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Abstract 

Innovation is a catalyst for social and economic development and as such a precondition for progress. 

Given the need to increase economic activity and expand GDP in Eswatini, this study documents the 

history of innovation in Eswatini and assesses the potential for the traditional sector as a source of 

new growth. The study purposively sampled and interviewed 129 producers in the Manzini, Mbabane, 

and Ezulwini market places and complemented the surveys with an extensive analysis of the 

innovation and industrial development literature in Eswatini. The study finds that whereas Emaswati 

are innovative, innovation has been incremental and driven by global technological developments, 

government policy, new market opportunities, and changes in lifestyle and society. The study 

confirms that the traditional sector is a viable source of new growth. However, to realise its true 

potential there is a need to address the demand and supply side factors that inhibit production and 

innovation in traditional industries. Therefore combining modern technology with traditional 

knowledge and skills presents opportunities for value creation, product development or improvement, 

differentiation, and improving the competitiveness of Eswatini’s indigenous products in global 

markets. However, for this to happen requires investments in research and experimental development, 

innovative marketing strategies, innovation, and setting of progressive standards and quality assurance 

systems. 

 

1.0 Introduction 

During the last 25 years, rapid technological development, increased competitiveness, and 

globalisation have underscored the importance and relevance of innovation in the 

development process.  While globalisation has produced both winners and losers, and more 

losers amongst the poor (see Maskin, 2015), economists have shown that innovation and 

innovative practices play a foundational role in driving social and economic development. 

Empirical studies demonstrate a positive relationship between innovation and economic 

development (Aghion, David, and Foray, 2009; Capello and Lenzi, 2014; Galindo and 

Méndez, 2014). This demonstrable and growing importance of innovation as a forerunner of 

economic development has inspired a growing number of African countries to prioritise 

innovation in their development agendas (see AU Agenda 2063; STISA, 2024). 

The Kingdom of Eswatini has also followed suit by making a bold investment into a Science 

and Technology Park. To support its science technology and innovation (STI) aspirations and 

understand its system of innovation, the country conducted research and development and 

innovation surveys in 2017. The surveys provided the country with valuable information 

regarding the state of innovation in Eswatini, including the identification of key actors, 

activities, funding mechanisms, and policy instruments that support innovation. Through 
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these surveys, the country was able to take stock of research and experimental development 

(R&D) and innovation activities.  

However, the surveys were not enough in providing a rounded understanding of the 

innovation culture and innovation mind-set in Eswatini and were unable to fully explain the 

potential for innovation – an important indicator of where resources geared towards 

stimulating innovation should go. To illustrate, in their study, which mapped the national 

system of innovation in Eswatini, Hlophe and Dlamini (2018) found that the NSI in Eswatini 

is weak and has low levels of innovation and knowledge creation. However, the authors were 

unable to isolate the innovation mind-set neither were they able to identify the Kingdom’s 

potential for innovation. 

Notably, this has compromised Eswatini’s ability to develop science technology and 

innovation strategies that will prioritise innovative activities and an investment in nurturing 

an innovative mindset in the economy. Conceivably, this has contributed to a delay in the 

country’s industrialisation and has muted some of the bold investments that Eswatini has 

made towards harnessing the scientific enterprise (Hlophe and Dlamini, 2017), and has 

prompted a need for a rethink of industrial development in Eswatini. In the meantime, the 

country is ranked amongst the lowest in sophistication factors by the 2018 Global 

Competitiveness Index (GCI) while the export basket has remained pretty much the same 50 

years after independence, alongside failure to increase foreign direct investment (FDI) 

(Sacolo, Mohammed, and Dlamini, 2018). Moreover, the domestic market has shrunk along 

with a decline in national revenue (CBE, 2017). That Eswatini is in need of a strategy to 

revive the economy and propel development is an understatement.  

Whereas poverty levels have decreased from those reported in 2010, they are still high at just 

under 60% much against the country’s aspiration to emerge as a country where all citizens 

are able to sustainably pursue their life goals and enjoy life of value and dignity in a safe and 

secure environment by 2022. To be clear, the Eswatini Household Income and Expenditure 

Survey (EHIES) (2016) – estimates poverty levels at 58.9% and that poverty continues to 

affect the rural population, suggesting that the country’s current economic strategies have 

failed to stimulate industrial activity and broad-based industrialisation in Eswatini. 

To revive the economy of Eswatini, kick-start industrialisation, and improve economic 

competitiveness requires a clear understanding of the evolution of the economy overtime 

including an in-depth understanding of the historical development of the country with 

specific focus on innovation and innovative activities. In this research paper, we provide a 

non-exhaustive review and documentation of the history of innovation in Eswatini. The paper 

is motivated by a realisation that new opportunities for growth in the country will only be 

harnessed once Eswatini acknowledges the indigenous processes of knowledge creation and 

innovation. therefore assess the potential of the traditional industries as a source of new 

growth. We postulate that given the kind of economic infrastructure already developed in 

Eswatini a full understanding of the level of innovation in the rural sector is key to social and 

economic development. The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Section two 

provides a literature analysis. This is followed by a documentation of indigenous innovations 

and innovative practices in Eswatini. The section gives an account of industrial development 

to understand the innovation process in the country. Lastly the study provides a detailed 

assessment of the traditional sectors (handicraft, traditional medicine, and traditional food) of 

the economy, in order to identify some of the components of the traditional/informal 

industrial sector that could provide new sources of growth for the Kingdom of Eswatini. It 

concludes with consideration for STI policy. 
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2.0 Literature Review 

2.1. A historical perspective of innovation – An evolutionary economics concept 

In as early as the 1930s, economists such as Joseph Schumpeter recognised that innovation 

was crucial for economic development (Lzzarotti, Dalfovo, and Hoffman, 2011) and 

encouraged countries to establish innovation-driven and knowledge based economies. More 

recently, economists have reiterated the need for governments to implement policies that will 

encourage smart (innovation-led), inclusive, and sustainable economic growth (see for 

example Mazzacuto, 2017). This emphasises the need for countries to create, diffuse, absorb, 

and use knowledge to achieve social and economic progress. And recognises the long-term 

relationship knowledge has with the economy through its ability to ignite and fuel growth by 

being a source of new and improved economic activity.  

