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Vision
Tackling Africa’s health challenges through science and innovation.

Mission
As a renowned African institute in a world-class African university, Wits RHI addresses 
some of the greatest public health concerns affecting our region, including HIV and its 

related problems, sexual and reproductive health, and vaccinology.

We do this through:
Pioneering, multidisciplinary research

Responsive technical support and innovation in health services
Good participatory practice

Teaching and capacity building
Developing African researchers

Evidence-based policy development and advocacy with national, regional and global 
stakeholders.
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Messages from Donors and Partners 

“Wits RHI has maintained excellence throughout the years and continues to be a major contributor 
to the Faculty’s outcomes and success. The Institute has made significant contributions in research 
in various health fields and is able to broaden their scope of work to attract new partnerships and 
funding. This puts the Institute in an advantage to create strategic alliances with the view to 
sharing projects and programmes that will allow for collective execution in the research areas.”

“The Wits Reproductive Health and HIV Institute (Wits RHI) is a shining example of how research 
can be used to improve the quality of life of many people. Although there is a place for research 
that generates knowledge for sake of knowledge, modern universities are increasingly challenged 
to make a difference by sharing their new knowledge for the good of people. This clarion call is 
heard nowhere stronger than Africa where circumstances of history mean that so much is needed 
to ensure quality of life for all.
In Wits RHI, we see how primary research outcomes can be fed into knowledge management 
programme such as their clinical and provisional health programme, to mention just one. This truly 
speaks to the Wits vision of being internationally competitive while ensuring responsiveness to 
the local context.
Wits RHI consists of a large team of dedicated academics, professionals and administrators who 

“We are extremely proud of the research contribution, growth and success that Wits RHI has 
achieved over the last few years. The success of Wits RHI is undoubtedly built on a clear vision, 
strong leadership, tenacity and a robust team that is focused on achieving outcomes.
The passion and commitment of Prof Helen Rees and her team has seen Wits RHI become the 
largest division within Wits Health Consortium. Wits RHI’s relentless pursuit to tackle Africa’s 
health challenges through science and innovation will leave an indelible research footprint and 
will continue to impact on health outcomes in the future.
Congratulations on your achievements this year, we look forward to another year of continued 
growth and success!”

work to achieve the many successes mentioned in this report. I acknowledge all their inputs and contributions. However, I believe it 
would be remiss of me not to single out their leader, Professor Helen Rees, whose talents are quite remarkable. She has led Wits RHI 
for many years towards its current great state. Along the way she has received many accolades, notably a National Order – the Order of 
the Baobab in Silver. A few others include in 2014 the Oppenheimer Fellowship Award and in 2015 the National Science and Technology 
Foundations’ Lifetime Achievement Award. I wish Wits RHI continued success in the years ahead”
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Wits RHI is a 
shining example of 
how research can 
be used to improve 
the quality of life 
for people

Prof Zeblon Vilakazi
Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Research and Postgraduate affairs, Wits University
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Wits RHI is the largest research institution at the University of the Witwatersrand with over 
1800 staff and 76 active contracts worth over 890 million rands. Wits RHI has a spread of 
activities, relevant to an African academic institution. We are a hybrid organisation with one 
foot in research and the other offering technical and policy support to government and to global 
health institutions. 

of Health (DoH) to create the Hillbrow 
Health Precinct (HHP) in the inner city of 
Johannesburg. In recognition of outstanding 
research output and strong international 
standing, RHRU was conferred an institute 
status by the University of the Witwatersrand 
in 2010. RHRU was then renamed Wits RHI 
after merging with Enhancing Children’s 
HIV Outcomes (ECHO*). 

Over the years we have been involved in 
innovative research and increasing outputs 
in our key focus areas which include; 
HIV, SRH, and VPDs. However, we have 
expanded our portfolio to urbanisation, 
non-communicable diseases, and climate 
change. The Institute is continuously 
embracing research, programmatic 
support, training, policy development, 
health systems strengthening and technical 
assistance at a national and international 
level. This allows Wits RHI’s scientific 
agenda to be responsive to emerging 
challenges in the environments in which we 
work, while simultaneously encouraging our 
senior research and programmatic staff to 
innovate and implement new ideas.

Wits RHI is growing at a fast pace having 
increased the staff number from 1371 in 2018 
to 1846 in 2019. A significant proportion of 
staff are female, and attention is given to 
transformation and ensuring development 
and representation of historically 
disadvantaged groups in leadership and 
management positions. The Institute has 
secured 76 active grants, making it the 
largest research and academic institute 
at the University of the Witwatersrand 

While the core focus areas we work on 
are human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), 
sexual and reproductive health (SRH) and 
vaccine preventable diseases (VPDs), we 
are continuously adapting our emphasis 
for relevance, both in existing focus areas 
and in new areas of interface such as 
urbanisation, non-communicable diseases 
and climate change. This allows Wits RHI’s 
scientific agenda to change and expand, 
while simultaneously encouraging our 
senior research and programmat ic staff 
to innovate and implement new ideas. Our 
long-established modus operandi requires 
local and international partnerships to 
ensure success. These partnerships provide 
the basis for the development of symbiotic 
ideas across institutions and disciplines, 
allow for grant applications where a funding 
opportunity requires multi institutional or 
multi country consortia, and allows Wits RHI 
to lead or partner in large multicentred trials 
or technical support initiatives that would 
be beyond our capacity to independently 
deliver on.

This annual review covers 2019 as Wits RHI 
celebrates 25 years of an unparalleled track 
record of conducting world class research, 
implementing sustainable programmes and 
contributing to health policy. 

When the institute was founded in 1994, 
it was called the Reproductive Health 
Research Unit (RHRU). In 2002, RHRU 
was awarded World Health Organisation 
Collaborating Centre status, then in 2003 
established a partnership with the City of 
Johannesburg and the Gauteng Department 

Executive Director’s Report
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and the African continent. Wits RHI has 
demonstrated great dedication, expertise 
and knowledge different fields in health 
progressively qualifying to compete with 
international research institutes. These 
are the core qualities that make Wits 
RHI relevant, attracting partnerships and 
contracts locally and globally. We identify 
opportunities and support innovative 
research to enhance public health care. Our 
ultimate goal is to provide sustainable health 
care solutions to marginalised communities. 

This document highlights Wits RHI’s 
outputs from January 2019 – December 
2019 in line with the Institute’s top six 
goals aimed at addressing some of the 
greatest public health concerns affecting 
our region, including HIV and its related 
problems, sexual and reproductive 
health, and vaccinology. This includes the 

Accelerating Program Achievements to 
Control the Epidemic (APACE) programme 
which leverages key innovations to ensure 
a comprehensive package of services 
that meets the wide-ranging needs of 
different patient groups across the HIV and 
tuberculosis  (TB) continuum of care. The 
Bavikele is a Zulu phrase which mean ‘protect 
them’, is a novel project that to engages and 
collaborates with schools, communities, and 
health care clinics across 4 sites in South 
Africa (Ekurhuleni, uMgungundlovu and 
Khayelitsha) to strengthen the prevention of 
child sexual abuse (CSA) as well as improve 
linkages to care, reporting and management 
of CSA.

In 2019 Wits RHI published 117 research 
papers and successfully submitted 103 
conference abstracts. We have supported 
post-graduate studies across the 
organisation producing 12 Doctoral and 32 
Masters students. This is in line with our 
goal to promote post-graduate studies at 
Wits RHI. To acknowledge gender diversity, 
Wits RHI’s Key Populations Programme 
opened Africa’s first dedicated clinics for 
transgender health in Cape Town, East 
London, Port Elizabeth and Johannesburg 
in 2019. This programme seeks to address 
gaps in service delivery and to create 
safe and comfortable spaces in public 
health services for transgender individuals 
in marginalised communities. The Key 
Populations Programme has received 
global media attention for being the first 
in Africa to pave a way for the transgender 
communities to receive health care clinics 
as there was no identified network providing 
gender-affirming health care for trans and 
gender-diverse people. We also recognise 
completed studies and interventions 
which have added a valuable contribution 
to different facets of the public health 
community. 

