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elcome to the first edition of our new research-focused
W
publication. Throughout the pages that follow, you will meet

P

W

rof Julian May, the director of the DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence
in Food Security and UNESCO Chair in African Food System,
explores the issue of food security and says that while South Africa
did not run out of food during the lockdown, there were sections of
society whose suffering increased dramatically.

elcome back to Signals magazine, UWC’s research publication.
some of our researchers, the work that they do and the
This
edition has
special
ontoCovid-19
and our
research
contribution
thatathey
are focus
making
the knowledge
economy.
community shines a light on not only the science of the coronavirus but
also
way it has influenced
all aspects
of society
– be itsignificant
education,
ThetheUniversity
of the Western
Cape
has made
investments
its research
project
multi-million-rand
dentistry
or theindevastation
wrought
onthrough
family life.
investment in infrastructure, equipment and people over
the pastthrough
decadethese
or so,
resulting
in recognition
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just
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leadingcommunity
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is and, secondly,institution
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Southof
Africa.
impact
the pandemic.

For instance, the disrupted school calendar not only had a negative
impact on the academic performance of our learners, but the school
closures also led to greater hardship for millions of learners who could
no longer access the National School Nutrition Programme. It is when
reading these articles that one realises the almost insidious impact
of the pandemic. Behind closed doors, households were stretched
beyond their limits of endurance; without their daily bread at school,
children suffer from hunger and unskilled workers found themselves
in the first line of being fired. And, as we witness all of this, we know
that the struggle is far from over.
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Finally, I was pleased to see the article by Prof Rik van de Walle, the
Rector of Ghent University, one of our longstanding international
partners. He writes about the 15-year-long partnership that has grown
over the years to include research collaborations in diverse areas
such as biotechnology, gender studies, urban planning, linguistics,
education and dentistry.
For us, partnerships such as these speak to one of our core values in
the current Institutional Operating Plan – that of establishing and
growing “a mature and growing network of active partnerships with
other universities, globally and in Africa”.
I hope that you enjoy this edition of Signals.

The cover stories of this first edition are motivated by the
need to share research interests on some burning matters
that attracted scholars and captivated the minds, actions and
affections of those who helped shape our memories and sense
of history as a country and as a university.
I trust that the magazine’s online presence will increase access
and extend our digital reach to inform and inspire.

uction
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Research where this SARChI is based, is the theme of this
publication. The societal impact of their work can be found
in their engagement with communities in understanding and
reinterpreting local histories.

elcome to the first edition of UWC’s research magazine,
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Mologadi Makwela’s article on the role of social media
in communicating research at a university and how new
generations of scholars need to be equipped with competencies
to succeed in an increasingly interactive and digital world.
We are delighted to have engaged the services of the awardwinning cartoonist and illustrator, Carlos Amato, to provide
unique front covers and a cartoon strip with a focus on
academia.

We look forward to our continued partnership with the UWC
to enhance engaged research with societal benefit across the
various fields of science and knowledge. Indeed, the more we
learn, the more we know, the more we understand, the more
we can contribute to advancing society’s ideals and aspirations
and to making a positive, meaningful, and lasting impact.

Each edition will have content from the various faculties in
order to ensure a diversity of voices, opinions and research
areas, as well as a core theme for the front section of the
magazine.
We welcome your feedback and suggestions for future themes
and articles. I hope you will enjoy our first edition!
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UWC & Ghent

University:
the story of a strategic partnership
Prof Rik Van de Walle

I

n early October 2018, I had the chance to visit South Africa for the
first time in my life, leading a Ghent University academic mission.
The University of the Western Cape (UWC) was the first partner
institution on the programme. In the course of that week, UWC
made quite an impression on me: I witnessed top-notch research
infrastructure in Life Sciences and Dentistry, discussed institutional
policy frameworks with UWC’s executive team, visited a community
project on digital inclusion, and I attended the launch of Ghent
University’s alumni chapter in South Africa, where UWC will take
the lead. Over several lunches and dinners, there was ample time to
reflect on the past 15 years of this valuable partnership, as well as
explore avenues for future collaboration.

UWC’s Centre for Humanities Research and Ghent University’s Africa
Platform will soon also engage in the co-editing of an open access
international academic journal on Africa. Academic collaboration
between our institutions has clearly been a success story over past
years, to such an extent that colleagues have become close friends and
UWC has become a second home for many Ghent University scholars
and administrators.
During my first visit to UWC, the reasons behind the success story
were also explained to me. Engaging in a long-term partnership is
definitely crucial, because this creates opportunities to develop research
synergies. More importantly, it builds trust between the partners.
Both at UWC and at Ghent University, the collaboration has always
been institutional, involving various faculties and the university’s
leadership. The fact that the research dynamics have been universitywide has opened new avenues for the mutual exchange of ideas –
related to student entrepreneurship and student engagement, campus
development and diversity, to name but a few. Finally, a dedicated
team to drive the partnership is required and seed money needs to
be available in order to initiate new projects and stimulate mobility.
These two final factors are indispensable to make the collaboration
mutually beneficial for students and staff of the two institutions.

The story of this successful partnership started with a 10-year (20032013) project of research capacity-building between UWC and the
Flemish universities, coordinated by Ghent University. Arriving at
UWC in the early 2000s, at a time when the South African university
was in dire straits, the partnership titled “Dynamics of Building a
Better Society” had its part in bringing renewed self-confidence and
large-scale research and administrative capacity development to the
university – leading to the widely acclaimed and thriving academic
community UWC is today. Right from the start, it was clear that by
combining high-end research with strong social commitment, UWC
was a perfect match for Ghent University. With its history of struggle
against oppression and discrimination, community engagement is
an inherent part of UWC’s institutional policy, both on the level of
teaching and research – and, also, Ghent University distinguishes
itself as a socially committed and pluralistic university with a strong
focus on fundamental research.

Let me conclude by referring to two topics that globally dominated
the year 2020: the Covid-19 pandemic and the Black Lives
Matter movement, which in Belgium was directly linked to the
theme of decolonisation. Because of the pandemic, academic
internationalisation largely had to be reinvented. How do we meet and
exchange when travel becomes impossible? In partnership with the
University of Missouri, UWC and Ghent University colleagues have
creatively engaged in a three-part webinar series on race and racism
and a joint call to support virtual research and teaching collaborations.
Eight new trilateral projects from areas such as Theatre Studies,
Biotechnology, Chemistry and Psychology have emanated from
this call, which is again a great success. Covid-19 continues to pose
huge challenges for academic leadership and international university
collaboration, but in some instances the effects of the pandemic have
clearly also opened up new opportunities.

Over the past decade the collaboration with UWC has expanded
and developed into a very powerful and rather unique strategic
partnership between our two universities. At present, research
collaboration between scholars at UWC and Ghent University is
strong in academic domains as diverse as Biotechnology, Gender
Studies, Urban Planning, Linguistics, Education, Musicology,
Dentistry, Digital Communication, Psychology, Plant Sciences,
Disability Studies, Public Health, Political Sciences and Geology.
Collaboration has been extended to Library Studies, technology
transfer, internationalisation and research management. Student
mobility is taking place, for fieldwork and research, as well as for
education and internships, and 15 joint PhD projects between UWC
and Ghent University are currently held – most of them within
the framework of the “Turning Diversity into Capacity” project,
which continues to encourage and consolidate shared research
university-wide.

And, finally but not unimportantly, there is the them e of
decolonisation, also prominently present this year, and, related to this,
the widespread reframing of academic collaboration with partners in
Africa. University development cooperation was the administrative
term used when Ghent University embarked on its collaboration
with UWC back in 2003. By 2008, with the start of Phase II of the
Dynamics of Building a Better Society (DBBS) programme, we had
already moved into the Paris Declaration of North/South-exchange
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International relations
and strongly emphasised local thematic ownership. In 2020, the
collaboration still stands as a mutually beneficial, close partnership
built on shared agenda-setting and cross-fertilising dialogue.

decolonisation narrative, African universities more than before initiate
their own research agendas and steer their own educational course. It
is indeed time for Africa to tell its own stories. As for the University of
the Western Cape, I truly hope that Ghent University may continue
to be part of this story, for many more years to come!

