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As we write the final chapter of 2019, we reminisce on all the puzzle
pieces that came together. You see, every piece of the puzzle is
required to complete the picture. While some have rough edges and
some smooth, but they all are necessary and have value. These come
in the form of staff, projects, programs, community, funders, and
partnerships.
Welcome to the final issue of the WIRED for 2019, where we
celebrate 25 years of giving back the gift of good health to Africa.
It has been quite a memorable year which saw several projects,
such as the ECHO Study and the BMG Self-Testing come to a close.
Fortunately, there are plenty more studies running that aim to change
the health landscape for good.
This issue features Matthew Chersich’s article on page 3, which
warns of the effects of climate change to HIV gains. On page 3 we
welcomed Melinda Gates and her accompanying visitors from BMGF
who visited Ward 21.
We also celebrate Dr Matshidiso Lelaka who defeated the odds-from
hotel cleaner to PhD holder on page 10. Page 12 covers the 4th Trans
Health, Advocacy and Research Conference which addressed a need
for a health programme for the transgender community.

We welcome your comments and feedback. Please contact us if
you have any suggestions on newsworthy items, or if you would
like us to cover your events.

- Wits RHI Comms:
rhicomms@wrhi.ac.za

Every staff member at Wits RHI matters and we celebrate you all for
contributing towards the masterpiece that we call Wits RHI.

- Editor: Bokang Pheto

We take this moment to remember colleagues who have passed on
along the way and have hope that their families will find comfort and
healing to the pain of the loss of their loved ones.

- Photographer: Rofhiwa Mashau
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Climate Change
likely to setback HIV gains

“Climate change may reverse the gains of programmes
aimed at preventing mother-to-child transmission of HIV”
Global increases in temperature are likely to intensify the
impact of HIV, Matthew Chersich said in a guest editorial for
the South African Medical Journal. According to Chersich,
South Africa is on the front line of the climate crisis because
its temperatures are expected to increase at twice the global
average.
Pregnant women produced more heat and were able to dissipate less of it, making them more susceptible to the effects
of heat stress, he said. Although there had been few studies
in Africa, research elsewhere indicated that heat exposure is
linked to a variety of poor birth outcomes.

Additionally, rising temperatures could affect mothers’ psychological wellbeing. “The mental health effects of hot weather and
other consequences of climate change are considerable – though
under appreciated and may well worsen drug adherence during the
post-partum period, for example,” said Chersich.
He argued that the effects of extreme weather could undermine
antiretroviral treatment programmes for pregnant women by worsening already inadequate drug supply systems. In hotter conditions,
babies drank more breastmilk, which was linked to higher rates of
HIV transmission.
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Project PrEP in
Port Elizabeth

Project PrEP held a community activation in Motherwell
in Port Elizabeth at Peace Park on 6 September 2019, in
collaboration with MTV SHUGA. The activation intended
to inform Adolescent Girls and Young Women in the
community (and their male peers) about PrEP as an HIV
prevention method, available at Motherwell Community
Health Centre, Ikamvelihle Clinic, and the mobile clinic that
serves the community surrounding these clinics.
The activations gave Project PrEP the opportunity to
reintroduce the health care workers from these clinics to
the community, to connect with them as caring, friendly and
relatable. They also introduced the comprehensive sexual
and reproductive health services available at the clinics
and the roving mobile clinic. MTV SHUGA actors MC’d at
the event and had the opportunity to screen their episodes
which covered HIV prevention topics, including PrEP.
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Best Approaches to STI screening
and treatment

Wits RHI, the National Department of Health
(NDoH) and CHAI delegates held a consultation on
approaches to STI screening and treatment in South
Africa which took place on Friday, 18 October 2019
at Crowne Plaza in Rosebank.

Specific objectives

Goal: To convene key stakeholders to review the
evidence and evidence needs to inform approaches
to STI screening and treatment in PrEP and other
priority services as part of a comprehensive HIV
prevention package, and to generate consensus on a
way forward for research and implementation.

