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Introduction

The Kenya National Innovation Agency (KeNIA) is o
state corporation established under the Science,
Technology and Innovation (ST&I) Act of 2013. It is
mandated to develop, coordinate and manage the
national innovation system to foster innovation and
enterprise development across Kenyad. KeNIA
bridges the gap between academia, research,
government, private sector, and civil society,
positioning itself as the national anchor institution
for innovation.
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Why Startup Festival

Kenya is home to a vibrant community of innovators solving
some of Africa’'s most pressing challenges from digital
payments and healthcare to climate-smart agriculture. Yet,
for all its promise, the ecosystem faces critical hurdles:
fragmented support systems, limited pathways to scale, and . @ sﬁv:
gaps in access to capital and expertise. This is why KeNIA stival pﬁm
envisioned the Kenya Startup Festival 2025, a convening '
designed not just to celebrate Kenya’s entrepreneurial energy

but to provide a springboard for startups to connect, scale,
and thrive. Held on June 4-5 in Nairobi, the Festival brought
together founders, corporates, investors, policymakers, and
ecosystem builders to co-create a shared vision for Kenya’s
innovation economy with a focus on three tracks- Corporate
Venture Development, Research based Startups and Impact
Investing.
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Why Corporate Venture Development

The innovation ecosystem has long been driven by the agility and creativity of startups, fueled by early-stage
investors eager to back big ideas. Yet many startups struggle to transition from promising beginnings to
long-term sustainability. They face barriers in accessing markets, operational capacity, and navigating
complex regulatory environments. On the other side of the spectrum, corporates are brimming with
resources such as capital, infrastructure, distribution channels, and deep market insights. But their
engagement with startups has often been shallow, tied to corporate social responsibility initiatives or
standalone innovation labs that rarely move the needle on real growth.

This is where Corporate Venture Capital (cvc) and Corporate Venture Building (cvB) come in. These
models offer corporates a strategic route to innovation allowing them to invest in, co-create, and scale
ventures aligned with their core business. CVC opens the door for corporates to access disruptive
technologies and emerging markets, while CVB empowers them to de-risk innovation and embed it within
their operations.

Recognizing this untapped potential, KeNIA, in partnership with Knight Castle & King (KCK), curated a series
of high-level engagements during the Festival. The CEO Breakfast Roundtable and the Corporate Deal Room
became spaces where C-suite leaders could reflect, learn, and commit to bold



The Kenya Startup Festival 2025 opened with o
closed-door CEO Breakfast Roundtable, setting o
high-level tone for deep dialogue and ecosystem
alignment. Held on the morning of June 4, 2025, the
session brought together C-suite executives,
academic leaders, and innovation ecosystem
endablers to explore the role of corporates in
catalyzing Kenyad's innovation ecosystem through
venture building. Moderated by Eddy Thiong’o,
Managing Director at Knight Castle & King (KCK),
the breakfast created a reflective, solution-oriented
space to confront the persistent gaps between
corporate strategy and startup innovation.
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In his opening remarks, Dr. Tonny Omwansa, CEO of the Kenya
National Innovation Agency (KeNIA), emphasized the Agency’s
mandate to develop and manage the national innovation system.
He outlined KeNIA’s ongoing initiatives aimed at building the
innovation landscape. Programs such as PIA (which builds
innovation pipelines across the counties), the Startup School, TTO as
a Service (TTOaaS),and research to commercialization accelerator
that targets research-based ventures. He also underscored the
importance of fostering entrepreneurial leadership within academia,
facilitated through institutional maturity frameworks and student-
led innovation clubs. Importantly, the CEO noted that KeNIA's next
frontier is structured private sector engagement, recognizing that
for the startup ecosystem to scale sustainably, corporate
participation must evolve from CSR initiatives to strategic alignments
that are embedded in the innovation strategy.
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A central feature of the CEO Breakfast was an exchange of insights from |
leaders of some of Kenya's most influential corporations. Each speaker
brought not only sectoral expertise but also experience in navigating the
often-complex process of embedding innovation within traditionally
structured institutions.

Eva Kimani, Director of Partnerships and Digital at Britam Holdings,
started by sharing Britam’s steps toward corporate venture building
through its internal innovation arm, BetalLab. The lab was established to
incubate and accelerate insurtech startups across East and Central Africa.
More than a showcase initiative, the lab has invested in 15 startups to date,
backing them with seed capital, market access, mentorship, and
proprietary data to support pilot testing and validation. She also
emphasized Britam’s commitment to making innovation commercially
viable not simply philanthropic or experimental. As she put it, “We're not
doing this as CSR. We're solving for strategic objectives while supporting
startups that align with our mandate.”
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From the aviation sector, Susan Nambusi, Senior Manager of
Innovation and Sustainability at Kenya Airways (KQ), gave an
account of how lockdown crisis during the COVID-19 pandemic,
led to KQ staff converting aircraft for cargo transport to sustain
operations. This spirit of agility and problem-solving catalyzed the
formation of the Fahari Innovation Lab, which now serves as the
hub for internal and external innovation. She described how the
lab has grown into a platform that hosts company-wide
innovation design challenges, supports ground-breaking ideas
and drives employee-led solutions. Innovation, is how integrated
into the airline’s DNA, measured through KPIs, and increasingly
supported by leadership. “Our biggest win has been getting top
management to understand, support, and champion innovation,”
Susan affirmed.
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Johnny Falla, Associate Director of Innovation at Equity Group
Holdings, brought a strong social impact and financial inclusion
lens to the conversation. He highlighted Equity's deep
commitment to nurturing grassroots entrepreneurship through
structured business fundamentals and market access. From
supporting the Equity Afia network of youth-led health clinics to
Al-focused startup bootcamps, Equity has positioned itself as a
scale-up partner for purpose-driven enterprises. Johnny
emphasized the power of Equity’s vast branch network to unlock
new customer bases for startups, while also noting the
iImportance of ensuring that innovators are investor-ready and
rooted in sound governance. “We’re ready to help startups scale—
but they must be grounded in fundamentals. We also need to
help de-risk capital” he noted, calling for structured frameworks
to guide collaboration between banks and early-stage ventures.
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Representing the telecom and technology sector, Karanja Gichiri,
Head of Ventures at Safaricom PLC, shared a long-term strategic
picture of Safaricom’s transition from a telco to a full-fledged
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