In a modest way, the current partnership with UWC can be seen as
exemplary for the new turn that European universities are taking
with respect to collaboration with African institutes. As part of the

Rik Van de Walle is the Rector of Ghent University
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South Africa and the

COVID-19

vaccine
debate
Prof Burtram C Fielding

S

cytokines. This results in the formation of blood clots and what’s
known as hyperinflammation, respectively. Hyperinflammation
throughout the body, in particular the organs, can lead to multiple
organ damage and failure. On the other hand, blood clots forming
in blood vessels can obstruct blood flow, and could result in deep-vein
thromboses in the legs, clots in the lungs, and stroke-causing clots in
the brain.

cientists, public health experts and politicians have been telling
us that, to stop Covid-19, we need to embark on a massive vaccine
rollout. But do we really need to vaccinate more than 70% of our
population to stop this virus? What is the science telling us?
What do we know about the Covid-causing virus?
To make sense of the need for a vaccine, we need to look at this “new”
or novel coronavirus first. The Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
Coronavirus-2 (SARS-CoV-2), the virus behind Covid-19, is only
the seventh human coronavirus identified. This virus is not nearly as
deadly as two of its “cousins”, SARS-CoV and MERS-CoV, which
had a 10% and 35% death rate, respectively. According to global
statistics, only about 15-18% of all Covid-19 cases develop into
severe or critical cases that require treatment with oxygen, with about
5% of all Covid-19 cases requiring intensive care. And thankfully
“only” about 2.0-3.5% of Covid-19 cases die. We now know with
some certainty that advanced age (older than 60); being male; and
the presence of other pre-existing medical conditions such as obesity,
diabetes, heart disease, certain chronic lung diseases and kidney
disease are among the major factors linked to severe Covid-19 and an
increased risk of death. This does not suggest that young children, the
youth and women are immune to the disease. They can and do catch
the virus – even if they don’t always exhibit the associated symptoms
– and can and do pass it on to others. Importantly, only those who
develop severe Covid-19 are at risk of dying.

Because the body’s immune system, inflammation and clotting are
linked, anything that causes the regulation of these systems to get out
of whack, and the balance between the three to be off, can lead to
severe or critical Covid-19, and in some cases, death.
Can we save lives in the absence of effective Covid-19
vaccines?
To effectively treat Covid-19, we need to be able to identify individuals
at risk of developing severe or critical Covid-19 early in the clinical
development of the disease. Then, equally importantly, we need drugs
that are effective in treating the disease. How far have we advanced to
address these two issues?
As mentioned, we know which part of the population is at greater risk
of developing severe Covid-19; and keep in mind that not everyone in
these risk groups will develop severe Covid-19 – just about 15% do in
the end. Then, when someone becomes infected, we can just analyse
the combination of various early symptoms, predict who is at greater
risk of developing critical Covid-19, and have some idea of who is at
increased risk of dying. Used together with the presence of certain
bio-markers in patients – biological molecules found in body fluids
or tissues that are a measure of body processes and/or indication of
disease – we can predict, with a high degree of accuracy, not only
the risk of illness (morbidity), but also the risk of death (mortality) of
individual patients eight to ten days in advance. This should provide
clinicians with enough time to start pharmaceutical interventions.

Why are people dying of Covid-19?
It is not SARS-CoV-2 that kills directly, but rather it is the body’s
own response to the virus that causes damage to the body. In all viral
infections, the infected person’s built-in immune system, once alerted
to the presence of the invading virus – identified by the body as a
foreign substance – is activated and, in healthy individuals, launches
an attack against said antigen. The main purpose of the immune
response is to stop the spread and movement of the virus throughout
the body. If the pathogen manages to evade the first-line physical
barriers and enters the body, the chemical and cellular immune
response is activated. It is then that the body releases cells (notably B
cells and T cells) that attack the pathogen, or produces special proteins
known as antibodies. Think of these antibodies as the sentinels of the
immune system; they attach themselves to the virus, and attract cells
that then destroy said antigen.

I will not look at all the possible drugs used in the treatment of
severe Covid-19. Instead, let’s look at two relatively cheap drug
options that have received widespread support, and that are readily
available in South Africa. Dexamethasone, a steroid widely used to
treat inflammation, was the first drug shown to save lives in people ill
with Covid-19, in what University of Oxford scientists called a “major
breakthrough”. Trials show dexamethasone reduces death rates by a
third among seriously ill patients. The South African Department
of Health (SADoH) issued an advisory to “recommend the use of
dexamethasone (or an equivalent steroid) for all Covid-19 patients on
ventilators or requiring non-invasive supplementary oxygen”.

Typically this immune response is carefully regulated by the body, to
ensure that it destroys only the virus, and not the host itself – that is,
humans. With Covid-19, however, the immune system “overreacts”.
This leads to the blood-clotting system malfunctioning, as well as to
the overproduction and release of inflammatory proteins known as

6

Researchers report that hospitalised Covid-19 patients treated with
blood thinners (usually low molecular weight heparin) have improved
clinical outcomes and this is associated with lower death rates. In
fact, the SADoH guidelines recommend “the use of blood thinners
for all hospitalised patients with Covid-19. The blood thinner can
be given in two different doses: low-dose to reduce the risk of blood
clots developing and high-dose to treat blood clots that have already
developed.”

vaccination or immunity developed through previous infection”.
In other words, it’s really about preventing the spread of a disease.
Depending on how contagious a disease is, between 60% and 90%
of a given population must have some form of immunity to stop the
disease-causing organism from spreading. In South Africa, scientists
estimate that we need 60% to 70% of our population to be immune
to Covid-19 to stop the spread. How does immunity from natural
infection compare to immunity from vaccination? To achieve herd
immunity against Covid-19 in South Africa and minimise deaths,
should we be looking at vaccination only, or should we be looking at a
vaccine-natural infection combination approach?

It is important to note that these drugs are used to treat severe or
critical Covid-19 in patients requiring hospitalisation and ventilation
only, and are not recommended for routine use in mild to moderate
Covid-19 cases.

Some scientists speculate that compared to natural infection, Covid-19
vaccines offer “better” protection, with possibly longer periods of
protection. Yet, with the vaccine having been developed and rolled
out over only the past few months, how much do we know about
immunity from Covid-19 vaccines?

What is “herd immunity”?
The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines herd immunity, or
“population immunity”, as “the indirect protection from an infectious
disease that happens when a population is immune either through

Figure 1: The principles of herd immunity and safety measures explained (Created with BioRender.
com. Based on “Principles of Herd Immunity and Social Distancing”, by BioRender.com (2021).
Retrieved from https://app.biorender.com/biorender-templates)

Unfortunately, the answer to this question is that we know very little.
We do not know if immunity from either will last months or, hopefully,
years. For now, only time and further research will tell. Obviously
researchers are hoping for long-term immunity, and there is a growing
consensus that we will likely see immunity lasting one to three years. In
reality, though, the duration “could be longer or shorter” and will only
be determined by studying people who have received the vaccine.

last for one to three years, but the T and B cells – the determinants
of long-term immunity – appear to last from five years to decades.
Very importantly, too, whereas the current Covid-19 vaccines use one
viral protein to stimulate an immune response, natural infections also
stimulate antibody production against various other viral proteins;
these other antibodies have also previously been shown to play a
central role in immunity.