The growing importance of innovation as an input in the industrial process has given rise to a 

new field of economics known as evolutionary economics. Evolutionary economics views an 

economic system as part of a continuing process that is a product of societal evolution 

characterised by political and social institutions (Boulding, 1991).  Accordingly, evolutionary 

economists see the economy as a platform for economic agents to tinker with ideas and adapt 

to novelty and put emphasis in the processes of learning, technological change, and 

adaptation (Dosi and Nelson, 1994). To that extent, Foster and Holzl (2004) explain that in 

evolutionary economics, the economy is viewed as a complex adaptive system that changes 

qualitatively over time, such that current economic growth can be explained through an 

understanding of previous upsurges in technological change (see Oyenyinka, 2018).  

Technological change is defined as the overall process of invention, innovation, and diffusion 

of technologies. The importance of the past in understanding technological progress and 

innovation in general is demonstrated by the fact that “inventions, when they are first 

introduced or patented, are typically very far from the form that they embody when they 

eventually achieve widespread diffusion” (Mowery and Rosenberg, 1998: 3). Mowery and 

Rosenberg (1998) observe that the economic effects of new inventions requires considerable 

time and resources, which must go towards “incremental learning, modification, and 

refinement along with the often prolonged process of adoption of these new 

technologies”(pg. 2).  

Whereas the definition for innovation varies, what is key is the adoption of a new idea. 

Damanpour (1999) defined innovation as the adoption of an idea or behaviour; be it a system, 

policy, program, device, process, product, or service that is new to the implementing 

organisation (Nassar and Faloye, 2015). According to this definition, the innovation need not 

be new to the rest of the world. The definition further recognises that knowledge is a critical 

production input and essential building block for innovation (Arocena and Sutz, 2012; Wehn 

and Montalvo, 2018). Worth noting is that the fundamental parts of the knowledge base are 

not formalised: they are tacit and emerge from routine basic learning-by-doing, using and –

interaction (see Lundvall, 1998). 

Therefore, innovation constitutes a stock of knowledge and skill that is created over time. 

Writing in 1988, von Hippel recognises that the sources of innovation vary greatly depending 

on the nature of the innovation. The author observed that some innovations come from the 

users of the innovation while others come from suppliers of innovation related components 

and materials. In other areas, innovation springs up from conventional wisdom – where 

manufacturers are the leading providers of innovation (von Hippel, 1988). As von Hippel 

(1988) observes, major product innovations in some fields are usually produced by users of 

the product than suppliers and manufacturers. Similarly, firms use “tradition to compete 
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successfully by investing not only in the re-use and re-discovery of old knowledge and 

competencies, but also in the internalisation of all the intangible assets, such as values and 

culture, that contribute to the characterisation of the tradition” (Petruzelli and Albino (2012: 

33). 

2.2 The traditional industrial sector:  The forerunner of industrial activity 

The recognition of the historical nature of innovation – exemplified by values and culture at 

the household-, community-, and firm-level - has led to renewed interests in the traditional 

sources of innovation. It has also become appealing to science technology and innovation 

pundits and has attracted a lot of attention under the banner of indigenous knowledge. Hool 

and Jauhiainen (2018) contend that integrating indigenous knowledge with national systems 

of innovation could create comparative advantage and positive societal change in developing 

countries. 

The traditional sector (food and handicraft industries) has emerged as the leading user of such 

knowledge where the employment of traditional ingredients
1
 and methods are increasingly 

recognised and appreciated by consumers (Petruzelli and Albino, 2012). Policymakers have 

responded by anchoring policy strategies around these sectors with tourism being the largest 

benefactor. This growing interest in traditional artefacts as sources of innovation is also 

witnessed at the institutional level, as revealed by several initiatives aimed at sustaining and 

promoting the traditional values of geographical areas
2
, as well as by the number of 

consulting firms that have seen a new business opportunity in the discovery of tradition” 

(Petruzelli and Albino, 2012: 34).  

Gupta, et al., (2005) reports that about 60% of anticancer and 75% of anti-infective drugs 

approved from 1981 to 2002 are traceable to natural origins and based on IKS. According to  

Hirsch-Kreinsen (2015) traditional industries (low-medium technology industries) 

contributed 51% of value addition in the manufacturing sector in 2010. Moreover, studies 

have demostrated that traditional industrial sectors contribute to social and economic 

development largely through export earnings, income generation, and job creation (Briggs, 

2013;Mohi-ud-din, et al., 2014; Yang, et al., 2018). Therefore, scholars (see Aghion and 

Howitt,1998; Griffith, et al., 2004; Oyelaran-Oyeyinka, 2018) have emphasised that for 

developing countries to achieve accumulative growth indigenous capacities for innovation 

and knowledge generation should be developed.  

 “Tradition” and “indigenous knowledge” as inputs in traditional industries have received 

considerable attention (see for example De Massis et al., 2016). Petruzzelli and Albino (2012) 

discuss that traditional industries are characterised by the practical development of skills and 

knowledge developed over generations and generations while De Massis et al. (2016) show 

that they have been an important source of innovation for family businesses. Against this 

backdrop, understanding the sources of innovation in a country is important to develop and 

inform mission-oriented innovation policy. 

