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Background
The digital health landscape in Africa is growing 
at an exponential rate with Africa being an 
implementation hub for digital health innovations 
as a tool towards health systems strengthening on 
the continent.

Africa Health Business (AHB) and the Global 
Health Connector Partnership (GHCP), part of the 
European Connected Health Alliance (ECHAlliance), 
convened a roundtable discussion on the side-
lines of the Africa Men’s Health Symposium 
themed Digital Health Engagement for Africa. 
The discussion brought together key stakeholders 
from across the globe to discuss the need for 
advancement and increased engagement towards 
digital health solutions and innovations that will 
enable stronger health systems to be built on the 
African Continent.

The European Connected Health Alliance 
Group (ECH Alliance Group) is the Global Health 
Connector for Digital Health, facilitating multi-
stakeholder connections around ecosystems, 
driving sustainable change and disruption in the 
delivery of health and social care.

Global Health Connector Partnership (GHCP) 
connects global health communities targeting 
health inequalities, skills, and data. The Global 
Health Connector reflects a determined 
commitment of existing organisations to improve 
health and care for citizens worldwide through 
the appropriate use of digital technologies in the 
provision of health and care services.

Africa Health Business (AHB) is a Pan-African 
advisory and consulting firm aiming to increase 
equitable access to healthcare in Africa. With a 
focus on the African continent and via private 
sector engagement, we offer market access 
and implementation support, serve as a health 
ecosystem enabler and provide stakeholder 
engagement services.

We are looking to collaborate with 
colleagues in Africa. We do not 
have all the answers, we have got 
some but equally so do you. Let us 
learn from each other. Let us build 
global collaborations and global 
communities

Prof. George Crooks OBE
Chief Executive Officer

Digital Health and Care Institute-Scotland

Ms. Violet Njuguna
Product Manager
Safaricom Limited

Prof. George Crooks OBE
Chief Executive Officer 

Digital Health and Care Institute-Scotland

Mr. Brian O’Connor
Chair 

The European Connected Health Alliance
(ECHAlliance)

Dr. Amit N. Thakker 
Executive Chairman

Africa Health Business
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Digital Health Landscape in Africa
Digital technologies have played an increasingly 
important role in global health for many years. 
Digital diagnostics now enable on-the-spot testing 
for diabetes, HIV, and malaria. 3D printing is also 
upcoming and revolutionizing the manufacture of 
medical devices, orthotics and prosthetics globally.

It is evident that the future of health is digital with 
the World Health Organisation (WHO) member 
states adopting a five-year global strategy on digital 
health. One of the objectives of this strategy is to 
promote collaboration and advance the transfer of 
knowledge on digital health. The aim is to establish 
strong commitments to global multi-stakeholder 
collaborations and partnerships to harness the power 
of digital technologies for a healthier, safer, and fairer 
future.

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) has become an emerging 
arena for global digital health as highlighted by the 
Lancet in 2020. The region has welcomed an array 
of digital health innovations to support its ambition 
towards achieving Universal Health Coverage 
especially when it comes to reaching rural and 
underserved populations.

From the delivery of life-saving medical goods via 
drones in Rwanda, to mobile authentication services 
fighting counterfeit drugs in Nigeria and to robotics-
powered ATM drug dispensaries in South Africa, 
digital health innovations hold much promise for 
the improvement of health services delivery on the 
continent. These technologies will only become 
more important in the way people manage their 
own health, and in the way they receive care. In the 
past two decades, the continent’s digital economy 
has been made possible due to leaps and jumps 
by Africa’s KINGS (Kenya, Ivory Coast, Nigeria, 
Ghana, and South Africa).  These countries have 
created an “unstoppable wave of technological 
innovation” for the African continent. Beyond Africa’s 
KINGS, the digital economies of Rwanda, Egypt, 
Tunisia, Mauritius, and Morocco are also known for 
their growth, supportive tech infrastructure, and 
ecosystems of innovation supported by legislation 
(public sector) and an entrepreneurial spirit (private 
sector).