And don’t forget that we have immune data from the other six human
coronaviruses. For the four “common cold” coronaviruses, immunity
typically lasts between one and three years; this means that people can
be infected multiple times over the course of their lives. For the two
more deadly coronaviruses, SARS-CoV and MERS-CoV, antibodies

Will we see the same for SARS-CoV-2 as we see for the other human
coronaviruses? Does this mean that natural immunity will offer better
protection against SARS-CoV-2 variants? Does this mean that it will
offer better long-term protection? We simply do not know yet, and
only time will tell.
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What is meant by vaccine “effectiveness” and “efficacy”?
When a vaccine is developed, we ask the questions “Does the vaccine
work?” (efficacy) and “Does the vaccine help people?” (efficiency).
Efficacy, which is tested under very specific conditions, in which people
are randomly assigned to “treatment” vs “no-treatment” groups, does
not necessarily equal effectiveness, and could overestimate the impact
of a vaccine’s impact in “real-world conditions”. Once the efficacy
of a vaccine has been established, its effectiveness is determined in
observational studies, where factors such as other medications people
are taking, underlying chronic co-morbidities, viral mutants, the age
of those vaccinated, and how the vaccine is stored and administered
under everyday conditions, can reduce how effective the vaccine
is at preventing disease. In South Africa, we are now seeing in real
time how the difference between “efficacy” and “effectiveness” for
the University of Oxford/AstraZeneca vaccine is playing out. The
vaccine, which had a reported efficacy of 95% against the wild-type
(original) SARS-CoV-2, now has a reported 25% effectiveness in
younger people infected with a SARS-CoV2 mutant. A virus cannot
replicate – make more of itself – without a host; in this case, the host

is us. Each time the virus enters a human cell, it first has to make
more of its own genetic material, which will ultimately be used to
make more copies of the virus. This type of virus does not have the
ability to correct mistakes when it copies its own genetic material,
and these resultant changes are known as mutations. This a natural
process and the majority of the mutations will not result in changes to
how the virus behaves in the host. Every so often, though, a mutation
arises that could provide the virus with a selective advantage in the
host, such as allowing the virus to enter human cells more easily, or
to evade the body’s immune cells. Viruses with these small genetic
changes (or mutations) are known as “variants”. This is what we have
observed first-hand in some parts of the world where variants have
been identified. Data now show that some of these variants can enter
human cells “better” and spread “easier” between people. Worryingly,
some research groups have reported that antibodies from vaccines and
natural infections are not as effective against some variants as they
are against the original virus, rendering some vaccines less effective
in certain demographics of our population. Thankfully, as far as we
know, none of the current variants cause more severe Covid-19.

What are the Covid-19 vaccines considered for South
Africa?
Vaccines are meant to mimic natural infections and aim to trick
the body into activating its immune system. So, similar to natural
infections, the antibodies and immune cells generated after vaccination
will protect the body when exposed to the actual virus. The first batch
of Covid-19 vaccines currently considered in South Africa all rely on
their acting upon the SARS-CoV-2 Spike protein (S). The S is the
viral protein that sticks out of the virus’s surface, giving it its “crown-

like” appearance when viewed under a very specialised electron
microscope. This is also the virus protein that binds to the human cell
protein (ACE2), allowing the virus to enter the cell. These vaccines
employ different technological approaches to prime the body’s
immune system to recognise and fight SARS-CoV-2. But, in the end,
all of them are aimed at stimulating the production of neutralising
antibodies in the body; these antibodies are aimed at preventing the
virus from entering the cell by binding to the virus S and preventing
attachment of the virus to the human cell receptor, ACE2.

Figure 2: Neutralising antibodies prevent the virus from entering the cell (Created with BioRender.com. Based on
“Recruitment of T and B Cells by Antigen-presenting Cells (APCs)” by BioRender.com (2021). Retrieved from
https://app.biorender.com/biorender-templates)
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The Pfizer/BioNTech and Moderna vaccines use the same type of
technology. These are mRNA vaccines that code for the coronavirus’s
S and are encapsulated in a lipid nanoparticle. After it is injected, the
recipient’s cells then make S, and the body also produces antibodies
to S. Whereas the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine has to be stored at -70°C,
Moderna’s vaccine can be kept in a standard refrigerator for up to 30
days, and can be stored for up to six months at -20°C.

mentioned above require two doses, about four weeks apart, the J&J
vaccine requires a single dose.
SinoVac is different from the other Covid-19 vaccines considered for
use in South Africa in that it an inactivated SARS-CoV-2 vaccine.
Unfortunately, based on current data, these vaccines do not effectively
protect us from SARS-CoV-2 infection and, in about 30% of cases,
do not prevent those infected from spreading the virus. They are
effective in preventing Covid-19, though, especially the severe and
critical forms of the disease. And because the vaccines do not protect
from infection or spread, the potential for the emergence of virus
variants is still a possibility.

The AstraZeneca, Johnson & Johnson and Sputnik V vaccines depend
on technology based on an inactivated common cold virus. They
contains the genetic material of S. The AstraZeneca vaccine can
be stored and transported in normal refrigerated conditions – about
2º to 8°C – for at least six months. Whereas the other four vaccines

Figure 3: Vaccines considered for use in South Africa (Created with BioRender.com. Based on “Covid-19 Vaccine Candidate: BNT162 (a1, b1,
b2, c2) (BioNTech)”, “Covid-19 Vaccine Candidate: AZD1222 (University of Oxford & AstraZeneca” and “Covid-19 Vaccine Candidate:
CoronaVac (Sinovac Biotech)” by BioRender.com (2021). Retrieved from https://app.biorender.com/biorender-templates)

Who should be vaccinated?
In general, vaccines are more effective in younger people than the
elderly and young children, because the immune system in young
adults is more robust; this often results in vaccines being less effective
in the latter two. Some public health experts and politicians claim
that because of the nature of the Covid-19 pandemic “no one may
be safe until everyone is safe”, and that as long as we allow the virus
to infect many people, we will “allow mutations and increase the risk
of death”. Hence they argue that herd immunity may not be achieved
if we do not vaccinate everyone, including children and pregnant or
lactating women.

As for the long-term safety of the vaccines, we simply to not have
the data. In fact, the vaccines have not been tested on children and
pregnant or lactating women, so we do not know what the potential
long-term effects could be on the baby in the latter cohort. The
vaccines have just not been around long enough.
So should you take the vaccine?
In the end, for people to make an informed consent decision about
taking the vaccine or not – as for any other medical procedure –
they need access to all available data. In my opinion, in the end, to
vaccinate or not should be based on a risk-based approach. Everyone
should weigh their risk of developing severe or critical Covid-19 with
the potential risks, even though potentially small, associated with the
vaccines; whichever outweighs the other, should inform your decision
to vaccinate or not.

Traditionally, we would only consider vaccinating children if: (1) the
disease has the potential to cause severe and widespread illness or
deaths in children; (2) there is a residual pool of young hosts spreading
a deadly disease to others; (3) a subgroup of children, with pre-existing
medical conditions, are vulnerable to the disease-causing organism;
and (4) the disease has resulted in the suspension of educational, social
and athletic activities crucial to normal development. In children,
Covid-19 symptoms are mostly mild, and a very low death rate has
been reported. Moreover, deaths are almost exclusively linked to
serious co-morbidities and in infants under one year of age.

Finally, there is a growing consensus that herd immunity will not be
achieved for Covid-19. It is my opinion that we should minimise the
spread of the virus for as long as possible by maintaining the personal
prevention measures of wearing a mask, sanitising our hands, physical
distancing and self-isolating when feeling ill. But, equally important,
we should protect those at high risk of developing severe and critical
Covid-19 by vaccinating them. Once we have an adequate vaccine
protection in this cohort – the elderly, with co-morbidities, as well as
frontline medical workers – we could ease the use of the personal
prevention measures with confidence.

There is global evidence that the closure of educational, social and
athletic activities have not significantly prevented the spread of
Covid-19 among children. In fact, we now see that other communityand household-based factors are chiefly responsible for the spread
of the disease in children. Even though children can be infected and
spread the virus to others, they are not the main source of spread. So,
based on previous vaccination criteria, as well as current evidence,
the large-scale Covid-19 vaccination of children appears not to be
warranted.