3.0 Methods and Data  

The study draws from qualitative and quantitative data sourced from the Eswatini national 

museum, national archives, journals, old research papers, newsletters, national reports, 

newspapers and government institutions. Primary data was collected through semi-structured 

                                                            
1 This could be cooking and or weaving ingredients 
2 See for instance the project funded by the Confindustria, the Italian Industrial Association, aimed at 
identifying and promoting the development of firms' historical archives and museums 
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interviews with 129 producers and vendors in the traditional medicine, traditional food and 

handicraft sectors. Purposive sampling was used to access producers and vendors in the 

Manzini, Mbabane, and Ezulwini market places. The study reached 41 male and 86 female 

producers in the traditional sectors. These areas were selected because it is where a majority 

of producers sell their products. Descriptive analysis was used to understand the 

characteristics of producers and vendors in the traditional sector, their level of innovation, 

innovative practices, and knowledge and skill transfer in the sector. The results of the survey 

are presented in the next section. 

4.0 Innovation in Eswatini  

This section provides a non-exhaustive documentation of innovative activities and practices 

in Eswatini from a historical perspective. Insights into the historical patterns of innovation in 

Eswatini are provided with the aid of a qualitative search of literature on historical events, 

industrial development, and indigenous knowledge practise.  

4.0.1 Culture, Indigenous Knowledge, and Development in Eswatini 

Indigenous knowledge has been significant in the development of Eswatini, especially in 

rural communities. It has shaped the country’s culture and traditions, and is embedded in all 

sectors of development including the social, economic, institutional, and environmental. The 

ingenuity of the local people is highlighted throughout the early years of development – with 

significant discoveries. For instance, the Lebombo bone is one of the oldest mathematical 

calculation tools originating from the Kingdom of Eswatini (Bangura, 2014). Similarly, 

textile, craft, pottery, iron smelting, and woodcarving exemplify some of the tangible 

culturally productive economic activities that have a long history of existence in Eswatini.  

Through tinkering with indigenous knowledge systems (IKS), Emaswati learned from long 

lineages of family practise and societal change how to make, model, and innovate to meet 

different social and economic needs at the household level. For example, Emaswati used to 

make pestle and mortar from wood to pond maize into coarse mealie - meal. They then 

moved to using grinding stone, which made maize softer. Colonisation and modernisation, 

exposed the country to machines, which replaced the grinding stone - robbing them of their 

innate capabilities to tinker with, and develop the grinding stone further as per their needs at 

the household-level. Nowadays, rural communities use western hammer mills to mill maize.  

In agriculture, Emaswati moved from using a traditional hoe to the introduction and use of 

oxen-pulled ploughing implements and tractors. Dlamini (2010) records that farmers long 

considered seed improvement through seed selection and the employment of sound 

agronomic practices. Farmers employed traditional seed selection processes of well 

performing seeds and used soil preservation and tilling techniques. For instance, farmers 

moved from cultivating in steep slopes (that did not require soil preparation) to using old 

kraal manure and plant residue in land preparation, and mixed cropping/ intercropping to 

reduce crop failure and increase food output. Similarly, after harvesting maize was dried to 

make emancobo(boiled corn) and imbhasha(grilled corn) which would be eaten during the 

off-season period. Traditional agro-processing methods for the preservation of vegetables like 

drying were also common among communities (Masarirambi et al., 2010).  

Worth noting is that, like anywhere in the world, indigenous knowledge and practice differs 

intra and inter community in the Eswatini society. Communities use practices and products 

based on their commonality or based on the availability of raw materials. The way that 

different communities produce different artefacts differs with each community; for example, 
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in some areas women weave grass mats using an indigenous platform
3
 to lay the grass whilst 

in others they lay the grass on their laps (Mavuso, 2019:pers.comm). The variation in 

traditional production practices of the same products – as demonstrated here - all contributes 

to the uniqueness of different patterns and variation in product quality from one community 

to the next. 

Emaswati were creative in the use of and identification of traditional plants and fauna for 

healing. In what is arguably the first documentation of traditional plants in Eswatini, Adeniji 

et al. (1998) records some of these traditional plants, their scientific names and their uses by 

traditional healers. Green and Makhubu (1984) contend that the use of traditional medicine is 

deeply rooted in culture and is closely linked with the beliefs on the causes of sickness. 

Therefore, aims to provide holistic healing to a patient: be it spiritual, physical, or emotional. 

In the Manzini region Amuson (2010) identified at least 35 species of medicinal plants used 

for treating 23 diseases and 5 magico-medical conditions. Notwithstanding that the healing 

properties of traditional medicine are still widely contested in Western literature, Sibandze et 

al. (2010) show that the effectiveness of some traditional medicines used by traditional 

healers in Eswatini have a scientific grounding. 

Emaswati of yesterday also developed mechanisms for resource and environmental 

management. Dlamini (2019: pers. Comm.) from  the Swaziland National Trust Commission 

(SNTC) observed that, traditional institutions (under the chief) guided the processes of 

harvesting wild flora and fauna - including material for traditional weaving which also 

prevented overharvesting and allowed regeneration. Manyatsi (2011) illustrates that 

traditional communities used the knowledge of nature and the environment to predict weather 

patterns, or protect themselves from hydrological disasters. This enabled the development 

and institutionalisation of conservation and storage practices in preparation for droughts and 

as aids in the selection of drought tolerant crops at the household level.  

These practices worked very well in informing a continuation of innovations at the household 

level. However, in most cases, these practices have been abandoned, which has increased the 

strain on the environment and vulnerability in communities. For example, Dludlu et al. 

(2017) document that in some regions of the country traditional medicine is endangered 

because of overexploitation, whereas Mohammed (2017) reports high vulnerability in times 

of drought. The abandonment of collective harvesting methods of natural flora and fauna has 

led to environmental degradation in many parts of the country, which has compromised rural 

economic activities - and as such the contribution of the rural sector to economic growth – 

causing a rise in rural poverty (see EHIES, 2010).  