1846
Staff Members

76
Active grants

117
Published papers

103
Conference abstracts

Wits RHI in
Numbers
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STRATEGY STATEMENT

We will deliver excellent 
science and innovation that 
impacts on priority public 
health problems within the 
African region and develops 
human capital. We will 
forge local, regional and 
global partnerships to 
support this agenda and 
create an environment that 
attracts, develops and 
retains skilled and talented 
personnel, who share our 
passion for better health in 
Africa.

HIV- TREATMENT AND PREVENTION

VACCINE PREVENTABLE DISEASES

Our work spans the continuum of HIV care including the development of HIV 
prevention interventions and technologies, the optimisation of HIV 
treatment, the prevention and management of HIV co-morbidities including 
NCDs, and enabling health systems strengthening. Our strategy will include 
new research in mother-infant pairs in the context of new ARV introductions. 

populations, adolescents, young women, LGBTI communities and sex workers.

Our research agenda will focus on contraception, understanding the vaginal 
microbiome, and the prevention and treatment of STIs. We will support the 
development of new contraceptive technologies, drugs and vaccines for STI 
control. Our strategy will focus on supporting the scale-up of interventions to 
eliminate cervical cancer, using novel screening and vaccination approaches. 
We will also focus on the development of new drugs and vaccines for 
gonorrhoea, given the context of emerging antimicrobial resistance. We will 
continue to use implementation science to support systems strengthening 
approaches for SRH programmes.

As a leading partner in the ALIVE Consortium, we will develop an agenda 
that evaluates new vaccines for maternal immunisation, for HIV and TB, and 
for STIs. We will continue to identify questions at the forefront of vaccine 
research including understanding disease burden, optimising vaccine 
schedules (HPV), measuring the impact of new vaccine introduction (HPV 
and maternal vaccines), and supporting the development of new vaccines 
that prevent pathogens for which AMR is emerging as a global challenge 
(HSV, gonorrhoea).

SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH
FO

C
U

S 
 A

RE
AS

Our StrategyOur Strategy
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Initiating and completing relevant, 
responsive, quality research led by Wits RHI 
researchers in strategic partnerships.

Translating new and existing technologies 
and innovations into high impact public 
health programmes.

Advocacy, policy development and health 
systems strengthening in support of 
evidenced-based public health programmes.

Producing and inspiring the next 
generation of women and African 
scientists, public health professionals and 
managers.

Informing communities, the broader public 
and key stakeholders about key public 
health issues.

Initiating and completing relevant, 
responsive, quality research led by Wits 
RHI researchers in strategic partnerships.

G
O

AL
S

Creating a sustainable, agile, happy 

EMERGING PUBLIC HEALTH CHALLENGES FOR THE AFRICAN 
REGION
Situated in the inner city of Johannesburg, South Africa’s largest 
urban hub, we will broaden our current research agenda that 
explores interventions to address vulnerabilities associated with 
gender, migrancy and marginalisation, into an expanded research 
and intervention agenda more widely focused on urbanisation.

DEVELOPING THE NEXT GENERATION OF RESEARCH 
SCIENTISTS AND CLINICIANS
As part of the University of Witwatersrand, we will develop our 
research capacity building capability to equip the next generation 
of scientists and clinicians through mentorship and teaching of 
Masters, PhD and postdoctoral students. We will identify the 

appropriate support and training, so that everyone can reach their 
potential and grow within the organisation and beyond.

OUR STRATEGIC ENABLERS
Populations in Need – We focus on target populations where the 
greatest impact of health interventions can be made.
Location Focus – We maintain a strong body of work in South Africa 
and the African region and leverage it to support improvements in 
the region and globally.
Innovation and Technology Applications – We use innovative 
approaches and leverage technological solutions and data to 
improve health outcomes.
Collaboration for Change – We leverage collaborations and 
partnerships to ensure broader impact.

WHO WE SERVE
We work with all populations that are most in need, marginalised, 
or hard-to-reach with emerging expertise in pregnant women and 
infants, adolescents and key populations.
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2019: The Year in Review 
Significant publications, visitors, grants and awards

January
NIH Study Examines How Pregnancy Affects 
Drugs for HIV and TB in People Living With 
HIV
An NIH study implemented at Shandukani, 
which looked into how pregnancy affects 
the body’s processing of drugs for HIV and 
tuberculosis (TB) in women being treated for 
HIV infection, recently enrolled its 1,001st 
study participant; enabling investigators to 
build one of the world’s largest data sets of its 
kind. 

awards from the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation and the National Health and 
Medical Research Council of Australia for over 
the next five years. These will fund a study 
to evaluate the impact of 2-dose and 1-dose 
human papillomavirus vaccination schedules 
on community level HPV prevalence in South 
African adolescent girls.

March
A milestone for HIV cure research 
Scientists found no rebound of HIV in two 
patients who stopped taking their HIV 
medication after they received stem cell 
transplants for a hematological [blood] disease. 
This resulted in both patients being cleared of 
HIV and proliferation of the virus. 
New HIV Prevention Study Launched!
Wits RHI is part of a new NIH study which 
was launched. Prof Delany-Moretlwe and 
the POWER team activated and enrolled the 
first participants on the sub-study titled “An 
evaluation of methods to improve the decision 
to initiate PrEP among young women in South 
Africa”. The sub- study is nested in the POWER 
study (Prevention Options for Women Research 
and Evaluation) which looks at developing 
scalable delivery models of PrEP for AGYW. 

 February 
New MTN Study to Empower Teen Girls with 
Choices in HIV Prevention
Wits RHI is part of a new (Microbicide Trails 
Network) MTN study called Reversing the 
Epidemic in Africa with Choices in HIV 
prevention (REACH), which was launched 
to empower teen girls with choices in HIV 
prevention to ensure that women and girls can 
have access to benefit from safe and effective 
methods of prevention. 
Wits RHI to Launch the First HPV Vaccine 
Impact Evaluation Project in Africa
Wits RHI is the successful recipient of two 

Dr Lee Fairlie on ENCA and Power FM
Dr Lee Fairlie, Director of Child and Maternal 
Health was on eNCA and Power FM where she 
commented about the results that have been 
released from the Conference on Retroviruses 
and Opportunistic Infections (CROI 2019) that 
took in Seattle.

Nomhle Khoza – Overall Best Presenter at 
CARTA Annual Scientific Conference
Nomhle Khoza, Wits RHI HIV Open Label 
Extension HOPE Project Manager received 
an award for Best Presenter at CARTA’s 6th 
Annual Joint Advanced Seminars which was 
held in Kampala, Uganda. The topic of her 
presentation was “The perceived impact of 
female-directed cash transfers on intimate and 
platonic relationships”. 

JANUARY

FEBRUARY

MARCH
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April 
HPTN 084 Milestone
The HPTN 084/LIFE (Long-acting Injectable 
for the Epidemic) study has reached a notable 
milestone- 1,000 participants enrolled across 
all 20 sites.

June
to the IMPAACT 2009 study. The award 
was presented during the IMPAACT Annual 
meeting, which was held in Washington DC, 
USA.

Wits RHI’s Research Centre Activated for the 
Implementation of the MTN-034/REACH 
Study
The Research Centre team have met all study 
activation requirements for the MTN-034/
REACH study.  The site was approved to begin 
implementation of the MTN-034 study.
 

May
Beijing Hospital Directors Visit
Wits RHI hosted a delegation of Hospital 
Directors from Beijing University. The strategic 
visit, which was led by Wits University, was 
aimed at exploring potential partnerships 
between Wits University and Beijing University. 
The delegation was welcomed by Prof Helen 
Rees and other senior managers.

Elmari Briedenhann Shines at the Women 
Deliver Conference
Elmari Briedenhann, Senior Programme 
Manager – Implementation Science, was part of 
the panel session entitled, “CAN YOU HEAR ME 
NOW? What does it take to improve the health 
of women and girls? at the Women Deliver 2019 
Conference which took in Vancouver, Canada.  

