Call for Proposals
Academic capacity building
to foster African talent around Artificial Intelligence:
Seeking a program and financial manager for the African
Artificial Intelligence for Development (AI4D) Scholarships
program
The International Development Research Centre (IDRC) and the Swedish International
Development Agency (Sida) invite proposals from qualified institutions to manage the African
Artificial Intelligence for Development (AI4D) Scholarships program.
The goal of this call is to identify a program and financial manager for the AI4D
Scholarships program. The host institution (“scholarships manager”) will design and administer
a scholarships program that will foster the talent needed to meet a growing demand for
responsible Artificial Intelligence (“AI”) for development research and innovation in African
public universities. The program will support two scholarship activities: (i) the African AI4D PhD
Scholarships and (ii) the African AI4D Advanced Scholars Program. The African AI4D Scholarships
program will provide support to the next generation of AI and related disciplines (such as
machine learning) academics, practitioners and students who are focused on responsible AI
innovation for sustainable development. Responsible AI strives to be inclusive, rights-based, and
sustainable in its development and implementation, ensuring that AI applications are leveraged
for public benefit.1
The deadline for submission of the proposal online is 23:59 EST on December 8, 2020.

1. Introduction
This call is part of the four-year Artificial Intelligence for Development in Africa (AI4D Africa)
program, a joint endeavour between Sida and IDRC to support innovations, policy research, and
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For more on ‘responsible AI development’ see the Montreal Declaration for the development of Artificial
Intelligence with principles of responsible AI development that include: well-being, protection of privacy
and intimacy, equity, diversity, inclusion, and sustainability, among others.

skills to spur responsible AI development in Africa. The vision of AI4D Africa is that locally
developed AI empowers Africans to have a more inclusive, prosperous, and greener future.
For this initiative, we are using the OECD definition of an AI system as a
“machine-based system that can, for a given set of human-defined
objectives, make predictions, recommendations, or decisions influencing
real or virtual environments. AI systems are designed to operate with
varying levels of autonomy.”
To address the challenges and potentials that responsible AI can offer in Africa, the AI4D Africa
program is supporting a capacity and talent-building stream that will fund the establishment of
the African AI4D Scholarships program. The aim of this program will be to provide financial and
professional support for the next generation of AI scholars and practitioners. The scholarships
would be open to AI, ML, and related discipline PhD students and academics across the
continent to advance innovation in responsible AI for sustainable development.
The African AI4D Scholarships program will also aim to ensure that AI research and teaching
emphasizes responsible AI principles, so that AI can serve as a public good, empowering
Africans to carve out a more inclusive, prosperous, and greener future. To that end, the program
will support emerging scholars whose research will focus on responsible AI that intersects with
sustainable development research – thereby, fostering AI research capacity to address Africa’s
development challenges.

2. Scope and requirements
The purpose of this call is to identify a host institution (“Scholarships Manager”) who will
administer the financial, administrative and programmatic design of the African AI4D
Scholarships Program.
To achieve the goals of the African AI4D Scholarships Program, IDRC is seeking a scholarship
manager for two distinct scholarship initiatives:
i.
AI4D PhD Scholarships: open to graduate students pursuing a PhD in AI, ML, or related
disciplines in public universities across Africa, where their research focuses on
applications of AI that contribute to advancing sustainable development.
ii.
AI4D Advanced Scholars Program: open to early career academics in African public
universities to pursue responsible AI4D related research projects, and to bring on board
MSc and PhD students as well as postdocs to support that research.

For a better understanding of the vision of the AI4D program and the role of the scholarships
program in fostering talent and capacity, we encourage all applicants to review the original AI4D
Africa program proposal to understand the bigger picture of the initiative.
2.1 Requirements for the host institution / scholarships manager
The Scholarships Manager will be responsible for the following activities:
• Designing and administering competitive calls for both the AI4D PhD Scholarships and
the AI4D Advanced Scholars Program:
o Designing, marketing, and launching the calls (according to the requirements
outlined in section 2.2);
o Managing the selection process, including the recruitment and management of
an expert review committee to support selection of the scholarship recipients;
and
o Managing communication with all applicants, and final selection.
• Program management:
o Set up, and day to day management of the African AI4D Scholarships program
over the project duration;
o Capacity to work in English and French;
o Designing and administering complementary activities to support the academic
success and thought leadership of scholarship recipients;
o Supporting ongoing communications and marketing activities about the
scholarship cohorts, in collaboration with other AI4D program activities;
o Manage meetings with donors;
o Monitoring and evaluation of the program;
o Reporting to IDRC as required; and
o Ensure that recipients adhere to IDRC policies on open access, and that the work
of the recipients is delivered in line with IDRC’s mandate and AI4D’s overall
program objectives.
• Financial management and administration:
o Disbursing funds to scholarship recipients;
o Providing regular financial reports; and
o Supporting annual auditing requirements (see section 8.b).
Special note regarding COVID-19: All activities supported through this program must further
adhere to all preventive measures as advised by the relevant national health guidance and the
World Health Organization. Accordingly, safety considerations must be included in the project
design, such as developing a protocol of risk assessment and mitigation strategies that accounts
for the current pandemic.

