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1. Introduction 
 
The mission of the South African Medical Research Council (SAMRC) is to improve the nation's health and quality 
of life by conducting and funding relevant and responsive health research, development, innovation and research 
translation. The SAMRC is the largest local funder of health research in Southern Africa and supports high quality 
research, innovation and capacity development through a variety of grant programs and strategic partnerships. 
 
Strategic Health Innovation Partnerships (SHIP) is one of the programs within the Grants, Innovation and Product 
Development (GIPD) division of the SAMRC. SHIP is a partnership between the SAMRC, the Department of Science 
and Innovation (DSI) and other funders aimed at supporting multi-disciplinary and multi-institutional research and 
innovation projects towards the development of new or improved vaccines, therapeutics, medical devices, 
diagnostics and services in key health priority areas.  
 
The Technology Innovation Agency (TIA) is a national public entity that serves as the key institutional intervention 
to bridge the innovation chasm between research and development and commercialization. TIA achieves this 
through facilitating the translation of South Africa’s knowledge resources into sustainable socio-economic 
opportunities that improve the quality of lives for all South Africans. 
 
In January 2020, China announced a novel coronavirus, now known as SARS-CoV-2, causing a respiratory illness 
later named COVID-19. Subsequently, on 5 March 2020, South Africa announced its first laboratory-confirmed 
case of SARS-CoV-2 infection, and, on 13 March 2020, the WHO declared COVID-19 a global pandemic. In response 
to this, the SAMRC and the DSI have rapidly mobilized funding to support a substantial research and innovation 
response to COVID-19. The SAMRC/DSI have, to date, committed funding for COVID-19-related projects in the 
areas of surveillance, epidemiology, treatment, prevention, immunology and others. The SAMRC President, Prof 
Glenda Gray, is part of the Ministerial Advisory Committee tasked with facilitating the research aspects of the 
COVID-19 outbreak and reports to the Minister of Health, Dr Zwele Mkize. The SAMRC and DSI have further 
established a COVID-19 Research and Innovation Advisory Committee to advise on research and innovation 
priorities for COVID-19, as well as several task teams addressing different aspects of the response, including 
vaccines, diagnostics, treatment and prevention.  
 
A key gap identified by the task teams and Advisory Committees is the rapid detection of SARS-CoV-2 in patients 
to substantially reduce the turnaround time for diagnosing active infections, allowing faster response in terms of 
active case finding, quarantine and contact tracing. A second important gap is the increasing importance of access 
to locally produced qRT-PCR kits and reagents to reduce reliance on international supplies. The current RFA is 
aimed at addressing these gaps. The SAMRC and DSI are partnering with TIA to support projects responsive to the 
topics detailed below.  
 
2. Funding Opportunity Description 
 
2.1 SARS-CoV-2 Detection 
There are two broad categories of tests used to diagnose COVID-19. The first category of tests identifies the 
presence of the SARS-CoV-2 viral genetic material, using Reverse Transcriptase Polymerase Chain Reaction (RT-
PCR). The other main category of tests detects antibodies to the virus, which arise when the body is infected. The 
utility of these two types of tests differs. While the direct detection of virus is vital for confirming an active COVID-
19 infection and potential for transmission of the virus, antibody-based tests are more useful for identifying 
individuals who at some time have been exposed to SARS-CoV-2 and have mounted an immune response to it. 
These tests are also useful for doing seroprevalence surveys and determining the best model to deploy health 
services. Unfortunately, the utility of antibody tests is limited by the fact that antibodies to SARS-CoV-2 are 
generally only detectable between 5 and 14 days after the onset of symptoms and their longevity thereafter 
remains unknown.   
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In South Africa, testing for SARS-CoV-2 is being conducted by both the public and private sectors, with >360,000 
tests having been conducted to date. In the public sector, testing is conducted at a selection of NHLS laboratories 
using various platforms for RNA extraction (e.g. NimbusTM IVD automated [Seegene] and NucliSens EasyMAG 
[BioMerieux] semi-automated extraction systems) and RT-PCR, including GeneExpert (Cepheid), the AllplexTM 
2019-nCoV Assay (Seegene), CFX96TM IVD real-time PCR instruments (BioRad), and Roche Cobas 6800/8800 
analysers. The number of tests conducted per day has increased steadily since the start of the epidemic in South 
Africa, and is expected to rise even further, leading to a substantially increased demand for PCR reagents. These 
are currently sourced from international companies; however, an increasing global demand, fluctuating exchange 
rates and limited transport options are affecting access to these reagents. There is therefore a need to source the 
components and kits required for RNA extraction and RT-PCR locally to reduce reliance on overseas supply.  
 