Ward 21 HPTN Team Wins Awards at the HPTN 
Annual Meeting
The Ward 21 HPTN team received a couple of 
awards at the HPTN Annual meeting, which 
was held in Washington DC, USA. The awards 
included a certificate of excellence for the 
HPTN 084 study, for maintaining one of the 
highest enrolment rates in the study and for the 
Community Engagement for its contributions 
to the HPTN 084 and HPTN 082 studies.

ECHO Study releases its results
The Evidence for Contraceptive Options and 
HIV Outcomes (ECHO) study released its 
results. The results mark an important step for 
women’s health—the findings provide evidence 
that WHO and national ministries of health 
will hopefully use as they develop policies and 
programs that directly impact women’s lives.

APRIL

MAY

JUNE

US Assistant Secretary of State for African 
Affairs, Ambassador Tibor Nagy, Visits Wits 
RHI’s Programme in Temba Clinic
The Tshwane CDC Care and Treatment 
Programme team was excited to host 
Ambassador Tibor Nagy, US Assistant Secretary 
of State for African Affairs. Ambassador Nagy 
visited the Temba Community Health Centre in 
Hammanskraal.

Shandukani Team Recognised for Outstanding 
Contributions at the IMPAACT Annual Meeting
The Shandukani team received a certificate of 
recognition for their outstanding contribution 
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ADVANCE Study Results Released at IAS 2019
Professor Francois Venter of Ezintsha, a sub-
syndicate of Wits RHI, presented 48-week 
results from the ADVANCE study at the 
prestigious International AIDS Society scientific 
conference in Mexico City. The ADVANCE 
study showed that at the 48-week mark, 
dolutegravir-containing regimens perform 
as well as the current efavirenz-containing 
regimens used for first-line antiretroviral 
treatment (ART) in South Africa and many 
other African countries.

August 

 
September 
Wits RHI’s Team presented with MTN awards
Emily Kekana (Wits RHI Research Center 
Lab Coordinator) received an MTN award for 
Laboratory from Prof Sharon Hillier (MTN 
Principal Investigator), Prof Jared Baeten (MTN 
Co-Principal Investigator) and Ted Livant (MTN 
Laboratory QA /QC Coordinator). The Wits 
RHI Research Center Team also collected MTN 
Awards for Laboratory and Youth Recruitment.
 
October 
IS Team at the 3rd HIV Adolescents Workshop 
in Kenya
Nakita Sheobalak, Project Manager for Media 
and Websites from the Implementation Science 
team, presented in front of an international 
audience at the 3rd HIV Adolescents Workshop 
in Kenya. Her topic was, “Speak my language! 
Using digital media to reach and engage 
adolescents on oral PrEP”. 
 
November 
Ambassador-designate Lana Marks visits 
Laudium CHC
U.S. Ambassador-designate Lana Marks, and 
PEPFAR leadership visited Laudium CHC to see 
the recent innovations implemented to increase 
efficiencies in service delivery, in collaboration 
with Wits RHI.  
 
December 
Bellville Trans Health Centre Launch 
The first health centre for transgender women 
was launched in Bellville, Cape Town. The centre 
is a partnership between Wits RHI, Western 
Cape Ministry of Health, USAID/Southern 
Africa and trans and gender-diverse activists 
and trans-led organisations that have pioneered 
services for the trans community including 
advocating for inclusive health-care services.

July
Diantha Pillay Profiled as One of Mail and 
Guardian’s Top 200 Young South Africans 
Diantha Pillay, Programme Manager - 
Implementation Science, is one of the top 
200 young South African’s on the Mail and 
Guardian’s list. Diantha was recognised for her 
contributions in the category of health and 
for her dedication to improving the health and 
wellbeing of the most marginalised members of 
the society. 
 
Dr Gloria Maimela - 2019 IAS Plenary Speaker
Dr Gloria Maimela, Director of Health 
Programmes, was one of the plenary speakers 
at the IAS 2019 AIDS Conference. Her topic 
was “Scaling up treatment in resource-
constraint settings: What it will take to achieve 
the last 90?”

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation Visit
The Clinical Vaccine Development team from 
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation visited 
Wits RHI. The team met with the HOPE study 
investigators and visited the HOPE study’s 
Ward 21 Clinical Research Study and Welkom 
Clinic survey sites. They also participated in a 
stakeholder feedback session in Lejweleputswa 
district in Free State.
 
Eritrean Ministry of Health Visit
A delegation from the Eritrean Ministry of 
Health visited our Hillbrow site, hosted by the 
Wits RHI Key Populations project in partnership 
with the National and Gauteng Departments 
of Health and the WHO Country Office. We 
shared our learnings about the PrEP promotion 
approaches that have enabled us to improve 
PrEP uptake to over 40%, as well as key 
challenges around continued use of PrEP.

JULY

AUGUST

SEPTEMBER

OCTOBER

NOVEMBER

DECEMBER



Annual Review 2019 11

This year Wits RHI is thrilled to celebrate 25 
years of existence in serving community health 
services and groundbreaking research. For 
some of you this year marks the culmination 
of a 25-year story filled with ups and downs, 
highs, and lows. A quarter of a century – that 
is a long time for an organisation to endure, 
but we did it and we keep going. Our ability 
to do this effectively and successfully has 
been made possible with our hardworking and 
passionate leaders, staff, partners, donors, and 
our communities. 

This is a 25-year narrative of cutting-edge 
science and transformation in health. A 
story that advocates for better healthcare 
and services to all South Africans. A story 
of reaching marginalised communities and 
people most in need – women, sex workers, 
adolescents, transgender communities, MSM, 
and children living with HIV/TB. It is a story of 
influencing policy and treatment, both locally 
and internationally. It is a story of pioneering 
research to develop affordable and multi-
purpose prevention and care of STIs and HIV 
for key populations and marginalised groups. 

The 2019 theme for the end of year Wits RHI 
staff celebration and award ceremony was 
‘Kaleidoscope’. After 25 years of extraordinary 
achievements, the kaleidoscope is an apt 
symbol. “Life is like a Kaleidoscope- a slight 
change, and all patterns alter” _ Sharon 
Salzberg. In conjunction with the current health 
climate, Wits RHI tackles health challenges by 
broadening and diversifying its research focus 
to make a positive difference in local, national, 
and international communities. With that said, 
the Kaleidoscope theme is quite symbolic to 
the institute this year. 

After a year of hard work, all Wits RHI staff – 
came together to celebrate and acknowledge 
the achievements of their colleagues.  

We will take you through the journey since 
the establishment of the institute in 1994. 
This timeline presents a series of highlights 
in the work and achievements of Wits RHI. It 
is all these achievements that make Wits RHI 
a special institute we can be proud of. This 
timeline is an overview of Wits RHI as a whole 
and is not an exhaustive list of research and 
projects. It provides a glimpse of how Wits RHI 
developed into a world-renowned health and 
research institute that addresses the greatest 
public health concerns during the time around 
HIV, sexual and reproductive health, and 
vaccine preventable diseases

Wits RHI Celebrates 25 Years Anniversary!

Thank you for being part of 
Wits RHI’s success over 
the years. 

We greatly appreciate and 
value your hard work.
 
To 25 more wonderful and 
impactful years!
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1994

The Reproductive Health 
Research Unit (RHRU) is founded 
in 1994 by Professor Helen Rees 
as a joint initiative between the 
University of the Witwatersrand 
(Wits) Faculty of Health Sciences 
and the Greater Johannesburg 
Metropolitan Council.

2000

research unit of the Wits 
Department of Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology.

2003

Establish partnership with COJ 
and the Gauteng Department 
of Health to create the Hillbrow 
Health Precinct (HHP) in the 
inner city of Johannesburg.

1995

Microbicide trial begins with sex 
workers in Johannesburg.

2004

Receive first PEPFAR
 grant

2002

Awarded WHO Collaborating 
Centre Status.

20192014

Wits RHI celebrates its 20 
anniversary and is awarded 
UNAIDS collaborating centre 
status.

Year25

2006

to Hillbrow, where 

for clinical trials, a 
major training centre 
and a community care 
centre are established.

2012

The flagship Shandukani 
Maternal and Child Health 
Centre opens its doors in July.

2016

Wits RHI becomes a UNFPA 
strategic partner.Appointed a 
South African Medical Research 
Council (MRC) Collaborating 
Centre in HIV and TB.

