
Annual Review 2020  1 

WITS RHI
ANNUAL 
REVIEW
2020



2 Annual Review 2020

Messages from Donors and Partners  3

Executive Director’s Report   4

Our Strategic Approach    6

Milestones in the Life of Wits RHI   10

Technical Review     12
Key Project Highlights    13
The COVID-19 Response    16
Wits RHI on the Global Stage   18
Wits RHI in the Media    18

Our Staff in the Spotlight    19

Research Review     20

Publications     21
Post-Graduate Students    21
Policy and Technical Advice   21

Operational Review    22
Governance and Scientific Oversight  23
Leadership     24
Human Capital     25

Public Engagements    26

Financial Overview    28
Income and Sustainability    29

Donors and Partners    30

Acronyms and Abbreviations   31

Content



Annual Review 2020  3 

Prof Shabir Madhi
Dean, Faculty Health Sciences: University of Witwatersrand

“This past year Wits RHI participated in ground-breaking COVID-19 clinical studies and other research 
to support South Africa’s response to the pandemic. The success of Wits RHI rests on a clear vision, 
strong leadership, tenacity, and a robust team that is outcome-focused. Its commitment to tackling 
Africa’s health challenges through science and innovation will impact on our health and health 
system well into the future. Wits RHI gives substance to the university’s vision of being internationally 
competitive and locally relevant.”

Dr Sandile Buthelezi
Director-General: The South African National Department of Health

“Wits RHI has a close working relationship with the South African Department of Health. It has played 
a pivotal role in assisting the department to improve service delivery and provided technical and 
policy support. The Institute’s leadership team has an impressive range of knowledge and expertise in 
different areas of health and continuously strives to identify opportunities for innovative research.”

Mr Alf Farrell
CEO: Wits Health Consortium

“We are extremely proud of the research contribution of Wits RHI to the global effort to contain the 
COVID-19 pandemic and reduce its toll of humanity. The passion and commitment of Prof Helen Rees 
and her team has seen Wits RHI maintain itself as the largest division within Wits Health Consortium. 
2020 was arguably the most challenging year in memory for organisations in the health space. But 
Wits RHI rose to the challenge, playing a leading role in vaccine clinical trials, contributing to COVID-19 
policies and strategies at a national and international level – and sustaining their routine research and 
work in other areas.” 

Messages from Donors and Partners
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The year 2020 will be remembered by people 
across the globe as the year of the COVID-19 
pandemic. As health sector researchers and 
professionals, we have no special claim on this 
memory. But we have a particular perspective 
on it and, in the case of Wits RHI, the pandemic 
presented a massive, obligatory research 
responsibility.

In its 27-year life, Wits RHI had never experienced 
a comparable demand for clinical research to 
help stem a deluge of illness and death. Not even 
the HIV pandemic had presented as concentrated 
a challenge in a short space of time.

Vaccine-preventable diseases have long been a 
focus area for Wits RHI and our work has been 
rooted in the particular disease profile – and 
associated social conditions – of our country and 
continent. As an African research organisation, 
the Institute felt a special obligation to ensure 
that the realities of populations on our continent 
were factored into emerging solutions to this 
devastating novel coronavirus. 

During 2020 Wits RHI participated in a total of 15 
national and international studies related to the 
prevention and treatment of COVID-19. These 
included three vaccine trials – the South African 
Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine trial, the Johnson 
& Johnson vaccine trial, ENSEMBLE, and the 
Novavax trial. On the treatment front, we played 
a role in the large Solidarity trial coordinated by 
the WHO which evaluated a variety of potential 

treatments for COVID-19 illness. At a national 
level, our research was really varied – ranging 
from epidemiological studies, to research on 
healthcare worker protection and wellbeing, and 
documenting best practice in testing and contact 
tracing. Details of all studies undertaken are 
presented on pages 16 and 17.

The fact that the COVID-19-related research 
performed by Wits RHI was diverse – in terms of 
its purpose and methodology – reflects the range 
of expertise present in our organisation and our 
ability to leverage different disciplines. It also 
builds on the dual character of the organisation, 
which is interested equally in clinical science and 
healthcare delivery systems.

Sexual and reproductive health and HIV 
prevention and treatment have been strong 
focus areas for the Institute’s research since 
its inception. During the past year, there were 
significant developments in relation to some 
international clinical trials in which Wits RHI had 
played a role.

A study on the efficacy of an injectable 
antiretroviral in preventing HIV infection – HPTN 
084 – reported positive results. The study was 
coordinated by the US-based HIV Prevention 
Trials Network (HPTN) and its participants were 
cisgender women in sub-Saharan Africa. Wits 
RHI was one of several research partners that 
implemented the study, which found that an 
injection of cabotegravir, given once every eight 

Executive Director’s Report

Wits RHI is
part of the Faculty of Health Sciences at the University of the Witwatersrand.

A collaborating centre for UNAIDS, the World Health Organization (WHO), 
South African Medical Research Council (SAMRC) and a strategic partner to 

the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA).
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weeks, offered superior protection against 
HIV infection to oral pre-exposure prophylaxis 
(PrEP).

For almost a decade Wits RHI has been 
involved in clinical trials and related research 
on the dapivirine ring which reduces the risk 
of HIV infection specifically for women. Our 
latest contribution was through the OPTIONS 
Consortium which focuses on the journey from 
research to market. In 2020, the ring – which 
was developed by the non-profit International 
Partnership for Microbicides (IPM) – was 
prequalified by the World Health Organization 
(WHO). This brings the dapivirine ring an 
important step closer to becoming available to 
women who want – and deserve – a measure of 
choice in how to protect themselves against HIV 
infection.

The Institute had also participated in the 
proof-of-concept AMP Study, coordinated 
across several continents by the HIV Vaccine 
Trials Network (HVTN) and HPTN. 2020 saw 
the dissemination of study findings which 
confirmed that infusion of a broadly neutralising 
monoclonal antibody (bNAb) – in this case 
the VRC01 antibody – can prevent some HIV 
infections.

