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Abbreviations & acronyms 
 
AIDS  acquired immune deficiency syndrome 
CEO  chief executive officer 
CFO  chief financial officer 
CSR  corporate social responsibility 
ECD  early childhood development 
GAVI  Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunisation 
GDP  gross domestic product 
HIV  human immunodeficiency virus 
ICRC  International Committee of the Red Cross 
INSERM French National Institute for Health and Medical Research 
IP  intellectual property 
IPCC  UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
ITC  International Trade Center 
KPI(s)  key performance indicator(s) 
LMIC  low- and middle-income countries 
LSHTM  London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 
MDGs  Millennium Development Goals 
MOOC  massive open online course 
NCD(s)  non-communicable disease(s) 
NGO  non-governmental organisation 
PCR  polymerase chain reaction 
R&D   research and development 
ROI  return on investment 
SDGs  Sustainable Development Goals 
SIHI   Social Innovation in Health Initiative 
SME(s)  small and medium-sized enterprises 
STI(s)  sexually transmitted infection(s) 
TB  Tuberculosis 
TDR Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases 

(WHO) 
UHC  Universal Health Coverage  
UN  United Nations 
UNAIDS Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS 
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
WHO  World Health Organization 
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Note to the reader 
 
This report accounts each session according to the themes addressed rather than 
attempting a chronological summary.  
 
Points made in discussion are presented as the opinions expressed; no judgement is 
implied as to their veracity or otherwise. 
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Dinner and conference: “my engagement to fight poverty” 
Runa Khan, Executive Director of Friendship; Jack Sim, Founder of BoP Hub and the 
World Toilet Organization; Kim Tan, Chairman of SpringHill Management Ltd. 
 

    
 
The meeting began with a dinner. Jean-Francois de Lavison, President of the Ahimsa 
Fund, welcomed everybody to Les Pensières Center for Global Health; each person 
present, he said, represented a piece of the puzzle that could provide the solutions 
to inequality and poverty. He encouraged all present to abandon competition for a 
while, to work together in spirit of bridging gaps—sharing expertise, ideas, effort and 
inspiration on behalf of the world’s poorest. The models of the old global north are 
not replicable in the south; instead we must seek new ones. Looking ahead to the 
rest of the meeting, he spoke of the importance of privileging practical, measurable 
activity over theory and talk without solutions. 

The forum began with testimony from three people Ahimsa had met around the 
world, each of whom had changed the course of their lives in service of the poor.  

Runa Khan, Executive Director of Friendship Bangladesh, hails from a comfortable, 
aristocratic family, but suspected that everyone present would have had life 
changing experiences. Who, she asked, had seen 18 families that hadn’t eaten for 
two days? In a relief situation you can accept that, but not as part of daily reality. 
Sailing on a river, in an area unreached even in a “country of NGOs,” she had just 
such an experience in just such a community. “I knew I couldn’t get away with it, 
couldn’t walk away. In Bangladesh there are 43 million people living on less than 
$1.25 each day… I had never worked in my life, I’d never fought for my existence. 
But: I had the privilege of connection and social capital.” 

Health was a simple target. It’s a prerequisite for doing anything else: it’s impossible 
to be empowered if you’re sick. Despite discouraging voices, she went ahead with no 
more ambition than to “play a little part, cure some sufferings,” and the work 
snowballed. It was done simply, without much technical knowledge to dictate 
otherwise—an approach that was sometimes very effective. “I had read all these 
books on how to identify the real poor, but I just told everyone who came to wait in 
line and sit on the floor. We seeded out the rich people that way.” 
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Friendship is now working in response to the Rohingya refugee crisis, providing 
healthcare and maternity services, opening clinics, building water and sanitation 
facilities, and providing mental health support. Runa urged everyone not to forget 
the Rohingya: “anyone who has been in one of these camps will know: in every 
family, children have been burned in front of their parents, women have been 
raped.” The refugees’ problems are compounded by drug trade across the Myanmar 
border into the camps, the actions of incoming fundamentalists, and the absence of 
solutions from the government. As people move out of the camps, they will break 
borders—Bangladesh can hardly feed itself and will not hold them all. “There are 
bigger problems coming up than just feeding and clothing these people.” 

Jack Sim saved four years of his life by “failing everything” in school and thereby 
avoiding university. Having decided he’d never be a manager, he started a business, 
and it was so much easier than studying that by the time he was 40 he had 16 of 
them going, including a construction import company, several factories and an 
international school.  

As a businessman, earning more money than what you need to pay your bills is a loss 
making business: it means that you have to exchange your lifetime—a precious, non-
renewable commodity—for money you don’t need. On the basis that a life consists 
of 29,200 days, Jack has been counting down daily. So few days must be spent on the 
highest exchange of value, and the highest exchange of value is service.  

On this basis, he found something nobody would fund or do: toilets.  

Each of us spends three years of our lives on the toilet, but we don’t talk about it. 
And so problems build up—“everybody talks about water, but nobody wants to talk 
about shit.” There is opportunity here: when you provoke conversation on 
something nobody will talk about, then it’s news; and so the media plays a huge 
part. A deliberate strain of comedy runs through it: the WTO, World Toilet 
Organisation; World Toilet Day. And yet now it’s been adopted by the United 
Nations, and these days it’s possible to be serious, publicly, about sanitation. The 
Millennium Development Goals didn’t include it, but the Sustainable Development 
Goals do.  

The WTO is not a direct service NGO, but a movement. It’s hard to gauge if the pun is 
intended. This makes funding harder, because it’s difficult to quantify the impact of a 
movement; and yet movements are as important as direct service, because they 
legitimise people and empower them locally. The media want to write; politicians 
want votes; bureaucracy wants to do things; academia wants to publish; celebrity 
wants to be seen doing things. The supply chain for this theory of triggering is 
storytelling. lf you continuously tell authentic stories, you can change the landscape.  

The next project will be to build a “world trade centre for the poor” based on an 
accelerated copycat model. “You can achieve a lot if you don’t mind who gets 
credit,” because others’ ideas can be scaled up. There are at least 4,000 social 
enterprises with proven business models that have not gone to scale; while these 



 
11 
 

 

may help a million people, there are four billion poor, and the overall goal must be 
equality in the system. Tested technology is available for direct trade, e-commerce, 
drone delivery, massive open online courses (MOOC), pre-financing, blended capital 
and so on. All of these things can be done within the parameters of trusting 
relationships, but building those relationships can be difficult. Technology can match 
people; if we could forget competition and allow one another to copy, the fastest 
way to solve problems would be for as many people to copy working models as 
possible. 

In a final plea, Jack described how the WTO keeps a very small staff in order to 
continue in a difficult funding environment, with only four people on the payroll. If 
anybody wants to join the board, he said, let him know. He only has 6,700 days left. 

Kim Tan has had three careers so far: academia, business and investment. A PhD on 
pancreatic cancer led to doctoral fellowships, but on deciding he “wasn’t smart 
enough to win a Nobel,” he left for business, where the lack of career paths for ex-
scientists prompted him to start his own, initially in diagnostics. He eventually 
decided he was also a “lousy CEO,” so turned to investment and ended up running a 
biotech venture capital fund. At this point, a South African holiday that took in half a 
day in Khayelitsha led to disillusionment: “I thought I’d been doing my bit donating 
to charities, but what I saw told me that wasn’t enough. When you have money, it’s 
easy to give it away. Giving time is much harder.”  

Africa has received the equivalent of six Marshall plans in charity and aid over 50 
years. But 50 years ago, the GDP of Kenya was higher than those of Singapore, 
Malaysia or Taiwan—countries that haven’t received anything like the same levels of 
aid. No country in the world has been transformed through aid or charity – 
transformation happens through investment, education, upskilling, and building. It’s 
done through business. 

The next move was for Kim to take his biotech experience into social impact funds: 
the same kind of thing, but without the expectation of venture capital returns. The 
funds must still be profitable—they aren’t charities—but they must address social 
problems through enterprise. Investments are sector-neutral: there are clinics in 
Nairobi slums; schools across Africa; a Naivasha hospital that serves flower farm 
workers, serving the poor at a price point they can afford. High-end stuff is “easy,” 
but finding the right business models at this end of the market is challenging.  

Social metrics are complex too. For example, people must eat well; if they don’t, it 
doesn’t matter what medical interventions they receive. So the funds measure how 
many people in—for example—the schools are eating two or three meals per day, 
and consider how to improve nutrition. Mental health also needs attention, as 
manifested in Cambodian women’s need for counselling as they are rescued from 
the sex industry and helped into new lives in business; or in a call centre run inside a 
prison in Singapore, where staff struggle with issues of self esteem. People’s needs 
are complex and ever changing, and measuring social impact is a continuous 
challenge. 
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There are now three funds for Africa and one for South East Asia, including some 
overlap with Jack — In Nairobi, one company runs 2,000 toilets franchised to a social 
entrepreneur who turns human waste into organic fertiliser. Even human waste 
offers business opportunities, and this one employs 900 people, removing 25 tons of 
waste matter per day. There is a lesson: selling drugs, diagnostics and vaccines into 
slums can make you feel good, but if the people who buy them continue to live in an 
environment without adequate sanitation, no medical intervention will make a real 
difference. These issues are infrastructural: children who play in sewage will get sick. 

 

Discussion 
 
In the course of a short discussion, a few more themes emerged. 

Young people should use the gifts, talents and resources they have, first to look after 
their own families, but after that, for others. No society can prosper if it is very 
unequal, but the gap is growing in all countries, including poorer ones. If the young 
want a more peaceful world they need to consider inequality. They have the talent, 
vision and passion; and the role of those of us who are older and more experienced 
is to pass on what we have learnt.  

There is a disjuncture in the world between people who believe in the duty of charity 
to serve immediate need and those who believe it creates a cycle, and advocate a 
profit oriented approach instead. These can be reconciled—for example, if a key role 
of charities is to pilot early stage ideas before investors take them to scale. There is 
no panacea, and everything happens in stages. While new ideas and systems may be 
laudable, people will always need health, and sometimes the charitable sector must 
step in to provide it.  

Every nation needs enough taxes to build its infrastructure. But in many developing 
countries, the informal sector is so large that no taxes are collected. It is enterprise, 
in the long run, that will tackle this issue.  

Why are people poor in the first place? Perhaps in disasters there is no time to ask 
the question; but in chronic situations it must be asked. If Starbucks sells $5 coffees 

but farmers get 4c to sell the beans, the system should 
be questioned and solutions sought. Vertical integration 
of the coffee, for example: value it and start a 
cooperative and kill Starbucks? Business models need 
new perspectives. The farmers who produced the 
ingredients need not be poor; but they are, because they 
have no market access. Removing the middleman 
changes the equation. Branding, distribution and logistics 
are not difficult, and entrepreneurship will save the 
world if the big guys don’t corner the market.  