2007

First NIH Clinical Trials Unit 
Award granted.

Celebrates

Anniversary

Wits Reproductive Health and HIV Institute Timeline

• The Reproductive Health Research Unit 
(RHRU) is founded in 1994 by Professor Helen 
Rees as a joint initiative between the University 
of the Witwatersrand (Wits) Faculty of Health 
Sciences and the Greater Johannesburg 
Metropolitan Council

• Microbicide trial begins with sex workers in 
Johannesburg.

• RHRU becomes an official research unit 
of the Wits Department of Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology.

Wits RHI’s 25 Year Timeline

• Esselen Street Clinic is one of the first sites 
in the country to provide HIV treatment. 
• Wits RHI partners with several 
international clinical trial networks to identify 
safe and effective vaginal microbicides for the 
prevention of HIV in women.
• Wits RHI awarded WHO collaborating 
centre status in recognition of its work in the 
African region.

• Establish partnership with COJ and the 
Gauteng Department of Health to create the 
Hillbrow Health Precinct (HHP) in the inner 
city of Johannesburg.
• HHP becomes of one of the largest HIV 
treatment sites in South Africa.
• Wits RHI helps set up loveLife, a youth-
focused HIV prevention initiative for young 
women aged 15-25. 

• Wits RHI conducts groundbreaking study 
to compare synthetic latex and polyurethane 
condoms. Study finds that the cheaper latex 
condom is as effective.
• HHP begins antiretroviral initiation for the 
public in October. 
• Wits RHI receives first PEPFAR grant to 
increase access to HIV treatment and services.

• Wits RHI moves its national office to 
Hillbrow, where offices, research space for 
clinical trials, a major training centre, and a 
community care centre are established.

• First NIH Clinical Trials Unit Award granted. • Wits RHI expands to North-West to 
support health systems strengthening activities 
with the provincial health department. 
• Wits RHI presents findings of their female 
condom study to the FDA (US Food and Drug 
Administration) in Washington. FDA panel 
recommends approval of the new latex female 
condom. 

1994 1995 2000

2002 2003 2004

2006 2007 2008
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1994

The Reproductive Health 
Research Unit (RHRU) is founded 
in 1994 by Professor Helen Rees 
as a joint initiative between the 
University of the Witwatersrand 
(Wits) Faculty of Health Sciences 
and the Greater Johannesburg 
Metropolitan Council.

2000

research unit of the Wits 
Department of Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology.

2003

Establish partnership with COJ 
and the Gauteng Department 
of Health to create the Hillbrow 
Health Precinct (HHP) in the 
inner city of Johannesburg.

1995

Microbicide trial begins with sex 
workers in Johannesburg.

2004

Receive first PEPFAR
 grant

2002

Awarded WHO Collaborating 
Centre Status.

20192014

Wits RHI celebrates its 20 
anniversary and is awarded 
UNAIDS collaborating centre 
status.

Year25

2006

to Hillbrow, where 

for clinical trials, a 
major training centre 
and a community care 
centre are established.

2012

The flagship Shandukani 
Maternal and Child Health 
Centre opens its doors in July.

2016

Wits RHI becomes a UNFPA 
strategic partner.Appointed a 
South African Medical Research 
Council (MRC) Collaborating 
Centre in HIV and TB.

2007

First NIH Clinical Trials Unit 
Award granted.

Celebrates

Anniversary

Wits Reproductive Health and HIV Institute Timeline

• The institute is granted Institute status by 
the University of the Witwatersrand.  
• PROMISE, the first PMTCT study that Wits 
RHI participated in, is launched to evaluate 
best intervention for PMTCT in HIV-positive 
women. Trial ends in 2016, and triple dose 
therapy becomes confirmed as standard of 
care for pregnant women. 

• Shandukani Maternal and Child Health 
Centre opens its doors in July at the Hillbrow 
Health Precinct. 
• Wits RHI provides over 2 100 sex workers in 
the inner city of Johannesburg with healthcare 
services.

• Wits RHI celebrates its 20 anniversary and 
is awarded UNAIDS collaborating centre status.

• CHARISMA study launched. Aims to 
increase women’s agency to use a microbicide 
vaginal ring consistently and safely. 

• Wits RHI becomes a UNFPA strategic 
partner. Appointed a South African Medical 
Research Council (MRC) Collaborating Centre 
in HIV and TB.
• PrEP rolled out in selected clinics across 
South Africa. Wits RHI’s TAPS project provides 
the basis for government’s PrEP programme. 
• African Leadership Initiative for 
Vaccinology Expertise (ALIVE) is established 
to build research and training capacity in 
vaccinology in the region. 

• ADVANCE, the world’s largest set of 
studies on antiretroviral treatment optimisation, 
is launched to test new and safer HIV drugs. 
Study resulted in new, more efficient and cost-
effective ART.  
T• wo-year Girls Achieve Power (GAP) Year 
programme launches in 26 schools In Gauteng 
and Western Cape targeting 2 900 learners.
• Wits RHI research contributes to 
application for licensure of the dapivirine ring, 
the world’s first ARV vaginal ring for prevention. 

• Wits RHI receives five-year USAID/
PEPFAR award for advancing South Africa’s 
HIV response for key populations, sex worker 
and transgender communities. 
• First transgender clinics open in the 
Eastern Cape, Western Cape and Gauteng. This 
is the first network in the country to provide 
gender-affirming healthcare. 
• Professor Helen Rees appointed chair of 
new South African Health Products Regulatory 
Authority (SAHPRA) that replaces the 
Medicines Control Council (MCC). 
• Launch of School-Based HIV and Gender 
Based Violence Prevention Programme (2018-
2023). 

• Close to 600 000 HIV self-screening tests 
are distributed through the WITS RHI STAR 
programme, reaching key and under-tested 
populations. 
• EMPOWER study enrols 431 sexually 
active adolescent girls and young women, 
who are offered a package of HIV prevention 
interventions that also address gender-based 
violence. 
• Project PrEP launches at scale in 
partnership with the Department of Health 
(DOH) in eight clusters in Gauteng, the Eastern 
Cape and KwaZulu-Natal, targeting young 
women at risk of HIV. In one year, 4 500 people 
are initiated on treatment. 

• The APACE programme launches 
in Lejweleputswa District and Tshwane 
Municipality to expand HIV treatment and care, 
and strengthen health systems in these priority 
districts.  
• Wits RHI launches the first HPV vaccine 
impact project in Africa.  
• New MTN study is launched to empower 
teen girls with choices in HIV prevention 
across sites in Kenya, South Africa, Uganda and 
Zimbabwe. Results anticipated in late 2022. 
• Wits RHI celebrates 25 years anniversary. 

2010 2012 2014

2015 2016 2017

2018 2019
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Technical 
Review
Wits RHI has been tackling Africa’s 
health challenges through science 
and innovation for over two decades, 
with an unparalleled track record of 
implementing sustainable programmes 
and contributing to health policy. This 
annual report sets out to highlight the 
breadth and scope of our work and 
presents a brief overview of some of 
our 76 active projects during 2019.

While the projects may focus on the 
areas of HIV, Sexual and Reproductive 
Health and Vaccine Preventable 
Diseases, the projects cannot be 
compartmentalised as single-issue 
solutions. Intervention in one area, 
such as sexual and reproductive health, 
inevitably has a positive impact on 
another, such as HIV prevention. The 
technical review highlights the projects 
and studies that began implementation 
and closed out in 2019.