Further, while the laboratory-based tests are currently the gold standard for diagnosis of SARS-CoV-2 infection, a 
key limitation is the turnaround time in receiving and reporting results. Management of the epidemic would be 
significantly improved with access to rapid, point-of-care methods for diagnosing the presence of the virus before 
patients leave the testing site or clinic.  
 
2.2 RFA Topics 
In response to the above, the SAMRC, DSI and TIA, through the SHIP program, are seeking proposals in the 
following areas: 
 
1. The development and validation of a locally resourced supply chain for components and/or kits for safe viral 

RNA extraction for RT-PCR or sample processing for antigen-based testing  
 
2. The development and validation of locally resourced nucleic acid amplification-based assay reagents / kits for 

detection of SARS-CoV-2, including the necessary assay controls, enzymes and primers  
 
3. The development of novel tests that can rapidly detect the presence of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, preferably at 

the point of care. These do not include tests for the presence of SARS-CoV-2 antibodies but could include, for 
example (but are not limited to): 
- Rapid technologies/formats for RT-PCR-based testing 
- Alternatives to PCR testing that also detect the presence of the viral genetic material 
- Rapid tests that detect the presence of the SARS-CoV-2 viral proteins and/or virus particles 

  
2.3 Important Considerations 
The RFA is aimed at components/tests/technologies for which development has already been initiated and has 
preferably progressed past proof of concept stage, either specifically for COVID-19 or for other diseases. For the 
development of local reagents, preference will be given to proposals that: 

- Are collaborative and bring together all the required expertise and capability to manufacture full kits  
- Aim to deliver kits for clinical validation within a maximum of 4-6 months 
- Will deliver kits that can be used on standard, open PCR-based systems used for COVID testing   
- Include partners able to supply reagents and/or kits under the necessary certification for diagnostic use, 

i.e. accredited manufacture partners  
 
For the development of rapid tests, preference will be given to proposals that: 

- Aim to deliver a functional prototype for clinical validation within a maximum of 4-6 months 
- Are based on technology platforms that have previously received regulatory approval for other diseases 

to reduce the regulatory timeframe 
- Repurpose existing proven diagnostic technologies for COVID-19 
- Include partners able to supply the tests under the necessary certification for diagnostic use  
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- Promise to deliver results within a maximum of 4 hours 
- Are rapidly scalable in terms of manufacture and deployment 
- Are affordable and portable, i.e. preferably do not require expensive processing equipment, readers etc. 

 
Given the substantial demand on funding for COVID-19-related research and innovation, it is expected that the 
budgets in the applications will be substantially subsidized through co-funding, contributions from the applicant 
organization and/or leveraging / repurposing of existing resources, i.e. the projects will not be funded at full cost. 
Proposals must include all necessary steps towards development, testing, and scaling of components, kits or 
devices; however, SAMRC funding may be limited to development and testing components. If required, we will 
work with the successful applicants to identify funding for the “industrial” components. Successful applicants will 
also be able to leverage clinical samples from other SAMRC-funded studies for test optimization. 

  
3. Eligibility  

 
This is an open call for proposals from researchers based at South African universities, science councils (including 
the SAMRC) and other organisations, including:  
 Any institution approved by the Minister of Higher Education Science and Technology for NRF funding 
 Locally registered not-for profit research organisations whose primary purpose is to conduct research and/or 

product development – such entities may be subject to due diligence before the award of funds 
 South African private/ for-profit small and medium enterprises involved in developing and manufacturing 

diagnostics and/or components – such entities may be subject to due diligence before the award of funds 
 
Foreign entities are not eligible to apply for funding through this RFA but may, in some cases, be included as 
collaborators if they provide a service, technology or capability that is not available among the project partners or 
among other eligible organizations. 
 
In addition to the above, applicants / principal investigators must be South African citizens or permanent residence 
holders. While there is no limit to the number of applications submitted per organization, principal investigators 
may only submit one application each as the principal investigator but may be involved in more than one 
application if listed as a co-investigator. 