Alain Mérieux 
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Alain Merieux, host and President of the Merieux Foundation (an independent 
family foundation committed to fighting infectious diseases that affect developing 
countries), closed the discussion with a personal welcome to Les Pensières. Noting 
its importance in difficult, destabilised times, he wished the meeting every success. 

Opening: defining innovation 
Marie-Paule Kieny, DNDi Board Chair & Research Director, INSERM 

 
Dr Kieny opened the meeting with a short presentation on 
the definition of innovation—“an interesting challenge.” 
Drawing from the work of a range of different 
organisations actively engaged in innovation1, she listed 
different characteristics or frameworks that have been 
used to define it. These included the following: 

● Creative problem solving to add new value 
● Disruption of the status quo with new opportunities 
and ideas  
● The development of a differentiated offering or 

process that empowers clients, partners and/or employees in a changing 
external context 

● Driving a more inclusive/sustainable economy and just society 
● The process of translating ideas or inventions into goods or services that 

create value and satisfy specific needs 
● New products, technologies and processes that improve business value  
● New combination/integration/interaction between different technologies 
● A continuous process to create value that starts with an idea and ends in 

commercialisation or availability of a viable product or service in response to 
proven market need. 

 
Innovation can be incremental or 
evolutionary (continuous or dynamic); or 
it can be disruptive and revolutionary.  

Social innovation requires new strategies, 
concepts, ideas and organizations that 
meet social needs. It includes new 
processes, such as open source methods, 
and aims for solutions to social problems 
that are more effective and sustainable 
for society as a whole, creating value 

beyond individuals and benefiting society, people and the planet. It does not require 
technological innovation to be effective.  

                                                        
1 Humanitarian Leadership Academy (UK); Bertha Centre (South Africa); the Institute for 
Transformative Technologies at Berkeley University (USA); and BRAC (Bangladesh). 

Marie-Paule Kieny 
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The necessary ideas are created by identifying a social need; having a goal in mind 
and connecting with people with the same goals; finding a space to think and 
develop processes; using research; building on the interaction of different 
technologies; finding resources; and, finally, working with courage and an 
entrepreneurial spirit. 

Innovation in the global cultural landscape 
Moderator: Manuela Pastore, Global Manager for Social entrepreneurial Initiatives, 
Boehringer Ingelheim, Italy 
 

 
 
Each of the participants in this session had brought with them a symbol of some 
kind, something they felt represented a particular facet of innovation. 
 
Saba Al Mubaslat (Chief Executive Officer, Humanitarian Leadership Academy) spoke 
about people. If people are not in the heart of what you do, it is meaningless. The 
Humanitarian Leadership Academy works in seven countries to facilitate high-quality 
learning around the world. Many young people are denied education, and yet if you 
want to define innovation, a visit to a refugee camp will show its true meaning: 
people survive despite hardship and a lack of resources. “It’s not about outside the 
box; it’s about being inside very small boxes with very few tools in them, in which 
people find solutions to daily problems so they can live slightly better lives.”  
 
“The problem of tomorrow is not going to be the exploitation of the masses, but of 
our irrelevance; so how can we innovate to ensure that the masses are relevant?” 
Young people are frustrated at the fact that no matter how innovative they are, 
they’re not seen as critical to the world. For them, innovation is about creating social 
movements that bring change to people’s lives.  
 
Giovanni Magni (Executive Vice President & Chief Strategy Officer, Bio-Rad) told a 
story of a meeting in India held in a luxe hotel adjoining a large slum. When Giovanni 
questioned the situation, many felt that helping was impossible—the products of 
Bio-Rad and similar organisations are too expensive to do anything in such settings. 
This set Giovanni on the path to changing his role in the company, focussing time on 
developing countries and emerging markets. Lessons have emerged: technology that 
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works in developed countries cannot just be transplanted to developing ones; 
instead, knowledge is required on how to make products cheap enough to work 
sustainably in poorer places, but still profitable. To do this, a venture fund was 
established to build relationships with companies that can develop and disseminate 
the required technology. It is a new challenge, and it has been hard to convince the 
company to invest in this area. 
 
Jack Sim’s symbol was a statue of a small child defecating—a simple and oddly 
beautiful reminder of how basic our needs can be.  
 
Jack questioned the dominant culture of ceaseless innovation without considering 
ethics or deeper meaning. After you innovate, what do you do with the innovation? 
The biggest waste in the world is the waste of good ideas, the failure to recycle and 
reuse them. 
 
If we learn to copy for good, that is an innovation in itself—in fact, the best 
innovation for the social sector, because it disrupts protectionism. If it were to be 
facilitated, small social enterprises could partner with governments, NGOs, investors 
and funders to prevent duplication of ideas. People would be freer to use existing, 
tested networks of trust to distribute products and services, avoiding the 
complicated and wasteful status quo in which many people do the same things. 150 
billion dollars is spent each year in foreign aid, but four billion people remain 
continuously poor. Such a world presents wonderful opportunities to disrupt the 
social sector, probably the least efficient in the world. Instead, copy; co-create across 
sectors, locations and levels; co-buy; and co-distribute for efficiency.  
 
Silvia Novoa (Executive Director, World Vision Mexico) brought a bottle of water to 
remind us that solutions must be simple— not necessarily perfect or best in class, 
just good solutions to the problem in the moment. Early in her financial career, she 
wondered why so many intelligent people she met were not successful, and 
concluded that a lot of success—and by extension morbidity and illness in the wider 
world—has to do with how mental and emotional health impacts people’s daily lives. 
A great deal of money is spent on social programmes, but often the source of the 
underlying problem seems to be that communities live in violence, and are 
continuously afflicted by fear, depression and low self esteem—making them very 
vulnerable, among other things, to disease.  
 
World Vision Mexico runs one training programme for children in which initial low 
success rates, whereby only 20-30 per cent of the children trained continued in work 
or study, were raised to 80 per cent simply by working with individuals and focussing 
on their self-esteem. Human development—making people feel valued—is crucial. It 
is important to go deeper into problems and find solutions people can co-create, 
appreciating what their perspective of wellbeing is, so they can be helped to step out 
of poverty by themselves. Longer, happier lives are dependent on interactions with 



 
16 
 

 

people. Programmes that bring people together, let them network and help them 
feel they can make a difference in their communities, cause things to change.  
 
Philippe Jacon (President, Emerging Markets, Cepheid) had a testing cartridge for a 
portable device that he described as the “Nespresso of molecular diagnostics.” This 
small object, about the size of a printer cartridge, is in essence a tiny laboratory 
containing all the steps of molecular diagnostics. It came from unique thinking: 
nobody asked for it, but instead a decision was made to democratise diagnostics. In 
the early 2000s, HIV, TB and malaria were targeted, and the stakeholder community 
decided GenExpert was the most promising technology. Assisted by funding from 
Gates and others, the TB test was developed along with a compassionate pricing 
structure, and WHO endorsed it in 2010. Shortly afterwards, a buy down reduced 
prices further. Learning was done en route: a product like this is not just shipped: 
people must be trained to use it; it needs electricity; and it must be profitable or it is 
not sustainable. Now, the technology is in over 130 countries with more than 10,000 
systems running and 40 million TB testing cartridges shipped.  
 
With new tools, testing for other diseases is also possible; but systematically, the 
siloing of different diseases is a challenge. Today’s systems are not conducive to 
using the same tests across different programmes, because programmes have 
separated budgets. Many people are missed out, and more active case finding is 
required, so Cepheid is now in the final stages of developing a portable machine, 
investigating how to involve communities in the development process—looking for 
new ideas around waste management, production, distribution and follow-up. 
 
Yvette Torres (Founder and CFO of Business Fight Poverty) brought a cushion 
embroidered with a smiling emoji, as a symbol of the importance of relationships in 
solving big challenges. Working with ideas requires trust, and relationships are often 
the turning points for innovation to take hold. The world’s problems are too large for 
single actors to tackle alone, so their solutions must be collective.  
 
To accelerate collaboration, Business Fight Poverty has devised a simple model that 
convenes people to develop shared understandings of particular challenges, “co-
creating across sectors to find a solution.” Timescales for action are short—months 
rather than years—and resulting insights and resources are open to others to 
replicate. One such project focussed on how to generate social innovation within 
large companies, fostering internal cultures where innovations can (a) surface and 
(b) be scaled for implementation. The ability of the innovators to develop 
relationships across silos emerged as crucial in bringing them to scale. 
 
Bénédicte Pansier (Director for Knowledge-Sharing & Les Pensières Center for Global 
Health at the Fondation Mérieux), brought a book about the Foundation’s work, and 
a drawing of Alain Merieux, accompanied by his dogs, gazing into a telescope—
representing the need to “look ahead, beyond borders.” Bénédicte wanted to share 
the culture of innovation within the Merieux Foundation, which she described as a 
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“high level commitment to improving health and providing access to it.” She 
illuminated it with a quote from Antoine de Saint-Exupéry: “If you want to build a 
ship, don’t drum up the people to gather wood, divide the work, and give orders. 
Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea.”  
 
The Foundation’s work is on multidisciplinary, collaborative and transnational efforts 
to bring innovation to the field. Working in countries, they adopt a threefold 
approach: make technology available (e.g. diagnostics); build necessary 
infrastructure (e.g. labs) and train people; and create networks. Core to the mission 
is the desire to connect people from different backgrounds and disciplines, always 
with the values of dignity, respect, hard work and excellence. The approach is now 
evolving towards a global health perspective, focussing anew on education, hygiene, 
water and sanitation.  

 

Discussion  
 
On making a start in the face of daunting challenges, Jack suggested “trying to 
remember a time when you had ideals and dreams… when you were dreaming and 
your mind was simple. Don’t grow up to be an adult. Adults are deteriorated 
children. They don’t forgive themselves. They’re afraid to make mistakes, they bear 
grudges and they’re sensitive to what people say. Children can fight, then play again. 
Life can be fun and easy. Be a child again and you will be innovative.” 
 
Recalling her own career, Saba mentioned that she had benefited from working with 
adults who were not selfish, who offered her space. When we become leaders, she 
observed, we stay too long. Appealing to senior members of the meeting, she 
implored them to be courageous enough to work themselves out of their space and 
offer it up to others—to know when it's time to leave and step aside. Mentor others, 
coach them, and allow space for the mistakes that enable learning. 
 
Breaking silos is of central importance, on every scale. At the more ambitious end, it 
would be an admirable goal to have different industries, which compete in 
developed markets, agree to work together to find solutions for deprived 
populations. Ways are required to do this without spending the time and money to 
convene meetings—creating efficient virtual structures that diminish siloing and 
promote solutions that benefit as many as possible.  
 
However: corruption and the current political climate obstruct such work. 
Corruption takes the majority of resources in poor countries and hinders all our 
efforts. Meanwhile, rich countries are turning away from the poorest. Searching for a 
positive, this environment could be used as impetus to help remove emphasis on 
competition, and find joint solutions. 
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An alternative argument is that the political climate is ultimately just a lot of words, 
an epiphenomenon: we shouldn’t worry too much about it, and instead we should 
work with the people who can ensure that funding remains and action continues.  
 