Throughout 2020, Wits RHI conducted research 
and implemented innovative projects in the 
HIV field. These ranged from refining the use of 
mobile technology to support PrEP adherence 
to science that improves HIV treatment for 
infants and children. More information on our 
research work and health systems innovation 
can be found on pages 13 to 15.
 
The success of Wits RHI as an academic 
institution is reflected in its strong record of 
publication. During 2020, the Institute published 
145 studies or other items in academic journals 
or books and had 44 conference abstracts 
accepted.

Our postgraduate support programme has 
expanded and now has 10 participating PhD and 
25 Masters students.

Wits RHI is conscious of its potential to 
contribute to Wits University’s programme 
of transformation and to strengthen the 
university’s role as a leading African academic 
institution. The nature of our work affords many 
opportunities to collaborate with outstanding 
health scientists across the continent and build 
rewarding professional relationships.
 
The Annual Review 2020 attempts to provide 
an overview of the organisation during the 
calendar year. It gives an account of ongoing 
studies and technical support programmes, 
reports on funding developments, sets out 
our governance systems and introduces our 
leadership team. The report also provides 
a high-level financial overview and lists our 
donors and partners, whose support makes all 
our work possible.

However, 2020 was a year like no other and 
we know readers will understand why Wits 
RHI’s response to COVID-19 has overshadowed 
other aspects of this report. In years to come, 
we hope to be able to demonstrate how this 
pandemic was not only an experience to be 
endured, but a moment that changed our 
thinking about the interface between human 
health and the precarious ecosystem in which 
we find ourselves. 1882

Staff members

84
Active grants

145
Published academic journals 

and book chapters

44
Conference abstracts

Wits RHI in
Numbers
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Our Strategic Approach
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Strategic Enablers

Populations in Need:
Focusing on target populations 
where greatest impact of health 
investments can be made.

Innovation & 
Technology 
Application:

Using innovative approaches 
and leveraging technological 
solutions to improve health 
outcomes. 

Location Focus:
Maintaining a strong body of work 
in South Africa and leveraging it 
to support improvements in the 
region and globally.

Collaboration 
for Change:

Leverage collaborations and 
partnerships to ensure broader 
impact
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Multidisciplinary Approach

  

Describe the 
problem

Support the 
development/ 
implementation 
of evidence 
based policy and 
programming

Evaluate 
interventions 
that address 
the problem

 Evaluate 
the feasibility, 

acceptability 
and scalability of 

interventions within 
the health system

Epidemiology

Technical 
assistance 

and advocacy

Clinical trials or 
quasi-experimental 

design

Implementation 
science, economic 

evaluation and 
modelling
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• The Reproductive Health Research   
 Unit (RHRU) is founded in 1994 by 
 Prof Helen Rees as a joint initiative 
 of the Wits Faculty of Health 
 Sciences and Greater Johannesburg 
 Metropolitan Council.

• The trial of a vaginal microbicide 
 commences in Johannesburg with 
 sex workers as participants.

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

Milestones in the Life of Wits RHI

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

• Wits RHI partners with City of 
 Joburg and Gauteng Department of 
 Health to create the Hillbrow Health 
 Precinct (HHP) in the inner city.
• HHP becomes one of the largest HIV 
 treatment sites in South Africa.
• Wits RHI helps set up loveLife, a 
 youth-focused HIV prevention 
 initiative. 

• Wits RHI conducts a ground-
 breaking study to compare synthetic 
 latex and polyurethane condoms 
 and finds the cheaper latex condom 
 is as effective.
• HHP begins to offer antiretroviral 
 treatment of HIV. 
• Wits RHI receives its first President’s 
 Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief 
 (PEPFAR) grant to increase access to 
 HIV treatment and services.

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

• Wits RHI receives its first US 
 National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
 Clinical Trials Unit Award.

• Wits RHI expands to North West, 
 supporting health systems 
 strengthening initiated by the 
 provincial health department. 
• Wits RHI presents findings of its 
 female condom study to a panel of 
 the US Food and Drug 
 Administration (FDA) which 
 recommends approval of the new 
 latex female condom.
.

1994 1995 2000

2002 2003 2004

2006 2007 2008
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• Wits University confers institute 
 status on Wits RHI.   
• The PROMISE trial evaluates various 
 interventions to prevent 
 transmission of HIV from positive 
 mothers to their babies. On 
 conclusion in 2016, it confirms 
 triple-dose therapy as the standard 
 of care. 
 

• Shandukani Maternal and Child 
 Health Centre opens its doors in July 
 in the HHP.  
• Wits RHI provides healthcare 
 services to more than 2 100 sex 
 workers in the inner city of 
 Johannesburg.

• Wits RHI celebrates its 20th 
 anniversary and receives UNAIDS 
 collaborating centre status.

• The CHARISMA study is launched 
 with the aim of boosting women’s 
 agency to use a microbicide ring 
 consistently and safely.  

• Wits RHI becomes an UNFPA 
 strategic partner and an SAMRC 
 collaborating centre for HIV and TB.
• PrEP is offered at selected clinics and 
 Wits RHI’s TAPS project lays the 
 foundation for government’s 
 national PrEP programme.
• The 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 optimising antiretroviral 
 treatment (ART) is launched and 
 tests newer, safer ARVs. It results in 
 more efficient and cost-effective ART.   
• The Girls Achieve Power (GAP) Year 
 programme launches in 26 schools in 
 Gauteng and Western Cape.
• Wits RHI research contributes to 
 the application for licensure of the 
 dapivirine ring, the first vaginal ring 
 for HIV prevention

• Wits RHI receives a five-year USAID/
 PEPFAR award to advance South 
 Africa’s HIV response in key 
 populations, including sex worker and 
 transgender communities. 
• First transgender clinics open in the 
 Eastern Cape, Western Cape and 
 Gauteng.  
• Prof Rees is appointed chair of new 
 South African Health Products 
 Regulatory Authority (SAHPRA). 