From an innovation point of view, the abandonment of these practices and the use of 

indigenous knowledge to inform economic activities imply that the country is losing out in 

using its stock of indigenous knowledge to anchor the development and implementation of 

uniquely Swazi economic strategies to ensure that people are in charge of their own 

development and less dependent on government for relief. But how have Emaswati used 

indigenous knowledge in the past to inform industrial activity? Put differently, is there 

evidence that the country has used its indigenous knowledge stock to innovate and produce 

uniquely Eswatini products? The next section answers this question. 

4.0.2 A History of industrial development in Eswatini 

In the 1980s, Eswatini experienced high growth rates of economic activity. At the beginning 

of industrial development in Eswatini, the government and development partners were at the 

                                                            
3 Called imbongolo or donkey 
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forefront of all development initiatives. Prior to independence, the Colonial Development 

Corporation (CDC) established numerous activities in the country that created a platform for 

commercialising innovation. In 1936-1937, Eswatini tax formed 41% of national revenue. 

During this time, the country experienced high levels of unemployment, low agricultural 

productivity, and no exports. However, through development of the manufacturing sector and 

investment in the development of local manufacturing enterprises the country developed its 

industrial sector such that by 1962, Eswatini did not depend only on one export commodity 

but processed goods and manufacturing surpassed mineral exports for the first time. 

Crown (1968) reports that in October 1937, a butter factory was established in Manzini with 

the help of the colonial development welfare funds. The establishment of the butter factory, 

and other fruit and citrus orchards were made possible by the introduction of road transport 

services in 1928 (Scutt, 1966). After 1937, the country moved towards the establishment of 

mineral exploration initiatives in asbestos, Tin, Barytes, and Iron ore. The extractive industry 

led to the establishment of the first electric power station at Dwaleni as the need for energy to 

drive big industrial machinery, especially in the mining sector, increased. During this time, 

Eswatini’s development pattern was need based. Innovation came from the adoption of 

knowledge from abroad, and the identification of new industrial opportunity. Similarly, most 

industrial initiatives were being established for the very first time in the country and the need 

to establish adequate roads and rails infrastructure to offload farm and other primary outputs 

in both local and international markets escalated. On November 5, 1964, His Majesty King 

Sobhuza II opened the first railway line in the country, which was 220km long.  

In 1955, the CDC introduced the Swaziland irrigation scheme project. Hunt (2010) reports 

that the scheme came with experimental trials meant to stimulate the production of bananas, 

barley, jute, lupins, peppers, peas, and other vegetables in the Lubombo region. In 1957, King 

Sobhuza II opened the 245m weir and 67Km water canal in Mhlume (Hunt, 2010) as the 

foundational infrastructure for the irrigation project. Whereas the construction of the canal 

provided employment to 15, 000 people in 1960, it also led to the establishment of the sugar 

industry in the country, which has grown at exceptional rates since its establishment, and 

continues to sustain the economy of Eswatini. The founding of large forestry and irrigated 

agriculture plantations led to the establishment of processing industries such as 2 sugar mills, 

a pulp factory, three timber processing plants, a fruit canning factory, and a malt factory 

(Crown, 1968; Doble, 2010).  

All the above mentioned industries were anchored on research and development. The 

Swaziland Annual Report of 1966 reports that research played an important role in the 

farming industry, and provided information on the performance of various cultivars and crop 

varieties around the country, to enhance agricultural productivity. The Malkerns Research 

Station founded in 1955, was at the forefront of agricultural research. Some of the research 

that was conducted at the station focused on the evaluation of regional maize varieties, which 

aided crop selection and improved yields. The country also conducted research on legumes 

such as groundnuts, jugo beans, and other oil seeds. Focus was also given to cotton and wheat 

and on vegetables and fruits such as mushrooms, tomatoes and, strawberries to name a few 

(Times of Swaziland, 1978). Given the magnitude at which agriculture was receiving 

attention; Eswatini also created the country’s first ever locally manufactured tractor
4
. This 

was a low cost tractor engineered to directly meet the needs of local agriculture producers 

who cultivated small pieces of land. The tractor was also a multipurpose machine that came 

                                                            
4 This tractor was named Tinkhabi, a local name meaning oxens. 
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with implements for pumping water, sawing fire wood, generating electricity, and milling 

maize which are activities common in the everyday lives of Emaswati. 

The investments made into the agriculture sector gave rise to an improvement in agricultural 

production in terms of area planted and in terms of yields per hectare, enabling large-scale 

improvement in secondary industries. Indeed, throughout the 70s and 80s, Eswatini nurtured 

and established a variety of manufacturing companies that benefited directly from the success 

that the country realised in agriculture. Maasdrop (1974) reports that in 1972; there were 63 

enterprises in the manufacturing sector. This included cement manufacturing, garment 

producing factories, a yarn spinning company, carpet manufacturing, and a chemical fertiliser 

manufacturing company - established in 1976. Projects were also established to engage local 

villagers in the production of other amenities using locally available inexpensive materials 

(Times of Swaziland, 1978). These included a charcoal fridge, solar water heater, solar drier, 

solar cooker, groundnut sheller and others. 

The rise in industrial activity increased the country’s ability to export and brought with it a 

need for other amenities such as telecommunications and other technologies needed to 

connect the country to the rest of the world.  The radio or wireless system in the country was 

opened on April 19, 1966. The Swaziland Broadcasting and Information Services started 

operations in 1964 and officially opened in 1966. At the same time and owing to 

technological development in Eswatini, the country saw the introduction of two movie 

cinemas. The Finnish company Salora also manufactured television sets and radios in 

Eswatini, progressing from producing Hi-Fi sets to small portable sized radios. Salora also 

manufactured their own mechanical parts instead of importing them from South Africa. The 

company took advantage of the vocational skills produced at the Swaziland College of 

Technology (SCOT), which was found to be of high calibre and matched the needs of radio 

and TV production. The calibre of skill produced by SCOT was matched by the European 

company to that of Europe (Times of Swaziland, 1978). 