Trust is always a central theme. Distribution is not rocket science, and when we 
come together and learn about what exists, we can find efficiencies. For example, 
there are 100-plus brands of solar lamps, but all perform the same few functions. If 
all were made in one shape, the price drop would be huge—and would be further 
increased by co-buying. All this can be done, but is prevented by worries about 
intellectual property (IP), investors and competition. The business world wants to kill 
competition; the social world wants to kill problems. To bridge these philosophies 
requires trust. 
 
If we go home and don’t have structure, nothing happens. We just collect business 
cards. We need structures for action. This is, however, far from the present reality, 
which is affected by egos, greed and fierce competition, and opposed to 
cooperation, partnership, co-creation and networking. Organisational issues and 
logics are the same in the humanitarian sector as they are in the commercial one, 
and the revolution of this mindset may be the biggest challenge.  
 
It may also be a huge opportunity. When co-creation brings prices down, if others 
don’t accept the invitation to join, they lose. Don’t stop a person’s ego or greed—ask 
them to be more greedy, more egotistical, and they’ll join through fear of missing 
out. If you flip from yin to yang you will have answers. 
 
Very large organisations don’t really innovate. Most of the time, research and 
development is for updating things… people know the technology and constantly 
want to develop the same familiar things. Real innovation in new areas requires 
hiring new experts—and maybe firing your existing ones. Organisational inertia is 
also an impediment, and people often disagree with change. One solution is to 
change the people constantly; another is to work in partnership with startup 
companies. Give them some money: they often don’t need much, and it’s inspiring 
what they can do with it. Young people don’t really give up. The older ones who say 
“I always did it this way” are the worst to work with. Sometimes you seriously need 
to just fire them.  
 
In reality, most local organisations have to compete for resources. Many NGOs and 
others have never seen a collaborative solution to solve a large problem. In those 
contexts, when we compete, instead of creating success, we create many losers for 
every successful idea.  
 
In electronics, the biggest companies sometimes collaborate to improve their core 
technology, but this is less common in life sciences. One area in which all struggle is 
the connectivity of devices. All devices send results somewhere, and a multiplicity of 
solutions have been developed for this, but nothing is standardised. If data 
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management was standardised, it would be huge. There is nothing to lose in 
connecting devices—there’s no competitive advantage in a solution that works only 
for your product.  
 
Competition can be a force for good where it uncovers solutions for pressing 
problems. In the past companies haven’t solved big diseases because there is no 
technology competitive enough to enter specific developing markets with the right 
price and the right ease of use, with diagnostic tests costing less than $1, that give 
answers in seconds. Competition is good if it encourages answers to problems like 
this, but it must incorporate the whole of the delivery chain: if a company is 
successful in developing a new test that costs $1, that test needs to arrive at the end 
user still costing $1.  
 
It may be idealistic to say we’ll all work together with love, but we have to improve 
the world collaboratively. To this end the youth are a great resource. 
 
 

How to engage the new generation in the innovation 
landscape? 
Moderator: Emmanuel Vidal, Managing Partner, Innovalion  
 

 

Emmanuel pointed out that engaging young people in innovation can be 
problematic, and as an immediate if partial solution, he invited a number of the 
young innovators present in the meeting to join the “aged” panel on stage. 40 per 
cent of the entire world population, he pointed out, is aged 24 or under. “They may 
be the selfie generation, but they’re not the selfish generation”—they want sense in 
what they do and how they live. These people are not the future, they’re the 
present, and these forums need to do more to include them. 

Ruben Pages (Youth Programmes Coordinator, UNAIDS) was asked how to 
encourage young people.  

The first step is to listen carefully, consider and understand what they say; then 
commit to them and invest in taking their proposals forward. They are not just there 
for input and testimony. Sometimes we try to impose agendas on a new generation: 
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we want them to care for the environment, for health, for ICT, for social media… 
there are a lot of things to care about. The week of this meeting, the UN 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report gave us all 12 years to 
avert a major environmental crisis. Saving the planet is a massive responsibility for 
young people.  

Understand the nuances of what is important for them is crucial: for example, in the 
HIV response we’ve been working get young women to stay in school, but we’re also 
mindful that sometimes there is a harmful dynamic whereby adolescent girls choose 
not to be in school, but instead to use an older male companion to access a quality 
of life they wouldn’t otherwise have—even if they did stay in school.  

After awareness, there is a need for investment in youth organising, dedicating time 
and resources to ensure that young people can come together into groups and 
networks for social change, into which we can then invest. 

Sashi Buluswar (CEO, Institute for Transformative Technology) was asked how to 
create entrepreneurship and transform excitement into something concrete.  

We must take advantage of the opportunities that previous generations have not 
had. Tweeting is not enough: expressing outrage it great, but you must show up—it’s 
not enough just to care about social justice, you have to also elect people that will 
do something to create it. Don’t mistake facts for knowledge, or knowledge for 
wisdom; and don’t think you’ll change the world if you only work 40 hours a week. 
Senior leaders, for their part, should empower decision-making in young people and 
learn to celebrate failure. 

Asked how to raise awareness in the field, Beatrice Halpaap (Portfolio and 
Programme Manager at the Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical 
Diseases /TDR) described a TDR landscape analysis of entrepreneurship and social 
innovation that showed there are many innovators around the world, but very little 
common knowledge of what works, or how to share and build synergy around it. In 
response, in 2014 the Social Innovation in Health (SIHI) Initiative was established, a 
network of individuals and institutions combining skills and resources to promote 
social innovation in health. This was supported by “intrapreneurship” within WHO to 
set values for engaging communities, showcase them, and raise awareness 
worldwide. A number of social innovation hubs around the world are now 
researching ways to help social innovators reach sustainability, bringing people 
together to develop solutions, and examining ways of integrating social innovation 
into things that exist already (such as forums like this).  

Manuela Pastore (Global Manager for Social Entrepreneurial Initiatives, Boehringer 
Ingelheim) was asked to explain her company’s Making More Health Innovation 
Week. The week involves inviting young (in this case up to about the age of 40) social 
entrepreneurs, managers, “influencers” and people who have networks, teams and 
budgets to spend a week together experiencing life in an emerging market. They 
work in small groups over the course of a week, and the outcome is usually an 
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improved understanding of where people come from and how ideas can be made 
more viable in these contexts.  

Manuela pointed out that her generation had dreams too: they went on to the 
streets, held strikes and anti-nuclear demonstrations—and what happened to them? 
They started careers. Once you study, you start to limit yourself to thinking in certain 
structures; you adapt to the processes of the organisations in which you work; you 
build families, create dependencies. All this makes it harder to do unusual things. To 
remedy this, companies and organisations must provide internal support for young 
people trying to make things happen “against the stream.” The best outcome of 
Innovation Week is that young people find supporters.  

In terms of leadership initiatives, Boehringer Ingelheim is “trying to achieve win-wins 
in all directions.” One example is a German government-supported programme 
through which eight African students spent eight months in the company, “not just 
to teach them, but to learn from them—their priorities, needs and plans.” 
Programmes are in place to mainstream the ideas behind this project, and the 
company already has initiatives bringing managers with leadership training and 
experience in different markets into contact with young people in order to build 
relationships. The challenge is to make things happen in the face of the idea-killers 
so common in businesses: “do some more research before we discuss;” “not in the 
plan this year;” “we have no budget;” “This isn’t relevant to our strategy;” and so on. 
Startups are one thing, but we also need intrapreneurs in companies with power, 
money and the ability to make big decisions. 

Sibulele Sibaca (Managing Director, Bakone Africa) spoke about the power of social 
media not only to drive messages, but also to create impact. In her experiences 
running programmes in South Africa, social media is invaluable in giving people 
opportunities to step outside the digital world and do something on the ground. 
Requests for volunteers are met with thousands of responses:  so many young 
people want to help, to innovate, but don’t have the platform. Just by using a phone 
you can drive a message, create an impact, and give people a chance to get involved. 
There are young people in South Africa who choose to buy data rather than eat 
because they’ve made a decision about what’s important for them, and that data 
gives them opportunities to make real change. 

One theme in Sibulele’s work is that of getting young people to “dream in colour” 
about things their parents and grandparents couldn’t dream about, things that they 
never thought were possible. “Innovate in colour: don’t let people tell you it can’t be 
done, do it—with drive, with passion, in colour.” 

Lily Gros (Lab Manager, Enactus) was asked simply, how to stay a child? The answer 
is to follow intuition: “when you want to do something crazy, do it.” When we study, 
we get into the “tube of life”— stuck into things, becoming ever less creative, more 
constrained, with more things to do, and the child is forgotten. In Enactus’ sessions, 
Lily asks the question: “what do you dream about?” Ask yourself this question 
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continually, then go on and do it. Some of us spend our lives with the dream inside 
us, but if we are prepared to get out of our comfort zone, we can achieve it. 

Raphäel Dard (E-learning Programme Manager, International Trade Centre/ITC) was 
asked what he has learnt.  

We can learn from young people every day if we listen, facilitate and capacitate. This 
can be done through data, distance learning, social media and planning. ITC has a 
pilot project in Libya, a country where chaos has stifled entrepreneurship, offering 
12 hours of entrepreneurship training. It had the target of 40 online learners, but the 
first session attracted 600 people. Across 40 locations in Libya, involving different 
tribes and groups, the project ended up with 1,300 total users, 300 of whom finished 
the whole course. Often, success is about listening and giving access.  

The profit motive has been widely discussed, and lies at the centre of all these 
questions. It is difficult for large corporations to adapt to change in this area, 
constrained as they are by the inertia of big, pre-existing structures. New companies, 
such as benefit corporations, offer models somewhere between the traditional 
structures of NGOs and private companies. Not for profit only, they have a three-
level bottom line and are expected to deliver on social and environmental aspects as 
much as financial ones. This is a turning point. Those of us of a certain age have seen 
the tension between capitalism and communism resolve one way, leaving us to ask if 
the current solution is the only one. It probably isn’t, and there is opportunity for a 
great revolution if more people take alternative routes. It requires a systemic view: if 
you follow the dollar, your retirement funds are invested in companies working 
against sustainability. We need to expect, as a society, that companies will work for 
sustainability, not against it. 

Marie-Paule Kieny (DNDi Board Chair and Research Director, INSERM) was asked 
about patents: do they stifle innovation, or do they create opportunities? It is a 
difficult and nuanced question, and also shows why we need to engage young 
people in innovation. The SDGs aim to create a long term future: at present, Marie-
Paule’s generation will be fine; that of her daughter, more difficult; and if nothing 
changes, that of her grandchildren will be seriously troubled.  