• Wits RHI launches the first human 
 papillomavirus vaccine impact 
 project in Africa. 
• A new study is launched to empower 
 teenage girls to make choices on HIV 
 prevention. It has sites in Kenya, 
 South Africa, Uganda and Zimbabwe. 
• Wits RHI celebrates its 25th 
 anniversary. 

• Wits RHI participates in ground-
 breaking national and international 
 studies in response to the COVID-19 
 pandemic, including clinical trials 
 for three of the first vaccines to 
 receive emergency use approval by 
 regulators in a range of countries.

2010 2012 2014

2015 2016 2017

2018 20202019
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Technical Review
For more than two decades Wits RHI has striven to tackle Africa’s health challenges through science and innovation. It takes pride in 
its reputation for undertaking significant research, implementing sustainable programmes, and contributing to health policy. During 
2020, investment in our work was channelled through 84 active grants. This annual report presents a selection of the diverse studies 
and programmes that these grants support.

While individual projects may focus on Sexual Reproductive Health (SRH) and HIV, Vaccine and Infectious Diseases or Other Emerging 
Issues – for example – they are seldom single-issue interventions because health cannot be neatly compartmentalised. Intervention 
in one area, such as SRH, inevitably has an impact on another, such as HIV prevention.

The technical review highlights projects and studies that either kicked off in 2020 or closed out then.

More details on our work can be found at www.wrhi.ac.za.
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The AMP Study
Wits RHI was one of several research partners 
on four continents that participated in the AMP 
study, which was designed to test the efficacy of 
administering broadly neutralising HIV antibodies 
(bNAbs) in preventing HIV infection. The study, 
formally known as HVTN 704/HPTN 085 and HVTN 
703/HPTN 081, demonstrated that infusions of 
the bNAb VRC01 can prevent some HIV infections. 
Researchers view the results as successful proof of 
concept for antibody-mediated prevention of HIV, 
opening the door to future research in this area.

        •   Innovations in decanting practices to deal 
 with problems specific to the COVID-19 
 period, such as difficulties in accessing 
 medicines. 
The Lejweleputswa team continues to support 
patients by reaching out to rural and farming 
communities and joining hands with the National 
Health Laboratory Service (NHLS) to optimise return 
of results for patients tested for COVID-19. 

B-Wise 
B-Wise is the NDoH’s online health information 
platform for young people. In 2019/20, the 
department engaged with multiple stakeholders 
to reimagine B-Wise (www.bwisehealth.com). A 
Wits RHI team has subsequently provided technical 
support for the redevelopment of the B-Wise 
website. This support includes strategy formulation 
and a range of implementation activities: content 
creation, branding, chatbot development and 
marketing campaigns. The guiding concept is a 
stepped care model that channels young people 
as their needs require, offering multiple points of 
virtual service and reducing the overall demand for 
face-to-face clinical care. This work is guided by a 
committee comprising representatives of the NDoH 
and a range of relevant NGOs.

C100
The incidence of HIV infection continues to be 
unacceptably high in South Africa, where an 
estimated 220 000 new infections occur annually. 
Nowhere is the urgent need to develop new 
prevention interventions more evident. Long-acting 
prevention technologies are seen as a possible 
solution. The C100 study will test the preventive 
effect of combining two of the most potent bNAbs – 
3BNC117 and 10-1074. It is expected that using two 
bNAbs, which target two non-overlapping epitopes 
on HIV-1 gp 120, will have a broader and stronger 
effect than either antibody would have individually.  

HPTN O84 and HPTN 083
HPTN led two major clinical trials that compared 
the safety and efficacy of long-acting injectable 
cabotegravir with that of a daily oral dose of 
Truvada. The first study, HPTN 083, focused on 
cisgender men and transgender women who have 
sex with men. Participants in the second study, HPTN 
084, comprised more than 3 000 cisgender women 
in Botswana, Eswatini, Kenya, Malawi, South Africa, 
Uganda, and Zimbabwe. Both studies showed that 
an injection of cabotegravir every eight weeks was 
safe and more effective than a daily Truvada pill 
in reducing HIV infection. Wits RHI participated in 
HPTN 084 and is excited at the prospect of new 
prevention method that is long-acting and effective, 
regardless of gender or sexual orientation. 

Technical Review

Key Project Highlights

APACE
The Wits RHI APACE team in Lejweleputswa, The 
Wits RHI APACE team in Lejweleputswa and the Free 
State Department of Health pioneered a number of 
innovations during the COVID-19 pandemic. Other 
districts across the country are considering adopting 
them. 
They include: 
        •   A model for community screening for 
 COVID-19 which ensures all symptomatic 
 residents get tested. 
        •   A system for home delivery of ARVs to 
 patients who have difficulty accessing ART 
 at their clinics. 
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IMPAACT P1093
Shandukani Research Centre participated in a clinical 
trial that led to registration of the dispersible tablet 
formulation of dolutegravir for treatment of children 
and infants as young as four weeks. Data from two 
studies, IMPAACT P1093 and the ODYSSEY (PENTA20), 
informed the US FDA approval. IMPAACT P1093 
enrolled more than 180 children at 34 research sites 
in nine countries, including South Africa. The FDA 
approval is a crucial milestone in achieving optimal 
HIV treatment options for children worldwide.

My PrEP Journey Mobile 
Application  
The creation of the My PrEP Journey mobile 
application was a collaborative effort involving the 
NDoH and its partners, Unitaid, WHO, Wits RHI 
and She Conquers campaign. Version 1 of My PrEP 
Journey was for young PrEP users recruited by the 
project’s demand-creation team. Version 2 invites 
greater engagement, with more notifications, 
quizzes and opportunities to share. Periodic draws 
will take place, and the most active users will win a 
prize.

OPTIONS Consortium 
Wits RHI is a core partner – along with FHI360 and 
AVAC – in the OPTIONS Consortium which aims to 
accelerate entry into the healthcare system of new 
ARV-based HIV prevention tools. OPTIONS assisted 
the introduction of PrEP in Kenya and South Africa. 
It has also contributed to the process which resulted 
in WHO pre-qualification of IPM’s dapivirine ring, a 
long-acting prevention method designed specifically 
for women. 