2.2 The requirements of the AI4D Scholarship program
As part of the application, recipients are requested to submit a proposal that would outline a
prospective approach (“program plan”) to managing and administering the scholarships, bearing
in mind the following:
2.2.1 Requirements for the PhD Scholarships: The African AI4D PhD Scholarship must have a
competitive scholarship component that primarily supports the recipient’s PhD research, as well
provides a set of complementary activities that help graduate students develop professionally
and connect with their cohort for forming scientific communities or networks.
•
•

•

•

Support should be provided to at minimum 12 PhD students.
The Scholarship awards will be eligible to only PhD students in AI, ML, or related degrees
who are completing their studies in public universities in Africa. These students should
be pursuing responsible AI research that intersects with research relating to the SDGs or
other public priorities in Africa.
The Scholarships will need to consider several eligibility requirements for the design of
the call and the selection of the scholarship recipients:
i. Eligible recipients are high achieving graduate students who are citizens of an
eligible African country;
ii. At least 50% of the recipients to be supported should be women;
iii. Approximately 50% of the selected recipients should be from Frenchspeaking countries and/or French speakers (and encourage other linguistic
minorities);
iv. Selection should prioritize a diverse geographical spread with a clear focus on
recipients from Low and Lower Middle Income Countries (LLMICs) in West
and sub-Saharan Africa. The program should also consider prioritizing
support for recipients who demonstrate increased financial need; and
v. All research supported through this scholarship program must follow rigorous
research ethics protocols (see this example) and apply an appropriate gender
lens to the proposed activities.
The scholarship design should draw upon research on supporting women in STEM fields.

2.2.2 Requirements for the African AI4D Early Career Academics Program
The African AI4D Advanced Scholars Program must have a funding component that primarily
supports early career academics to develop their research projects and establish inbound
scholarship opportunities for graduate students and postdocs. It should also include a set of
complementary activities that help these scholars connect with their cohort and create links
between individual scholar’s projects that adds value in an aggregate way.
•

The AI4D Advanced Scholars Program is eligible to only early-career academics in
eligible African public universities.

•
•

•

Over the duration of the program, support will be provided to at minimum 8 earlycareer academics.
IDRC defines an early career academic as a person working in academia and/or research
who has completed their PhD within the last 5 years, or who have had extenuating life
circumstances such as starting a family or care-giving that have limited their professional
progression such that they could still be considered an early career academic.
The program plan will need to adhere to the following requirements for the selection of
the recipients:
i. Eligible recipients must be citizens of an eligible African country;
ii. At least 50% of the recipients to be supported should be women; and
iii. Approximately 50% of the selected recipients should be from Frenchspeaking countries and/or French speakers (and encourage support to other
linguistic minorities).
iv. Selection should prioritize a diverse geographical spread with a clear focus on
recipients from Low and Lower Middle Income Countries (LLMICs) in West
and sub-Saharan Africa.
• The project proposals submitted by the AI4D scholars must have a responsible AI4D
research agenda that addresses sustainable development challenges in Africa or
other public priorities and include inbound scholarship opportunities for graduate
students and postdocs. The projects must include an appropriate gender and
inclusion lens. Furthermore, the research discussed in the proposal must be for a
minimum length of two years.
• The scholarship design should draw upon research on supporting women in STEM
fields.