Change is about doing the little things: making local changes, but also engaging the 
youth in changing systems. In the context of patents, nothing is bad per se, but the 
way systems are used can create challenges. With young people worldwide facing 
increasing inequity, a shift in mindset is required. One such response, the Medicines 
Patent Pool, was created to address the barriers that IP can represent for people 
accessing medicine in poorer countries. It is “probably not innovation, but it eases 
access;” and the hope now is to extend its work to non-communicable diseases 
(NCDs). Whatever relief this innovation can bring should be pursued. 
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Presentations 
 
Some of the young people present on stage gave short briefings on current projects. 

 
DrepaCare - Sickle Cell education app 
Laetitia Defoi, Anouchka Kponou and Maryem Ait Zerbane 

300,000 children are born with sickle cell disease each year, and more than half of 
them die before they reach five years old. This education intervention aims to 
improve their quality of life. It involves education to increase awareness, detail on 
preventive work and personal follow up, and home care for patients. It is currently in 
action in nine countries worldwide, with 2200+ users across four continents and 
more than 1,500 students and future nurses engaged in the project. 
 

 

 
Siempre Energy 
Louis Delannoy and Fernando Aguilar 

This project was established to provide reliable, dependable access to power, 
addressing the deep relationship between energy and health. Recognising that 
communities are often not involved in the development of such projects, the team 
has tried to include them in the design and implementation processes. Four in ten 
households in Guatemala have no power, and use kerosene lamps for light in poorly 
ventilated houses. They cook inside with wood or coal. New solutions—solar panels, 
batteries etc.—are too expensive for people making less than $1/day. The project 
devised a microcredit model with a view to providing initially for a very basic need: 
light. They replace kerosene with bulbs; people pay for the lighting system using a 
regular payment plan over 10 months, then they own it. At that point they have the 
choice to stop paying and keep their money, or to continue paying the same money 
towards a stove. After that, a fridge.  

A complementary project is equipping a school with solar panels to allow online 
education in rural areas, helping more people finish university.  

All money generated is reinvested into the project, to create a social fund that will 
subsidise people going to university so they can come back and bring value to their 
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own communities, thereby overcoming the closed loop of poverty. This project is 
aiming for long term change, development and access to education and energy. 
Currently the team is looking for impact investment, and trying to build contacts and 
relationships with intergovernmental organizations and private investors.  

 
Discussion 
 
A short period of discussion followed. On the decision of what community young 
people should get into first—business, social enterprises, humanitarian, etc.—it was 
observed that it’s not necessary to stick with a single community: choose one, and 
when you stop growing, switch. 

Perhaps we don’t have to engage younger generations in innovation, but rather 
older ones. Any technology met after the age of about 35 can feel like it’s against the 
natural order, but it is important to remain able to embrace new things. For progress 
to happen, we need to want to do things; to be capable; and to be allowed to act. 
We must be inspired by youth. There are no walls or boundaries to imagination. 

 

Pitch session 
 
In this session, 15 social enterprise projects were briefly presented by the project 
teams, prior to an open vote to pick the 10 favourites.  
 
BOP Hub (not in vote) - Integration of all Base of Pyramid marketplace 
stakeholders into a common incentivized system to deliver impact at exponential 
billions level scale 
 
The BOP Hub, presented outside the voting, is Jack Sim’s initiative to create an 
ecosystem harnessing the power of copying for development. The goal is to assess 
the assets of all involved then replicate the good and persuade others to copy them.  
 
Friendship Bangladesh - Friendship Community Medic Aides (FCMs) and mHealth 
 
This project has already built a comprehensive health care system, founded on 
community based health workers, to serve the needs of isolated islands in 
Bangladesh where people lack basic developmental necessities, and cannot travel to 
get them. The health workers are respected in communities and can refer patients to 
clinics and hospital ships that treat at higher level. This model has been shown to 
work and the goal is now to scale it, and see how other agencies can replicate it. A 
robust marketing plan is required. 
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bioMerieux - Where people live 
 
This project aims to facilitate and increase access to diagnostics. Using a molecular 
platform that can detect 20+ infectious disease pathogens from a single sample, the 
goal is to use mobile structures—boats, trucks, trains—to bring this technology to 
where people live and involve the most neglected people in its use. 
 
World Vision Mexico - Empowering families  
 
Mexico has great resources but suffers from a huge equity gap. Women are the most 
vulnerable part of society, subject to discrimination, abuse, and lack of access to 
rights, especially reproductive rights. This has mental as well as physical effects. The 
project proposes three lines of work: economic development linked to education in 
basic finance and marketing; forming groups of women that work together, linking 
with companies and the market so they can understand markets and provide added 
value; and development and human rights work to address the self-esteem issues 
caused by Mexico’s endemic violence. 
 
ZOOLOOh Country Estate - #SmartVillages  
 
South Africa suffers from similar problems to those of Mexico. This project’s solution 
is the creation of a similar environment to Les Pensières—“a space for dreaming, for 
showing what’s possible.” When politicians are corrupt and the system is falling 
apart, what’s left is the brain. South Africa has to mine brains in the same way it has 
mined gold and platinum. For this, it needs spaces of hope, dreaming and wanting to 
be alive, to show people—people in rural areas, people who are actually suffering—
that others really care.  
 
ITC - Integrated Centres: From skills to jobs 
 
This project aims to stop the culture of “the more you steal, the more you’re 
blessed.” It trains young people in developing countries, giving them skills and 
reasons not to leave home. What is required is stories that move the youth and 
show that corruption is not a solution, and that the example set by some older 
people is a poor one. The project will build a training and incubation centre where 
youth can progress from theory to practice, then move into startups where they can 
use their training to connect to the market and get paid. The premises exist, the 
funding is in place: all that’s required is the stories and the design for the “super 
incubator.” 
 
Technovera - PeleBox Smart Lockers  
 
South African patients with chronic conditions spend a lot of time collecting 
medicines from health care facilities. Sticking to treatment cycles is made more 
challenging by the inefficiency involved and the time and effort it can take to get 
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medicines. Internet-enabled lockers, accessible using one-time codes delivered by 
SMS, allow efficient access to these medications, thereby boosting adherence. This is 
simple, proven technology that now needs to be scaled.  
 
Sanofi - Faster2Care  
 
This project employs drones to deliver medication to community based health 
workers in places where conventional delivery is hampered by local conditions. 
Funding is required to deploy this model in the Mekong delta to tackle malaria 
resistance before it becomes unmanageable. 
  
BRAC - Remodelling the frontline healthcare worker model of BRAC in Bangladesh 
 
With development, Bangladesh is experiencing growth in NCDs. Out of pocket health 
care expenditure is among the highest in the region, despite the fact there is no 
access to quality care outside urban hubs—even for those willing to pay. BRAC is 
already following a resource-intensive door-to-door care delivery model using 
43,000 local health care workers; this project aims to make this more sustainable by 
building or providing health care centres and other facilities like pharmacy and 
diagnostic options. Help is required to make this a model that works sustainably in 
Bangladesh. 
 
Bakone - Water Gen Eco Hub  
 
A billion people worldwide have no access to water; 115 die every hour because of 
unsafe drinking water. Water Gen is a revolutionary innovation that captures water 
from the air, condensing and filtering airborne moisture. It has no infrastructure cost 
and is completely mobile. It needs power to run, but can be solar powered, and a 
single unit can provide 5000 litres per day at a cost of only 4c a litre.  
 
MiDiagnostics - Disrupting boundaries for point-of-care diagnostics 
 
Rapid diagnostic tests are a good way to provide diagnostics in low resource 
countries: convenient, cheap and quick. This project will bring them to the next level, 
providing lab tests—PCRs and blood counts—in poor settings. MiDiagnostics has 
developed test cards using nanofluidic processes within silicon chips for the 
automatic, passive control of liquids for testing. It can integrate tiny heaters allowing 
control over temperature, meaning PCR is possible 20 times faster than normal. 
Apart from a small reader required for detection, all of the technology is passive. 
Silicon is like a programming language that allows reprogramming and rerouting of 
fluids, facilitating a complex variety of tests all on the same platform. The request is 
for help understanding how to bring these tests to the people who need them most. 
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Jeff Bauer - Licensed RDT for infectious diseases for local manufacturing in Kenya 
 
Mr Bauer has been a “seed planter” for rapid diagnostics development and 
production for years, all over the world; but not yet successfully in East Africa. This 
project will plant a seed in Kenya, supported with technology, raw materials and 
design for high quality, low cost diagnostics, the production of which employs local 
people and increases access to tests. This will be followed by digital solutions that 
allow reading of tests though apps, then sharing of results data through the cloud. 
 
Marlene Castilloux - Cervical cancer in Haiti  
 
Officially, Haitian incidence rates for cervical cancer are almost triple those of 
Canada, the USA or France. Data from this project, based on a sample of over 2000 
women in south Haiti, suggest that in reality they are more than 30 times higher. 
Simple screening can reduce this. This programme offers testing, confirmation, 
therapy, and education, and needs help achieving sustainability. 
Brazil Ministry of Health - Linking Rural and Indigenous Communities in the 
Northern Region of Brazil with Medical Care 
 
This project focuses on vaccination of newborns in remote regions against hepatitis 
B. The goal is to guarantee accelerated vaccination, and to give birth doses—the 
most important part of the vaccination programme—to babies. Solar energy and 
money are required to achieve access: the target region is very difficult to reach, 
with four days’ boat travel required in order to get to villages. In this region 
prevalence is around 20 per cent, compared to below one per cent in the rest of the 
country—meaning there is no widespread interest in addressing the problem. The 
dream is to fix that. 
 
UNAIDS - Sex-ed Fact-Checker 
 
Young people are not getting the information they need to protect themselves from 
HIV. Some think they know what to do, but data suggests otherwise. This project 
wants to leverage the online channels through which people get information to 
ensure that that information is accessible, certified, correct and practical. It will build 
a website and an app to crowdsource simple questions about sexual and 
reproductive health in the languages of the target populations, and provide a 
platform where simple questions can be answered immediately by certified sources.  
 
Transformational Business Network (not in vote) - Health Innovators Fund & 
Forum 
 
The worlds of entrepreneurs and investors are disconnected. Entrepreneurs have 
the innovations and are frustrated they won’t be taken to scale; investors ask what 
the business model is and how to make a return. The Transformational Business 
Network is a movement founded by Dr Kim Tan to help bridge this gap, and has been 
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working with Johnson and Johnson in East Africa to build business models around 
innovations with potential. Once identified and proven, they need to be plugged into 
the wider ecosystem or they’ll founder; so the Network needs more partners to help 
figure how to take them to scale.  
 

* * * 

 
 
Later in the evening, the 10 projects selected in the vote formed the basis of a 
“collective intelligence session.” In this session, teams of 4-8 people each examined 
a project and together developed a collective vision of how to move it forward. 
 