Prof Burtram C Fielding is the director of the Department of Research
Development and the Principal Investigator: Molecular Biology and Virology
Research Laboratory in the Department of Medical BioSciences
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COVID-19

Food security
concerns
Prof Julian May

As unemployment deepened, so did food insecurity
It’s not as if South Africa started 2020 on the right foot. The latest
available numbers suggest that about 11% of the country’s population
(or around 6.5-million people) suffer from hunger every year.
We should not lose sight of the impact of unemployment on men –
hunger can be said to breed social discontent and instability. But it’s
now widely accepted that it is women who bear the brunt of crises.
Not only does the gender wage gap persist, but women also shoulder
the overwhelming share of the caring responsibility in households. If
they are without work, it’s likely that others – children included – will
suffer, too.
Their predicament worsened during the lockdown. According to the
National Income Dynamics Study-Coronavirus Rapid Mobile Survey
(NIDS-CRAM), of the three million jobs lost over the initial months
of lockdown, two million had been held by women. Job opportunities
also dried up, including in the agricultural sector, where the work is
largely seasonal. And, if they were employed in the informal sector,
as many are, workers could not initially tap into the relief funding
made available to those who had lost their jobs during the pandemic.

Image: Ashraf Hendricks, Siqalo informal settlement near
Mitchell’s Plain in Cape Town, GroundUp

I

t might just be Covid-19 fatigue, but it’s to be expected that many
are fed up with 2020, ready to sign off on it and restart 2021 with a
clean slate.
And there were glimmers of hope that we would be able to do so
soon; “normal” seemed to be within reach. There has been news of
a number of promising vaccines in the works around the world and,
locally, government has eased lockdown restrictions in the hope of
jump-starting a stuttering economy with an adrenalin shot of traveller
dollars and euros. But there are questions as to when a vaccine will
get here and if we’ll be able to afford it. And, in the light of resurgent
infections in North America and Europe, and new lockdowns,
holidaying might not be on the cards for them.

Not surprisingly, household food security came under greater threat
during the lockdown. The NIDS-CRAM survey found that, in
the initial months of the lockdown, 22% of surveyed households
reported that someone in the household had gone hungry, and 15%
of household reported cases of child hunger. Over that period, 47%
of households also reported that money for food had run out. By
September, the situation had improved across those measures, but
problems persisted – 37% of households, for instance, reported that
they had no money for food.

South Africa hasn’t turned the corner, either. By end of November,
as the Covid-19 pandemic flared up again in provinces such as the
Western Cape, there was speculation that there would be “minilockdowns” in hotspots.

When women suffer, children do too. Scholars such as Dr Gareth
Haysom, a researcher with the African Centre for Cities at the
University of Cape Town and affiliated to the Centre of Excellence in
Food Security (CoE-FS), has sought to introduce the concept of “slow
violence” – a form of violence that is incipient and intergenerational –
into discourse on child hunger, arguing that children are, before even
being born, disenfranchised as a result of dietary deficiencies in the
first 1 000 days. For these children, food insecurity and deprivation
spell long-term physical, psychological and social development
challenges, many of which will haunt them into adulthood.

The lives-versus-livelihood debate will rage once more as the economy
keeps bleeding jobs. Not great news for a country where, ahead of the
pandemic, nearly a third of job-seeking South Africans were already
unemployed.
We’re not yet at that stage where we can look back on the pandemic
and take stock of its aftermath. But we do have a sense of its ongoing
impact on, for our purposes, food insecurity.
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The take-home message

Universities have their own food insecurity worries. Although no
system-wide studies have yet been conducted, university-specific
research has pointed out that at some institutions as many 65% of
students experience some level of hunger. Campus-initiated food
banks and initiatives can only scratch the surface of that need, and
are unsustainable.

As if we needed reminding, 2020 illustrated again that, in South
Africa at least, food insecurity is not really a consequence of sluggish
food production. Not even over the harshest lockdown did we come
even close to running out of food. Agriculture had been declared a
critical industry and as such was exempt from the restrictions that
other sectors, including some of its own sub-sectors such as wine and
floriculture, suffered.

What’s more, the burden of feeding students has now been shifted
on to universities, organisations that are not designed to do so. It also
places on them the responsibility to divert sparse resources from their
primary mandate, which is to educate.

Yes, shops ran out of hand sanitiser and toilet paper prices spiked, but
if you could afford it you could still find almost any food product you
needed or wanted – except maybe alcohol (assuming we count it as a
food). The South African Competition Tribunal kept a sharp eye out
for incidences of price gouging, and cracked the whip when offenders
were identified.

South Africa is not yet out of the Covid-19 woods. We are currently
experiencing what some consider to be a second wave of infections.
The introduction of mini-lockdowns will further impact livelihoods
and decide whether families will have food on the table. We are still
losing lives, which, beyond the human tragedy, will also have economic
consequences for those households that lose breadwinners.

But we saw again that those with a bit of wealth or savings can weather
a crisis much better than the lower-income groups. South Africans
didn’t stop shopping, after all: one estimate suggests that online retail
grew by some 40% over the lockdown, and experienced a year-onyear growth of around 100%.

In time we will have to see if we can recover our economy to prepandemic levels. Even if we do – and it seems unlikely – we will have
to recognise that those levels were far from optimal.

But for those without back-up resources, the social safety net was also
found wanting. When schools were closed, for example, millions of
children were cut off from the meals provided through the National
School Nutrition Programme (NSNP). In October 2020, the social
distress grant (of a mere R350 per person per month) was extended
to the end of January 2021, but the caregiver grant was withdrawn.

We need to come up with sustainable solutions to the problems of food
insecurity, be it in households or on university campuses. There is no
one silver bullet; even a universal basic income – and it would have to
be a generous one – can only be one part of a larger response. Civil
society and the private sector will, alongside government, for the sake
of the country. be obliged to play its part.

And, closer to home …

Prof Julian May is the director of the DST-NRF Centre of Excellence in Food
Security and UNESCO Chair in African Food Systems

Children waiting to be fed. Image: Ashraf Hendricks, GroundUp
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The impact of COVID-19

on families
Prof Nicky Roman

T

T

he nexus of Covid-19 created a state of disequilibrium and
instability among families, especially families in resource-constrained
settings. In a pandemic, such as Covid-19, with every single person
struggling to deal with the unknown, families in South Africa are
struggling in various ways to come to terms with the “new normal”.
In March 2020, with the hard lockdown at Level 5, the “new normal”
included social distancing, wearing masks, isolation, quarantine,
online purchasing, sanitising, washing hands regularly, closed schools
and universities, working remotely, closed spaza shops and no street
vendors, staying indoors, being unable to walk the dog or exercise,
limited to no travel. Since the later shift to Level 3, schools and
universities have been slowly transitioning to open, some families
continue to work remotely, the economy is slowly opening, and
families have more freedom to move around and participate in limited
activities (such as walking or running) and the economy.

he coronavirus, and the disease it causes, Covid-19, a global
pandemic originating in the North, carved a devasting path as it
expanded to other countries and continents, eventually reaching the
South. The biggest fear of Covid-19 reaching the South was based on
the constrained resources, weak health systems and prevalence of noncommunicable diseases in countries in the South, especially in Africa.
South Africa was no exception as families braced for the onslaught
of the Covid-19 storm. The first confirmed case was on Thursday,
5 March 2020, followed by the announcement by government of a
national state of disaster on 15 March and a country lockdown by 26
March. While everyone was trying to understand, plan and implement
strategies to protect and preserve life, it was family life that was most
affected, especially for vulnerable families.
Covid-19, as a health pandemic, harshly foregrounded inequalities
between families, the stark difference between families who have
(privileged) and families who do not (disenfranchised). With Covid-19
came a nexus of economics, education and social factors that is
ultimately felt within family functioning and care.

This “new normal” was (and is) especially felt by women and mothers,
the main carers in the family, who need to find a balance between
working remotely while parenting and teaching their children as well
as doing housework. Moreover, many have lost a support network. This
becomes more of a challenge for single mothers (and also women who
are sole breadwinners) who are essential service workers, or engage in
extraordinary family care (caring for the elderly or a child with special
needs) or who have lost an income because of being unable to work
during the pandemic, thereby reducing the family resources such as
food. These families may not have the resources to purchase essential
goods and therefore as a family may not have the capability to ensure
that all is well.