2.2.3 Requirements for complementary activities
The design of complementary activities should support the scholarship recipients in achieving
academic and research success and demonstrates both the host institution’s creativity and
practicality. Examples of such activities would be:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

an annual orientation program for each cohort of advanced scholars and graduate
students;
an open-access publication series highlighting the projects receiving funds;
seminar series and/or conferences that help the winning academics and graduate
students present their work to their peers and the public;
a website highlighting the recipients and their work;
development of additional grants to support further research in participating institutions;
a support and mentor network;
activities that support safe, inclusive, and harassment free spaces;
supporting an alumni network for continued collaboration opportunities with past
recipients of the African AI4D Scholarships program; and

•

development of a new research scholarships program or reinforcement of an existing
one that continue beyond the lifetime of the two scholarships.

3. Available Funding and duration
The AI4D Africa program will allocate up to CAD 3.1 million over 36-months to establish the
African AI4D Scholarships program, providing financial support for the two scholarship
programs and the corresponding complementary activities. The Program manager will also need
to make provisions for external auditing of the program (see section 8).
Important note: The host institution may choose to supplement the scholarships or any
activities with other funds.

4. Eligibility
This call for proposals is open to established institutions from eligible countries2 across Africa,
with demonstrated ability and a track record to manage international and/or regional
scholarships and/or grants, and to convene researchers from other countries in Africa and the
Global South. Only institutions that meet the eligibility criteria outlined here should submit
proposals to host the African AI4D Scholarships program.
To be eligible, applicants must meet the following criteria:
• Possess past or current experience in administering large (multi-year and/or multicomponent) scholarships or grants in Africa.
• Demonstrate capacity or the potential to obtain capacity to convene researchers working
on AI, ML, and related disciplines across Africa, with experience in organizing expert
research panels to serve as reviewers for research proposals and projects in subject-areas
specific to AI research and development research.
• Possess relevant expertise and experience in marketing and communications for the
scholarships and complementary activities, including capacity to publicize the African
AI4D Scholarships Program in public universities across Africa.
• Be committed to academic capacity building in Africa.
Institutions must at the minimum:
• Be based in an eligible country*;

Eligible countries include: Algeria, Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi*, Cameroon, Cape
Verde, Central African Republic*, Chad*, Comoros*, Democratic Republic of the Congo*, Republic of the
Congo, Cote d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Egypt, Equatorial Guinea*, Eritrea*, Eswatini, Ethiopia, Gabon*, The Gambia,
Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau*, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Libya*, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali*, Mauritania,
Mauritius, Morocco, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sao Tome and Principe*, Senegal,
Seychelles, Sierra Leone, Somalia*, South Africa, South Sudan*, Sudan*, Tanzania, Togo, Tunisia*, Uganda,
Zambia, Zimbabwe*. Applications from organizations based in a country marked with an * are eligible;
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however, such applications may be subject to a further stage of review within IDRC before these can be
approved.

•
•
•
•
•
•

Be legally registered in the country of operation;
Have and provide audited financial statements;
Have a Board of Directors and a chief executive that is accountable to the Board;
Have capacity to convene researchers from other countries in the region;
Be a non-governmental, non-profit independent organization (including universities);
and
Not depend exclusively on governmental for funding.

Before submitting their proposal, applicants are asked to familiarize themselves with the
following IDRC policies: IDRC Open Access Policy, IDRC Open Data Statement, IDRC Corporate
Principles on Research Ethics, and IDRC’s Standard Terms and Conditions for a Grant Agreement.

5. Submission and review process
The proposal will be submitted via baobab.ai4d.ai. You will need to create an account, which will
allow you access to your application as many times as you need until you decide to submit. In
addition to the budget and proposal, you will also need additional information and
documentation, including examples of your experience in administering large grants or
scholarships and the CVs of your management team.
The proposal and all requested supporting materials must be submitted through
baobab.ai4d.ai no later than 23:59 EST on December 8, 2020.
The review process will consist of the following steps:
• Verification of eligibility requirements and proposal completeness: IDRC will review all
submitted applications to ensure they meet eligibility requirements and include all
necessary materials. Incomplete applications or those that do not meet the requirements
will not be considered. This includes the submission of a complete 36 month budget
using the IDRC Excel Budget Template. ** If your application does not include a complete
budget in the above template, it will not be considered eligible for this call. **
• Review of proposals: IDRC and Sida will evaluate eligible proposals, including a review
from financial and program staff. Proposals will be ranked based on scoring according to
the evaluation criteria and subsequent discussion.