Mobile connectivity continues to grow in SSA, 
reaching 28% overall in 2020 compared to 13% in 
2014. However, mobile connectivity still accounts for 
less than half of total connections.  Coverage gaps, 
areas where people are living that have no broadband 
network coverage, continues to decrease, and is 
now at approximately 19%. ehealth and mHealth 
activities, including linking and providing health care 
services, are rapidly expanding across Africa, and are 
largely based on a countries gross national income. 
An example is West Africa, Nigeria and Ghana were 
mHealth approaches are active and include a high 
number of interventions, emergence of iHubs for 

information and mLabs for diagnosis all based around 
larger scale private sector initiatives.

The twentieth century saw the economic rise of Asia 
through the significant economic rise of the “Asian 
Tiger” countries. The twenty-first century has been 
dubbed the African century.

Challenges & Gaps in Digital Health on 
the Continent
Some of the challenges and gaps that are faced when 
it comes to digital health and healthcare in Africa are:

1. Access: Access is critical however some 
of the remote and hard to reach areas 
have limited access to connectivity and 
are therefore unable to use or have access 
to digital health care services. In Kenya, 
there is a Universal Service Fund where a 
majority of telecommunication organisations 
contribute a certain amount. The purpose 
of this fund is to enable stations and masts 
to be placed in these remote and hard to 
reach areas that will enable them to have 
access to connectivity. Access also relates 
to affordability and governments must 
ensure that it is not a choice one has to 
make whether they look after their health or 
whether they put a meal on the table. They 
should be able to do both. Access must be 
looked at from both an economic standpoint 
and a connectivity element.

2. Fragmentation and Multiplicity: The 
continent is doing great things when it come 
to digital health however you will find that 
some areas on the continent may be lagging 
than others. The question arises as to how 
Africa can overcome this fragmentation 
and cross collaborate, how can ideas be 
shared and borrowed between the different 
countries and counties within countries and 
how does one transpose of information.

3. Interoperability: Many fantastic digital 
health systems exist on the continent. To 
enhance these systems, various stakeholders 
from both the public and private sector 
need to connect and communicate in a 
coordinated way. Ministries, policy makers 
and stakeholders from the private sector 
need to come together, talk, and leverage 
and learn from each other to enable synergy 
that will enhance digital health on the 
continent.

To address the challenges mentioned above, 
collaboration and formation of key partnerships is 
vital.
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Infrastructure and Implementation- 
ECHAlliance and the Global Health 
Connector Partnership Platform
ECHAlliance is a global alliance and health connector 
for digital health, facilitating multi-stakeholder 
connections around ecosystems that will drive 
sustainable change and disruption in the delivery of 
health and social care.

The alliance acts as a sustainable infrastructure, 
bringing all digital health organisations around 
the globe under one umbrella body with the aim 
to collaborate, connect and communicate to 
enhance digital health around the world. At present, 
this infrastructure has allowed them to build an 
intelligence network of over seventy plus ecosystems 
and has brought together a permanent community 
of stakeholders to develop a joint health agenda 
aiming to address and find common solutions to 
regional and health challenges. The benefit of 
these ecosystems has been the breakdown of silos, 
creation of economic growth and most importantly 
a transformation in the delivery of healthcare 
through transfer and acceleration of innovative ideas, 
products, and services.

With a presence world-wide, the alliance offers 
13 thematic innovation ecosystems where various 
topics are discussed around the globe and how these 
areas can be enhanced and alleviated to address the 
problems in these specific areas.

Part of the alliance includes the GHCP. This 
partnership connects global health communities 
targeting health inequalities, skills, and data. The 
Global Health Connector reflects a determined 
commitment of existing organisations to improve 
health and care for citizens worldwide through 
the appropriate use of digital technologies in the 
provision of health and care services.

International projects carried out by the Global 
Health Connector include innovation teams delivering 
research and innovation projects in health and data 
sharing or governance, scouting for funding and 
opportunities for the digital health community and 
building a consortia where proposals are designed 
for their members around the various thematic 
ecosystems. 

Part of the Global Health Connector also includes the 
Digital Health Society (DHS) which enables multi-
stakeholder dialogue on healthcare data policies 
and practices. In addition, there is the Digital Health 
Observatory (DHO) which is a collaborative and 
not-for-profit initiative that facilitates and promotes 
transfer of knowledge, creating a community of 
knowledge in digital health that is open to all 
professionals of the health eco-system both locally 
and globally.