 
Successful business models 
Moderator: Arnaud Mourot, VP – Global Leader Strategic Corporate Alliances, 
Ashoka Europe, France 
 

 

 
This session presented a range of successful business models, with a view to 
providing something of a toolbox for others.  

Rosanna Peeling (Professor and Chair of Diagnostic Research, London School of 
Hygiene & Tropical Medicine/LSHTM) is a medical microbiologist who moved into 
public health after completing her PhD, setting up the UK national reference lab for 
chlamydia. Later, she worked as head of the national lab for sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs), then at WHO, convening experts to generate guidelines for STIs and 
diagnostics. “All these jobs were top-down, working as if we had all the solutions... 
but we don’t.” Communities’ needs are generally unknown and underserved.  
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Rosanna took her current LSHTM chair as an opportunity to approach things 
differently. The LSHTM International Diagnostics Centre was established to advocate 
for the value of diagnostics, and to engage communities in diagnostics design and 
interaction with industry. They advocate to policy-makers for the importance of 
diagnostics, working hard to show current and potential impact. For example, in the 
USA 40 million doses of antibiotics are given every year for respiratory infections, 
half of which are viral; if it were simply possible to check at home whether an 
infection was bacterial or not the impact would be immense. 

Rakib Avi spoke about BRAC’s Social Innovation Lab, which was set up to promote 
and test innovative culture and ideas. Social enterprise has played a great part in 
BRAC becoming, among other things, the world’s largest NGO. For example, in the 
course of its activities over time, BRAC noted that a lot of craftsmen and women 
were denied access to markets. After refining a series of less effective models, the 
response was to incorporate those people’s work into a service model, with BRAC as 
the buyer running shops targeting upper/middle class buyers who pay premium 
prices. Now this scheme employs 65,000 rural artisans and BRAC runs a premium 
lifestyle brand in Bangladesh. BRAC has 13 further social enterprises, mostly to 
support programme development—for example, with 64,000 dairy farmers, it is now 
the second biggest dairy producer in the country. All these models have evolved 
naturally from donor-based to market-driven sustainable approaches, and they 
usually begin through rural credit groups. BRAC looks for a strong presence on the 
ground, opportunities to scale and chances to give artisans or producers access to a 
large service network. It is a bottom-up approach that starts with communities. 

About 75 per cent of all BRAC’s activities are self-sustainable through revenue from 
microfinance and social enterprises. The other 25 per cent comes from partners and 
bilateral donors, the two biggest being the UK and Australian governments, which 
provide strategic unrestricted funding that allows new models to be tested. 
Bangladesh is now a middle-income country with significant GDP growth; partners’ 
priorities can be expected to shift elsewhere, so BRAC is using current opportunities 
to test different models and increase sustainability in preparation for that time. 

Valérie Mazon is Business Development Director and Marketing Director at Danone 
Communities, a social investment fund created 10 years ago to “leverage business 
competencies for social impact.” The fund focuses on social businesses in two areas: 
access to water and access to nutrition.  

Setting up such organisations within big corporations presents challenges. Initially, 
this one it was the idea of two employees, and so was vulnerable if either were to 
leave. To mitigate this vulnerability its strategy and objectives were embedded 
within the Danone’s company goals, which now contain access, inclusive growth and 
social business as a result. This safeguard allows freedom to innovate, in a distinct 
space, but sufficiently close to the core business to influence how the company 
works. After some learning experiences the Fund now invests only in countries 
where Danone has a business, in order to benefit from the links that offers. Learning 
points so far include the need to focus where you can bring expertise and existing 
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ability (in this case, water and nutrition); to make sure you’re anchored in local 
habits, providing products already established in target markets; and to take time. 
Social business time frames are long; to break even takes 6-8 years, and there are 
many hurdles. It is important not to put the same key performance indicators (KPIs) 
and criteria on social business as those on the normal business.  

Lamiya Morshed is Executive Director of the Yunus Centre, which was established to 
promote social business. The success of Grameen Bank brought the realisation that it 
is important to build sustainability into any meaningful development opportunity—
having donors determine your agenda can reduce impact. Grameen therefore 
created a number of other self-sustaining enterprises alongside microfinance, 
addressing specific local social problems. The Yunus Centre grew from this initiative. 

Lamiya outlined seven principles of a social business, which she defined as “a non-
dividend company designed to tackle a social problem:” the business objective of 
overcoming a specific social problem; sustainability; the fact that investors get 
money back but no more; the reinvestment of profit; the need to be gender- and 
environment-sensitive; market access for the workforce; and enjoyability. The 
Centre has created many such businesses since it started, spanning issues including 
education, health care, water and nutrition. Some have reached large scale; others 
won’t scale and can’t be made sustainable but remain crucially important—for 
example, providing clean water for people who have always had access to water and 
won’t pay for it. The big takeaway from all these experiences is to start small, be 
clear about goals, design a prototype, test it, then scale. 

The Yunus Centre has also created a social business venture capital fund to help 
establish young people in work and encourage entrepreneurship through micro 
equity arrangements rather than micro loans. The fund establishes joint ventures 
with young people to create profitable businesses; once established and making 
money, they pay back and become full owners of their business.  

Marcel Braun (SMS for Life Programme Head, Novartis Social Business) started his 
career in the NGO sector before joining the corporate world because the former 
wasn’t efficient enough. His field experience showed him that often frictions 
between organisations on the ground, or recipients and donor communities, occur 
due to problems of communication and perception. Leaving the sector, he worked 
for an accounting company that controlled how programmes were executed, before 
moving back to the health  business, looking for a spot where society’s needs are not 
met by the work of NGOs or by the market. At the time, CSR and social business 
were concepts of the future; but now Novartis has a whole department dedicated to 
this and a range of different programmes from access solutions, through tracking 
commodities in rural areas to providing family health education. Novartis Social 
Business could be considered an incubator for new business models. 

His main learning points have been the need for sensitivity to reality on the ground, 
and the importance of not underestimating the value of advocacy to bring people on 
board early. For example, Novartis Social Business offers a basket of 15 drugs for 1 
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USD per patient per month—but even a favourable price does not mean that 
governments will immediately buy from you. Normally organisations tender to 
supply drugs, but Novartis offered a subscription model.  This model does not work 
in a tender restricted environment, and eventually involves changes in legislation. 
The challenge in this case was not only to overcome access issues, but also to deal 
with legal constraints.     

Maria Cássia Correa works for the Department of STIs, HIV/AIDS and Viral Hepatitis 
in the Brazilian Ministry of Health. A physician for 30 years, she was recently invited 
to help build a hepatitis elimination strategy. Brazil has a strategic plan for 
elimination and has established that there are 700,000 people with hepatitis C in the 
country, but only 11,000 a year are being treated. Projections show clearly that 
action is required, and that treatment is needed for a minimum of 50,000 people a 
year. Challenges ahead include finding and reaching patients, offering affordable 
diagnostics, and providing treatment—in the last couple of years $1 billion has been 
spent on medication alone for only 11-12,000 patients a year, a price that is 
unaffordable for Brazil. Negotiation with companies brought the price down from 
$7,000 to $1,500 per treatment, saving 257 million for 50,000 treatments in an 
afternoon; but progress was jeopardised when Gilead came after the government 
for using generics and shut everything down. Negotiations have recently restarted. 
There have been some successes, but much remains to be done. 

When Rudi Pauwels (President, Praesens Foundation) was nine, he was inspired by 
the moon landing: if humans could do that, anything was possible. 10 years later, he 
discovered to his great sadness that he couldn’t be an astronaut because he wears 
glasses. Luckily, finding treatments for diseases provided an alternative frontier.  

The models and the lessons of that work emphasise the importance of bringing ideas 
and concepts into real products. It has taken Rudi decades to understand the context 
of the final product and how much it really takes to land projects. “I’m a trained 
infectious disease guy, but only when I went to Africa and understood the challenges 
of people who have to cut wood and sell bushmeat to survive did I have a sufficient 
appreciation of the scale of the problem.” 

The 2014 Ebola response, for example, presented a range of issues for the 
companies that answered the call to develop diagnostics—as CEO of public company 
it is a challenge to explain to the market why you invest in such a thing as an Ebola 
test. It was a troubling thought—what can you tell your grandchildren, if you knew 
how bad the outbreaks were and did nothing? Well: if you can’t evolve in your tribe, 
you need a new one; so after 10 years in his company, Rudi decided that if the 
market couldn’t understand why he developed an Ebola test, he needed to do 
something else. So he created the Praesens foundation.  

Outside agencies must not only work for poor countries, but with them, to provide 
the solutions required by the ultimate stakeholders. Diagnostics alone are not 
sufficient, and tests alone are not solutions—challenges also have to be met around 
technicians, skills, mobile labs, and more. With these lessons in mind, one 
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collaboration between Praesens Foundation and Institut Pasteur in Senegal is 
currently looking at joint business models for developing a mobile laboratory.  

 

Discussion 
 
Open innovation is key: if people can learn from the failures of others, they should—
indeed, it is stupid not to. Platforms and hubs that facilitate such sharing are of great 
value, and sharing and bridging initiatives can have great positive effects. The power 
of example is huge, and can create return on investment that transcends monetary 
terms.  

There may be cultural barriers to sharing within the business world, though. These 
are problems not of technology, or even of money, but of choice. Bringing different 
types of organisations together is crucial in facilitating that choice. 

Communities have an obvious interest in preventing diseases, so they are keen to be 
educated. Focus not just on treating but eliminating disease: for example, with 
leishmaniasis, teach them to get rid of sandflies; if they have a two-week 
unexplained fever, teach them to get tested. 

A range of financing models should be considered. One example was of a “paying 
forward” model that trained physicians in China to ask patients being tested whether 
they’d like to pay forward for the next person’s test, in case that person was unable 
to pay. It is important to engage communities in generating funds to ensure that all 
are adequately covered. Alternatively, risks can be turned into insurance models. 
Business cases are required for all approaches.   

Things that make macroeconomic sense are not always attractive—self interest 
often turns decision makers away from long-term gain. In HIV, for example, many 
countries neglected to spend on monitoring viral loads, despite being told by 
virologists that suboptimal regimes would lead to resistance; now budgets are 
expanding because more expensive drugs are needed in the face of resistance 
problems. Sometimes thinking cheap in the short term turns out to be much more 
expensive in the long run. 

Cost problems are compounded or complicated by other issues. In some contexts, 
logistics may be more challenging than costs—an example was given of a project in 
the South Pacific where negotiation with suppliers showed they were willing to 
reduce prices, but were more concerned about issues such as payment terms and 
speed. Innovation in other areas than price—logistics, packaging, re-evaluation of 
expiry dates, etc.—can have significant payoffs. 

Cost is always a topic for discussion, but there is little honesty of what real costs are. 
The Ebola outbreak, for example, was a very close call—it could have been 
exponentially worse, and still it cost 3-7 billion dollars. Politicians need a more 
urgent understanding that that some of the health issues we are working on are 
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security threats. Unseen pathogenic enemies kill more people than any war, yet 
society isn’t currently ready to spend sufficient money on them.  