The expectation by now (2019) is that industrial activity in Eswatini would have matured. 

However, the country has not been able to push industrial development with the same vigour 

and zeal that was experienced in the 70s and 80s. Industrial development has declined, while 

the entrant of new commodities in the market is slow and rather stagnant, with little 

improvement on the commodities that were established in the early stages of Eswatini’s 

development. Other companies are struggling and some have shut down altogether. Whereas 

Eswatini once had a vibrant national system of innovation, that has disintegrated. For 

instance, the cotton industry used to be supported by research and development at the 

Malkerns Research Station, an activity that ceased.  

Likewise, the development of the tinkhabi tractor shows that the incorporation of modern 

knowledge and technology with indigenous knowledge led to the development of products 

that solved local problems. However, the country’s over-reliance on foreign direct investment 

and the inability to benefit from knowledge and skills transfer in the multi-national 

companies (MNCs) is partly to blame for the economic stasis that Eswatini finds herself in. 

Additionally, the closure of companies also robbed the country of its existing stock of tacit 

knowledge and prolonged industrial inactivity means that the people with those skills 

eventually forgot them. This section shows that to create a vibrant economic activity, focus 

would have to be given to the domestic industrial sector through the use of a combination of 

modern technologies and knowledge and indigenous capacities of knowledge creation and 

skill. 

4.1 The traditional sector in Eswatini 
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4.1 Handicraft 

Some of the products produced in Eswatini’s handicraft sector include grass products 

(baskets, mats, bowls), wooden products, stone art, traditional wear, bead-work, footwear, 

pottery, glass products, cosmetics, woven clothing and welded products. Traditional attire is 

one of the products that is mostly purchased by consumers, usually during cultural events 

such as umtsimba, incwala, buganu, and umhlanga. Things such as brooms, beads, bags and 

baskets are also among the highly consumed goods in this sector. 

Table 4.1.1 also shows that handicraft producers are largely female and possess high school 

and secondary education. A majority of people employed in the handicraft sector are in the 

age bracket 25-35 years old and have operated their businesses for less than 10 years.  

Table 4.1.1: General characteristics of handicraft producers 

Age 

group 

in 

years 

Gender 

 

 Level of Education Period in business (years) 

male female did not 

go to 

school 

primary 

school 

secondary 

school 

high 

school 

tertiary below 10 11 to 

29  

above 

30 

25-35 10 22 3 8 6 12 3 21 11 0 

36-45 5 21 2 5 9 10 0 17 9 0 

46-55 10 17 3 6 7 7 4 7 17 3 

above 

56 

4 14 2 4 3 6 3 4 10 4 

Total 29 74 10 23 25 35 10 49 47 7 

Source: Authours using survey data 

Notes: Table shows demographics of producers in the craft sector. 

In understanding technological change in the handicraft sector, Figure 4.1.1 shows that 

family relations are the most used for knowledge and skill ransfer (38%), followed by 

learning from neighbours and friends 27%, self-taught 15%, learning at work and formal 

training instition/settings 11% and gift or vision 1%. However, 86% producers in the sector 

innovate, but most of the innovations are market innovations (53%). Product innovation 

accounts for 15%, process innovation 14% and organisational innovation 4%. Innovation is 

largely changes in the patterns, designs, shapes, packaging, colours of products and materials 

used to make products. There is also a high copy-cat sydrome focused on tourists (big five 

souvenier prroduction). Development of new and abstract products is met with no customer 

support.  

Eswatini’s handicraft sector is largely reliant on natural resources (30%) and local producers 

(22%)  for its raw material. Only 26% of the raw material is sourced abroad, 17% is from 

supermarkets and 5% is recycled material. However, the scarcity of raw material (in terms of 

access) is a major constraint in handicraft, followed by infrastructure, a low customer base, 

and regulation, prices, standards and quality assurance (see Figure 4.1.1). Infrastructure is not 

enough for the sale and safe storage of products, and where it is provided it is hidden from 

open and easy access to customers.  

Figure 4.1.1: Constraints in the handicraft sector 
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Source: Authours using survey data 

Notes:  Diagram shows the challenges faced by producers in the handicraft sector.  

 

In terms of demand for craft prodcuts Figure 4.1.2 shows that only 10 or less people purchase 

craft goods a day, however, on an everyday basis. This can also be associated with the fact 

that some producers produce for wholesale. Handicraft producers sustain their businesses 

through personal savings, improving products, ensuring they have an adequate or constant 

supply of goods and good business management. 

Figure 4.1.2: The demand for handicraft products 

 
Source : Authors using survey data 

Notes : Diagram shows that while a few people buy handicraft, they mostly buy everyday. 

When asked if they think that the industry will continue to exist, producers largely believed 

that the growth of tourism and culture will be a determining factor for this growth. Moreover, 

the continued use and improvement of their products, and an increased customer base will 

ensure that the industry grows. Therfore suggest that advertising, improved infrastructure, 

institutional support and expanding the market could play an impactful role. 

Nonetheless Eswatini’s craft sector still contributes largely to the country’s GDP by way of 

exports and employment creation. For instance, Swazi candles, Ngwenya Glass, Tinstaba and 

Gone rural largely produce for export and have created a lot of employment opportunities. 

When it was established in 1985 Tinstaba employed only 12 women, now it has over 800 

employees. This shows that there is great potential in the growth of the handicraft sector. 
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The success of companies like Swazi candles and Tinstaba was associated with factors such 

as international exposure (of employees and owners of the business), quality management, 

branding and e-commerce, use of technology and equipment, and spatial connectivity. These 

practices were found to be different in the well established companies compared to the 

general handicraft sector producers. 

Lastly, the companies acknowledge that art is a skill that takes a lot of time. These companies 

build on skills and competences that artists already have, hence easily hone their creativity 

and innovativeness to easily come up with new ideas and new creations. 

