative of the South African 
government. This initiative was designed to fast track 
the implementation of solutions on critical development 
issues. It is a unique initiative to address issues 
highlighted in the National Development Plan (NDP). 
Key milestones and objectives were set for the biotrade 
sector to be reached by 2030. South Africa is one of 
a few countries in the world to have a Biodiversity Act 
and a National Biodiversity Institute. The large number 
of public meso level organisations who have reported 
key activities and indicators in their business plans 
focused towards the biotrade sector is evident in the 
map. A reference list of documents is provided at the 
end of this document. 

However, the information is not necessarily known or 
easily accessible to SMMEs and meso organisations. 
The meso landscape is difficult to navigate and requires 
tenacity and resources to find specific support for the 
challenges facing the sector.  
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Meso level stakeholder value chain - network view
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Value chain focus - network view
This map shows how the meso organisations prioritised different 
links in the value chain.

While some organisations have a clear focus on some parts of the 
value chain, other organisations have more generic offers over 
larger parts of the value chain.

By clicking on the legend at the bottom of the map, only the 
organisations involved with that link are displayed. It is possible to 
select multiple organisations.



The visual mapping process 

highlighted the resources available 

to the system and provided much 

needed insight for programmes 

to establish potential cooperation 

between partners to reduce 

the joint service offering costs 

of available resources. It also 

highlighted the disproportionate 

resources available at the input or 

supply side of the biotrade system 

compared to resources available 

specifically in export promotion 

for the sector. 

Some organisations found that to 

improve their effectiveness their 

offerings had to be refined and 

positioned in the meso level, while 

overcoming not only technical 

but also political barriers. In other 

instances, improving offerings 

will require the redesigning of 

specific services or making certain 

resources available.

Lastly, there is a need for 

meso organisations as well as 

international development projects 

to not only be measured at their 

impact on the micro level where 

SMMEs create products, enter 

markets or create jobs, but they also 

have to include mechanisms to measure the resilience of 

the supporting meso organisation system. 

Recommended/Proposed next steps for the Biotrade 
Stakeholder Forum 

The Forum participants should jointly design an action 

and implementation plan on how to use the information 

and data obtained during the mapping process to:

• Enable meso organisations to find synergies and 

collaborate to create and strengthen networks of 

blended support in addressing SMMEs challenges.

• Clearly define collaborative modalities of 

implementation such as resources, roles and 

responsibilities, objectives and timeframes. Of 

particular importance for the meso organisations 

would be to determine how to support the more 

innovative and trade-ready SMMEs to access new 

markets, open new value chains and add more scale 

to the system. 

• Create a consistent process for BSOs to jointly 

conduct due diligence of SMMEs and monitoring and 

evaluation on these projects.

For this to happen, it would now be important for the 
meso organisations to consider the following:

• Map the biotrade/bioprospecting enterprises within 
the value chains, to obtain an understanding of the 
pipeline of SMMEs and what support they require at 
each stage of the growth curve of the enterprise and 
then map the meso level support available to each of 
those critical stages.

• Establish what the obstacles are for expanding, 
upgrading or innovating in different organisations.

The Biotrade Stakeholder Forum is currently very 
visible, and some organisations are already working 
closely together already. However, the forum is still 
led by the GIZ and UNIDO, with the agreed consent 
of the Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the 
Environment (DFFE) and the Department of Trade, 
Industry and Competition (the dtic). At the same time, 
the Bioproducts Advancement Network South Africa 
(BioPANZA) process foresees several clusters working 
on different topics that in part overlaps with the 
Stakeholder Forum. 

The above-mentioned actions are vital to expedite the 
integration of the forum under the BioPANZA market 
access cluster to ensure sustainability and national 
ownership.
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Meso level collaboration view

Collaboration - Social Network Analysis
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About the partners
International Cooperation Partner

The Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs 
(SECO) is the federal government in Switzerland’s 
centre of excellence for all core issues relating to 
economic and labour market policy. SECO’s Economic 
Cooperation and Development division is responsible 
for the planning and implementation of economic 
cooperation and development activities with middle 
income developing countries, countries of Eastern 
Europe as well as new member states of the European 
Union (EU). It coordinates Switzerland’s relations with 
the World Bank Group, the regional development banks 
and economic organisations of the United Nations. 
SECO is part of the Federal Department of Economic 
Affairs, Education and Research (EAER). Its mandate is 
to enable sustainable and inclusive economic growth. 
This creates opportunities and prospects for people in 
the partner countries and reduces global risks.

Implementation partners

The ABS compliant Biotrade in South(ern) Africa 
project (ABioSA) is a project implemented under the 
umbrella of the Access and Benefit Sharing (ABS) 
Capacity Development Initiative; a multi-donor funded 
programme, funded by the Swiss State Secretariat 
for Economic Affairs (SECO) and implemented 
by the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH. In collaboration with the 
Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment 
(DFFE) and other regional governments, the project 
works with 12 biotrade value chains and plant species, 
including some which straddle national borders. The 
species were identified based on criteria including 
traditional knowledge, ecological sustainability, market 
demand, potential for value-adding and job creation, 
and the participation of Indigenous People and Local 
Communities (IPLCs) and Small Medium and Micro 
Enterprises (SMMEs). The project provides technical 
assistance, financial support and policy dialogues. One 
of its planned outputs is the development of sector 
development plans for selected species. 