 “Frugal innovation” will get products to the last users: doing more with fewer 
resources. For example, in the 1980s, when the majority of Bangladesh was not on 
the national grid and BRAC was jump starting businesses, farmers needed 
vaccinations, but no cold chain could get them far enough into remote communities. 
Power was not dependable and refrigeration was impossible. But women in villages 
use bananas to keep things cold; so BRAC trialled putting medicine vials within 
bananas. This extended their shelf-life an additional couple of days, and that amount 
was the difference in getting them to the last patients. Solutions don’t always have 
to be expensive, and a lot of knowledge resides indigenously. Having people 
understand what works in the field usually makes delivering services a lot easier. 

None of these innovations can be sustained unless they’re mainstreamed: people 
can advocate and demand, but they can’t invent and sustain the right infrastructure 
to have continued access to diagnostics, vaccinations and so on. Work is required to 
figure out how to mainstream comprehensive approaches and ensure duty bearers 
are accountable to deliver. As tax payers, we must hold governments to account for 
sustaining and institutionalising the solutions we have; without doing this, as now, 
we have all the solutions to all the problems, but still have more problems than we 
can solve. If they listen to communities, big corporations can industrialise the 
solutions of the social innovators, really accelerating things. 

Supportive ecosystems are required. There are perhaps enough innovations, but not 
enough effort to bring to scale those that exist. 

 

Innovative social impact investing 
Moderator: Reuben Coulter, CEO of Transformational Business Network, Kenya  
 

 
 
This session set out to explore the world of impact investing, and help improve 
connections between the worlds of entrepreneurs and investors. 
 
Ladislas de Guerre, Manager of Kois Invest, explained his company’s two activities: 
investing in impact projects, most often companies, taking an equity stake and 
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hoping they have a social impact; and advising NGOs on structurally innovative 
financing mechanisms like impact bonds.  

One project with the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) involved 
helping find $27 million with which to build three hospitals in post conflict countries 
in Africa, with investor returns dependent on how many people are seen in the 
hospitals. This space is interesting because it involves testing innovative projects 
without using money from the state, which will only pay if the results are reached – 
a model obviously attractive to foundations and governments.  

Levels of returns depend on the projects: some have 2-3 per cent annual returns, 
and others have something more like 7-10 per cent, depending on risk and type.  

Katusha de Villiers (Acting Senior Manager at the Bertha Center) explained how the 
Center is a neutral party that works to convene unlikely bedfellows, with activities 
structured along four pathways: “educating for impact; convening for action; 
learning for results; and catalysing for change.” Activities cover innovation finance, 
health, education, youth development and systems work, and are done in 
partnership with governments, enterprises and investors, piloting promising social 
finance vehicles across Africa. For example, in partnership with Mothers to Mothers 
the Center recently launched the first early childhood development social impact 
bond in the global south. All the Center’s work informs its larger understanding of, 
and evidence base for, systemic change, showing how stakeholders can contribute 
new ways of thinking, being, doing and experimenting. 

Kim Tan (Chairman, SpringHill Management Ltd) applies a classical venture capital 
approach to the social space; but instead of looking at for very large payoffs, he 
seeks lower financial returns but also measures social metrics, applying the same 
rigorous accountability, discipline, and reporting as in a conventional investment. 
SpringHill’s first foray was to build a safari park in South Africa on 40,000 acres of 
degraded land, restoring and rewilding the space and developing an eco-tourism 
industry in a poor region in order to catalyse wider change. A range of metrics are 
used to analyse success in this context, and these are tracked over a number of 
years—for example, measuring the number of employees in standard housing, which 
is known to correlate to health outcomes. Another project involves honey 
production in Zambia, where 90,000 beehives in forest trees provide a passive 
income for farmers. Metrics here include the farmers’ income, but also—for 
example—how many of them eat two or three meals a day now as opposed to 
before the project. Getting people to the point where they can eat three times a day 
is progress.  

The Transformational Business Network was created as a loose network of 
disillusioned philanthropists who realised that when you have money it's easy just to 
give to charity; but helping in transformation and building businesses involves giving 
time, which is more difficult. The Network is an affiliation of professionals prepared 
to travel to target countries and see the communities in need; then out of this comes 
investment.  
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Some members have left day jobs to run social impact funds, investing for the 
bottom of the pyramid, providing goods and services but making them profitable 
and scalable and giving investors a return. Governments are increasingly 
disillusioned with aid, and are now allocating part of their aid budgets to this kind of 
investing. Institutions, family offices and corporates are going the same way. In some 
countries—Kenya, for example—there is now no shortage of capital, but the lack of 
investable opportunities presents the bottleneck.  

There is momentum in this area now, though it still needs more people. “Our sense 
is that we’re filling out this ecosystem,” and can now invest from $10,000 up to $10 
million per deal. This space has been building for 15 years, and needs to be made a 
recognised asset class so retail investors and asset managers can engage as well.  

Jean-Luc Perron (Vice President, Yunus Centre France and Vice President, 
Convergences) set up a foundation with Credit Agricole and Grameen to invest in 
social businesses. Impact must be measurable. Creating jobs or distributing mosquito 
nets isn’t enough—there is a need to show that people’s situations have improved.  

Social business is different to other models, and has a selflessness that combines the 
discipline of investment, the creativity of entrepreneurship, and generosity. It is 
useful to have examples of this in the marketplace: they show the possibility of 
another engine for economies than the maximisation of shareholder value. There is 
a whole field of innovation at the crossroads of philanthropy, investment and 
entrepreneurship. 

Mike Go (Social Enterprise Development Head, Human Nature) described Human 
Nature as an outlier on this panel, in that it is a business and not an investment 
organisation. Human Nature “invests other resources than money… we help people, 
let them learn from our mistakes, nudge them. It’s not transactional. There are tasks 
and services we do to try to cover costs—not profit—but we’re trying to help 
others.” A proprietary method is used to score partners’ social impact, and strategic 
policy decisions are made to influence it: for example, if a partner cannot pay more 
than minimum wage to its staff, Human Nature will engage with them on more 
favourable conditions if they try. There is always a balance to be struck between 
being demanding and sufficiently forgiving, but in the long run the goal is to build a 
social economy in the Philippines from the grassroots up. 

Mukesh Kapila (Chief Executive, Defeat-NCD Partnership) argued that measuring 
impact is all very well at micro level, but scaling up can be affected by very strong 
externalities. For example, NCDs are the biggest killer in world, and they are chronic. 
You cannot set up a fund to tackle them because they don’t end; they pose 70 per 
cent of the world’s disease burden; they have unknown causative factors; and they 
cause a spectrum of conditions. The object of management with NCDs is to create 
lifelong dependency: we want more and more people dependent on drugs, creating 
a greater and greater burden on services. What is needed under these circumstances 
is a sustainable way of financing forever, without bankrupting ourselves or creating 
perverse incentives, implemented with compassion—a big ask, especially given that 
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one size is unlikely to fit all contexts. It could be, then, that scalable innovations are a 
red herring, and that we need a mixture of approaches that are infinitely diverse, 
which target the poorest, and which are very simple. 

 

Discussion 
 
Social investors, funders and businesses need to be close to the people that they 
serve. This is good business sense. Nevertheless, capital holders tend to sit far away 
from the problems they seek to solve. Ideas are needed for bringing investors to see, 
smell and taste the problems, so that they can generate better ideas of how to 
deploy capital wisely. 

Social initiatives will not always return money. There is no solution to this: some 
areas of social need are not profitable and never will be. Others may allow slim 
returns; in others, great profit and great impact are possible—these are the ones 
around which to develop investment strategies. 

The beauty of social impact bonds is that they bring together people who usually do 
not interact—governing bodies, administrations, ministries of justice and health, 
service providers, NGOs, social businesses, private investors—but there are high 
transactional costs. A project-by-project, long-term approach is needed.  

The aim of the model is to involve the government. The project tests a method to 
see if it works; if it does, the final outcome funder pays and makes it sustainable.  
Once the project is fully launched the bond structure us no longer needed. 
Partnerships are levers of systemic change. Impact bonds bring people together who 
aren’t usually at the same table—one of the ways in which systemic change is 
achieved.  

Health care is challenging for investments because of the costs involved. It takes a 
long time to find investment-ready businesses that give social as well as financial 
returns. Probably the best system in existence is a national health service, but to 
create that requires an economy in which the government can collect sufficient 
taxes. Few people want to invest in countries where governments are unstable and 
the currency is depreciating; they make more money sitting in London investing in 
China, Europe and the US. The small group of investors brave enough to go into low 
yield settings intentionally—not with a charity approach, but content to take lower 
returns—is the target. A yield is possible in this space if there is discipline. 

It is imperative to leverage the investment market for social change. The private 
equity market is probably worth $300 trillion. One question is how to use donor and 
aid money to leverage and/or derisk social impact investments. While most investors 
currently do not want to invest in Africa, for example, there are still huge health 
opportunities across the continent—so incentivization strategies are needed.  
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Derisking investment can be done through insurance, though this is not often 
discussed. More conventionally, it is done with a portfolio—it is always very risky just 
to have one or two projects, even in the mainstream venture capital space. 

There are other opportunities to crack high-risk areas: for example, family offices 
and high net worth people who have been involved in charity forever can be 
frustrated that they don’t know what happens with the money they give; but with 
this kind of investment, they can. Social impact investing might offer such a group a 
more sustainable, meaningful way to affect the change they want. Some may not 
even want a return, just their initial capital back so they can recycle it. 

It is necessary to educate all investors. Holders of capital may not be willing to invest 
at risk, so there is a need to increase their risk appetite—along with their patience, 
as social impact takes time both to achieve and to measure. In this context, Ms De 
Villiers suggested sending them to the University Of Cape Town, which offers 
courses on impact investment, outcomes-based funding, structuring social impact 
deals, and more. 

Social impact investing is a big space. Some obstacles to growing it require long-term 
systemic changes involving a complex multiplicity of actors; others are more linear 
and simple. A middle ground, project-by-project approach and a long-term view 
together offer a pragmatic way forward—to which end an alliance, like GAVI, might 
be an effective concept. Such a body could convene the main global actors to work 
together and accelerate progress.  

Blended finance mechanisms are another option, in which development agencies 
can act as guarantors for a large number of projects in schemes big enough to 
absorb the failure of a portion of those projects. This is a good idea that has not yet 
been properly successful because insufficient private capital has been deployed. 

Finally, not all philanthropy should be impact investment: there will always be a 
need for philanthropy and charity, and there will always be areas that need funding 
which will never be profitable. This space should stay as it is; but in the meantime, 
private equity should move closer towards impact investment. 