More details on our work can be found 
at www.wrhi.ac.za
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Adolescent Friendly Services (AYFS)
The objective of Wits RHI’s AYFS technical assistance 
is to prevent new HIV infections and reduce HIV 
morbidity and mortality through an improved and 
sustained HIV and TB continuum of care in adolescents 
and youth. During the first two years of the activity, 
Wits RHI, as a sub-awardee of BroadReach, will 
provide technical assistance and mentoring support 
to build skills, capacity, and capabilities to target, 
recruit, treat and support HIV-infected out-of-
school youth. During the fourth quarter (July-
September 2019) period, 1-day AYFS trainings were 

ABBVIE

AIDS FONDS- Lift

AIDS FONDS Self-

Testing

APACE

BMGF ALIVE

BMGF ALIVE Core 

Support

BROADREACH

CASPR AVAC

CDC AVIWE

CDC MIP

CDC TSHWANE Aurum

CDC TSHWANE Prime

Advanced Clinical Care (ACC)
Improvement of ACC will reduce mortality and 
optimize patient outcomes. The ACC program, 
therefore, aims to improve the quality of care 
provided to adult and paediatric patients presenting 
with advanced HIV disease including complicated 
cases requiring advanced clinical care for both HIV 
and TB. The overall objective of the programme is to 
reduce HIV-associated mortality amongst patients 
receiving advanced clinical care through rapid scale 
up of ACC activities across all BroadReach-supported 
KwaZulu Natal and Mpumalanga districts. 
A Clinical Programme Advisor (CPA) was appointed 
in Mpumalanga Province to assist BroadReach in 
the delivery of ACC services in Nkangala and Gert 
Sibande Districts at 100% level of effort. 77 clinicians 
(from BroadReach as well as the Mpumalanga DOH) 
were coached and mentored on ACC up to date. 
Tools have been developed to assist facilities in the 
clinical management of patients with advanced HIV 
disease. Four new ART trainings which included 
comprehensive updates on Dolutegravir rollout were 
conducted across the two supported districts. Three 
best practice sites have been established in Nkangala 
District, namely Bernice Samuels hospital, Middelburg 
hospital and Witbank hospital. As centres of 
excellence, these facilities are sufficiently capacitated 
to receive referral of complex clinical cases.

conducted in Ugu, King Cetshwayo and Nkangala 
Districts for approximately 1046 healthcare providers 
of different cadres from BroadReach, the DOH, 
HPCA, Care Works, NGOs, CBOs and School Health 
Nurses. Partnerships have been established with 57 
stakeholders working with adolescents and youth. 
These include: LoveLife, local CBOs and NGOs to 
strengthen partnerships to maximize adolescent HTS 
referral from outreach, schools and communities as 
well as 56 referral partnerships providing psychosocial 
support to adolescents and youth. After the Youth 
Care Club (YCC) training, facilities were mentored 
and prepared to implement YCSs through AYFS file 
audits. To-date 413 adolescents and youth have been 
placed in YCCs.
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Accelerating Program Achievements to 
Control the Epidemic (APACE)

CHARISMA

DFID RPC (STRIVE)

ECHO Core

ECHO DEES

ECHO RO1

ECHO Site

EDCTP THESA

ELMA

Ezintsha CIFF

Ezintsha EPIC

FHI OPTIONS

Gates GAP YEAR

Gates MRI-TBV01-201

Gates Self-Testing

AVIWE
In the past four years, AVIWE has had great 
achievements in supporting the development of 
several national policies, guidelines, and tools, as well 
as supporting provincial disseminations of the policy 
work completed. The program supported the National 
She Conquers campaign and led the development 
of campaign branding and communication material, 
assisted provinces in developing implementation 
plans to implement She Conquers, brought together 
stakeholders working in AGYW focus areas, and 
re-designed and launched ‘Youth Zone’ which 
encourages prioritized services and the delivery of 
key core packages of care to youth at public health 
facilities. The program also established a website and 
clearing house for globally disseminating evidence-
based tools, reports, and articles around AGYW 

In 2019 APACE has successfully implemented a 
Hospital Antiretroviral Treatment (AR)T programme 
strategy across the district, leading to a 2-fold 
increase in cases identified as HIV positive in 
hospitals, and a 3-fold increase in ART initiation in 
these sites. APACE piloted a model of community 
ART initiation to support linkage to same day ART 
for patients testing HIV positive in communities. The 
programme initiated index testing as a new targeted 
case-finding strategy within the district where there 
was no prior experience or expertise in this testing 
modality. Capacitation and DSD have entrenched 
this as a testing mechanism across hospitals, clinics 
and within communities. The number of available off-
site medicine pick-up points for patients living with 
chronic diseases in the district doubled, ensuring 
coverage of at least one pick up point for every clinic 
(and decongesting the overloaded DoH facilities at 
the same time). APACE initiated Adolescent and Youth 
Friendly Services in multiple clinics and requested by 
district to expand this support to cover all facilities. 
It also establishment of Youth Care Clubs, a Wits 
RHI flagship intervention for retention and support 
for Adolescents Living with HIV (currently serving 
~830 adolescents). Priority Clubs were established 
as a differentiated model of care to address specific 
needs of HIV positive adult patients with virological 
failure. In one year of implementation APACE realised 
an increase in the total number of patients on ART in 
the district by 16%.

programming. Since its inception in August 2016, 
there have been over 50,000 downloads of tools, 
resources, academic literature, reports, demand 
creation materials, and more. 

BAVIKILE

Child Sexual Abuse (CSA) work has mainly been 
performing most of its work in the Ekurhuleni 
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Gates Self-Testing Plus

GF NACOSA

HPTN 084 Qualitative 

Study

HPTN 084-01 

Adolescents 

Development

HPTN081

HPTN082 

(Implementation & 

leadership)

HPTN084 (Ward 21 

Implementation)

HPTN084 (Co-Chair/

Leadership)

district. CSA has been extensively supported by the 
District DoH by providing Community Activists with 
additional knowledge on the identification, reporting 
and linkage to care of victims of sexual abuse. The 
programme adapted the SASA! intervention and 
materials for local use, and in the final year began 
training other implementing partners to deliver the 
package. A major highlight of the project is that 
the capacity building focus of the intervention saw 
over 700 people trained on various CSA clinical 
and other technical areas over the duration of the 
intervention. Lessons learnt and best practices have 
been documented for sharing with stakeholders. 

CHOICES 
States and Zambia.  The project has also contributed 
to content development and the review of research 
literacy, educational and advocacy materials which 
is shared on Facebook page Research connect and 
the Stakeholder Engagement Community of Practice 
(CoP).

The Evidence for Contraceptive options 
and HIV Outcomes (ECHO) Trial

The Wits RHI RC CRS was one of the sites 
participating in the ECHO trial. The ECHO trial aimed 
to compare the risks of HIV acquisition between 
women randomised to DMPA-IM, levonorgestrel 
(LNG) implant, and copper IUD. The trial closed to 
participant follow up in October 2018 and final analysis 
commenced thereafter. Results were released at the 
SA AIDS conference in June 2019 and the outcomes 
were published in the Lancet. The ECHO trial found 

The study enrolled 611 young women aged 16-24 years. 
All participants have completed 24 months follow-
up and exited the study. Currently data cleaning and 
analysis are ongoing. Results are expected by second 
quarter of 2020.