Project PrEP 
By mid-2020 the most urgent task confronting 
Project PrEP was how to increase uptake of PrEP 
and use of SRH services by adolescent girls and 
young women (AGYW) in the face of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Some of the solutions they devised and 
implemented were:
        •   Setting up community drop-off points for 
 PrEP closer to the homes of young 
 women.
        •   Ensuring that AGYW on PrEP were 
 included in WhatsApp support groups.
        •   Boosting social media posts, especially 
 those about mobile clinic schedules and 
 community drop-off points.
        •   Equipping demand creation officers with 
 loud hailers so they could promote clinic 
 use and assure communities of safe 
 service delivery.
        •   Introducing PrEP desks at entry gates to 
 health facilities and engagement with 
 young women in clinic waiting lines. 
 Expedited PrEP services were offered in 
 private gazebos set up next to PrEP desks

Technical Review

Key Populations Programme
Our Key Populations Programme has developed 
Africa’s largest HIV prevention, care and treatment 
programme for sex workers. More than 3 000 sex 
workers and 500 transgender individuals across 
South Africa receive ART through the programme, 
and the average rate of viral load suppression is 
88%. The programme includes the operation of the 
first PEPFAR-funded transgender health centre in 
Africa. Working with trans-led organisations, we have 
produced clinical guidelines for gender-affirming 
healthcare services. To date, 379 trans individuals 
have received hormone therapy through the 
programme. 
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Clinical Trials
Research Centre at Wits RHI has been selected to 
participate in Gilead’s phase 3 trial to assess the 
relative safety and efficacy of two injectable ARVs – 
lenacapavir and Descovey – and oral Truvada for 
HIV prevention.

Schools-Based HIV and 
Gender-Based Violence 
Prevention Programme  
Gender-based violence has emerged as a critical 
factor in a substantial number of projects 
undertaken by Wits RHI, and interventions aimed at 
preventing GBV have been incorporated into these 
projects. Through USAID-supported grants (for the 
Schools-Based HIV and Gender-Based Violence 
Prevention Programme, Key Populations Programme 
and APACE), five Wits RHI staff were trained by the 
WHO in March so that they, in turn, were able to 
train healthcare providers to assist survivors 
of violence. 

 Shandukani Research Centre  
Wits RHI’s Shandukani Research Centre has 
completed enrolment of over 900 participants into 
three separate COVID-19 vaccine studies, namely 
the ChAdOx1, Novavax and ENSEMBLE trials. On 
28 January 2021, Novavax announced that their 
vaccine showed 60% efficacy for the prevention 
of mild, moderate and severe COVID-19 disease in 
the 94% of the study population that was HIV-
negative, in South Africa. This is the first COVID-19 
vaccine for which we now have objective evidence 
that it protects against the variant dominating in 
South Africa. On 29 January 2021, Johnson and 
Johnson announced that its single dose vaccine 
was 85% effective in preventing severe disease and 
hospitalisation against multiple variants 28 days after 
vaccination. The Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine team 
published preliminary results indicating 70% efficacy 
in preventing COVID-19 infection in The Lancet 
journal on 08 December 2020, however, this did not 
include data from the South African sites yet. 

Technical Review

Shandukani @ 7 Esselen 
Wits RHI is one of three South African sites 
participating in the phase III STIZOLI_001 study 
designed to assess the efficacy of a new antibiotic, 
zoliflodacin, in treating uncomplicated gonorrhoea. 
The study’s sponsor is the Global Antibiotic Research 
and Development Partnership (GARDP) and the trial 
is also being conducted in the US, the Netherlands 
and Thailand. Gonorrhoea is a major public health 
challenge in South Africa and there are rising 
concerns about antimicrobial resistance.
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Vaccine Studies 
Wits RHI’s Shandukani Research Centre enrolled 
large numbers of participants in clinical trials to 
establish the safety and efficacy of three COVID-19 
vaccines, the Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine, the 
Johnson & Johnson vaccine, and the Novavax 
vaccine. These were all multi-country randomised 
placebo-controlled studies. The Institute is proud 
to have played a role in demonstrating the efficacy 
of three of the four vaccines first registered for 
emergency use by regulatory authorities in the US, 
United Kingdom and Europe – and subsequently in 
many other countries.

COVID Vaccine 
Implementation Science
A COVID-19 vaccine plan led by the Implementation 
Science team. 

ENSEMBLE
Wits RHI also participated in the ENSEMBLE trial 
to establish the safety and efficacy of the single-
dose J&J vaccine. In January 2021, J&J announced 
that its vaccine was 85% effective in preventing 
severe disease and hospitalisation against multiple 
variants 28 days after vaccination. In South Africa, 
the ENSEMBLE trial evolved into the Sisonke 
implementation study through which immunisation 
became available to approximately 500 000 

The COVID-19 Response
Technical Review

The South African Ox1Cov-19 
Vaccine VIDA-Trial
This trial was the first COVID-19 vaccine trial to start 
in South Africa and was conducted in collaboration 
with the University of Oxford’s Jenner Institute and 
the Oxford Vaccine Group. The local team was led 
by Prof Shabir Madhi at the Vaccines and Infectious 
Diseases Analytics (VIDA) Research Unit, based at 
Chris Hani Baragwanath Hospital in Soweto. Wits 
RHI was one of several research sites implementing 
the study in Gauteng and the Western Cape. In 
December 2020, the Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine 
team published preliminary results indicating 70% 
efficacy in preventing COVID-19 infection. However, 
these results did not include data from the South 
African sites. 