4.2 The traditional medicine sector 

There is a diversity of plants and herbs used in traditional medicine by different traditional 

healers in Eswatini. Traditional medicines are prepared from locally available plants, trees, 

roots, stem bark, and flowers based on the indigenous knowledge of the practitioner. 

Traditional healers have different medicine for treating anaemia, coughs, detoxing, sexually 

transmitted infections, ulcers, eye infections and other illnesses. The commonly administered 

medicine was said to be umhlabelo – for healing bone fracture and surgical injuries, Libovu 

(for burns, cramps, and for kids with diarrhoea), luselele (for blood flow and circulation), and 

timbita (medical mixtures of indigenous plants, herbs, roots). The commonly used timbita are 

those that treat headaches, sores (luhlanga), traditional viagra, diabetes, hypertension, lucky 

charms, and illnesses that were not detected or treated by western medicine.  

Traders and practitioners in the traditional medicine sector stated that even though traditional 

medicine was not accepted by law, it still acted as a complement to modern medicine. They 

still received large numbers of patients who came straight to them or who had failed to get 

assistance in western medicine. Table 4.2.1 shows the characteristics of producers in the 

traditional medicine sector. Traditional healers surveyed were largely male with primary or 

secondary education, and a majority have operated businesses for less than 10 years. 

Table 4.2.1: General characteristics of  producers in the traditional medicine sector 

Age 

group 

in 

years 

Gender Level of Education Period in business 

male female did not go to 

school 

primary 

school 

secondary 

school 

high 

school 

tertiary below 

10 

11 to 

29 

above 

30 

25-35 5 0 1 1 1 2 0 4 1 0 

36-45 4 0 0 0 2 1 1 2 2 0 

46-55 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 

above 

56 

2 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 

Total 12 0 1 3 4 3 1 6 4 2 

Source: Authors using survey data 

Notes: Table shows demographics of producers in the traditional medicine sector. Some of 

the people selling traditional medicine are not healers themselves, but sell traditional plants 

and herbs (herbalists).  

The source of knowledge of the healing properties of plants is received through family 

members (58%) where the knowledge and skill is transferred through family lineages. The 

other larger share of source of knowledge in this sector is the gift or vision (emaphupho) 

(34%) and formal training only constitutes 8%. Most herbalists receive their knowledge 

through family members, and traditional healers receive it through gifts and visions. 
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A majority of people in this sector (33%) have maintained the knowledge they have for the 

production of medicine and its preparation as it is, while a few have introduced some kind of 

innovation. Process, product, market, and organisational innovations have been 8%, 25%, 

17%, and 17%, respectively. Product innovation constitutes significant improvement in the 

materials and components of their products. Most of the producers (56%) rely on naturally 

available resources for raw material while 38% import some of the plants from other 

countries, and 6% use local producers. 

However, regulation, prices, standards and quality assurance, scarcity of raw material and 

social beliefs about traditional medicine are the major constraints in the traditional medicine 

sector. There is no clear legislative framework that allows for the exploration of plants and 

animals for medicinal purposes. The sector has a very large customer base in the country. 

With a majority of the healers receiving a minimum of 11 to 20 clients a day, while some 

receive up to 50 or more clients (see figure 4.2.1). Producers pointed out that they sustain 

their businesses through interpersonal relations with customers, improving knowledge and 

skill on traditional medicine and ensuring that they always have an adequate supply of 

medicine. 

Figure 4.2.1: The demand for traditional medicine 

 
Source : Authors using survey data 

Notes : Diagrams shows the number of clients for traditional medicine on a daily basis from 

different producers/healers. 

When asked if they think the industry will continue to grow in future they pointed out that 

due to the increase in the number of customers and a continued improvement of the products, 

the sector will continue to exist for years to come. However they lamented that improvements 

need to be made in the institutional support for traditional medicine, especially with the 

Criminal Act of 1889, the Ministry of Health policies and Environmental policies. The 

provision of quality assurance measures, standards and improved pricing would also uplift 

the sector, while improved knowledge and skill are also important for the industry to flourish 

(see figure 4.2.2), this is followed by the need for the sustainable harvesting of natural 

resources and access to technology and equipment. 

Figure 4.2.2: Opportunities to improve the traditional medicine sector 
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Source : Authors using survey data 

Notes: Diagram shows the views of producers in the traditional medicine sector on how the 

sector can be improved. 

 

However traditional medicine products are also sold in large pharmacies such as the Dups 

herbal medicine store, and Matsapha Pharmacy. Dups has expanded to different parts of the 

country, owning 4 branches currently, which shows the extent of the potential for traditional 

medicine in the country and its consumption.  Dups has become the largest  supplier and 

retailer of traditional medicine products in Eswatini. The company works in collaboration 

with traditional healers from all over the country. Other products selling in Eswatini are made 

from natural fruit and plants such as Swazi secrets which sells and exports amarula oil and 

cosmetic products. The amarula oil has been proven to provide health effects for the skin and 

bones. 

4.3 The traditional food sector 

The study finds that the traditional food sector largely constitutes of green traditionally grown 

vegetables. This includes pigweed (imbuya), vegetable jute (ligusha), black jack (chuchuza), 

bitter gourd (inkaka), cowpeas (tinhlumaya), pumpkin leaves (umbhidvo wetintsanga). 

Commonly purchased foods include, grounded peanuts, indigenous chicken, inkaka, umfuso, 

incwancwa, and emasi lavutjiwe. Foods such as sidvudvu, umkhunso, siphuphe, umncushu are 

not largely sold in the traditional food sector. Producers working in this sector mentioned that 

the rise of different illnesses has given rise to the recognition of traditional food as a key 

component of daily meals. Customers also prefer that traditional food is cooked and prepared 

in the traditional way, which preserves nutrients and has no additives.  For instance, retailers 

pointed out that customers preferred buying inkaka  to use as a vegetable, spice, and green tea 

because of its medicinal and health properties. Table 4.3.1 shows the characteristics of 

producers in the traditional food sector. 