One of its sister projects is the United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization (UNIDO) Global Quality 
and Standards Programme - South Africa (GQSP-SA). 
An innovative programmatic approach was developed 
by SECO and UNIDO to sustainably address the quality 
and standards compliance capacity challenges in 12 
partner countries to facilitate market access for SMEs 
by working in emblematic value chains per country. The 
GQSP-SA, is being implemented in collaboration with 
the Department of Trade, Industry and Competition 
(the dtic). The project has been designed to strengthen 
the quality of essential and vegetable oils exports from 
South Africa by strengthening the national  quality 
infrastructure institutions and service providers to offer 
quality, fit for purpose services required by SMEs to 
confirm the quality of the oils, and creating a culture of 
quality among all stakeholders to build the reputation 
of the quality of the oils produced. Ten of the plant 
species it focusses on are the same as those of the 
ABioSA project. GQSP-SA is also funded by SECO and 
implemented by UNIDO.

The BioProducts Advancement Network South Africa 
(BioPANZA) is a coordinating network between the 
Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment 
(DFFE), the Department of Trade, Industry and 
Competition (the dtic) and the Department of Science 
and Innovation (DSI), which blends partnerships to 
optimise development and enhance growth in the South 
Africa biotrade and bioprospecting sector. It aims to 
coordinate and harness existing initiatives and plays a 
role in increasing the demand and local value addition 
of the country’s indigenous biological resources. 
The BioPANZA has four clusters namely, finance, 
market access, sustainable supply and innovation. The 
BioPANZA market access cluster in particular promotes 
applied research, innovation and product development 
encourages the use and awareness of plant species 
used in the sector; and, supports the offering of quality 
natural and manufactured finished products to local, 
regional and international markets to create sustainable 
employment in South African communities.

Biotrade sector 

Biotrade is defined as the cultivation, harvesting, 
processing and trade of products from indigenous 
plant species for the development of novel food, 
cosmetic and phytopharmaceutical products 
for local and international markets. Biotrade is 
emerging as a significant industry which sustainably 
uses wild or cultivated natural resources for socio-
economic development.

This sector has the potential to enhance and 
conserve biodiversity, empower women, stimulate 
skills and technology development and build rural 
economies. It combines traditional knowledge of 
indigenous people with modern manufacturing and 
emerging market demands of consumer economies.

The biotrade sector in Southern Africa is robust and 
the participants in the value chain are required to 
obtain permits and to reach agreement on access 
and benefit sharing between those who harvest and 
supply the plant ingredients and those who hold the 
relevant traditional knowledge about indigenous 
species.
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Aloe ferox (African Aloe)



Contact Details
The ABS Capacity Development Initiative  
(ABS compliant Biotrade in South(ern) Africa project)
Center for Cooperation with the Private Sector (CCPS)
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale 
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH 
Ms Adrie El Mohamadi
Senior Technical Advisor
Tel: +27 12 423 7955
Email: adrie.elmohamadi@giz.de

UNIDO 
Department of Trade, Investment and Innovation
Vienna International Centre
Ms Elsie Meintjies
Chief Technical Advisor
Tel: +27 12 394 5923
Email: e.meintjies@unido.org 

Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries
Directorate: Bioprospecting and Biodiversity Economy
Ms Preshanthie Naicker
Deputy Director: Biodiversity Economy
BioPANZA Focal Point
Tel: +27 12 399 9616
Email: PNaicker@environment.gov.za 

Department of Science and Innovation
Ms Shumi Pango
Deputy Director: Advocacy & Policy Development
Tel: +27 12 843 6554
Email : Shumi.Pango@dst.gov.za
 
Department of Trade, Industry and Competition
Ms Sinah Mosehla
Director: Cosmetics
Tel: +27 12 394 1377
Email: SMosehla@thedtic.gov.za
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for a Green Economy. World Wildlife Fund.

Esser, Klaus, Hillebrand, Wolfgang, Messner, 
Dirk, & Meyer-Stamer, Jörg (1995): Systemic 
Competitiveness. New Governance Patterns for 
Industrial Development. London: Frank Cass (GDI 
Book Series, No. 5). 

Mesopartner Annual Report 2017: 10.

List of documents:

• A study of the scope and extent of the utilization of 
indigenous resources by bioprospecting industries 
in South Africa, SUSTENTO development services 
commissioned by DEA, 2015.

• A profile of the South African Essential Oils market 
value chain, DAFF, 2017.

• Survey and development of the status of the 

industrial crops sector in South Africa, Volume 4: 
Essential Oil report, 2008.

• Survey and development of the status of the 
industrial crops sector in South Africa, Volume 5: 
Medicinal Plants Report, 2008.

• South Africa Natural Ingredient and product sector 
strategy, the dti, 2017.

• CBI tailored study: Natural Ingredients for 
Cosmetics from South Africa, 2015.

• CBI product factsheet: Natural Ingredients for 
Health Products from South Africa, 2015.

• Growth and development on the cosmetic, soaps 
and detergent regional value chains: South Africa 
and Zambia, Centre for Competition, regulation 
and economic development (CCRED). 

• Essential oils market report, spring 2020, Ultra 
International B.V., 2020.
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