Family functioning and care consist of often complex activities and
are varied depending on culture, family size and family structure but
socialisation, provision, protection, holistic care and support are often
common activities cutting across all families. Through the course of
life these activities are accentuated at different times. For example, the
provision of protection, support and resources (clothes, shelter, food,
access to medical care) occur daily in order to satisfy the basic needs of
family members. Whether implicit or explicit, there is an expectation
that within the family, regardless of culture and status, the provision
of the basic needs of family members are met and, when this does
not happen, disequilibrium or family instability occurs because family
members do not feel capable of meeting the basic needs of the
family. This family disequilibrium or family instability is defined by
G Smilkstein as

”

Families living in overcrowded homes may especially find social
distancing a challenge because there is no space to self-isolate and
quarantine. Family members who are sick because of Covid-19
cannot be taken care of by family members, which is considered the
norm in family care, and if they die they die alone. Not being able to
“say good-bye” can be a very traumatic experience for families during
this period, because the main focus is on compliance rather than on
supporting family members, especially as the death toll increases.

A state of impaired functioning,
nurturing, or role complimentarity
in which a family, for the time
being, can neither escape nor solve
problems with their customary
problem-solving resources.

References

”

The family is therefore in the eye of the Covid-19 storm as new
adaptations are made to achieve family equilibrium and being capable
to be well within the context of the family.
Prof Nicky Roman is the NRF research chair in Development of Human
Capabilities and Social Cohesion through the Family

Brian D Johnson et al, 2014. “A parenting competency model”, Parenting 14:2

G Smilkstein, 1980. “The cycle of family function: A conceptual model for family medicine”, The Journal of Family Practice, 11:2
Kathryn Maguire-Jack and Kathryn Showalter, 2016. “The protective effect of neighborhood social cohesion in child abuse and neglect”, Child Abuse & Neglect 52,
29-37
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COVID-19 casts a shadow over

domestic workers
Fairuz Mullagee

“What is happening to domestic workers at this time during this pandemic is depressing and devastating.” — Pinky Mashiane, President of
the Union of Domestic Workers of South Africa (UDWOSA)

E

It could be argued that the essential value of domestic work, in a
value-chain model, is located in the sphere of “liberating” domestic
employers from key domestic duties, thereby enabling them to pursue
activities, more especially economic activities, outside the household.
The essential value of domestic work goes beyond the economic valueadd and the social value-add usually apportioned to domestic work
lies in the liberation of the employers’ household from key household
production activities such as cleaning, ironing, washing, cooking and
care for children, the elderly, the disabled and pets.

ven though they are recognised as workers and covered by
certain labour laws, domestic workers remain one of the most poorly
paid and disempowered sections of the workforce. Being a hard-toorganise sector, with weak organisation, exposes them to numerous
vulnerabilities. The Covid-19 pandemic and the lockdown effort
aimed at containing the spread of the virus have highlighted the
situation of domestic workers more than ever.
The struggle for domestic work to be recognised as “real work”
has been a long one. South Africa is one of few countries with
dedicated laws for domestic workers, that is, Sectoral Determination
7, promulgated in 2002. The adoption of Convention 189 by the
International Labour Organisation (ILO) in June 2011 marked a
turning point in that domestic work, globally, was formally recognised
as employment.

Although they provide home maintenance and care services to their
employers, domestic workers often neglect these same services in
their own households. There is often a reliance on extended family,
neighbours or other community networks, but invariably resources at
this level are fairly stretched. This may be true for all households of
working adults, but what sets domestic workers apart is the low value of
their minimum wage, the mostly informal nature of their employment
and their limited access to social security benefits, which limits their
capacity to obtain the necessary care for their own households.

Notwithstanding this, domestic work is described by the ILO as
“work like any other yet work like no other”. This is based on the very
personal and, at the same time, very unequal relationship between
the domestic worker and his or her employer. It is also linked to the
intimate nature of the duties they perform in private households.

Given the pervasiveness of low wages, the undervalued nature of
domestic employment, the weakness of trade union organisation in
the sector and the limited bargaining power of individual domestic
workers, provision for minimum wages is crucial in promoting decent
work, as Darcy du Toit argues. Wages are an important benchmark
for measuring the value of work, but they are by no means the only
indicator. The essential value of domestic work and the centrality
of domestic workers in the value chain points to the importance of
domestic workers being sufficiently empowered to assert their role in
the value chain.

Another feature of domestic work is that it is female-dominated, often
embedded within sociocultural structures dominated by patriarchy
that relegate domestic care work to women’s work. This contributes
to the difficulty of many employers’ actually seeing themselves as
employers, resulting in multifaceted exploitation of domestic workers,
who are discriminated against based on their gender, race, class and
nationality.
The power imbalance between domestic workers and employers is
severe. Employers are commonly of a privileged class, race and citizen
status in relation to the (mostly) women they hire to care for their
homes and families.

Image: Jonathan Torgovnik, Sitsa Ncube emigrated to South Africa to find
employment as a domestic worker., Images of Empowerment

Needless to say, domestic workers faced numerous rights challenges
before the Covid-19 pandemic and the measures put in place by the
state to combat the spread of the virus.
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Image: Jonathan Torgovnik, Domestic worker Cynthia
Mkovanes, Images of Empowerment

The lockdown alert levels in the diagram show that domestic workers were
unable to work from 26 March to 31 May 2020, from the darkness of Level 5
into emerging light in Level 3. For many, this period has meant no income at
all. At the start of the lockdown it had already been predicted that domestic
workers would be one of the hardest-hit sectors by the lockdown. The ILO
warned that Covid-19 threatens the livelihoods of more than 55 million people
engaged in domestic work. According to StatsSA, there are currently more
than a million domestic workers in South Africa. Job losses in this sector were
among the highest, with the Quarterly Labour Force Survey for Quarter 2 of
2020 showing a drop of approximately 25%.
There are different categories of workers, depending on the type of employment
relationship. There are those who work full-time for a single employer, parttime for a single or multiple employers, and those who work informally as and
when they find work. Whatever the employment category, the impact of the
pandemic has laid bare the extent of vulnerability and disempowerment of
domestic workers.
At the start of the lockdown, those in informal employment, including many
domestic workers, were not able to benefit from the Unemployment Insurance
Fund (UIF) because most had not been registered as contributors. Though
some employers continued to pay their domestic workers even though they
were not working, others dismissed their workers at the onset of the lockdown,
regardless of whether they were registered for UIF or not. There were also
those employers who lost their own jobs and income and were not able to
continue paying their domestic workers. The result was that many domestic
workers were left destitute.

Figure 1: Lockdown alert Levels (Source: SA Government )

United Domestic Workers of South Africa (UDWOSA) told New Frame in
an interview in August 2020 that at the time of the announcement of the
lockdown some domestic workers were prevented from returning home for
reasons of physical distancing. Some were threatened with dismissal if they left
their place of work.

The Minister of Employment and Labour initiated the Temporary Employment
Relief Scheme (TERS) to assist employers in providing wages to employees.
The fund was essentially aimed at employers who had to cease their operations
as required by the Covid-19 lockdown measures. Although separate from the
UIF, TERS was to be administered through the same system. Thus domestic
workers who had struggled to claim for ordinary UIF prior to Covid-19 were
unable to access the TERS benefit.

Similarly, on their return to work, for those who were able to return, many
domestic workers have complained of discrimination in the workplace. Many
feel they are being treated as carriers of the virus who will infect the employers’
household. Many live-in domestic workers have become virtual slaves,
complaining that they are not allowed to leave the premises, not allowed to
return home to see their families, not allowed to have visitors, and are working
longer hours than usual.

Organised domestic workers, supported by numerous non-governmental
organisations, lobbied government for the inclusion of informal workers in
the relief measures. Two months into the lockdown, the TERS benefit was
extended to include informal workers. Domestic workers have yet to benefit
because their trade unions remain inundated with complaints of not being able
to access the benefits they are entitled to.