The African continent has so much to offer when 
it comes to digital health. By joining a platform and 
a community such as ECHAlliance which has built 
an incredible infrastructure, not only will digital 
health organisations on the continent be able to 
strengthen their ability and capability to transfer 
innovations across Africa but around the world too. 
These connections will also lead to partnerships 
that will enable digital health to not only advance 
on the continent but globally too. 

The use of data is vital especially when it comes 
to health and healthcare. It is also a huge 
commodity and if data is utilised effectively and 
most importantly shared for the greater good it 
can do the research, create products based on 
real information and deliver effective healthcare 
services and products to all. 

The time is now to come together, connect the 
continent and the world to benefits of digital 
health.

Towards A Better Future - The Use 
of Next Generation Digital Health 
Technologies to Create Resilient 
Communities
To create a better and more resilient future for 
ourselves and for the generations to come we must 
focus on digital health technologies. At present, 
the focus is on delivering services for illnesses 
rather than health services which is where the shift 
must happen.  Prevention, anticipation, and early 
intervention is the way forward by keeping people 
at home and connected to their communities and 
families. This is where data is vital, it is a story of 
understanding people’s lived experience and their 
aspirations, and this is how we can start designing 
and building services that are not only relevant but 
also be effective and fit for purpose.

The use of data is absolutely vital for 
better health, it is a huge commodity. 
Its’ main function if we can utilise it 
properly is that it can do the research 
to create real products and services 
based on real information and deliver 
to people wherever they may be

Mr. Brian O’Connor
Chair

ECHAlliance 
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When designing data for a digital scale and related 
to health, one must note that one service does not 
fit all and that the medical model of care is not ideal 
or sustainable. To develop sustainable services for 
the future we must carry out the following:

• Empower citizens to make better informed 
health and well-being choices

• Empower and activate citizens and 
communities to deliver more of their 
services themselves

• Integrate service offerings such as in 
hospital and communities and integrate 
health and social care

• Involve individual citizens, patients, their 
families, and communities in the delivery of 
services

When it comes to developing digital health 
solutions it is also important to build an underlying 
technology architecture.  This enables legacy 
systems to come together that are flexible enough 
to plug in next generation digital tools and services, 
whilst blending the old and new solutions together. 
An example is in Scotland where they have built 
this type of architecture which is cloud based and is 
accessible to all and allows for innovation with low 
risk, low cost, and guaranteed success.

Therefore, when thinking of digital health solutions 
and planning services one must talk about 
predictive and proportionate care. There must 
be balance between the users, the healthcare 
providers, the patients, and the needs of the 
system. In the past, solutions were bought to 
benefit organisations delivering care rather than 
on the people receiving it. It is therefore important 
to ensure that solutions and services of the future 
must include active participation of individuals 
in the delivery of their own care. Data must be 
created once and be used multiple times and 
enable the patient to be in control of how their 
data moves.  A distributed architecture approach 
should also be considered whereby a service is built 
to enable a whole patient journey and can include 
services that are designed and built by small 
companies in a specific region of a country and is in 
line with global tech infrastructures to enable the 
best outcomes to be provided. 

Finally, as businesses and organisations, one 
should consider open solutions that will scale up 
and evolve, think more services than products and 
ensure the patient and service users are part of 
the journey, especially when it comes to delivering 
care. Most importantly, global collaborations and 
communities should be built which can leverage on 
the information that can be shared and transferred 
thus enhancing digital health not only on the 
African continent but the world.

Conclusion
Collaborations, connections and partnerships are 
the way forward when it comes to advancing and 
enhancing digital health on the African continent. 
Focus needs to shift from products to services 
that will enable resilient health systems and 
communities to be built. The ECHAlliance and 
GHCP is a great platform and look forward to 
welcoming more African organisations to join their 
global community, network and reach that can 
really bring change and advance digital health not 
only on the African continent but around the world.

Let us work together, let us collaborate 
to see how we can address some of 
the challenges we face

Ms. Violet Njuguna
Product Manager

Safaricom Limited
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