CROWN CORONATION 
Wits RHI is part of the COVID-19 Research Outcomes 
Worldwide Network for CORONAvirus prevenTION 
(CROWN CORONATION) and participated in the 
network’s clinical trial to explore whether the 
childhood vaccine for measles, mumps, and rubella 
(MMR) can protect frontline healthcare workers 
from COVID-19 or reduce the severity of illness. The 
study was prompted by evidence suggesting that the 
MMR vaccine could boost an individual’s immunity 
broadly. 

healthcare workers in all provinces in the first and 
second quarters of 2021

Novavax
The Novavax 2019nCOV-501 vaccine trial was 
the second COVID-19 vaccine safety and efficacy 
trial conducted in South Africa, where there were 
five research sites. These included the Wits RHI 
Shandukani Research Centre which had enrolled 
nearly 900 participants by the end of September 
2020. In January 2021, Novavax announced that its 
vaccine had demonstrated 60% efficacy in preventing 
mild, moderate and severe COVID-19 disease in the 
94% of the South African study population that was 
HIV-negative. Novavax was the first COVID-19 vaccine 
for which there was objective evidence of protection 
against the dominant COVID-19 variant in South Africa
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B-Wise Social Media: 
Supporting SA Youth with 
HIV Edutainment Bursts 
This initiative enables innovative solutions focusing 
on the HIV prevention among vulnerable groups 
during the COVID-19 crisis.

COVID-19 Sero Survey 
A cross-sectional survey was undertaken among 
residents of the inner-city area of Hillbrow to 
measure the sero-prevalence of SARS-CoV-2 
antibodies in the local population and explore 
residents’ perceptions of COVID-19 and its impact on 
people’s lives.

HPTN084 CoVPN 
Preparedness Fund 
This aims to provide support to Ward 21 CRS 
#31966, to strengthen their site capacity to 
participate in large Phase 111 efficacy trials.

National Testing and Contact 
Tracing Across our PEPFAR 
Funded Programmes: The 
Wits RHI PEPFAR COVID-19 
Response Committee
The Wits RHI PEPFAR COVID-19 Response Committee 
was established to coordinate the internal Wits 
RHI COVID-19 response and to implement best 
testing and tracing practices across PEPFAR-funded 
programmes.

The EDCTP-COREP COVID-19 
Household Cluster 
Investigations
The EDCTP-COREP study explores the 
epidemiological parameters of COVID-19 through 
a household transmission study in a rural area of 
South Africa.

Technical Review

The Health Care Worker 
Health and Wellbeing Study 
This study focuses on the health and mental 
wellbeing of health workers providing care to 
patients with COVID-19 in Johannesburg, South 
Africa. 

The Pregnancy Surveillance 
Study 
The Pregnancy Surveillance Study aims to evaluate 
the impact of COVID-19 infection on pregnant 
women and their household contacts, since there is 
insufficient research on this population.

The National WhatsApp 
Messaging and Symptom 
Surveillance Programme: 
COVID-19 HealthCheck Joint 
Initiative
Wits RHI collaborated as a technical partner with the 
Praekelt Foundation and the NDoH to build a digital 
risk assessment and mapping tool for COVID-19. 
This uses unstructured supplementary service data 
(USSD) and the WhatsApp platform. It allows users 
to self-report symptoms and other personal details, 
assesses their infection risk and suggests actions 
based on the risk. The NDoH WhatsApp platform 
that hosts the HealthCheck currently serves millions 
of South Africans.

The Solidarity Trial 
Led by the WHO and with multiple partners in 
different countries, the Solidarity Trial has assessed 
the efficacy of different treatments used in many 
hospitals to treat severely ill COVID-19 patients. It 
aimed to establish whether any of the COVID-19 
treatments was effective. In South Africa, the 
Solidarity research team was led by Professors Helen 
Rees and Jeremy Nel and comprised scientists and 
clinicians at eight medical schools. 

UNITY Healthcare Worker 
Registry
Wits RHI participated in the Global UNITY Healthcare 
Worker Registry. This was a 12-week observational 
study that assessed the relationship between 
interventions with potential prophylactic effect and 
reduced risk of COVID-19 infection in healthcare 
workers caring for COVID-19 patients.  It was funded 
by the COVID-19 Therapeutic Accelerator.

Additional COVID-19 Projects
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Wits RHI on the Global Stage
International relationships are a vital force in Wits RHI’s 
programme of research. The Institute’s staff members 
are hugely enriched by their interactions with their 
scientific peers from a large number of countries. 
In return, Wits RHI is able to conduct research that 
is relevant not only across Africa, but also in many 
low- and middle-income countries. Our directors have 
become leaders in their respective fields and contribute 
to influential national and international health 
committees that not only help define research agendas 
but also consider the application of research findings to 
health programmes.

The extent of Wits RHI’s international connectedness 
was reflected in its contribution to a range of ground-
breaking multi-country studies to discover treatments 
and vaccines to combat the COVID-19 pandemic. Its 
importance as a national role-player is seen through 
its participation in critical policy-making structures and 
the richness of its domestic research on COVID-19. The 
grounded nature of its local research is ultimately what 
enables the Institute to be an asset to global research 
efforts.

Wits RHI Executive Director Prof Helen Rees is widely 
recognised for her work and contributes to numerous 
national and international scientific committees and 
boards. She assumed extraordinary responsibilities 
within South Africa during the COVID-19 crisis as chair 
of the SAHPRA board, a member of the Ministerial 

Advisory Committees on COVID-19 and COVID-19 
Vaccines, and chair of the MAC COVID-19 Variant and 
Vaccines Technical Working Group.

Prof Rees is chair of WHO’s African Regional 
Immunisation Technical Advisory Group (RITAG), has 
chaired the WHO’s International Health Regulation 
(IHR) Polio Emergency Committee since 2014, and is 
a member of the WHO IHR Emergency Committee on 
COVID-19. She is co-chair of the WHO SAGE Working 
Group on Ebola Vaccines, and a board member of the 
Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunisation (GAVI). 
She is a board member of the Coalition for Epidemic 
Preparedness Innovations (CEPI) and chairs the CEPI 
Scientific Advisory Committee. She is a member of the 
COVAX committee on COVID-19 maternal immunisation 
and a member of the WHO SAGE Working Group on 
COVID-19 vaccines. 

Prof Sínead Delany-Moretlwe is a member of the 
National Advisory Group on Immunisation, HPV 
Committee. She is also a member of HIV Think Tank 
(Combined Prevention and Treatment) PrEP Technical 
Working Group, South African National Aids Council      
HIV Prevention Technical Task Team, African Local 
Initiative for Vaccinology Expertise Consortium (ALIVE), 
Biomedical Prevention Implementation Collaborative as 
well as the World Health Organisation (WHO)’s Product 
Development Vaccine Advisory Committee (PDVAC).