6. Evaluation criteria
IDRC will consider the following criteria in the evaluation of all proposals and reserves the right
to reject proposals based on relevant policy or legal considerations.
Review criteria
I. Scholarship plan proposal

Percentage
of score
35%

A clear articulation of how funds will be disbursed and how this will support the
research of the winning academics and the winning PhD students. This should
include:
o A detailed and logical plan for the way funds will be divided between the
two scholarship programs (i.e., African AI4D PhD Scholarship and African
AI4D Advanced Scholars Program) and allocated for each recipient in the
two programs;
o A detailed plan about the duration of the scholarships and the way
payments will occur, such as, on an annual basis or as a lumpsum divided
over a time period; and
o A plan outlining the frequency of the calls for the two scholarship
activities (I.e., African AI4D PhD Scholarship and African AI4D Advanced
Scholars Program) over the 36-month duration of the African AI4D
Scholarships program.
• Clear and coherent design plan that ensures that the requirements for each
scholarship activity, outlined above, are met.
• A well-articulated strategy to ensure that both the program plans, and the
applicants for the African AI4D Scholarships program incorporates issues of
gender, equity, and inclusion in all stages of their project, including design, data
collection, analysis, and dissemination.
• A broad overview of the evaluation criteria for the proposals and projects that
will be funded through the African AI4D Scholarships program. In developing
the criteria, the following points should be considered:
o Relevance of the proposal to the AI4D Africa program’s mandate;
o Clarity and quality of the proposal, including clear research objectives
and questions, rigorous and effective methodology to implement, and a
clear research plan;
o Clarity and appropriateness of the proposal in addressing ethical
considerations and gender dimensions; and
o Applicant’s capacity to conduct the proposed research, including
academic training and related experience.
• A detailed outline of the evaluation process, discussing, for instance, how an
expert panel of reviewers will be selected for evaluating the proposals.
II. Complementary Activities Plan
The design of complementary activities should demonstrate the host institution’s ability
to support the professional development of the students and help to advance AI
research. The activities should also demonstrate awareness of gender and equity
principles in advancing success for scholars.
•

The complementary activities should:
• Demonstrate how they will support PhD students to develop professionally and
enable them to connect with their peers, form scientific communities, network
with industry, and other relevant opportunities.

15%

Demonstrate how the program will create links between the individual earlycareer academics and their projects and teams to help add value across the
program.
• Outline a high-level budget for the complementary activities and how funds will
be allocated vis-à-vis the scholarship component of the two scholarship
programs.
III. Organizational capacity and program fit of the host institution:
40%
• A strong record by the host institution of relevant experience that is suitable to
the task proposed. Past or current experience in implementing scholarship or
grant programs in Africa and/or the Global South by the host institution will be
important.
• Availability of or ability to acquire resources and capacities necessary to
successfully implement the African AI4D Scholarships program by the host
institution.
• Clear and appropriate plan for coordination and governance of the partnership
if applicable. (Note: The host institution may choose to supplement the scholarship
or any activities with other funds or through other partnerships.)
• A clear articulation of how appropriate expertise will be acquired to evaluate
proposals on AI, ML, or related disciplines and which contributes to the SDGs.
• A clear and feasible strategy to convene researchers working on AI, ML, or
related applications across Africa.
IV. Marketing and communications approach:
10%
• An effective marketing and communications strategy for launching the African
AI4D Scholarships program, detailing the plan to launch the African AI4D PhD
Scholarship and the African AI4D Advanced Scholars Program. The strategy
should include details about:
o How the two scholarship programs will be publicized;
o The appropriate timeline required for marketing; and
o A rough estimation of the cost for marketing.
• A compelling, feasible, and cost-effective vision and communication strategy to
spotlight the research of the scholarship recipients and disseminate their project
results widely, targeting both academics and practitioners.
•