Coalition to Accelerate and Support 
Prevention Research (CASPR)
The purpose of this project is to support the 
development and sustainability of an Africa-
centred network dedicated to advancing advocacy, 
policy, regulatory, community engagement and 
communications efforts that help accelerate 
biomedical HIV prevention research. The project 
began on 1 October 2016 with Partners’ Inception 
Meeting, and the project is now on the fourth year. The 
project has hosted two GPP Leadership courses which 
have brought together over 30 emerging leaders in 
stakeholder engagement from Belgium, India, Kenya, 
South Africa, Uganda, Zimbabwe, Eswatini, United 
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no substantial difference in the risk of getting HIV 
among 7 829 women randomly assigned to use one 
of three reversible, highly effective contraceptives: 
DMPA-IM, copper IUDs or LNG implants.  These 
results informed the revision of the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO) fifth edition of the Medical 
eligibility criteria for contraceptive use (MEC) in that 
women at a high risk of HIV can use all methods of 
contraception without restriction. The RC CRS team 
was proud to be part of this landmark trial 
In terms of HIV prevention efforts, the Wits RHI RC 
CRS also conducted the MTN-025/HOPE study. 
HOPE was a Phase 3B Open-Label Follow-on Trial 
to Assess the Continued Safety of and Adherence 
to a Vaginal Ring Containing Dapivirine in Women. 
Results from HOPE were presented at the 10th IAS 
Conference on HIV Science (IAS 2019) in Mexico City 
on 23 July 2019 by Professor Jared Baeten. HOPE 
was designed to provide former participants of the  
MTN-020/ASPIRE Phase III study of the monthly 
dapivirine vaginal ring the opportunity to use the ring 
for one year while researchers collected additional 
information about its safety and how women would use 
it knowing it reduced the risk of HIV in ASPIRE. HOPE 
results indicated the ring was very well-tolerated and 
used persistently by women for the entire year of the 
study. More than 90 percent of women chose the 
ring at the start of the study, and the majority used 
it for the duration of HOPE. Overall, the results from 
this open-label extension trial of the dapivirine ring 
indicate high uptake and lower than anticipated HIV-1 
incidence in this high-risk population.
The Wits RHI RC CRS team is also implementing 
MTN-034/REACH (Reversing the Epidemic in Africa 
with Choices in HIV Prevention). REACH is a Phase 2a 
Crossover Trial Evaluating the Safety of and Adherence 
to a Vaginal Matrix Ring Containing Dapivirine and 
Oral Emtricitabine/Tenofovir Disoproxil Fumarate in 
an Adolescent and Young Adult Female Population
The Wits RHI Research Centre CRS received 
activation for the MTN-034 (REACH) study on 01 
April 2019. The first participant was screened on 09 
April 2019 and enrolment commenced on the 25 April 
2019. 
Finally, the Wits RHI RC CRS was also excited to 
conduct its first NIH funded MSM study, MTN-035/
DESIRE (Developing and Evaluating Short-acting 

HPV Research

IeDEA

Impaact

Implementation 

Science (IS) Training 

and Education Needs

ITheMBA

JHU CHOICES

Key Populations

MRC Collaboration

MRC DRV

MTN PIF

MTN SRC

MTN Voice

GAP Year is a programme aimed at building health, 
social and educational assets for empowering girls at 
critical time of adolescent transition. In 2019, GAP 
managed get 1 273 learners to complete the endline 
survey in Khayelitsha (Western Cape), translating to 
86.5% follow up rate from baseline. GAP Year hosted 
four wellness events in Soweto and Tembisa with GAP 
Year participants and their parents, with 175 accessing 
HTS services. This programme successfully completed 
GAP two afterschool intervention in 6 schools in 
Gauteng, reaching 786 learners. It achieved to collect 
the preliminary analysis of endline quantitative survey 
data from 14 schools in Khayelitsha.
GAP Year presented to key DBE stakeholders at 
National, Provincial and District levels. Linkage to 
care was strengthened through facility engagements, 
promoted drop in boxes and wellness events. Also, 
GAP Year participated in the Women and Girls at 
the Center of Development webinar on curriculum 
development.

Innovations for Rectal Use): Acceptability, Tolerability, 
and Adherence of Three Rectal Microbicide Placebo 
Formulations among HIV Seronegative Cisgender 
Men, Transgender Men and Transgender Women Who 
Engage in Receptive Anal Intercourse.
The Wits RHI Research Centre CRS received 
activation for the MTN-035 (DESIRE) study on 18 
October 2019. The first participant was screened on 
25 October 2019 and enrolment commenced on 07 
November 2019.

Girls Achieve Power Year (GAP Year)
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HIV Self-Screening (HIVSS) HOPE (HPV One and two dose Population 
Effectiveness) Study
In 2019, the HOPE HPV study vaccinated 4807 grade 
ten female learners with one dose of the HPV vaccine. 
Nearly 900 females age 17-18 years were enrolled in 

HIVSS contributes to the first 90 by enabling individuals 
to learn their HIV status. Wits RHI through the Self-
Testing Africa Initiative (STAR) Initiative provided 
HIV self-screening test kits and technical assistance 
to the Mpumalanga and KwaZulu Natal BroadReach 
and Department of Health teams.  HIV self-screening 
increases HIV testing uptake by enabling individuals 
to learn their HIV status when and where they choose, 
thereby contributing to an increased the numbers of 
people who know their HIV status to reach 90-90-
90 targets. A total of 20,000 oral self-screening kits 
were approved for Mpumalanga with 10,000 allocated 
between the 2 districts. Training was conducted for 80 
BroadReach staff (Community Specialists and Linkage 
Officers) and DOH staff (Professional Nurses, HAST 
coordinators, master trainers, counsellors, WBOT 
team leaders and facility managers). The training 
covered overall objectives of HIVSS, modalities under 
implementation, messaging, referrals/ linkage to care, 
and M&E. 
The STAR team has developed various approaches to 
monitor linkage to care for individuals who self- test.  
The team worked closely with BroadReach and DOH 
staff to adapt follow up strategies for both community 
and facility distribution in Mpumalanga. 

The study has enrolled 107 women aged 18-40 years. 
Most of the participants (n=100) have completed the 
92 weeks follow-up with high retention (Overall 92%). 
Preliminary results are expected to be presented at 
the HIV R4P Conference 11-15 October 2020 in Cape 
Town, South Africa.

the HOPE HPV prevalence survey in four provinces. 
Laboratory testing of HPV specimens is completed, 
and data cleaning and analysis is underway. Learnings 
and preliminary findings from HOPE will be presented 
in two oral presentations and one poster presentation 
at the International Papillomavirus Conference in 
2020. 

HPTN 081
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Key Populations Programme

During the first year of the 5-year USAID Award for 
advancing the South African HIV Response for Key 
Populations, Sex Workers, and Transgender individuals, 
the Wits RHI Key Populations intensified services 
at 4 existing sex worker sites and opened 4 new 
transgender sites. The latter provide the first USAID-
funded services for the trans community in Africa. 
The integration of gender-affirming hormone therapy 
and psychosocial support within a primary health 
care and HIV prevention/ treatment package serves 
to increase uptake of services and retention in care.  
In its first 6 months of operation, the transgender 
programme reached 1,566 individuals, achieving a 
57% PrEP uptake rate among those who tested HIV-, 
a 25% HIV+ testing yield, and 68% linkage to ART. The 
sex worker sites provided outreach services to 33,149 
female sex workers nationally, achieved a 38% PrEP 
uptake rate, a 19% HIV testing yield, an 89% linkage 
to antiretroviral therapy, and reached a 92% viral load 
suppression rate among the sex worker ART cohort. 
The transgender programme launch held in Cape 
Town in December 2019 was attended by the Head 
of Ministry, Western Cape Ministry of Health and the 
U.S. Consul General. 

Optimizing Prevention Technology 
Introduction ON Schedule (OPTIONS)
OPTIONS is a programmatic platform that optimizes 
the portfolio mix of ARV-based prevention and 
related products to meet local needs and achieve 
global prevention goals in the most cost-effective way 
possible. Their highlights for 2019 is that nearly 250 
tools and resources are developed and available on 
PrEPWatch in support of PrEP rollout. PrEP Learning 
Network was launched, including six webinars and 

one face-to-face workshop reaching 502 unique 
participants from 39 countries. The regional face-to-
face workshop was held in Blantyre, Malawi, bringing 
together nearly 130 participants from 18 countries. 
OPTIONS successfully launched the PrEP4Youth 

videos, which reached between 29 437 and 57 742 
people, of which there were between 9 791 and 18 021 
views using the Facebook platform. The SA PrEP 
website became a success, as of Dec 2019, based 
on Facebook and Google analytics. The website had 
a total of 61 291 unique users with 275 482-page 
views (card and landing pages), with 12.7% returning 
users. OPTIONS launched and piloted testing of HIV 
Prevention Ambassador Training in 3 provinces, having 
trained over 100 young people to be ambassadors 
for Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights 
(SRHR). OPTIONS got acceptance of ACCESS study 
manuscript to Plos One. 