•

•
•

•

Review the current epidemiology and rationale for STI
screening vs. current approaches
Review the available diagnostic approaches available
currently (and in the future)
Discuss considerations for implementation including
treatment, partner notification, acceptability for clients
and providers
Discuss priority indicators for monitoring and evaluation
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Wits RHI at IAS 2019

Wits RHI staff were invited at the 10th International AIDS
Conference (IAS 2019) and hosted different sessions, conducted
oral and posters presentations and skills building workshops.
The conference took place in Mexico, with some of the
following Wits RHI activities: AIDS 2019 Plenary Speakers IAS
2019 featured the best in class line-up of leading scientists,
researchers, policy makers and advocates from around the world
discussing this year’s most cutting-edge science and critical
global health issues.

The conference offered invited speaker sessions that address
a variety of current viewpoints and issues. The format and
focus of these sessions varied: Daily plenary sessions, special
60-minute lunchtime sessions, bridging sessions between
science, community and leadership, symposia sessions which
address critical issues that defy simple solutions and rapporteur
summary sessions.
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Wits RHI team tastes success at
Free State Research Day

On 7-8 November 2019, Wits RHI was exceptionally
well represented and cemented our presence in the
province at the Free State Research Day through our
engagement and the exceptional presentations that
were made in this forum.

Activities:
•
•

•
•

Five oral abstracts presented – 3 from APACE and 2
from the HOPE study
Two Wits RHI staff were part of a key panel session
discussing the interface between clinical trials and
public health (a topic that seems to need more
support and guidance, which Wits RHI is well
positioned to provide)
Judging of abstracts was done by three Wits RHI
staff
Stall set up to market the organization and engage
with delegates on our areas of expertise as an

•
•

organisation
Presented overall strategy for achieving 90-90-90 in
Lejweleputswa in a plenary address
The most notable saved for last! Wits RHI Programme
Manager, Masego Moalosi, won a runner up prize
in the category for Best Operational Research!
Congratulations Masego!

The team’s abstracts were all exceptional and generated
a great deal of buzz from the room, particularly our
provincial colleagues. Every presenter received positive
comments appreciative of the positive changes and
interesting findings that were presented, with a view to
adoption and scale where practical.
Mr Nkala and other colleagues from the district were
openly appreciative of the work presented, and of the way
we have engaged them throughout our implementation
process.
The team has set the bar very high, and I’m sure we will be
recruited again next year to participate in this event.
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The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
visit Wits RHI
The Clinical Vaccine Development team from the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation visited Wits RHI at the beginning of
August 2019. The team met with the HOPE (HPV One and two
dose Population Effectiveness) 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.
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Melinda Gates visits Wits RHI

Gcobisa Madlolo, Liesl Page-Shipp, Khanyiswa Kwatsha, Sinead Delany-Moretlwe, Melinda Gates, Helen Rees, Saiqa Mullick, Shawn Malone and Alexa Albert

Wits RHI hosted Melinda Gates from Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation (BMGF) on Tuesday, 29 October 2019 to visit Ward 21
to see the project initiatives on Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP)
and STI’s in adolescent girls and young women (AGYW). The visit
supports the cause to change the status quo in young women who
are seeing an alarming rise in STI and HIV infections, despite the
efforts of HIV prevention and treatment interventions being widely
rolled out in the sub-Saharan region in Africa.
Last year, Helen Rees, Executive Director- Wits RHI, was invited
to Seattle, Washington to give Melinda Gates a briefing on HIV
prevention. Wits RHI has multiple projects and BMGF wanted
to learn AGYW’s health challenges, and about the Wits RHI
community-based healthcare initiatives. The objectives of the
visit were to understand the behavioural drivers and barriers for
young women in accessing HIV prevention services, including their
experiences with oral PrEP.

