Holocene Ventures: Growing Climate Innovation to Build a Climate-resilient Africa

Holocene Venture Fund (HVF) is an early-stage climate investor based in the Western Cape, South
Africa. Holocene spun out from Stellenbosch University’s LaunchLab, an organization that the
team ran for four years, incubating more than 200 start-ups. Although now independent of
Stellenbosch University, Holocene maintains strong links and continues to be based adjacent to
the University’s campus. Holocene seeks to mobilise significant capital directly into climate
solutions across Africa with a unique focus on influencing the broader development of the
climate innovation ecosystem in Southern Africa. Holocene is seeking to raise an initial USD 3-5M
for their first fund, followed by an additional USD 20M second fund.

Despite the progress made over the last five years, climate innovation is still at early stages of
development across the continent, making it less attractive to private sector investment as an
unproven industry. As of 2024, Africa received only 0.6% of the world’s global equity funding,
with only a third of that allocated to climate tech.! Although funding for climate tech is increasing,
the focus is mostly on sectors such as renewable energy and water. However, the investment
landscape is evolving to encompass more diverse initiatives such as e-mobility, climate-smart
agriculture, and carbon capture.?

Recognising the need for increased deal flow to scale up activity and innovation in new climate
technology-led solutions across the continent, FSD Africa provided a USD 150k returnable grant
to Holocene in 2024. The grant was aimed at enabling Holocene to establish a fund and enable it
to identify and invest in scalable early-stage innovations in Africa.

FSD Africa’s catalytic grant provided a positive signal to investors, enabling Holocene to raise USD
2M and demonstrate its capacity through investments such as Switch and ScootHero. The grant
has enabled Holocene to catalyse scalable business models that contribute to improved
environmental sustainability and livelihoods. This investment is structured as a combination of
direct cash investment and venture-building support provided as advisory services on finance,
strategy, culture, and operations.

Unlike most grants, FSD Africa’s grant has facilitated investments into businesses and provided
working capital to finance Holocene’s operations, enabling the team to work towards raising
additional funds and providing services to scale its portfolio companies. The grant also enabled
Holocene to invest in seven additional companies in the last 14 months.

“FSD Africa’s support has given us validity”- Abby Stern, Head of Portfolio, Holocene.
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Switch: Supporting South Africa’s energy transition through energy-efficient solutions.

Switch is a software company based in South Africa, specialising in smart metering and energy
trading technologies run through two separate platforms. Founded on the back of academic
research from Stellenbosch University in 2018, Switch’s founders were inspired to build an
innovative solution that would support South Africa’s energy transition away from a fossil fuel-
intensive energy sector. They sought to provide a solution to the inefficiencies caused by a
monopoly power producer by enabling independent power producers to participate in the
market. Switch currently manages 13,000 electricity, water, and gas meters nationwide. These
smart meters enable property owners and municipalities to track energy consumption, collect
revenues efficiently, and identify system inefficiencies. The system also enables end users to
monitor their hourly energy consumption and know how much they pay for it. Switch monitors
and manages clients’ meters through a dashboard that displays information on utility usage and
payments. The system also sends notifications to clients about leaks and other related issues.

With anincrease in energy trading licences issued to private entities, Switch is piloting a software
platform that will enable private companies to utilise the grid for trading and sharing energy. The
platform will provide an efficient system to allow different energy generators and off-takers to
trade.

Like most start-ups, Switch faced financial constraints, which limited the company’s ability to
grow. It was challenging for Switch to access financing from banks because it was difficult to
convince them to invest in a software system that lacked a tangible product to back it up at the
time. Similarly, it was challenging to market the system to clients because the company had to
make iterative improvements along the way, as it lacked adequate funds to build the system to
a standard that met its clients’ needs. However, with financial support from Holocene Venture
Fund, Switch further developed its product. Holocene also provided Switch advisory support,
assisting them with setting up their commercial strategy, establishing budget and financial
controls, building an authentic company culture, and developing a streamlined hiring process.
With the financial support and new hiring process, the company has hired three additional staff,
one of whom is female. The new hires have enabled the company to separate its trading and
metering teams, improving overall efficiency. As South Africa’s energy regulator issues more
trading licences, Switch’s energy trading team is positioning the company to pursue its long-term
vision of building its energy trading portfolio. Switch hopes to hire more senior staff and software
developers over time, as this will help to further its ambition.

The advisory support provided by Holocene Ventures has also enabled Switch to define its value
proposition and develop a company strategy. This has especially helped Switch to identify its



potential clients and improve how it presents its business case. Holocene’s investment motivated
the Switch team, as it validated their business idea and provided a strong external endorsement,
building its credibility with clients. Holocene’s expertise in the energy sector has been very
instrumental, connecting Switch to strategic advisors who directly enhanced their work. “We
have made a lot of traction in the last 2 years, which has certainly been catalysed by Holocene’s
involvement.”- Andrew Murray, CEO, Switch.

ScootHero: Easing last-mile grocery delivery with electric vehicles

Founded by two friends, Wahlied Cole and Dewald van Wyk, ScootHero is an electric vehicle
company established in 2021 that supplies electric two-wheeler vehicles for food and grocery
delivery in South Africa. The company offers a cost-effective and environmentally friendly
solution for efficient last-mile delivery. ScootHero streamlines delivery by enabling companies to
efficiently and centrally lease fleets of electric vehicles and manage drivers through a software
platform. The platform allows companies to track fleet performance and enables drivers to locate
swapping stations for charged batteries and schedule maintenance.

Before adopting its electric fleet, ScootHero operated a fleet of petrol-powered bikes that
frequently broke down, and incurred maintenance costs three times higher than those of electric
bikes, which frustrated drivers and led to delivery inefficiencies. This challenging experience
ultimately prompted the shift to electric vehicles.

Electric bikes have lower maintenance costs and break down less frequently compared to petrol
bikes. As a result, drivers using ScootHero’s solution make more trips because they have fewer
disruptions and enjoy higher disposable income due to reduced costs. Furthermore, the savings
from low maintenance costs have enabled ScootHero to allocate funds for emergency ambulance
evacuation for its drivers in the event of an accident.

HVF provided asset financing to ScootHero, enabling the purchase of its demo fleet. This fleet is
unique to ScootHero because it incorporates custom features and improvements developed
through several cycles of feedback and iteration based on its operational experience.
Additionally, Holocene provided advisory support to professionalise ScootHero’s branding and
develop their commercial strategy and client pitch. Together, these factors prompted
conversations with leading last-mile delivery clients as the company’s varied fleet suits South
Africa’s diverse terrain, assuring clients of reliability. Holocene’s funding enhanced ScootHero’s
credibility, facilitating access to a loan facility. The company is about to close a debt facility to
purchase 300-400 bikes, expanding its existing fleet of 100 EV bikes.

Holocene further provided support to help ScootHero refine its financing and pricing model, an
aspect that would require salaried staff to do. Holocene also provided dedicated resources to
assist with product development and sourcing, as well as project management and hiring. The



Holocene team is now leading ScootHero’s $250K equity raise and bringing in additional investors
and experts to scale the business.

“Would we be here without Holocene, at a point where things are starting to kick into gear?
No. It has been an interesting journey with them. It was not about the money; it was more
about the advisory support and handholding. The team’s support has been invaluable.”-
Dewald van Wyk, Co-founder, ScootHero

Despite the support received, accessing infrastructure financing for the batteries and swapping
stations has been challenging, yet it constitutes almost 70% of the company’s costs.