 

Dreamstorming to adapt technological innovation to the 
social model  
With Lily Gros, Lab Manager at Enactus 
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Later that evening, the collective intelligence session took place for the 10 
innovation pitches selected earlier in the day. This session followed a format 
prescribed by Enactus and led by Lily Gros. The deliverables, which would be 
presented in three-minute plenary briefings the next day, included the collective 
vision for each project; action plans for the following week, month and year; and a 
clear expression of the support needs for the next year. 

 
Feedback from working groups 
 
Friendship Bangladesh - Friendship Community Medic Aides (FCMs) and mHealth 

 
This project currently has 525 community health 
workers in Bangladesh; the goal is to have 200 more 
within next year, and around 5,000 within the next five 
years. The challenges are funding—this will require $21 
million per year, which is “impossible”—and ensuring 
quality. 
 
In the short term, a strategic action plan will be created 
for national and international expansion. This will be 
followed by a detailed five-year business plan for 

expansion and replication within Bangladesh. 
 
Next will be the establishment of a training institution, targeting health workers. This 
will focus initially on training up those professionals already in the existing 
government and NGO health worker network. 
 
ITC Engage - Integrated Centres: From skills to jobs 

 
This project, christened “Engage” during the session, will 
be organized around a vision:  
 
In June 2019, the project will have empowered youth 
who can put the knowledge and skills they have gained 
through Engage into meaningful economic activities and 
positive social engagement. 
 
Short term actions will include a desktop review; 

mapping of partners; listing assumptions; discussion with small and medium-sized 
enterprises (possible future employers/employees); and market research. 
 
The medium term will see a roadshow to check assumptions, market the idea with 
potential stakeholders, refine it, and get the crucial commitment from partners 
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without which it will fail. The hope is to work with partners who have experience of 
prior failures, and so have something to teach. 
 
Engagement with participants will be crucial: the project is a community. Long-term 
experiences will be carefully documented to demonstrate the value of the work, 
certify training content, and prove it leads to jobs. Users will be certified and linked 
to microfinance schemes, and expertise and cultural understanding will be brought 
in to allow tailored content. Partnerships will be established and cultivated with the 
private sector, providing pathways to internships and opportunities. 
 
Technovera - PeleBox Smart Lockers  

 
The vision is to reach more than 2,700 patients over 20 
sites by the end of June 2019. 
 
This will be possible if a strong team can build and 
improve relationships with different stakeholders and 
raise capital for installation and manufacturing. Value 
propositions will be prepared for all stakeholders within 
the mapping. 
 

A national scaling plan will be in place that identifies partners that can help in other 
areas—including academia, with the hope that universities will play an increasing 
role in scaling the system.  
 
Funds will be raised for sites, ensuring that some of the existing terms with the 
National Department of Health can be renegotiated. 
 
Sanofi - Faster2Care  

 
“Thanks to the working group… a simple vision has 
become a real collective dream. It is now bigger than 
just delivering medicines in Viet Nam.” The team is 
considering establishing an NGO with a reach beyond 
the country.  
 
The next steps are to build a test in real conditions, 

flying drones in country. For that, funds will be needed in the region of $500,000 - $1 
million, as will the contacts and social capital of the Ahimsa network. 
 
By June 2019, the first delivery line should be open. 
 
 
Bakone - Water Gen Eco Hub  
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An “incredible team… took a small idea and gave it life.” 
The vision is simple, clear and profound: to provide good 
quality drinking water to people who don’t have it.  
 
By June 2019 the business model will be completed and 
validated, with a concrete supply agreement, tested in 
2-3 communities, reaching over 2,000 families in a 
financially viable manner, using water tanks decorated 
with local designs. 
 

Further research is required to quantify learning from other countries, to clarify how 
to get people to pay for water, and to investigate the potential environmental 
impact of removing water from the air, in order to avoid unexpected negative 
consequences. In the medium term work will be done on creating the brand; 
selecting test areas; defining KPIs; and consumer discovery and education. The initial 
idea of an expansive eco hub with water generation at its centre has been scaled 
down for now. Other elements can be built on over time. 
 
The long term goal is to work with the government and just clean the rivers. 
 
Required support includes mentorship; a financial business model; water experts; 
and funds for testing. 
 
 
MiDiagnostics - Disrupting boundaries for point-of-care diagnostics 
 

The dream is to bring diagnostics to developing 
countries, serving those who need them most. The 
research and development timeline means there will not 
be a commercial product by June 2019; but action 
points before then include the involvement of the 
eventual end users, and the further development of 
relationships with people who can help the project 
develop, particularly by illuminating users’ needs. Early 
registration of stakeholders could help accelerate 
development pathways and enable the company to be 

more prepared. 
 
By June 2019, a prototype will be in testing in working conditions. This will use the 
mobile health facility developed by the Praesens Foundation to test whether the 
diagnostics product holds up under mobile conditions. 
 
In the meantime, work will be ongoing to convince board members that going into 
low- and middle-income country (LMIC) markets is a smart thing to do, and to 
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develop the differential pricing, logistics plans and community engagement 
strategies necessary to do that. 
 
Jeff Bauer - Company licensing its RDT for infectious diseases for local 
manufacturing in Kenya. 

 
The project’s vision is to enable countries to design and 
manufacture diagnostics for themselves, building the 
local technology, capability and capacity to develop and 
manufacture simple rapid diagnostics tests. Kestrel 
Biosciences develops these and can offer a full suite of 
tests that can be transferred to local entities. 
 
The first goal is to find potential local joint venture 
partners in Kenya, the target starting country, who 

already distribute or sell existing tests to end users. Then, supply them with product 
in order to obtain local approval for a suite of tests that can be produced under their 
own brand, starting with simple tests—pregnancy, HIV, etc. Then, form the joint 
venture and prepare a building for manufacture and assembly. Kestrel will supply 
key raw materials and support, and assembly will be completed on site. 
 
Support will be needed around the joint venture—Kestrel has never done this before 
and will need mentorship on how to do it in Kenya. Guidance will also be needed to 
get through local red tape and obtain product approval. Seed money is also required 
to get up and running. 
 
Brazil Ministry of Health - Linking rural and indigenous communities in the 
Northern Region of Brazil with medical care 

 
The vision is to bring hepatitis B vaccination to very 
remote areas of the Amazon. Challenges include access, 
cold chain issues, and the fact that the vaccination needs 
repeat administrations, so the mission needs to be in 
place over long periods of time. 
 
Novel solutions will be explored—for example, with the 
Faster2Care project to examine drone delivery options. 
 
In the short term, an executive summary will be 

prepared to clarify project scope, problems and solutions. The members of the 
development group were commendably willing to go and visit the site.  
 
The long-term term dream is to create a sustainable health hub which, when the 
vaccination project is done, can stay in place and continue to deliver further 
medication, improving overall health care. 
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Marlene Castilloux - Cervical cancer in Haiti  
 
The short term goal for this project—over the next 
month—will be to update the purchase contract with 
the diagnostics supplier and keep lower prices for tests. 
Then, work will be done to increase the number of 
people reached. 
 
Meetings with the ministry of health will follow, in order 
to start reflection on the cervical cancer prevention 
programme and an additional immunisation 
programme. 

 
UNAIDS – the “Oh la la” sex-ed fact checker  

 
The crucial goal of this project—now called “Oh la la”—is 
to have young people well-informed on the manner in 
which they can contract sexually transmitted disease, 
and how to prevent it. The challenge is to be sure that 
messages are well understood.  
 
The information and the medium must both be simple 
and easy to use, capable of grabbing young people’s 
attention.  
 

Combining all these things, videos will illuminate the “dos and don’ts” at the crucial 
moments to avoid contracting disease. The app will provide young people about to 
get into it with an “ask your best friend”-style trusted, informal source of 
information, presented as simple tips on what to do or not to do at certain 
moments, depending on sexual orientation. There will be a Tinder-like level of 
simplicity and ease of use. 
 
An awareness-raising video will also be produced to let young people know that the 
key factor—positive or negative—in the spread of disease is the quality and 
availability of information. 
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Closing  
 
Jean-François de Lavison provided closing comments for the session.  

 
Movements start with small waves, he said; but we need 
to start a tsunami. The Ahimsa team spends a lot of time 
reflecting on these things - about what Ahimsa’s mission 
really is, and how to define it.  
 
What was done during this innovation session made him 
realise that Ahimsa does not exist to compete with 
anyone else; it is here to be a network. It is fascinating 
and impressive to see how all of those present engaged 
so fully with the process, and how everybody brought 

with them a piece of the puzzle. The importance of solving 
these problems is readily apparent when you go into countries. It is for this reason 
that Ahimsa is an Accelerator, a Homemaker, an Incubator, a Matchmaker, a Sense 
maker and an Ambassador for “poverty”. 
 
In June 2019, Ahimsa will convene a follow-up session to push these projects 
forward. The goal is not competition, but sharing. Following the Ahimsa motto, we 
need to “bridge the world.” 
 
For that, we need leaders.   
 
We have all that we need much of the time; but often what is missing in the end is 
leadership. The people with the skills to make these projects reality are already 
there, and we have so many potential solutions to be better—all that is required is 
leaders who will push to share, to bridge initiatives.  
 
Everyone present has heart and faith. People dedicate their lives out of that faith.  

  

Jean-François de Lavison 
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Leadership session: “We need leaders…” 
Moderator: Saba Al Mubaslat, Chief Executive officer, Humanitarian Leadership 
Academy 
 

Saba opened by emphasising the courage required to 
come and think together with people who might 
normally be competition. Dreams can come true when 
people put logos and identities aside in this manner. The 
friendship and the safe space offered by Ahimsa is to be 
appreciated—it is a space where we can think, dream 
and dare to be depressed, impressed and inspired. 
 
Given everything that had come before in this meeting, 
and in a world where 40 per cent of all people are 
younger than 24, with the energy, lightness and 

authenticity of youth—is it really a lack of leadership that holds us back? Or is it 
perhaps a mismatch between those who hold resources and call the shots, and those 
who WANT to dream big? 
 
The triumph of evil famously only requires good people to do nothing. Is there a lack 
of leadership, or are we struggling to put the right people in the right positions, and 
to step aside and hand over to the next inspiring person? 
 
For years Runa Khan thought of herself as a struggler, who wanted to be an example 
of what she was saying, what she thought was right. She never set out to be a 
leader. She just wanted verity. If there’s no authenticity in what you do—everybody 
understands. They know.  
 
Leadership requires you to be humble. You need to understand where you are in the 
system, and it has to be a genuine place—not what you strive for or want to be, but 
where and who you are. You need the courage to say yes, to have a vision—but also 
to say no; to fail and then analyse your failures, then start back again. And if you 
haven’t tried your best, you won’t start again. 
 
Negative things cannot affect you too much. They should be kept as learning points, 
but they cannot be allowed to change you. If you are able to look at the stars, but 
keep your feet in the mud, and if you’re seen to do that, those around you will 
believe in you and respect you. The vision driving your work must be authentic; and 
it can’t just be your own, it must be shared by everybody in the organisation. Only 
this togetherness can move us all forward. 
 