The pandemic has once again laid bare the severe challenges experienced by
domestic workers, given the individualised nature of the employment and the
unequal power relations and lack of respect for the dignity of the work. As
Mashiane says in a Power987 interview: “Treat them the way you like to be
treated yourself.”

Economic exclusion has been one key impact of Covid-19 and the lockdown.
Equally important has been the reported increase in unfair labour practises
and discrimination in the workplace. Pinky Mashiane, the president of

Fairuz Mullagee is co-cordinator of the Social Law Project in the Centre for
Transformative Regulation of Work, Faculty of Law.
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COVID-19: The invisible

risk to oral healthcare workers in

Dentistry

Dr Riaan Mulder

O

an appropriate pre-procedural mouth rinse to temporarily reduce
the base line micro-organism load is advocated. Isolation of the oral
working area with a rubber dam device offers excellent protection to
the OHCW.

ral healthcare workers (OHCW) include any professional who
can work in a dental practice setting, for example dentists, dental
hygienists, dental therapists, dental assistants and denturists. Dentistry,
as a profession, faces an overall elevated risk of exposure to a wide
variety of infectious diseases originating from viruses and bacteria.
There are numerous pathways of potential exposure to these microorganisms. Additionally, OHCW carry a very high risk of Covid-19
transmission as a result of face-to-face communication and close
proximity during dental procedures with patients, as the oral cavity
and the respiratory tract can contain and transmit Covid-19.

Personal protective equipment (PPE) is essential to provide direct
protection to the OHCW. Items including face shields, well-fitting
goggles, specific respirator face masks (N95/FFP2 or N99/FFP3 without
valves) and a moisture-proof gown are recommended. Replacement of
disposable products and correct disinfection of the face shield and
goggles are essential between patients.

Based on the analysis done by the Alberta Federation of Labour,
OHCW are at the top of the list of 100 occupations with the highest
risk of Covid-19 exposure. Dental hygienists and dental therapists
carry a 100% risk, dental assistants 97.5% and dentists 97%. Dental
technologists/technicians have a 62.5% risk because they do not
regularly come into contact with the patients or the aerosol generated
from the patient’s mouth. This major risk in dentistry for the OHCW
also emanates from the dental aerosol that is generated by equipment
such as ultrasonic scalers and fast handpieces. These instruments
generate large volumes of aerosolised water with particle sizes that
range from aerosol (starting size 0.0001µm) to splatter (50µm).

The reduction of the aerosol distributed in the dental practice
is another important aspect. The appropriate high-efficiency
particulate air (HEPA) filtered system and correct ventilation is a
key engineering control aspect. The dental chair itself plays a role in
the reduction of aerosols with the high-volume evacuation (or suction)
device. The minimum evacuation/suction volume required from the
high-volume evacuation system is at least 300 litres per minute. The
dental high-volume suction tip must be placed as close as possible
to the instruments used during the procedure (such as the ultrasonic
scaler or fast handpiece).

In order to place the risk of these small aerosol particles generated
in dentistry in perspective, normal activities such as speaking and
breathing generate 1μm particle sizes, regardless of voice amplitude.
The particles generated from coughing range between 0.57-0.89μm.
Sneezing produces the largest droplets of 360.1μm. Particles greater
than 100µm settle quickly to the floor and other surfaces. Dental
aerosol particles smaller than 50µm can remain suspended in the
air for periods of 30 minutes to two hours. Because of the small size
of Covid-19 (0.06-0.14µm) contained in the aerosol produced in
dentistry, the OHCW can easily contract the virus if it is inhaled. It
has been cited that a particle with a size ranging from 0.5μm to 10μm
has the potential to enter the respiratory passages, with Covid-19
having an affinity for easily entering the lower respiratory tract.

Doctors Riaan Mulder and Suné Mulder-van Staden at the Dental
Faculty of UWC have invented a novel aerosol suction device in
collaboration with the UWC Technology Transfer Office. A design
patent has been registered and the device was extensively evaluated in
the laboratory and the clinical environment during 2020. The main
advantage of the device is the extra-oral functionality that increases the
visual field of view for the OHCW. The device further demonstrated
a greater reduction in the volume of aerosol that contaminated the
OHCW compared to conventional high-volume suction tips, during
the testing phase.
General practice by the OHCW pre-pandemic included primarily
the use of low-volume suction alone to remove the water, blood and
oral fluids from the mouth during dental procedures. The South
African Dental Association (SADA) has revised the suction protocol
for dentistry and advice using the low volume for the aforementioned
purposes but adding the high-volume suction to remove the generated
aerosol. The novel UWC aerosol suction device has shown to further
reduce the aerosol, with the low-volume suction still used for its
original intended purpose. The novel UWC aerosol suction device
was assessed in relation to the low volume alone and the SADA
protocol. The results were positive and the device has a place in the
future of dentistry.

The environment in the dental practice is also important. Studies
investigating generated particles of 5µm containing Covid-19 found
that the virus remains viable on plastic and stainless steel surfaces for
up to 72 hours. The dental practice has a wide variety of surfaces made
from different materials, so an effective floor and surface disinfection
protocol is essential after every aerosol-generating procedure. This
will ensure OWCW and patient safety between procedures, to prevent
the dental practice from becoming a nexus of Covid-19 infection.
There are various prerequisites that OHCW need to employ in
their practice to reduce the risk of Covid-19 transmission. Firstly,
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Table 1. Illustration of the efficacy of the novel UWC aerosol suction device compared to low volume alone and
the SADA protocol.

Assessed parameter

Low volume
suction alone

SADA protocol: Low
volume plus high
volume

Novel UWC suction
device plus low volume

Patient chest contamination
in cm2

105

55

25

OHCW chest contamination
in cm2

357

192

133

OHCW wrist contamination
in cm2

118

71

35

Dentistry, being a high-risk activity,
should use all the tools available to
those who work in this field, in order
to continue much-needed oral health
services to patients.

There is no silver bullet, and micro-organisms will remain with us, so
mitigating the risks through innovation is essential for the future safety
of OHCW. The OHCW must continue to strive towards greater levels of protection in the clinical setting and maintain the highest levels
of infection control strategies and techniques.
Dr Riaan Mulder (BChD; MSc; PhD) is a senior lecturer and Stomatologist in
the Department of Restorative Dentistry
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An evidence-based approach to

learning and teaching
during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic
Dr Subethra Pather, Dr Vanessa Brown and Prof Vivienne Lawack

Deserted lecture spaces at UWC

O

n 5 March 2020, South Africa’s Health Minister confirmed that
the first case of Covid-19 had been detected in the country and on 15
March the President announced a national state of disaster, followed
by various measures including the closure of schools on 18 March.
On 17 March 2020, the Minister of Higher Education announced
that universities would close until 15 April 2020 for early recess. At
this time the Minister also instructed higher education institutions to
begin preparations for online teaching and learning that “may need to
be put in place to support the academic programme at a later stage”.
Following his announcement, most universities announced their
intention to switch to Emergency Remote Teaching and Learning
(ERTL) on 16 April 2020.

analyses, and facts to develop university guidelines for learning,
teaching and assessments during a time of crisis. The objective was to
ensure that university leadership did not take for granted the resource
disparities that exist, not only among the student population but also
among university academics. Evidence was gathered from students
and staff in two stages. As a first step data collected related to resource
readiness to engage online in ERTL, and later in the semester data
was collected on staff and students’ personal experiences with ERTL
during the pandemic. The collection of data at the different stages
allowed UWC to provide evidence-based plans and support to staff
and students in a staggered manner to ensure relevance as we were
dealing with the “unknown”.

The unprecedented lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic resulted
in universities transitioning in a rushed manner from their normal
face-to-face mode of instruction to ERTL. This resulted in a decisive
action being taken among institutional leaders as they tried to grapple
with the sudden change. In order for the institutional leadership to
develop a strategy that was holistic, resilient, equitable and studentcentered, it was imperative that evidence-based support be offered to
staff and students to engage with online teaching and learning .