Dr Thesla Palanee-Phillips is a Member of the SA 
DOH PrEP Technical Working Group, a member of the 
Initiative for MPTs Advisory Council, a member of the 
MTN Executive Committee and the MTN Network 
Evaluation Committee     

Prof Saiqa Mullick serves on a number of national and 
international technical expert committees including 
the National PrEP technical working group, the IAPAC 
Fast Track Cities Implementation Science Fund Expert 
Advisory Committee and the WHO STI Guidelines 
Development Group. She has been an invited 
speaker at multiple international conferences on HIV 
prevention, integrated services, adolescent health, and 
sexually transmitted infections including AIDS 2020 and 
an invited member of the scientific committees and has 
served as track chair for both local and international 
conferences including Adherence 2020. 

Prof Lee Fairlie is a member of the IMPAACT Treatment 
Scientific Committee, and several IMPAACT protocol 
teams, as well as the co-chair of MTN 042/DELIVER.

Dr Gloria Maimela is a member of the Ministerial 
Advisory Committee TB/HIV Working Group, Health 
Development Partners Forum, KP Think Tank: Technical 
Advisory Group, EDCTP COREP international study. Dr 
Maimela is currently a member of the Dira Sengwe 
Board and is the chairperson of the SAAIDS2021 
conference.

Technical Review
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Wits RHI Media Features by Focus Areas 2020

20%
47%

31%

2%

Focus Areas

Vaccine Preventable Diseases

HIV/Sexual Reproductive Health

COVID-19

Other

During 2020, Wits RHI featured in more than 400 articles and interviews in the mass media – radio, 
television, and print and digital titles. Nearly one third of these mentions related to the COVD-19 
pandemic, with the remainder focusing on our role in the fields of HIV, SRH and vaccine-preventable 
diseases more generally.

Wits RHI in the Media

19 385+
Followers on @Wits RHI Facebook, Twitter, 

Instagram, YouTube and LinkedIn 

3 366 920
Reach of website, social media pages (Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn and YouTube) 
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Our Staff in the Spotlight

Health Programmes team assisting with 
COVID-19 community screening.

Handover of vehicles by Nissan Group of Africa to assist COVID-19 
community screening.

Staff of Ward 21 CRS during the first national 
lockdown in South Africa.

Research Centre team preparing for 
pharmacy visits.

Implementation Science 
team out in the field.

Patient during routine visit at 
our clinical site.

House-to-house COVID-19 screening in Tshwane 
conducted by Health Programmes team.

Participant at Research Centre for a 
routine visit.

Technical Review
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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. An important aspect of this is the Institute’s research capacity building programme which strengthens publication outputs 
and increases the throughput of postgraduate and research active staff.

More details on our work can be found at www.wrhi.ac.za.

Wits RHI Publications 2020
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145   
   First author
   Contributing author 
   Other

38
105
2

35
PhD students
Masters students

10
25

Policy and Technical Advice

Publications
In 2020, Wits RHI published a total of 145 manuscripts in ISI-
indexed journals and as two book chapters. These publications 
make significant contributions to research, health systems 
strengthening, policy development, training and technical 
assistance at national and international level.  

Post-Graduate Students
In 2020, 35 post-graduate students registered through Wits 
RHI In 2020, there were 35 post-graduate students registered 
through Wits RHI or affiliated to the Institute. Of these, 10 were 
PhD students and 25 Masters students. Wits RHI invests in 
capacity-building for research supervisors in order to be able to 
accept more research students. 

Wits RHI makes a significant contribution 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. Many of Wits RHI’s senior 

researchers serve on national, regional, and international 
committees and boards.

Wits RHI Publications 2020 Wits RHI Post-Graduate Students 2020

Wits RHI Representation on Expert Committees 2020

Research Review

Publications Post-graduate students

2020
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Operational Review
In 2020, the Institute strengthened its support functions to ensure that a responsive, effective and efficient organisational 
infrastructure underpins its research and technical work.

More details on our work can be found at www.wrhi.ac.za.

Technical Review
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Governance and Scientific Oversight
Operational Review

University of the Witwatersrand

Wits Health Consortium Board

Wits Health Consortium
Board

Wits Council

Deputy Vice-Chancellor:
Research and Postgraduate Affairs

Wits RHI
Scientific Advisory Board

University Research Committee

Wits RHI

Wits RHI SteerCoWits RHI ExCoWits RHI SteerCo Wits RHI ManCo

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), a wholly owned subsidiary of the University of the Witwatersrand. WHC is a legal entity and provides shared administrative and general management 
services for research entities within the Health Sciences Faculty. WHC’s Board of Directors fulfils a governance role in respect of Wits RHI, overseeing systems of 
internal control, risk management, finance, and human resources. It is chaired by the former Dean of the Faculty of Health Sciences, Prof Martin Veller.

Technical oversight of Wits RHI’s is the responsibility of its Strategic Advisory Board, which is convened by Prof Veller and comprises 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 
further oversight of all research conducted at the Institute.
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Technical Review

Professorial Appointments 
in 2020
Three Wits RHI directors were appointed as professors 
during 2020. They are (from left) Prof Lee Fairlie, Prof 
Sínead Delany-Moretlwe and Prof Saiqa Mullick. We 
congratulate them on this well-deserved recognition of 
their expertise and leadership. 

Management
Wits RHI is managed by an Executive Committee (ExCo) 
which is supported by a Management Committee 
(ManCo) comprising senior members of Wits RHI and 
WHC, and a Steering Committee (SteerCo), consisting of 
the ExCo and Wits RHI directors.

Participation in University Committees
Senior managers of Wits RHI participate actively in 
a variety of university structures, including the Wits 
Council, the University Research Committee and the Wits 
Health Consortium Board.