Khanyiswa Kwatsha, Melinda Gates, Ntsiki Khunju and Gcobisa Madlolo

The discussion led to a great understanding on the impact of the
growing burden of STIs, poor pregnancy outcomes and fertility
affect AGYW and how prevention services are designed to address
these challenges.
Helen Rees led the visitors on a tour to Ward 21 to introduce
Melinda Gates to the PrEP project where she was able to join a
group discussion with young women Gcobisa Madlolo, Khanyiswa
Kwatsha and Ntsiki Khunju who are users of oral PrEP.
The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has committed to spending
part of their $1 billion dollars for women empowerment in Africa.
Wits RHI acknowledges and appreciates the great contribution
that the Foundation does in the development of the health, socioeconomic and economic sector in the African continent.

Gcobisa Madlolo and Melinda Gates

Melinda Gates and Khanyiswa Kwatsha
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“There is no gift that is good as
making a difference in
someone’s life"

11
Dr Matshidiso ‘Tshidi’ Lelaka was born and bred in Diepkloof,
Soweto. After matric, Dr Lelaka couldn’t afford to continue
with her studies and joined her mom who worked as a
domestic worker at Holiday Inn Garden Court, Sandton
City. Dr Lelaka served as a waitress in the restaurant and
cleaner in the hotel rooms. She saved the tips she received
from international guests for her university fees. Her dream
was to become a qualified Social Worker. Upon receiving
the acceptance offer letter from Fort Hare University, she
resigned to pursue her dream.

What drove you to go for that PhD?
My mentor and supervisor Prof Mavhandu-Mudzusi encouraged
me to complete my PhD as she saw I have the potential and
advised me that I have good and sharpened research skills which
will make it easy for me to adjust well in my studies. She further
told me about the positive and long-term benefits of PhD in one’s
career. My masters research finding was quite disturbing, and my
PhD was therefore a build-up on that.

“I am a Social Scientist researcher in the implementation
science department since 2017 to date. Currently I’m
involved with the Prep Project which is implemented in
3 South African Provinces (Gauteng, Eastern Cape and
Kwazulu-Natal). In the project, I support and interact with
the AYWG, research team and facility healthcare”
- Dr Leleka.

It was very important for me to get PhD for a variety of reasons.
Firstly, I challenged myself that I can do it to improve my
qualifications and secure better career advancement. Secondly, to
learn further, acquire new research skills and knowledge. Lastly, to
continue with the research findings from my Master’s dissertation
as they have both clinical and policy development implications and
as such. I wanted to develop a model to assist and support couples
in sero-discordant relationship. My PhD title was, “Development
of a support model for HIV-serodiscordant couples in Gauteng
Province”. The purpose of the HIV-serodiscordant support model
is to reduce HIV infection rates among HIV-serodiscordant
couples, enhance provision, quality, and improve the utilization of
the HIV-serodiscordant couple’s services.

Dr Lelaka studied the following:
•
Honours degree in Social Work – 2001
•
HIV/AIDS Certificate – 2002
•
Human Resources Management – 2004
•
Total Quality Management – 2007
•
Honours degree in Social Behaviour Studies (HIV/AIDS)
– 2011
•
Master’s degree in Public Health 2014
•
Doctoral of Literature and Philosophy – 2019
Can you give me a brief overview of your work?
I wanted to get out of poverty and I never wanted to
hear any second voice that would discourage me. So,
I worked hard, and I promised myself that I will do the
work all by myself- people will either observe or support
me. My mother supported my dreams regardless of
the circumstances encountered. I remained hopeful
throughout and I knew as she kept reminding me that
one-day my situation will change forever. Thinking of
the long-term benefits empowered me daily as I could
vision myself and family in a better situation. Therefore,
I seized the opportunity I had and used it wisely in all
aspects of my life.
What would you say motivated you to do what you
do?
I wanted to get out of poverty and keep dreaming.
I never wanted to hear any second voice that would
discourage me. So, I worked hard, and I promised
myself that I will do the work all by myself- people will
either observe or support me. My mother supported my
dreams regardless of the circumstances encountered.
I remained hopeful throughout and I knew as she kept
reminding me that one-day my situation will change
forever. Thinking of the long-term benefits empowered
me daily as I could vision myself and family in a better
situation. Therefore, I seized the opportunity I had and
used it wisely in all aspects of my life.