Sibulele Sibaca came through personal struggle to empower and inspire others 
because she refused to be a victim of circumstance. Being orphaned was not a 
choice, but her response was. Without parents at the age of 16, she realised she had 
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“become a statistic.” The choice was to remain that way, or to do something. 
Becoming a leader was not the goal. 
 
What Sibulele is today has been created by the people around her and the 
inspiration they give her, daily. Young people now are a conscious resource; they 
know and understand what’s going on. They want the world to be better, to be a 
part of a solution. They’re looking for platforms to do that, and they want people to 
hear what they have to say, to get the energy to move things, and the connections to 
change things and make impact. 
 
Young people are leaders with broad shoulders. They know a little about a lot of 
things. They need the guidance of older generations and their wisdom and learning 
so they can avoid repeating the mistakes of the past. They want to be in the room 
when older people discuss challenges and mistakes. The learning can pass both 
ways. 
 
Sibulele has never been to university—never had the opportunity—and has learnt 
from activity. But even with all the education, without drive and passion her effort 
would have been pointless. The value of everyday learning should not be 
underestimated—if the Ahimsa innovation session has shown anything, it is that. 
 
About four years ago Sibulele started her NGO, working with vulnerable teenage 
orphan girls in South Africa. She looked for the two million plus young people who 
had been orphaned when she was, but she couldn’t find them, and she still doesn’t 
know why. So she looked a generation below—finding them, and showing them 
what she had done, maybe with a view to putting them on the path that she was 
once on, and which led her here. That’s what the foundation aims to do: encourage 
girls to dream, big and in colour. It is important to be authentic, because those 
young people are watching, and their eyes are bigger than anybody else’s. 
 
Silvia Novoa also had a hard childhood and decided consciously not to be a victim. 
She struggled to study—her parents couldn’t pay for school—and started work at 15, 
instilling an early understanding of the value of education. She began work in 
banking, where there were few women. Those that were there were not considered 
for executive positions. She was never aware of being discriminated against because 
she was a woman—never felt that—but she knew what she needed and what she 
wanted, and she always had to fight for it. Eventually, she became the first woman 
executive of her generation in Scotia Bank. From there, she wanted to help others 
have the same opportunities. 
 
The first thing required for leadership is faith. Faith equates to values, something 
important we have to transmit. The lack of values in some societies is what 
generates violence.  
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The second is mentorship. Silvia has had the privilege of great mentors in her life, 
people with no other interest than to help. It is a responsibility to lead and mentor 
others, and we must all remain open and available to do it.  
 
The third is awareness. If you don’t know what has been done before and all the 
learning within it, you will waste effort. Workshops like this are hugely beneficial, 
allowing learning between corporations and humanitarians: the benefit of having 
perspectives from both sides should be obvious. And yet people in the business 
world know nothing of the SDGs, of M&E, and their counterparts in the social sector 
are ignorant of marketing, of the strategic view of business. There is a huge mutual 
lack of awareness and how we could partner to make a better world—not only in 
health, but also in energy, education, and everywhere else. 
 
There are so many leaders in communities who—with little tools and small amounts 
of education—could transform those communities, but who do not have that 
chance. This is why talk about empowering women is important: women lead many 
poor communities, not least because men migrate. Empower those women, give 
them tools, information and dignity. They are not stupid objects of compassion; they 
can work, they are intelligent humans and leaders as strong as any of us. They need 
very little to achieve their potential and transform their own communities. 
 
Pradeep Kakkattil (Director, Programme Partnerships and Fundraising, UNAIDS) was 
asked whether there is a problem within existing structures and systems that hinders 
diversity and options, and prevents the selection of the right women and men for 
the jobs?  
 
The notion of dreaming in colour is inspiring; but the instruments and systems we’ve 
set up come from the black and white generation. Today’s needs have changed but 
institutions have not adapted to deliver on the aspirations that people now have. 
Paradigms and definitions need to be rethought. The global north and south don’t 
exist anymore, they’re a construct; the same issues affect people everywhere. As a 
young person, the risks you face depend on where you are in a social hierarchy; but 
the global system is still structured around Member States. 
 
The AIDS response has helped to some extent, because communities led the way, 
and it turned out they had more knowledge pertinent to the response than all the 
academics and Member States put together. This challenged how the UN 
functions—but still, after 70 years, UNAIDS is still the only UN entity that has civil 
society representation on its board. This is not acceptable.  
 
Pradeep offered three lessons. 
 
Firstly, we need leaders who can address micro movements, bringing the power of 
small movements together to work in a common direction. Bringing different 
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movements together is the backbone of change; we need to do it much more, and 
the UN should play a greater role in this. 
 
Secondly, there is a need for a common value system. A huge global wealth gap is 
the reality; but when the entire society’s aspirations are to crack the one per cent, 
then we have a problem. The financial crisis happened because of lack of a common 
value system; without shared rights and wrongs, everything is flexible. 
 
Thirdly, today’s needs are no longer single-domain technical issues. Digitisation may 
drive the health industry, diagnostics and service delivery, but if a country’s power 
network provides two hours of electricity per day, this is effectively useless. 
Someone else is needed to set up solar panels on the primary health care centres so 
they work; someone else can make real time digital information available to track 
outbreaks. Bringing all this different expertise together into a collective experience is 
crucially important—but the UN’s monolithic structure makes it hard. Ways are 
needed to tap the undoubtedly huge existing potential, bringing the right people 
into the system. 

 

Discussion 
 
People’s problems are not always going to be solved if we address them in silos. 
People don’t live in clusters, yet we retain the tendency to dissect the individual: 
education needs, health needs, and so on. People don’t live like that. We need a 
comprehensive approach to addressing problems collectively. 
 

 
 
Everybody has a conscience, but the conscience to lift up reality is another thing. All 
leadership experience is precious; but what’s important in change is our reactions in 
daily life; what we think and what choices we make about what to do. Small things: 
reusable bottles; staying off the phone for a while. We are all good in our own ways, 
we all want to help, but we don’t always put good thought into practice.  
 
In business, a certain type of leadership makes it to the top, often hard-nosed and 
motivated by personal interest. Making those people into good leaders is a key 
challenge. At the moment, thinking of others and being an enabler for them is 
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perceived in the classic economic world as weakness. What makes hard-nosed 
leaders sneeze? What metrics do we use to look at performance? Even ten years 
ago, addressing business would be done on the basis of profit alone; but today, even 
the most focussed will discuss impact investment (not that all of them do it, of 
course). There are people around now who have made billions and want to invest 
with purpose, so we have a need for the metrics that will allow them to do so, and 
which provide insight across silos. If the person you save from HIV is killed by gender 
based violence, that’s not a success for AIDS work. 
 
The snowball effect can be powerful: starting small, but with convinced people who 
share visions, who can be successful and then convince others.  
 
Leaders who teach are often less autonomous and more collaborative, but that 
requires them to be humble, and to accept that there are certain things they don’t 
know. Usually, the bigger the budget, the bigger the ego. Ultimately, that barrier has 
to be addressed by the individual.  
 
Leadership has become too much associated with power and control. Management 
of people could be seen just as well as serving people. Definitions could be changed: 
a leader in any capacity is essentially serving others. This is a mindset: mindfulness, 
complemented by its less well known cousins, “kindfulness” and a genuine 
awareness not only of where you are, but also of where others are, and what their 
needs are. With all those, you can really lead. 
 
When people get MBAs or take accounting courses, they will often take refreshers 
every now and then; kindfulness and mindfulness need refreshers too. The 
corporate world would benefit from understanding that sending people out into the 
world is not a cost, but an investment. 
 
Leadership starts with building relationships, building bridges between the social and 
the business worlds. If you only experience one of those worlds, it is difficult to 
achieve. It is hard for people who haven’t been in environments of need to 
understand those needs. Having people with those experiences in large 
organisations is important.  
 
Much of the business world is driven by a philosophy that privileges money-making 
over ethics. We need thinkers to redo that paradigm. There is a pressing need for 
conversation between the private sector and civil society. The languages they speak 
are different. Much is possible—some of the best support that humanitarian work 
has had has come from selfless private enterprise—but how do we bridge those 
worlds more substantively? 
 
There is a need for an international platform where relevant social projects could be 
showcased, classified by topics and solutions, so the right information can be shared 
to foster collaboration and advancement. There is a call here for collaboration with 
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technical people to construct such a space for initiatives that need a spark, an 
investment to come to life.  
 
Life happens with or without us. To build what we dream requires us to take matters 
in hand. 

Shared vision and next steps 
With Setsuko Klossowska de Rola, Unesco artist for Peace, Japan; and Jean-François 
de Lavison, President of Ahimsa Fund, France 
 
Every time Ahimsa organises an event, there is a wish to connect it with heart, with 
culture.  
 

 
 
Countess Klossowska de Rola, UNESCO Artist for Peace, concluded with an artistic 
response to the meeting. In a short but moving speech, she addressed some of the 
conflicts between technological progress and environmental damage, and queried 
why the language of development refers only to technological and financial 
development, and not spiritual development. We have to learn, she said, “from so-
called ‘undeveloped’ countries what they do with nature, what wisdom they have.” 
She pondered why it is that nations work so hard to impose their notion of what is 
good on others. 
 
She considered all that had been said on the rigidity of systems. If today’s idea of 
leadership is moving towards smaller systems, that is a great thing: more human-like 
systems and micro movements could be the basis of real change. 
 
For younger people, she emphasized the importance of safeguarding the 
environment, and lamented the need to see and do everything quickly all the time. 
We are disturbed, she said, by all we have to do with machines. It is important to 
have a moment to appreciate nature. The Shintoist sentiment treats nature and 
things as if they have souls. In Japan, one day of the year is taken to thank broken 
things—broken because they were used, by us. This occurs much less today than 
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before, though it continues. Such sentiments are destroyed by a capitalist social 
system that encourages replacement.  
 
In the meantime, we shape the environment according to what we think is good for 
humans; but the land is not only for us. What we do should not harm other living 
things. The world has a right to be. This is a consciousness, and it is important to live 
with that consciousness. 
 
Bénédicte Pansier was thanked for her consummate hosting of the Ahimsa Forum, 
and closed with a thought: such meetings as this are privileged moments where we 
can think outside our daily lives, listen to people speaking with passion and 
authenticity. It is good, in our world, if we can do that. We talk a lot with pessimism, 
with negativity; but to have these moments together is important.  
 
Jean-François de Lavison gave a word of thanks to sponsors and organisers, to 
Bénédicte Pansier and Olivier Berliet, and to the participants. He outlined the next 
Ahimsa Forum, which will take place over a full week, the week of 24 June 2019. The 
Forum will include a full day on innovation designed as an explicit follow up to this 
event. 
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Annex - Meeting agenda 
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