Table 4.3.1: General characteristics 

Age 

group 

in 

years 

Gender Level of Education period in business 

male female did not go to 

school 

primary 

school 

secondary 

school 

high 

school 

tertiary below 

10 

11 to 

29 

above 

30 

25-35 0 3 1 0 2 0 0 2 1 0 

36-45 0 6 1 0 3 2 0 5 1 0 

46-55 0 5 0 0 3 2 0 2 3 0 

Total 0 14 2 0 8 4 0 9 5 0 

Source: Authors using survey data 

Notes: Table shows demographics of producers in the traditional food sector. 
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A majority of businesses operating in the traditional food sector are owned by women, with 

secondary or high school education. These businesses have operated in the sector for mostly 

less than 10 years, with a few others operating between 11 to 29 years. Similar to handicraft 

and traditional medicine sector family is a major source of knowledge and skill in the food 

sector, contributing more than 50%. Figure 4.3.1 also shows that  knowledge about food and 

cooking is also obtainable from the workplace or from observing others and self-practice is 

also important. 

Figure 4.3.1: Sources of knowledge and skill in the traditional food sector 

 
Source: Authors using survey data 

Notes:  Self-taught means practice from observation with no guidance whatsoever, and learnt 

from someone means any member of the community, be it a neighbour or friend. 

However innovation is very low in this sector. Businesses that do not innovate were found to 

be 64% , with only 29% of the businesses introducing  process innovations and 7%  market 

innovations. this was in the introduction of new cooking techniques. The traditional food 

sector relies on local producers for their raw material (53%), supermarkets (27%), readily 

available natural resources (13%) and import 7%. This illustrates the importance of a vibrant 

agricultural sector and opportunities for small-scale farmers. In addition interpersonal skills 

play an important role among producers in this sector.   

The traditional food sector experiences the highest number of customers between 21-50 

people a day (see figure 4.3.2). However, challenges in the industry are associated with the 

lack of financial management skills in the business, and the seasonality of some vegetables 

and plants. This presents an opportunity for processing and preservation of goods for sale off-

season. Nonetheless, business owners in the sector believe that increased use and 

improvement on food products will ensure growth and development of the sector. They 

further suggest that advertising, access to finance and improved access and sustainability of 

raw material is important. 

Figure 4.3.2: The demand for traditional food  
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Source: Authors using study data 

Notes: Diagrams shows the number of clients for traditional food on a daily basis from 

different producers. 

 

5.0 Discussion  

Traditionally, Emaswati innovated because of the need to meet different household needs and 

challenges, such as food production, utensils, preservation and sustainability during disasters. 

Global technological developments, government policy, the identification of niche markets, 

new market opportunities and changes in lifestyle and society have also contributed to 

making Emaswati innovate. Though high levels of innovation were experienced in the 

adoption and utilisation of modern technology and equipment, invention remained minimal 

and almost non-existent. 

In the early stages of industrialisation in Eswatini innovation was spurred by an innovation 

system that provided highly skilled personnel, high quality technical skill, and research and 

development, which drew FDI to the country. Moreover, Emaswati  were willing to break 

ground and try out new technologies and local production. This was characterised by the 

incorporation of traditional indigenous knowledge with modern technology to come up with 

new and innovative products such as the tinkhabi tractor which responded to a local way of 

life. Development was supported by the establishment of supportive institutions to encourage 

the establishment of new industries in the country. 

The study finds that producers in the traditional sector have introduced new patterns, designs, 

and colours to their craft, new methods of preparing traditional foods or making traditional 

medicines and moved away from indigenous sources of fibre in response to the country’s 

evolving environmental legislation that encourages the protection of indigenous plants. 

However, while there is potential growth in the traditional industries, there is very little 

producer-driven innovation in the pursuance of industrial development. This is associated 

with a number of challenges that affect production and hinder innovation. As such, the 

scarcity of raw material, low demand for products, lack of access to new markets, 

infrastructure, and the inadequacy of regulation, prices, standards and quality assurance 

measures have an impact on the level of innovation in the traditional sector. In addition, a 

majority of producers have high school education or lower, hence lack the technical capacity 

to adopt and utilise new technology.  

The study finds that the transfer of knowledge and skill in the traditional sector happens 

through social systems and social interactions. Traditional industries have the potential to 

create opportunities and knowledge sharing among communities. Considering that learning 

processes are key determinants of innovative activities, it is important for Eswatini to 

deliberately create linkages between traditional knowledge systems and robust economic 

activity. This includes deliberately targeting science and technology efforts for the 

exploration and improvement of local products. For instance the utilisation of biotechnology 

in the agricultural and traditional medicine sectors to increase the shelf-life of traditional 

foods and medicine, and the introduction of new agricultural varieties of indigenous plants 

and seeds.  

In addition collective approaches to development are necessary to meet the needs and 

demands of the traditional sector. For instance, clustering communities to enable a deepening 

in the local knowledge base, widening linkages with external sources of new information and 

knowledge such as suppliers, material, machinery, new markets, etc. Mytelka and Farinelli 

(2000) also suggest using policy and different stimuli to stimulate new habits and practices 
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within community clusters, such as introducing cluster oriented banking, learning and 

investment. 

There are prospects for deepening value chains through locally supplying inputs, and the 

exploitation of new opportunities through enhancing technological capability. The study finds 

that natural resources and local producers are the main source of inputs. This means local 

production of some input materials could lead to the creation of new technical proficiencies 

in industrial activity (such as agriculture) and create a comparative advantage in some 

economic areas. Some of the 45,6% imported material can also be manufactured locally. The 

food and handicraft sector play a key role in the growth of local producers and small scale 

farming. On the other hand, the tourism needs to focus on a whole lifestyle and culture 

through traditional cuisine, such as in France and Italy is necessary.  