How important was it for you to get it?

Are there any people who deeply influenced who you are,
what you believe in and what you’re committed to in your
work and life?
My mom has always been my mentor and inspiration all my life.
She transfers this inner drive, the urge in you that no matter what
the circumstances, you will achieve your dreams if you work hard
and set your mind to it. She would often say, “There is no gift
that is good as making a difference in someone’s life”. It’s such a
selfless act and truly fulfilling if one associate themselves with it.
Did you have any life-changing experiences that put you on the
path that led you to doing what you’re doing today?
I have moved from one job to the other and experienced
challenges such as discrimination, and lack of support but I didn’t
let that discourage me. I drew strength from my family and
colleagues which improved my quality of work. Despite of all the
challenges, I protected my inner peace, and remained grounded
and kept the eye on my goal.
When you think of the future of your work, what gives you
hope?
Being exposed to the public health industry, I am glad to have
been a witness and contributed positively in my small little ways.
Great things have been achieved both in programmes/projects
and in clinical trials. However, I think there is more that needs to
do be done and we need more hands. There is hope that we can
achieve more to make a difference, but we need each other to
do so. We are talented in different ways and therefore we need
each to complement our weaknesses. So, we if we come together
with our different skills, knowledge and values we can be able to
contribute positively to current trends, deliver effectively and
efficiently to improve our country’s health status.
What’s next for you in your work? What are you looking
forward to?
I am really looking forward to growing further in my profession,
implement the knowledge acquired, venture and learn even
more in different avenues of research to sharpen my skills and
knowledge. Also, I’m willing to share my knowledge with anyone
who is ready to learn.
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4th Trans Health,

Advocacy and Research
Conference
The 4th Biennial Trans Health, Advocacy and Research
Conference took place on 24 - 27 October 2019, in
Johannesburg. Conference organizer Gender Dynamix
brought together activists, leaders, practitioners, allies and
researchers to advance human rights for trans and gender
diverse persons across Southern Africa. The conference
agenda included increasing access to gender affirming health
care for the transgender community. This is a critical given a
46% HIV prevalence amongst transgender women in South
African (HSRC, 2019).
The Wits RHI transgender clinic in Hillbrow offered a daily
wellness service for conference delegates, including HIV
counselling and testing, primary health care services,
screening and treatment of sexually transmitted infections
and provision of condoms and lubricant. The service was well
received as over 40% of delegates attended the clinic.
The conference provided a great opportunity to profile our
trans health centers in Hillbrow/ Braamfontein, Cape Town,
East London and Port Elizabeth and to develop partnership
with regional trans organizations and activists.

13

Cleaning up the Health Records Archives

Mr Koena Nkoko, Group Head: Health, and Alderman D Kissoonduth, MMC for Health, during the visit to the pilot site for records archiving.

On 10 October 2019, the MMC for Health, Alderman D
Kissoonduth, visited the patient records archiving site at
Mamelodi West Clinic together with the Group Head: Health,
Mr Koena Nkoko, and members of the task team committee.
The visit started with a briefing session before the delegates
travelled to Mamelodi West Clinic. The Health Department
has undertaken a project to clean up health records in order
to identify all records that have been dormant for a period of
three years. The pilot project started in July 2018, led by the
departmental task team with Mr Zachariah Molefi as the project
leader.
The team played an active role in separating dormant and
active files in order to decongest the filling room. The team also

Before

After

The MMC for Health, Alderman D Kissoonduth and the CDC Tshwane team

prepared the dormant files for archiving and reorganised the
active files. This has drastically reduced the amount of waiting
times in our facilities. Wits RHI also provided stationery such as
pens, permanent markers, filing boxes, sellotapes and archiving
boxes throughout the pilot project.
The successful outcome model will be implemented in all
sections of the department, including clinics and municipal
health services. The purpose of the pilot project is to ensure
that the Health Department complies with mandatory policy
guidelines such as the National Archives and Records Service of
South Africa Act, 1996 (Act 43 of 1996), as amended, as well as
any other legal prescripts. Well done to the CDC Tshwane team
for driving such an initiative.
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News Flash