Operational  Review

24 Annual Review 2020

Prof Helen Rees
Executive Director

OBE, MB BChir, MA (CANTAB), 
MRCGP, DCH, DRCOG

Prof Sínead Delany-Moretlwe
Director: Research

MBBCh, MSc, PhD DTM&H

Dr Thesla Palanee-Philips
Director: Clinical Trials

M Med Sci, MSc, PhD

Dr Gloria Maimela 
Director: 

Health Programmes
B-Nursing, MBBCH, 
Dip HIV Man, MBA

Prof Lee Fairlie
Director: Child & 

Adolescent Health
MBChB, DCH, FC Paeds, MMED

Dr Jabulani Dhlamini
Chief Operating Officer

FCCA, MBA, DBA

Prof Saiqa Mullick
Director: 

Implementation Science
MBBCh, MSc, MPH, PhD

Leadership
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Employment status of staffThe staff complement of Wits RHI continued to grow in 2020. 
The total number of employees was 1 882 – up about 2% on 
the 2019 tally – and about 88% are in permanent positions. 
A significant proportion of staff members are female, and the 
organisation prioritises transformation, ensuring development 
and representation of historically disadvantaged groups in 
leadership and management positions.

Staff Type
Permanent

Part-Time, Temporary and 
Contractors

Fixed-Term Full-Time

Interns

Others

Operational  Review

2%

88% 9%

0.5%
0.5%

Dr Gloria Maimela 
Director: 

Health Programmes
B-Nursing, MBBCH, 
Dip HIV Man, MBA

African Coloured Indian White Foreign National

3

2

Composition of Staff at Various Levels of Responsibility 

01

1

SteerCo

6

34

3

6

8

Mid-Level Management

1671

35
53

34
25

Other

SteerCo Mid-Level Management Other

: : :

Human Capital
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10th South African AIDS 
Conference
Our Director of Health 
Programmes, Dr Gloria Maimela, 
has been appointed the Chairperson 
of the SAAIDS 2021 Conference and 
Director of Implementation Science 
Prof Saiqa Mullick is chairing track 
3 of the conference, dealing with 
implementation science and best 
practices. The conference may only 
be in winter 2021, but the chairs 
have been putting in long hours for 
months in advance.

WPATH Conference 2020
Flying the flag for gender-affirming 
healthcare in South Africa! Wits 
RHI participated in the conference 
of the World Professional 
Association for Transgender Health 
(WPATH) for the first time in 2020.  
Our team delivered oral abstracts 
and took part in panel discussions. 

Sizwe Mpofu-Walsh caught 
up with Prof Helen Rees on 15 
April 2020 to discuss COVID-19 
and government’s decision to 
extend the COVID-19 lockdown. 
#SMWXShow

HIV Drug Study Shows Long-Acting 

Injection is More Effective than 

Current Daily HIV Pill to Prevent 

HIV in Women.Long-acting cabotegravir is shown 

to be safe and superior to FTC/TDF 

for PrEP among cisgender women 

in sub-Saharan Africa. Wits RHI 

is proud to be part of this great 

ground-breaking and life-changing 

research.

Public Engagements

26 Annual Review 2020
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French Ambassador’s visit
Wits RHI hosted French Ambassador 
Aurélien Lechevallier in November 
2020. The focus of this visit was our 
work on COVID-19 vaccines and the 
AMP study, and the ambassador did 
a site walk-about within the HHP.  

AMP Study
Wits RHI is also pleased to be part 
of the recently disseminated AMP 
results. New results from two proof-
of-concept studies 

(HVTN 704/HPTN 085 and HVTN 
703/HPTN 081- the AMP Studies) 
demonstrate that infusions of the 
broadly neutralising monoclonal HIV 
antibody (bNAb) VRC01 can prevent 
some HIV infections. 

“Count Me In” Campaign 

Prof Helen Rees is one of a 
group of prominent South 
Africans encouraging the public 
to stem the spread of COVID-19 
by practising personal protection 
and adhering to restrictions.

HIV Drug Study Shows Long-Acting 

Injection is More Effective than 

Current Daily HIV Pill to Prevent 

HIV in Women.Long-acting cabotegravir is shown 

to be safe and superior to FTC/TDF 

for PrEP among cisgender women 

in sub-Saharan Africa. Wits RHI 

is proud to be part of this great 

ground-breaking and life-changing 

research.

Key Populations Programme launched a new clinic in Bellville, Cape Town in November 2020

Annual Review 2020  27
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Financial Review
The success of Wits RHI rests on its sustainability and ability to secure funding from non-traditional sources.

More details on our work can be found at www.wrhi.ac.za.
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Financial Review

Income and Sustainability

Funding Income 2016 - 2021

2020 2021
Projected IncomeYear

Ra
nd

s

898 933 020

Funding Source
CDC
USAID
NIH
Unitaid
Other
BMGF

11

33

27

9

1

3Wits RHI is donor-funded and has been 
fortunate in attracting support from a large 
number of organisations. During 2020, the 
Institute had 82 grants under management 
with a total value of about R1 000 million. 
Grants are derived from national and 
international institutions and include 
substantial support from the NDoH, NIH, Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, European 
Union, WHO, USAID, Unitaid and PEPFAR.  