PAVING
A major highlight of the project is the surpassing of 
the allocated target of 7 800 individuals completing 
the prescribed SASA! 10-hour dose intervention in the 
second year of the intervention. The program adapted 
the SASA! intervention and materials for local use and 
in the final year began training other implementing 
partners to deliver the package. The first year of the 
project was spent largely on start-up activities and 
building the capacity of the CA’s to enable them to 
roll out the SASA! intervention in the selected priority 
wards. Lessons learned and best practices have been 
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documented for sharing with stakeholders. PrEP SMART 
PrEP SMART was activated in 2019 and first 
enrolment occurred on the 30th of May. Enrolment 
target set at 350 with 204 participants enrolled to 
date. Enrolments expected to be completed by end 
of May. Follow-ups are ongoing and the project 
continues to deliver all interventions. Two assessment 
visits conducted thus far with no safety concerns.

Siyakha

Project PrEP
As of November 2019, the number of individuals 
reached through direct engagement stands at 42 025 
total – 58% of this number is AGYW. Multimedia, 
online or global reach has moved up to more than 
3 000 000 individuals reached through social media 
and websites – more than 75% of this reach accounts 
for women within the project’s target age range. 
The total number of clients (both male and female) 
initiated on PrEP is 6014. AGYW account for 3 182 or 
52,9% of those initiations, with the remainder being 
initiations in other age groups including men. With a 
target of 6 640 AGYW initiations over a 3-year period, 
47,9% of the target was achieved in just 13 months 
of implementation. Project PrEP hosted 3 satellite 
sessions at local and international conferences 
including SAAIDS, IAS and International Conference 
on AIDS and Sexually Transmitted Infections in Africa 
(ICASA). A total of 683 people including nurses, lay 
counsellors, pharmacists, doctors, peer navigators/
educators, data capturers, field workers, security 
guards, general assistants and demand creation 
agents received different trainings. Project PrEP 
developed the www.myprep.co.za website on behalf 
of NDoH who manages hosting, content and metrics. 
The project launched the PrEP mobile app and PrEP 
chatbot on 1 Feb 2020 in support of national scale-up 
of PrEP. It also developed the MyPrEP social media 
platforms and manages on behalf of NDoH.

Multisectoral (DBE and DOH) provincial and district 
implementation plans were developed (8 plans 
developed). A number of tools and resources to 
facilitate programming were established- for example 
a rapid risk assessment to identify adolescents at 
risk, community validation checklist to assess quality 
and validity of services offered to ensure successful 
linkages, facilitation guide for a violence awareness 
and prevention intervention, parent and School 
Governing Body (SGB) sensitization dialogue guide, 
community PrEP standard operating procedure 
(SOP), IEC materials to increase awareness of 
protective behaviours and sexual reproductive health 
(SRH). Siyakha developed unique branding for the 
schools’ programme aligned to the DOH youth zone 
strategy. The Department of Social Development in 
the provision of SRH and HIV services started in all 
4 provinces - Between November and December, in 
collaboration with the DoE and DoH, hosted World 
AIDS Day and 16 Days of Activism Against GBV Events 
across 4 provinces with 210 HIV tests performed 
(mostly adolescents) 21 PrEP initiations. The project 
implemented a rapid risk assessment to facilitate 
identification of and linkage into care for adolescents 
at risk – 246 learners assessed, with a 93% linkage 
for those reporting immediate need for linkage (poor 
mental health and exposure to violence). Finally, 251 
learners with a violence prevention intervention were 
reached.



22 Annual Review 2019

Research 
Review
Wits RHI makes a significant 
contribution to the University of the 
Witwatersrand’s aim of creating the 
next generation of academics for 
Africa. Our comprehensive research 
capacity building programme to 
strengthen publication outputs 
and increase the throughput of 
postgraduate and research active staff 
is a fundamental component of what 
we do.

More details on our work can be found 
at www.wrhi.ac.za.
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Publications
In 2019, Wits RHI published a total of 117 manuscripts in Institute for 
Scientific Information (ISI)- indexed journals. These publications make 
significant contributions to research, health systems strengthening, 
policy development, training, technical assistance at national and 
international level. 

Post-Graduate Students in 2019
                                                        

Policy and Technical Advice
Wits RHI makes significant contributions to the development of 
national, regional and global health policies and guidelines. The 
Institute provides support, technical assistance and capacity building 
to ensure evidence-based policy change for the improvement of health 

outcomes. Subsequently many Wits RHI’s senior researchers belong to 
different national, regional and international committees and boards.

117 Publications

First author

Contributing author 

Other

33
35
49

45 Post-graduate Students

Post-doctoral fellowship

PhD students

Masters students

1
12
32
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Public Engagement 

ECHO Study finds no substantial 
difference in HIV risk among DMPA-
IM, Cu-IUD, and LNG implant users. 
Durban. 13 June 2018

Prof Helen Rees was interviewed on 
28 May 2019, by 702 FM’s Nickolaus 
Bauer, on the Xolani Gwala Show. 
Prof Rees commented a study 
results which found that almost 
half a million adult residents in 
Johannesburg between the ages of 
15 and 49 are HIV positive. In the 

Throughout 2019 our sports teams 
continued to make us proud 
and participate in various local 
amateur leagues
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Wits RHI’s Shandukani Medical 
Doctor, Faeezah Patel was invited on 
VOW FM, Wits University’s campus 
radio station to talk about the WHO 
initiative of Eliminating Mother-
to-Child Transmission (EMCT) 
which focuses on HIV elimination 
transmission and improving 
healthcare outcomes for mothers 
and their children. Johannesburg. 3 
October 2019

Professor Francois Venter of Ezintsha  
announced the ADVANCE study 
results which showed that at the 
48-week mark, regimens containing 
DTG perform as well as the current 
regimens containing EFV used for 
first-line ART in South Africa and 
many other African countries. 
Mexico. 13 July 2019.

Assoc. Prof. Sínead Delany-
Moretlwe - Prevention Science 
Track Lead at IAS. Mexico . 21 – 
24 July 2019

Dr Gloria Maimela was one of 
the plenary speakers at the  IAS 
with a focal topic on: “Scaling up 
treatment in resource-constraint 
settings: What it will take to 
achieve the last 90?”. Mexico . 21 
– 24 July 2019
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Operational 
Review
In 2019  the  Institution grew 
exponentially and we subsequently 
strengthened our range of support 
functions to ensure a responsive, 
effective and efficient organisational 
infrastructure that underpins our 
strategy.
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Professor Helen Rees
Executive Director
GCOB OBE MBBChir MA (CANTAB) 
MRCGP DCH DRCOG

Associate Professor Sínead Delany-
Moretlwe
Director: Research
MBBCh, MSc, DTM&H PhD

Dr Thesla Palanee Philips
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Jabulani Dhlamini
Chief Operating Officer
Chartered Certfied Accountant 
FCCA, MBA
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MBBCh, MSc, MPH

Dr Gloria Maimela 
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Governance and Oversight
Wits RHI is an institute of the University of the Witwatersrand, based 
within the Faculty of Health Sciences. It is also a division of the Wits 
Health Consortium (Pty) Ltd (WHC), which is a wholly owned subsidiary 
of the University of the Witwatersrand. WHC is a legal entity and 
provides shared services for legal, regulatory, accounting, payroll and 
human resource services to research endeavours within the Faculty. 
WHC’s Board of Directors holds accountability for overall governance, 
overseeing systems of internal control, risk management, finance and 
human resources. The WHC Board is chaired by the Dean of the Faculty 
of Health Sciences, Professor Martin Veller. 

Technical oversight of the Institute’s work is provided the SAB that is 
convened by Professor Veller and comprises of faculty members of the 
University as well as external advisors. Research output is governed 
through the University, with a faculty-level annual review, and oversight 
by the Faculty of Health Sciences Research Committee, the University 
Research Committee and the Wits Council. In addition, an internal 
Research Review Committee provides internal oversight of all research 
conducted at the Institute.

Leadership
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University of the Witwatersrand

Wits Health Consortium Board

Wits Health Consortium
Board

Wits Council

Deputy Vice-Chancellor:
Research and Postgraduate Aairs

Wits RHI
Scientific Advisory Board

University Research Committee

Wits RHI

Wits RHI ExCoWits RHI SteerCo Wits RHI ManCo

Wits RHI Oversight

Wits RHI Management Structures
Within the organisation, Wits RHI is overseen by an Executive 
Committee (ExCo), which is supported by a Management Committee 
(ManCo), made up of senior members of Wits RHI and WHC; and a 
Steering Committee (SteerCo), whose members consist of the ExCo 
and Wits RHI Directors.