Primary Analysis of Data from the ECHO Study
The primary results of the Evidence for Contraceptive Options
and HIV (ECHO) Study was presented in a late-breaker session
on Thursday, 13th June 2019, at the 9th SA AIDS Conference
in Durban, South Africa. As the chairperson, Prof Helen Rees,
Executive Director introduced the ECHO Study and facilitated the
panel discussion.
This pivotal and long-awaited randomised clinical trial compared
the relative risk of HIV acquisition among 7 829 African women
who used three different contraceptive methods: depot

medroxyprogesterone acetate given by intramuscular
injection (DMPA-IM), a copper intrauterine device (IUD) or a
levonorgestrel (LNG) implant.
This multi-country randomised trial measured HIV incidence
among African women assigned to one of three highlyeffective contraceptive methods. Acceptance of randomised
method, contraceptive continuation, and retention were
very high across all methods. It was also found that all three
methods were effective at preventing pregnancy and were
well tolerated, while HIV incidence was high for all three
groups.

2019 in Vancouver, Canada.
Elmari was part of the panel session entitled, “CAN YOU
HEAR ME NOW? What does it take to improve the health of
women and girls? She did an excellent job of explaining how
PrEP works and the approach that the OPTIONS programme
uses to engage young women. She eloquently answered
hard questions from young women in the audience and
everyone was impressed by her poise and ability to stay cool
under pressure whilst interacting with an audience of over
100 people. Elmari also shared the stage with Ambassador

Elmari Briedenhann Shines at the Women Deliver
Conference
HUGE congratulations to Elmari Briedenhann, Senior Programme
Manager – Implementation Science, who did a fantastic job at the
Women Deliver 2019 Conference which took place from 3 – 6 June

Deborah Birx, the United States’ Global AIDS Coordinator
& Special Representative for Global Health Diplomacy.
PrEP4Youth videos that Elmari and her team produced,
debuted at the conference and were very well received.
Thank you Elmari for representing Wits RHI OPTIONS and all
our work so well at the conference.
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IS Team at the 3rd HIV Adolescents Workshop in Kenya
Nakita Sheobalak, Project Manager for Media and Websites in the IS
team, proudly stood in front of an international audience at the 3rd
HIV Adolescents Workshop in Kenya. She won the audience over with a
vibrant and intriguing presentation entitled, “Speak my language! Using
digital media to reach and engage adolescents on oral PrEP”. She gave
the presentation on behalf of the first author, Nkunda Vundamina, Project
Manager for Knowledge Management and Communications, who was unable
to attend the workshop. The presentation focussed on two unique tactics
to engage young people, the www.myprep.co.za website and the public
service announcements featuring MTV SHUGA actresses who talk about
the most pressing issues concerning oral PrEP (find them on Facebook: @
myPrEPSouthAfrica). Nakita received a series of cheers and applause from
the audience as she delivered the message.

HOPE Study Stakeholder Feedback Meeting
On 2 August 2019, Wits RHI hosted several stakeholders
of the HOPE (HPV One and two dose Population
Effectiveness) Study in the Lejweleputswa district in Free
State, to discuss and disseminate the results of the HPV
vaccination campaign.
The goal of the project was to monitor the effectiveness
of a 2-dose and 1-dose HPV vaccination schedules on
community level HPV prevalence among South African
adolescent girls

From HIV prevention to elimination- Dr Faeezah Patel on
Wits VOW FM
On 3 October 2019, Thursday, 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.
Dr. Patel explains that the new initiative will develop criteria for a certain
period in which developing countries must meet to be categorised as a
country that has eliminated HIV transmission from mother to child. “There
are various reasons for how we can prevent the mother to child transmission
from occurring”, said Dr. Patel.