Funding Source per Donor 2020
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Donors and Partners
AbbVie
Aids Fonds
Amsterdam Institute for Global Health and Development
AIDS Vaccine Advocacy Coalition (AVAC)
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF)
Broadreach
CANSA
Centers for Disease Control (CDC)
Certara
COVID-19 Prevention Network (CoVPN)
CRDF Global
CROWN COLLABORATIVE
Desmond Tutu TB Centre
DFID Department for International Development
Division of Aids (US National Institutes of Health) DAIDS
Drugs for Neglected Diseases Initiative (DNDI)
Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs
EASME -  European Commission 
ELMA
Embassy of France South Africa
Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child 
Health and Human Development (NICHD)
European & Developing Countries Clinical Trials 
Partnership (EDCTP)
European Development Clinical Trials Partnership
Find
FHI360
Ford Foundation
Foundation for Professional Development (FPD)
Frontier Science and Technology Research, Foundation, 
Inc
GARDP Foundation
Gauteng Research Triangle (GRT)
Gilead Sciences
GlaxoSmithKline (GSK)
HIV i-Base
ICAP – Columbia University
IQVIA RDS Clindepharm (Pty) Ltd
International Aids Society (IAS)

(RMPRU)
SA MRC
South African Population Research Infrastructure 
Network (SAPRIN)
South Africa’s National Research Foundation (NRF)
Southern African HIV Clinicians Society 
TB Alliance
The Conference on Retroviruses and Opportunistic 
Infections (CROI)
The ELMA Philanthropies
The Global Fund
The International AIDS Vaccine Initiative (IAVI) and Aeras
The National Health and Medical Research Council 
(NHMRC) Australia
The National Health Laboratory Service (NHLS)
The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)
UK Aid
UK Research and Innovation
UNITAID
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS)
University of Bern
University of California
University of Colorado Denver
University of Liverpool (UoL)
University of Michigan
University of New South Wales (UNSW)
University of Sussex
University of Washington
University of Witwatersrand
US Agency for International Development (USAID)
USAID - Washington
Utrech University
Utrecht Medical Centre (UMC)
ViiV Healthcare
Vodacom Foundation
Welcome Trust
World Bank
World Health Organisation (WHO)

Wits RHI would like to thank all our partners and donors for their ongoing support.
International Centre for Research on Women (ICRW)
International Epidemiologic Databases to Evaluate AIDS 
(IeDEA Southern Africa)
Janssen Pharmaceuticals (PTY)
John Snow Inc.
Johns Hopkins University
Johnson & Johnson
Karolinska Institutet
London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine (LSHTM)
Magee Women’s Research Institute
Medicines Patent Pool (MPP)
Merck Sharp & Dohme Corp
Mott McDonald
MRC UK
MSD
Mylan
NACOSA
National Institute Allergy and Infectious Disease (NIAID)
NIH – HIV Prevention Trials Network (HPTN)
NIH – International Maternal Paediatric Adolescent AIDS 
Clinical Trials (IMPAACT) Network
NIH - John Hopkins University
NIH - University of Washington
NIH Microbicide Trials Network (MTN)
NIH/NIAID
North Star Alliance
Novavax
Oppenheimer Memorial Trust
Partners for Development and Health in Africa (PDHA)
PATH Vaccines Solutions
Pfizer
Population Council
PPD Global
Praekelt Foundation
President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR)
R4P (Awards)
REGENERON
RESEARCH Connect International
Respiratory and Meningeal Pathogens Research Unit 

City of Johannesburg
City of Tshwane
Gauteng Provincial Department of Health
Eastern Cape Provincial Government
Free State  Provincial Government
KwaZulu-Natal Provincial Government
Western Cape Provincial Government
National Department of Basic Education

National Department of Health
National Department of Science and Technology
National Department of Social Development
National Health Laboratory Service
National Aids Council
Medical Research Council
National Research Foundation

South African Government Partnerships
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Adolescent Girls and Young Women
Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome
African Local Initiative for Vaccinology Expertise
Antimicrobial resistance
Accelerating Program Achievements to Control the Epidemic
Antiretroviral Therapy
Antiretroviral Drug
Coalition to Accelerate and Support Prevention Research
Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness innovation
Child Health and Mortality Prevention Surveillance study
Community Health clinic model for Agency in Relationships and 
Safer Microbicide Adherence
Community Health Clinic
SARS-CoV-2
Chief Operating Officer
Clinical Research Site
Division of Aids (US National Institutes of Health)
Scientific Advisory Board
UK Department for International Development
Department of Health
Dose Reduction Immunobridging Study
Dolutegravir
Evidence for Contraceptive Options
Efavirenz
Executive Committee
Emtricitabine
Gender Based Violence  
Girls Achieve Power Year
Human Immunodeficiency Virus
HPV One and two dose Population Effectiveness Study
Human Papillomavirus
Health Systems Strengthening

AGYW
AIDS             
ALIVE        
AMR       
APACE
ART             
ARV             
CASPR
CEPI            
CHAMPS
CHARISMA 

CHC
COVID-19              
COO            
CRS
DAIDS           
               
DFID  
DOH
DoRIS
DTG
ECHO            
EFV 
ExCo        
FTC 
GBV
GAP Year 
HIV               
HOPE 
HPV         
HSS                  

IEDEA 
IHR           
MAC
ManCo     
MNCWH
MSM         
MTN            
NCD        
NICD
NIMART 
OPTIONS  
PEPFAR 
POWER 
PREVENT

PDVAC
PrEP
RITAG
RSV                
SAHPRA 
SAB 
SAC
SAGE
SRH         
SteerCo    
STI            
TDF 
UNFPA          
USSD
VPD         
YCC
WHC

International Epidemiological Databases to Evaluate AIDS
International Health Regulations
Ministerial Advisory Committee
Management Committee
Maternal, Newborn, Child and Women’s Health
Men who have sex with men
Microbicide Trials Network
Non-Communicable Disease
National Institute of Communicable Diseases
Nurse Initiated Management of Anti- Retroviral therapy
Optimizing Prevention Technology Introduction on Schedule
President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief
Prevention Options for Women Evaluation Research
Pregnancy Research Ethics for Vaccines, Epidemics, and New 
Technologies
Product Development Vaccine Advisory Committee
Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis
Regional Immunization Technical Advisory Group
Respiratory Syncytial Virus
South African Health Products Regulatory Authority
Scientific Advisory Board
Scientific Advisory Committee
Strategic Advisory Group of Experts on Immunisation 
Sexual and Reproductive Health
Steering Committee
Sexually Transmitted Infection
Tenofovir
United Nations Population Fund
Unstructured Supplementary Service Data
Vaccine Preventable Diseases
Youth Care Club
Wits Health Consortium

Acronyms and Abbreviations
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+27 11 358 5300
www.wrhi.ac.za

Hillbrow Health Precinct 
22 Esselen Street 

Hillbrow
2001 

Johannesburg
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