By creating value in traditional industries the country stands to benefit from the development 

of local productive capacities through the manufacturing sector. For instance, taking 

umhlabelo in the traditional medicine sector, sisal petroleum jelly (halboma) in handicraft, 

and inkaka in traditional food; R&D can provide scientific proof of its healing and curative 

power, while quality controls and product branding would ensure that the products meet 

international standards for export. Material science in the handicraft sector provides 

opportunities for the study of different material used in craft, its durability, sustainability, and 

how it can be improved and integrated with modern technology to produce new products. 

Investment in R&D is necessary to understand the content of IKS and opportunities for this 

local stock of knowledge in the country. This will create value for local products, culture and 

lifestyle, create employment for scientists, manufactures, and retailers, and ensure that rural 

communities benefit from industrial development. 

Conversely, the exploration of the potential development of the traditional sector into an 

economically viable sector requires policy to address the demand and supply side factors 

inhibiting production in the traditional sector. For example,  increasing access to new 

equipment and technology, quality assurance, price controls, research and development, 

spatial connectivity and the creation of a local demand for local products. Kenneth Husted 

argues that a sizeable market is not a means to innovation but firms need more collaborative 

customers to grow and develop new technologies. Therefore a local demand for locally 

produced goods is fundamental if the traditional sector is to grow as an industrial 

powerhouse. For example, procurement policy could be used to create demand for locally 

produced products, encourage innovation, and the establishment of new industries. 

On the other hand, there is a need to increase the interaction between sectors such as the 

traditional industries with technology sectors such as the ICT sector. While the traditional 

industrial sector has largely been characterised by people with low levels of education, the 

fact that a younger generation (25-35 year olds) of people is largely participating in the sector 

brings opportunities for increasing technology adoption in the sector and an opportunity to 

harness the country’s demographic dividend while providing more opportunities for 

economic activity. Nonetheless, issues of ownership, intellectual property, and beneficiation 

are fundamental to the growth of the sector. Ensuring that indigenous knowledge is sustained 

and preserved is an important aspect, hence national infrastructure should support the 

evolutionary process of technological deepening and learning in the traditional sector. 

6.0  Conclusion 

The study sought to document a historical perspective of innovation in Eswatini and assess 

the potential of the traditional industries as a new source of economic growth in Eswatini. 

Based on the evolutionary theory of economics the study provides a review of the innovation 
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process in the economic system of Eswatini from the indigenous knowledge systems through 

to its industrial development. The study documented the stock of innovative practices, 

activities and artefacts in Eswatini such as in the agricultural and industrial sectors. it 

concludes that innovation in Eswatini has been prompted by the needs of 

producers/households, changes in policy, and as a form of response to societal, technological, 

and global change. This has been characterised by the adoption of technology and 

identification of new industrial opportunities. The study finds that the traditional sector could 

be a viable source of new growth in Eswatini, however, there is a need to address the demand 

and supply side factors that inhibit production and innovation. The traditional sector could 

contribute to GDP growth through value addition in the manufacturing sector, increased 

agricultural activity, increased export earnings, employment creation, tourism and culture 

industry, and increasing income generation activities at the household level which will lead to 

improve livelihoods. Since producers in the traditional sector already posse tacit knowledge 

and skill for production there is a need to support the sector with new information through 

research and development, access to new technology and equipment, infrastructure, quality 

control and assurance and institutional support. Building technological capacities and 

absorptive capabilities is also important to increase the level of innovation in the traditional 

sector, therefore using technology to create value and reduce inequalities. Thus new sources 

of growth can be found in the integration of modern technology with indigenous knowledge 

systems as a foundation to industrialisation for differentiation in a globalised world. As the 

country focuses on what lies ahead it shall not forget what lay behind as it presents better 

opportunities for innovation at all levels of firm development.  

7.0 Recommendations 

The study recommends the following: 

 Improve measures and support activities to capture the knowledge base and 

capabilities of traditional sector firms.  

 Identify and strengthen the preservation of indigenous plants and herbs on the verge 

of extinction. 

 Develop industrial strategies that encourage productive economic activities and 

innovation through complete value chain development. For instance by providing 

relaxed policies for communities manufacturing for export or providing R&D and 

commercialisation support or incubation for the whole value chain. 

 Promote networks or the establishment of associations among communities to 

encourage the sharing of production costs, collective resourcing and production, and 

exposure to new technology and skills. 

 Increase investment in research and development (R&D) to support the development 

of new products and improvement of products in the traditional industrial sector. 

 Education sector should enhance linkages between artisans and TVET institutions to 

promote technology prospecting, adoption, and skills upgrading for producers in the 

traditional sectors. 

 Provide adequate infrastructure in ideal distribution channels and appropriate 

locations, for instance deliberate drive through -shopping areas along highways. 

 Improve the facilitation, and provision of guidance to producers on product standard 

and quality enhancement, setting of pricing systems and models, marketing policies, 

action plans, and marketing directions for product development and trade in national 

and international markets.   
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 Develop progressive standards and quality assurance systems for traditional industries 

to encourage innovation, product improvement, and build product quality capacities in 

local industries. 

 Improve policies and regulations against the use of traditional medicine to promote 

integration  and learning between traditional systems and modern medical systems. 

 Use public procurement policy to foster innovation, value addition, and increase 

demand for locally produced goods and services. 

 Build tourism value chains around communities and package the way of life of 

Emaswati in the tourism industry, for instance through the improvement of traditional 

cuisine and craft surrounding tourist attraction areas. 

 Develop intellectual property policies to support indigenous innovation and develop 

appropriate beneficiation models for rural communities and producers to benefit 

throughout the value chain. 
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