Participation on University Committees
Wits RHI is committed to being an active member of the University
community. As a result, senior management contributes to various
University structures.
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A significant proportion of staff are female, and attention is given to transformation and ensuring development and representation of historically 
disadvantaged groups in leadership and management positions.

Wits RHI Staff Breakdown as of December 2019

7
Members of SteerCo

125
Mid-Level Management

1714
Other Staff

1846
Total Number of Staff

1193 Females

521 Males

93 Females

32 Males

6 Females

1 Male
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Our Staff: Equality, Diversity and Inclusion

Awards
Wits RHI staff received several accolades, most noteworthy were 
Diantha Pillay being acknowledged with the Mail and Guardian‘s Top 
200 Young South Africans (Health Category). She and Sphamandla 
Gumede also received awards at the School of Clinical Medicine- Wits 
Research Day
The Research Centre Lab Team, Wits Reproductive Health and HIV

Institute CRS and Wits RHI Shandukani Research Centre all received
awards throughout 2019 namely; the MTN Lab Award, the REACHing
Youth Award and the International Maternal Pediatric Adolescent
AIDS Clinical Trials Network, for outstanding contribution to IMPAACT
2009, PK Component respectively.
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Financial 
Review
The success of Wits RHI is embedded in 
its sustainability and its ability to secure 
funding from non-traditional sources.
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Income and Sustainability
Wits RHI is a donor-funded organisation and has more than 76 grants 
under management, totalling over R896 million per annum. Funding is 
sourced both internationally and locally, and includes substantive grants 

Wits RHI income and projected income from 2015 to 2020 in South African Rands

Projected Income

from the NDoH, NIH, BMGF, European Union (EU), WHO, USAID, 
Unitaid and PEPFAR. These projects reflect the research objectives of 
the organisation over the next three years. 

Analysis of Current Grants
Wits RHI has 76 grants under management:

R896M

2019
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Partners 
and 
Donors
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Donors and Partners
Wits RHI would like to thank all our partners and donors for their ongoing support.

AbbVie

Aeras

Aids Fonds

AIDS Vaccine Advocacy Coalition (AVAC)

Amsterdam Institute for Global Health and Development

Anova Health Institute

Aurum Institute

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF)

Cancer Association of South Africa (CANSA)

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

Clinical HIV Research Unit (CHRU)

Clinton Health Access Initiative (CHAI)

Community AIDS Response (CARe)

Department for International Development (DFID), UK

Desmond Tutu TB Centre

Division of Aids (US National Institutes of Health) DAIDS

Drugs for Neglected Diseases Initiative (DNDI)

Dutch Ministry of Foreign Aairs

Elma Foundation

Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human

Development (NICHD)

European & Developing Countries Clinical Trials Partnership (EDCTP)

FHI360

Ford Foundation

Foundation for Professional Development (FPD)

Frontier Science and Technology Research, Foundation, Inc.

Gilead Sciences

Global Fund

Harvard School of Public Health, Center for Biostatistics in AIDS Research

Henry Oppenheimer Trust

HIV Research Trust

HIVSA

Integration of TB in Education and Care for HIV/AIDS (iTEACH)

International Epidemiological Databases to Evaluate AIDS (IEDEA)

Janssen Pharmaceutica (PTY)

John Snow Inc

Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health

London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM)

Magee Women’s Research Institute

Mott MacDonald

Medical Research Council (MRC), UK

Mylan

NACOSA – Global Fund

National Health Laboratory Service (NHLS)

National Health and Medical Research Council of Australia (NHMRC)

National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID)

National Institute of Communicable Diseases Sexually Transmitted Infection (NICD)

National Institute of Health (NIH)

North Star Alliance

Novovax via Triclinium

Oppenheimer Memorial Trust

PATH

Perinatal HIV Research Unit (PHRU)

Praekelt Foundation

President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR)

Respiratory and Meningeal Pathogens Research Unit (RMPRU)

Right to Care

Sex Workers Education, Advocacy and Training (SWEAT)

Sisonke

South African Medical Research Centre

Stellenbosch University

TB Alliance

UNITAID

United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)

United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS)

United States Agency for International Development (USAID)

University of California, San Francisco (UCSF)

University of Colorado Denver

University of KwaZulu Natal

University of Michigan

University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill

University of Stellenbosch

University of the Witwatersrand

University of Washington

ViiV Healthcare

Vodacom Foundation

Wellcome Trust

World Bank

World Health Organization (WHO)

City of Johannesburg

City of Tshwane

Free State Provincial Department of Health

Gauteng Provincial Department of Health

National Department of Basic Education

National Department of Health (NDoH)

National Department of Science and Technology

National Department of Social development

National Health Laboratory Service (NHLS)

North West Provincial Department of Health

National Aids Council (SANAC)

Medical Research Council (MRC)

National Research Foundation (NRF)

South African Government Partnerships
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Acronyms and Abbreviations
Adolescent Girls and Young Women

Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome

Antimicrobial resistance

Accelerating Program Achievements to Control the Epidemic

African Local Initiative for Vaccinology Expertise

Antiretroviral Treatment

Antiretroviral

A Study to Prevent Infection with a Ring for Extended use

Consortium for Advanced Research Training in Africa

Chief Executive Officer

Conference on Retroviruses and Opportunistic Infections

Clinical Research Site 

Community Health Clinic

Child Sexual Abuse

Copper Intrauterine Device

Developing and Evaluating Short-acting Innovations for Rectal use

Department of Health

Depot Medroxyprogesterone Acetate-Intramuscular

Directly Observed Therapy

Dapivirine

Dolutegravir

Evidence for Contraceptive options and HIV Outcomes

Enhancing Children’s HIV Outcomes 

Efavirenz

Eliminating Mother-to-Child Transmission

European Union

Executive Committee

Emtricitabine

Gender Based Violence

Girls Achieve Power Year

Hillbrow Health Precinct

Human Immunodeficiency Virus

HPV One and two dose Population Effectiveness

AGYW

AIDS

AMR       

APACE

ALIVE

ART

ARV

ASPIRE

CARTA

CEO

CROI

CHC   

CRS 

CSA

Cu-IUD

DESIRE

DoH

DMPA-IM

DOT

DPV

DTG

ECHO

ECHO*

EFV

EMCT

EU

ExCo

FTC

GBV

GAP Year

HHP

HIV

HOPE

HPTN

HPV

HSS

IAS 2019

IMPAACT

ISI

LGBTI       

LIFE 

LNG

ManCo

MEC

MTN

NCD

OPTIONS

PCB

POWER

POWER* 

PrEP

RC

REACH

RHRU          

SAB

SRH

STAR

STI

SteerCo

SW

TB

TDF

VPDs

WHC

Wits RHI

HIV Prevention Trials Network

Human Papillomavirus 

Health Systems Strengthening

10th International AIDS Society  Conference on HIV Science

International Maternal Paediatric Adolescent AIDS Clinical Trials Network

Institute for Scientific Information

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex

Long-acting Injectable for the Epidemic 

Levonorgestrel

Management Committee

Medical Eligibility Criteria for contraceptive use

Microbicide Trials Network

Non-Communicable Diseases

Optimizing Prevention Technology Introduction on Schedule

Programme Coordinating Board

Postnatal Mother-To-Child Transmission

Prevention Options for Women Research and Evaluation

Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis

Research Centre

Reversing the Epidemic in Africa with Choices in HIV prevention

Reproductive Health Research Unit

Scientific Advisory Board

Sexual and Reproductive Health

Self-Testing Africa Initiative

Sexually Transmitted Infection

Steering Committee

Sex Worker

Tuberculosis

Tenofovir Disoproxil Fumarate

Vaccine Preventable Diseases

Wits Health Consortium (Pty) Ltd

Wits Reproductive Health and HIV Institute
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Wits Reproductive Health and HIV Institute
+27 11 358 5500
www.wrhi.ac.za

Hillbrow Health Precinct 
22 Esselen Street 

Hillbrow, 2001 
Johannesburg