ADVANCE Study Results Released at IAS 2019
In July 2019, Professor Francois Venter of Ezintsha, a sub-syndicate
of the Wits Reproductive Health and HIV Institute (Wits RHI) at
Wits University, 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.
Read published report on the New England Journal of Medicine
(NEJM).
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What’s happening at Wits RHI

Wits RHI at the
eKhaya Soccer
Tournament
On 19 October 2019, Wits RHI was invited to the eKhaya soccer tournament which took place at eKhaya Park in Hillbrow. The soccer
match was open to boys and young men ages between 17 and 35. Wits RHI went to show support and to educate the young boys and
men at the tournament on gender and violence. They also introduced the role that Wits RHI is plays in the community in regards of
research and the well-being of the community.

Wits RHI Soccer
and Netball Lej
Tournament

Wits University
Research Day
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Prestigious Visitors at Wits RHI

BMGF Visit to
Wits RHI

Beijing Hospital
Directors at
Wits RHI
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Wits RHI Celebrates Joburg & Soweto Pride Events
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Awards

On 11 September 2019, Emily Kekana (Wits RHI Research
Center Lab Coordinator) recently 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.

Congratulations to Patience Shamu, Researcher for
Implementation Science on being awarded the 2019/2020
Consortium for Advanced Research Training in Africa (CARTA)
PhD Fellowship. Patience is one of the 25 awardees to receive
this fellowship.

We’re proud to announce that Diantha Pillay, Programme
Manage: OPTIONS, Implementation Science has walked
away with a 2nd prize for her poster “Family planning
services as a service entry point for HIV testing and
prevention services for adolescent girls and young women:
Reflections from 2 studies in South Africa”, presented at
the 2019 SOCM Research Day, 23rd October 2019.
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Upcoming Events
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Surfing the Socials

When She Conquers, We all Conquer! Community members
from Vosloorus, Ekurhuleni were invited to attend a Women’s
month celebration, allowing them to express themselves
through song, dance, storytelling or poetry. The event was
held to create awareness about gender-based violence and to
provide women with linkage to care and support while ensuring
them that their safety and wellbeing is important.
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Wires
Crossed

Print and complete the crossword puzzle, then
scan and send to rhicomms@wrhi.ac.za to stand
a chance of winning 1 of 3 Wits RHI Hampers
Competition closes 22 November 2019 (Internal staff only)
1
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4
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7
8

9

10

11
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Across

Down

2. Director for Network Trials at Wits RHI
4. IS Project that is strengthening Child Sexual Abuse
Prevention, Case Management and Linkage to Care
Programming in 4 sites in South Africa. A Zulu phrase
which mean ‘protect them’
8. Taken daily, this pill can prevent HIV.
9. Location of Project PrEP Community Activation held on
6 September 2019
10. MMC of Health
11. Awardee of the 2019/2020 Consortium for Advanced
Research Training in Africa (CARTA) PhD Fellowship.
12. ART

1. GBV
3. Recent recipient of an MTN award for Laboratory from Prof
Sharon Hillier, Prof Jared Baetenand Ted Livant
5. Term (broad) used to describe people whose gender identity is
different from the gender they were thought to be when they
were born
6. Accelerating Program Achievements to Control the Epidemic
7. Country where the 10th International AIDS Conference (IAS 		
2019) was held

Suduko
Fill a 9×9 grid with digits in such a way that each column,
each row, and each of the nine 3×3 grids that make up the
larger 9×9 grid contains all of the digits from 1 to 9. No
number from 1 to 9 can be repeated in any row or column
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Bethany Home
donation

As part of this year’s “16 days of activism for no violence against
women and children”, Wits RHI has decided to support Bethany
Home – a home for healing of abused women and children. In this
regard, we are requesting staﬀ to make donations (monetary, books,
clothes etc.) in support of Bethany Home. At the end of the campaign,
the Institute will match the total value of the donated items in cash and
this will be added to the items donated by staﬀ to Bethany Home.
Please liaise with your respective Ops Coordinators to make material
donations i.e. books, clothes etc. For any monetary donations, please
liaise with Deshni Naidoo at dnaidoo@wrhi.ac.za or +27 11 358 5353.
Be part of the healing

Bethany Home
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