Understanding students’ resource readiness for online
learning engagement
The first university survey was administered within 48 hours of the
announcement of the national lockdown. The immediate response
by university leadership was to determine students’ resource readiness
for online engagement and how best the university could support its
diverse student population. The survey was administered online to the
entire student population of the university (N = 23,788). The following
indicators were probed in the survey:

An evidence-based decision approach encouraged the University of
the Western Cape’s (UWC) leadership to rely on available evidence,
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Understanding student success: data and findings
On 23 October 2020, the Department of Higher Education and
Training (DHET) presented a briefing to the parliamentary portfolio
committee on Higher Education, Science and Technology on “Steps
Taken Towards Successful Completion of the 2020 Academic Year”.
In this briefing, the DHET indicated that an average of 7% of
students across the sector were reported by universities as not fully
engaged, and this ranged from 0% to 29%. The DHET reported that
for UWC this percentage was 8%. UWC’s internal data for students’
participation in online assessment in the first semester confirmed
that 8% did not participate online at all, whereas about 22% did not
participate fully in online learning.

Device ownership and device capability to connect to a network
The results indicated that almost all respondents (98.8%) either own
or have access to a device. The majority of the students (92.9%)
own a smartphone. A small minority (1.2%) do not own any device,
whereas 69.6% of students reported that they own a laptop, 8%
own a desktop, and 7% own a tablet. Yet 15.7% of the respondents
indicated that their devices were not capable of connecting to the
internet.
Device preference
Although most students owned a mobile phone, only 23.4% of
students preferred to use a mobile phone for online learning activities.
A laptop was preferred for online learning by 70.0% of respondents.
The previous question indicates that 69.6% of respondents do own
or have regular access to a laptop, which indicates that about 30% of
students would face difficulties in many online learning tasks.

In August 2020, the DHET commissioned a national survey,
Student Access to and Use of Learning Material (SAULM), which
was a comprehensive survey of the quality of student engagement
in online learning during the pandemic, their access to the resources
required for participation in online learning as well as their level of
technological skills and knowledge required to navigate e-learning. A
total of 1 335 students from UWC participated in the SAULM survey,
and 104 (or 7.8% of UWC respondents) indicated that they could not
access learning materials remotely.

Internet access
Just over half of the students (56%) indicated having access to an
internet connection at home. This indicates that 43.9% of students
would have no access to online learning materials and platforms.
Affordability
With regard to affordable access to the internet on a daily basis, 51%
of the students indicated that they are not able to afford access to the
internet with their preferred devices.

UWC data from the SAULM study and our own UWC survey on
student and staff experiences of online teaching and learning during
the pandemic demonstrated the following positive and challenging
experiences for both students and academic staff.

Conducive environment
In this question of the survey we asked students if they had an
appropriate place that is safe and relatively private and quiet in which
they could engage in academic activities when off-campus. A total
of 73.7% of students affirmed that they have a conducive home
environment to work from.

Students’ positive experiences
•
•
•
•
•

Confidence to engage online
Our concern in asking this question was whether the average student
was prepared for the dramatic shift from face-to-face tuition to that
of remote online learning. As such, this question queried students’
confidence in engaging in online learning during the lockdown
period. Only 36% of students were confident that they could continue
to learn online during the crises. The majority of students (41%) did
not feel confident, given their lack of resources.

Allowed for creativity and flexibility
Increased motivation to work harder
Encouraged more collaboration with peers
Learnt new skills to engage in online learning
Lockdown allowed for more focused engagement in academic
work

Students’ challenges
Infrastructure and resources
•
Lack of resources (costs of mobile data, suitable devices and
electricity)
•
Lack of adequate infrastructure (load-shedding and unstable
connectivity)
•
Absence of a multifaceted support ecosystem provided by
“campus life”
•
Lack of conducive “home” environments, and pressure from
multiple obligations

The results of this initial survey given to students at the start of the
lockdown provided a basis on which the university leadership was able
to frame a business continuity response. In particular, the evidence
captured informed how the academic project would be adjusted to
take into account the realities of the pandemic and the students’
environments. The findings brought to the fore several issues that
were pivotal in how the university organised itself during the period
of lockdown.

Readiness for online learning
•
Lack of technical know-how (lack of digital literacy; unfamiliarity
with the Learning Management System and other platforms)
•
Unfamiliarity with learning styles suited to online environment
(self-study; time management skills)
•
Reliance on physical presence of lecturers, tutors and peers for
consultations

Understanding student and staff resource needs:
data and findings
Late in March 2020, UWC conducted a second survey as a follow-up
to gain information on students’ needs for data and device resources
to engage in online learning. The Data and Devices Survey sought to
determine the numbers of students who would need laptops and data
to be provided to them by the university. A total of 7 699 students
responded, requesting devices and/or data. Of this number, 60%
were National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) students.

Curriculum issues
•
Lack of timeous communication and adequate feedback from
lecturers and tutors
•
Inadequate online provision, explanations of content, etc
•
An escalation in workload, lack of coordination in faculties
around assessment due dates
•
Inconsistent use by lecturers and tutors of “data-lite” approaches

The university provided 5 691 laptops to students by mid-September
and provided data bundles to 14 748 students in July, 13 544 in August
and 13 962 in September. Hence, data bundles were provided to 58%
of the University’s students and laptops to 28% of students. UWC
reported that all who had requested a laptop had received one by the
end of September.

Academic staff: positive experiences
•
New skills and teaching and learning strategies were learnt
•
Allowed for creativity and flexibility in teaching
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•
•

Connectedness with students, increased engagement
Built communities of practice: sharing of ideas and practices

Academic staff: Challenges
•
Concerns about the quality (legitimacy and credibility) of
assessments
•
Rushed redesign of curriculum for an online context
•
Some academics also experienced challenges related to
infrastructure and resources
•
Some expressed concerns related to their readiness for online
delivery
•
Boundaries – no defined work hours
•
Balance between personal and professional responsibilities
Assessment principles: informed by the data and context
Changing UWC’s assessment plan in a decisive manner once already
distributed to students, because of the Covid-19 pandemic, was an
exceptional situation. UWC’s online assessment criteria took into
account the three Is: integrity, inclusivity and immediacy. Care and
compassion were at the core of the assessment guideline principles,
which centred on these principles:
•

“No student will be excluded from a final assessment on academic
or any other grounds.”

•

“After the period of lockdown students prejudiced due to lack
of access to an environment conducive to learning and/or the
required resources will be provided with additional assessment
opportunities.”

•

“Assessment must be of a high standard, subject to normal
internal and external moderation, and authentic and credible.”

Guidelines for blended learning and teaching for 2021
The evidence-based approach followed at UWC in 2020 provided
us with the opportunity to proceed from a principled basis. All
decisions with regards to moving the academic programme online in
2020 followed proper protocols through the institution’s governance
structures of the Senate Executive Committee (SEC), Senate
Academic Planning (SAP) and Senate.
The proposed blended learning and teaching approach for 2021 takes
into account the continued risk to public health posed by Covid-19.
Hence, the development of guidelines for blended learning and
teaching propose a framework for proceeding with the 2021 academic
year that considers the public health concerns, as well as the evidencebased learnings arising out of UWC’s experience with online learning
in 2020.
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Although the majority of UWC students engaged in online learning
in 2020, many did so under difficult circumstances. The data we
collected shows that 8% of our students did not participate in online
learning at all, whereas about 22% only partially participated in
online learning. The development of UWC’s blended approach
guidelines allows for a wider and more inclusive approach to student
participation because it allows students to learn in digital and online
media as well as traditional face-to-face teaching. This approach can
also include a range of technologies and the deployment of both
physical and virtual resources to suit different purposes, learners and
context.
Blended learning provides the opportunity for students to be provided
with some face-to face teaching opportunities to facilitate their
transition to university and to online learning, and provides them with
some physical contact with lecturers, which was not possible during
the 2020 academic programme. The guidelines make provision for
campus resources to be available to residence and commuting students
irrespective of the particular programme approach to blended
learning. The realities of infrastructure and resource challenges
experienced during 2020 would be addressed for the 2021 blended
learning and teaching approach.
Concluding Remarks
This article illustrates how following an evidence-based approach to
learning and teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic enabled UWC
to take decisive action on a principled basis. This ensured that the
policies, guidelines and decisions were informed by an understanding
of the vulnerabilities and challenges faced by staff and students during
this time. The data also showed that UWC staff and students were
strongly committed to completing the academic year successfully,
thereby demonstrating incredible resilience in the face of the upheavals
and trauma unleashed by the Covid-19 pandemic. Although there
were challenges for both students and academics, the experience has
also provided insight into the future positioning of flexible learning
and teaching at UWC in years to come.
Dr Subethra Pather is the Acting Director of Learning, Teaching & Student
Success in the office of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Academic
Dr Vanessa Brown is the Director of Academic Planning Unit in the office of the
Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Academic
Prof Vivienne Lawack is UWC’s Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Academic
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Unmasking the state of