7. Key dates
Activity

Date

Call for proposals release date

November 6, 2020

Q&A Submit questions deadline

November 16, 2020

Q&A Responses posted

November 20, 2020

Proposal submission deadline

December 8, 2020

Final selection

December 18, 2020

8. Final considerations for the proposal, budget and other
documentation
After the winning proposals are selected, IDRC will follow up regarding technical and
administrative considerations. Please note that the technical selection of an application does not
guarantee that it will be funded.
a. Final proposals and budgets. Prior to finalizing a Grant Agreement, IDRC reserves the
right to request any revisions to the submitted application and budget. A revised
application and/or budget with the necessary revisions must be returned in a timely
manner to IDRC. Any required revisions will be communicated at the time of selection.
b. Review and Audits. The applicant acknowledges that IDRC, Sida, as well as the Swedish
National Audit Office (SNAO), require annual external audits of Centre Funds granted to
successful applicants, and any Centre Funds further granted by the successful applicant
to any sub-grantees where each grant or sub-grant has a total budget of at least SEK
500,000.
All applicants will need to include in their proposed budget funds to support
annual audits (in addition to the 3.1 million for programming). These audits will be
conducted by an external, independent and qualified auditor selected by the
applicant, and will be carried out in accordance with international standards issued
by International Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (IAASB). IDRC, Sida, as
well as the Swedish National Audit Office (SNAO), reserve the right to further audit these
grants. The auditors will produce an annual audit memorandum, which shall contain the
audit findings, and which will state which measures have been taken as a result of
previous audit and whether measures taken have been adequate to deal with reported
shortcomings. A management response including an Action Plan regarding any findings
shall be produced by the organisation that was the subject of the audit and submitted
together with the audited financial report and the management letter. Further details will
be communicated to successful applicants.
c. Administrative finalization. Administrative considerations must also be satisfactory.
Should your application be selected, the following documentation is required:
Proposed budget:

•

•

•

•

•
•

The amount of an IDRC grant is based on the forecasted costs of the project at
the exchange rate between the working currency of the project and the Canadian
dollar at the time the project is approved.
Budget notes are an essential part of IDRC's due diligence and form an integral
part of the approval process. The rationale and support for arriving at each
budget figure allows IDRC to understand the activities to be undertaken, their
impact on project costs, and the reasonability of the cost estimates.
Without appropriate budget details that clearly support the cost estimates, the
grant approval process and any subsequent financial reporting and payment
cycles may be delayed. Delays in funding can impact project outcomes.
Please note that when the law limits banking transactions by Canadian financial
institutions in a particular country, IDRC will not undertake any form of
programming in that country that results directly or indirectly in Canadian funds
flowing to it.
Please see Section D: Proposed Budget and Timeline for more information on
budget categories and allowable expenses.
Note: IDRC allows for a maximum of 13% of the total budget to contribute towards
operational cost.

Bank Information:
• If your application is selected, you will need to complete the Tax and Banking
Information Form – Canadian Supplier or Supplier Outside of Canada
Institution:
• If your application is selected, and this is the first time the lead institution is
receiving IDRC funding, you will need to complete the Institutional Profile
Questionnaire
Corporate documents:
• In order for IDRC to enter into an agreement with your organization, IDRC must
be satisfied that your organization has independent legal status (or 'legal
personality') and is capable of contracting in its own right and name. In the event
that you have no prior grants with IDRC and to help us make this determination,
you will need to provide a copy of the legal documentation by which your
organization was founded or created in the location in which it is based. Such
legal documentation obviously varies depending on the location and the type of
organization.
Government approval
• Letter of approval from government authority (if required)
d. Country clearance requirements - IDRC has conducted general agreements for scientific
and technical cooperation with a number of governments. These agreements establish
the framework for IDRC cooperation with that country by defining the rights and

obligations of both IDRC and the government. As such, the applicant institution may be
required to obtain country approval in accordance with these agreements prior to
receiving funding from IDRC. This requirement applies only for selected applications.
IDRC reserves the right to not pursue the funding of a selected project if the country
approval is not secured within six months after IDRC officially announces approval of the
project, as this would jeopardize the timely completion of the initiative.
e. Reporting requirements. As a general rule, as an IDRC grantee, you will be required to
submit at least two documents annually (possibly more depending on any of the above):
an interim technical report, which marks the project's technical progress, and a financial
report, which outlines the financial status of the project. These are usually submitted at
the same time. Grantees must also submit final technical and financial reports as a
condition for receiving final payment from IDRC after the project is completed. The grant
agreement will spell out project-specific milestones, and payment schedules linked to
agreed outputs.
Any selected applicants shall be required to sign IDRC’s standard Grant Agreement, as amended
by IDRC from time to time. Furthermore, IDRC reserves the right to cancel the process at any
time without prior notice and/or at its discretion to grant all or none of the awards under this
process. The grant agreement will provide a schedule for submitting interim and final technical
and financial reports.

Inquiries
If you have any questions about this call for proposals, please contact IDRC at
AI4DAfrica@idrc.ca