 
4. Application Process and Timeline  

 
It is critical that applicants follow the instructions in this RFA. Applications will not be processed further or 
considered for funding if they:  
 
•  Are deemed non-responsive to the specific topics included in this RFA  
•  Are received after the deadline for submission  
•  Are incomplete, i.e. do not have all sections of the proposal and budget templates completed and all requested 

supporting documents attached  
•  Are from non-eligible organizations  
 
All applications must be submitted using the SAMRC Proposal and Budget templates available on the SAMRC 
website. The length of the application should not exceed 15 single-spaced A4 pages, excluding annexures, using 
Arial 11 font. The submission must include the following:  
 
 The fully completed Proposal Template signed by the relevant authority at the institution and the PI – the 

proposal may be submitted as a Word document with a separate scanned pdf with signatures or a converted 
pdf document with signatures  
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 The fully completed Budget Template in Excel – templates are provided for projects that either include only 1 
PI or multiple PIs  

 CVs of the principal investigator and co-principal investigators  
 
The full set of application documents must be emailed to ship.rfps@mrc.ac.za by 6 pm SA time on 29 May 2020. 
Any applications received after this date and time will not be accepted. 
 
The timelines for the application process are shown in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 Application timelines: 

 
RFA Release Date 13 May 2020 
Application Due Date 29 May 2020, 6pm SAST  
Peer Review of Applications June 2020 
Internal Approvals June 2020 
Notification of Awards June 2020 

 
For more information on the SAMRC’s General Terms and Conditions of Funding, including allowable and non-
allowable costs, please go to https://www.samrc.ac.za/funding/request-for-applications. 

 
5. Review and Evaluation of Proposals  

 
There will be a two-step review and evaluation process:  
1. Internal SAMRC screening for responsiveness to all the specified administrative and procedural provisions 

required in the RFA.  
2. National and international peer review to assess the scientific and economic merit (and other review criteria 

as specified below) of applications found to be responsive to the RFA.  
 
5.1 Internal screening  
All applications will be screened by the SAMRC for completeness and responsiveness to the RFA and its 
administrative requirements/provisions. If the application is found to be incomplete or unresponsive to the 
provisions and priority areas described in the RFA, or was submitted after the deadline, the application will not be 
processed further.  
 
5.2 Peer review 
Each responsive and complete application received by the due date will be reviewed by an expert review panel, 
taking into account at least the following criteria:  

 
 Technical feasibility and likelihood of success 
 Timeframe to completion of functional prototype 
 Use of proven technologies with some regulatory approval/ history  
 Compatibility with existing infrastructure 
 Turnaround time for test results 
 Scalability, portability and cost  
 Existing capacity for development and manufacture 
 Track record of the organization/team 
 Budget 
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6. Selection of Awardees  
 

The award of grants emanating from this call will be determined by a committee including representatives from 
the SAMRC, DSI and TIA and the SAMRC’s Executive Management Committee, taking into account the 
recommendations of the peer review panel. The selection committee and EMC may also consider additional 
factors, such as geographical and institutional diversity and transformation in making its final determinations. 
Based on the merit of the applications and/or budget limitations, the SAMRC may award fewer or more grants 
than expected and may elect not to allocate all of the available funds to awards from this RFA.  

 
7. Important Information  

 
•  The SAMRC may seek to verify any information provided by applicant’s through independent research or by 

third parties approved by the SAMRC.  
•  The SAMRC assumes no responsibility for costs incurred in responding to this RFA or any further invitations or 

communications.  
•  The SAMRC reserves the right to amend or withdraw the RFA at any time.  
•  Successful awards may be subject to addressing reviewer comments and/or negotiation of project plans and 

budget.  
•  Grants will be paid to the institution/organization where the principal investigator is employed, as set out in a 

funding agreement to be concluded between the parties.  
•  No grant funds will be paid over until proof of the necessary ethics and regulatory approvals for the project 

have been provided to the SAMRC. Should the investigators fail to obtain the necessary approvals within a 
reasonable time period, the SAMRC reserves the right to withdraw the award.  

•  The SAMRC may use text, video or other visual representation submitted by successful applicants on the 
SAMRC website or on SAMRC materials for publicity and/or public awareness.  

 
8. Contact Details  

 
Please direct any requests for information and questions/queries on this RFA by email to Dr Michelle Mulder 
michelle.mulder@mrc.ac.za  

 