basic education in South Africa
Prof Rouaan Maarman

T

phases are limiting exposure in the school, and timetables have been
adapted so that all learners don’t attend school on the same day and
have breaks at the same time. Because most learners in South Africa
do not live in fairly stable and safe home environments, challenges
such as hunger, exposure to violence, the lure of crime to survive both
economically and socially are all challenges during this time.

he Covid-19 lockdown period laid bare the fibre of South African
society: poverty, homelessness, welfare dependence, domestic violence,
police and military brutality, healthcare and hunger are all suddenly
under national and international scrutiny. From the onset it was clear
that, as a nation or a state, we cannot continue to pay lip service to the
social justice agenda of the country as the anxious population were
suddenly exposed to the inside workings of the national ministries and
departments. It was clear that the nexus between the state and the
populace is a broken one. There is a global tension about the origin
and management of the pandemic, but families in poor communities
just want to survive.

In my view there is a lack of innovation and creativity to build and
strengthen an aligned vector across the different components (policy,
administration, teaching structure and support services) of the
education system. Over the months of schooling under lockdown,
learner absenteeism, the challenges of “masked” teaching and
learning, the timeline of the trimmed curriculum, time-consuming
screening of learners, and validity and reliability of assessment
became the major challenges, whereas less overcrowding in schools
and classrooms, more orderly school days and better consolidation of
learning materials are noted as positives.

Although the immediate focus has to be on staying safe, we can’t
but wonder if this is also not the time for reimagining the current
schooling system for the poor in South Africa. It is already clear that
only widespread testing will provide the necessary data to inform a
social and economic response for schools. The envisaged 5% sampling
testing plan for schools did not materialise.

The same endemic challenges remain, however, if there is no real
change during and after the pandemic. A review of research in poor
school communities revealed that an overhaul of the basic education
sector is long overdue. We should start by unpacking what “quality
education” means in our context. There is currently no common
understanding of this notion in South African schooling, hence we are
not experiencing improvement in the lived experiences of learners,
teachers and the post-school youth.

The most pertinent threat amid the Covid-19 pandemic is the
challenge of poverty in South Africa. In August 2017 Statistics South
Africa published poverty stats that tell a dire story: that 55% (R30.4million) of South Africans earn less than R992 per month. One can
derive from this that there is a significant section of the population just
above this line but who can also be regarded as very poor. Adequate
food for a whole month, small overpopulated houses, informal
dwellings, a lack of basic sanitation facilities, lack of electricity, dense
housing settings and dependence on public transport – these are all
realities that underlie the need to lead a decent and productive life.

Statistics of pass and throughput rates and the test scores of South
African Grade 4, 6 and 9 learners, when compared with other African
countries in the same tests, are indicators that as a system basic
education is not doing well. Engaging with the notion of “quality
education” will provide us with clear policy directives to configure
a life-aware, life-worthy and life-ready school experience, whereas
practices such as overcrowded primary school classrooms, the switch
to English as a language of teaching and learning in Grade 4, an
overbearing testing regime that supports teaching to the test instead
of teaching to learn, and outdated conditions of service for teachers
will be seen as the obtrusive and debilitating uneducational practices
that they are.

Based on the research done over the past 10 years on poverty and
schooling, a stark picture emerges. On average, racial groups still
perform according to apartheid education trends and efforts to
improve, equalise and sophisticate the schooling system did not change
that trend in our country. Class sizes have increased to almost the
same levels they were at under apartheid, and money still talks. There
are two public schooling systems, one for the poor and one for the
rich. Socially our society is thus under pressure to create and secure
developmental opportunities for all, and has been for some time now.
Learners from the middle class can navigate their way through the
online platforms that provide schooling support, keep abreast of
information from schools, adapt when and where necessary, stay
focused and keep working towards their aspirations. The challenge
lies with the 70% to 80% learners from poor school communities.

The lessons learned from the pandemic so far points us to the
generation of political will to reflect on political direction in order to
leverage strengths such as re-imagination and collaboration. These
processes must, however, be underscored by a moral consciousness to
ensure that relevant stakeholders become trusted partners in sensemaking for quality education and in particular for basic education
in South Africa. If we want to view the pandemic as a “life-quake”,
as Bruce Feiler describes it, the meaning of life itself lies in the
opportunities for growth and, dare I say, in the opportunity to re-order
the basic education system to serve the poor majority in our country.

I suggest that this pandemic gives us the opportunity to relook at
the schooling system and ask hard questions. We need to reimagine
schooling. Some key considerations in the schooling response to
Covid-19 should include the global plea that science must lead
the response. In this case it should include educational scientists
and teachers. We have seen some drastic changes in the schooling
experience over the past year or so: for example, the curriculum
was trimmed and the timeline adapted to ensure the fundamental
knowledge aspects are covered, the foundation and intermediate

Prof Rouaan Maarman is the current Deputy Dean for Research and
Postgraduate Studies in the Faculty of Education and a previous HOD of
Educational Studies
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A school in Bergville Picket.
Image: GroundUp
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Swearing at plants:

A flash ethnography
from Namaqualand
I

Dr William Ellis

n November 2018 we are at Willem’s veepos (stockpost) halfway
between Paulshoek and Leliefontein in the Kamiesberg mountains. It
is early summer and the scarlet red milkweed locusts (Phymateus morbilossus) have begun to feast on the remaining green vegetation. The
melkbos (Asclepias fruticosa) covers the field where we are conducting
our interview. This plant is one of the favourite foods of the locusts
and the milkweed’s poisonous chemicals help the locust synthesise a
noxious liquid that it shoots out at possible attackers. The glands from
which this fluid issues are in the rear of the animals and locals call it
Jan-pister (Jan the pisser).

some attention to the indigenous taxonomy. Indigenous names
are rather descriptive, like bitterbos (bitter bush), metjiebos or vuurhoutjiebos (match bush, because of its combustibility). Sometimes
the terms refers to a group of plants with similar traits, for example /
geibiebos for all leaf succulent shrubs.
I want to speculate here on the retort I receive from Willem and offer
it up as part of a broader theorisation by herders and pastoralists in
the region. All attempts to enlighten Willem about taxonomic correctness are seen as a vulgarisation and a blasphemy. Did we just curse this
land, did I just end up participating in the placing of a longitudinal
curse on the land and its inhabitants? Calling it names and continuing
to support the blasphemies of taxonomy and the curse of scientific
magic. After all, we must admit that the names of plants were often
sacred. Names remained such a vital part of the healing and magical
rituals and the replacement with Latin was an attempt to erase the
power of plants, their occult and magical powers. Take names such as
those of the triumvirate of Rasta herbalism, Witstorm (white storm),
Rooistorm (red storm) and Swartstorm (black storm). These names
display a strength of not just a wind but of tempest, a healing force
of raging weather, literally a power not human but meteorological.
Latinising exorcises the original superstition, as it was seen by Westerners, and the sin of the plant’s traditional name – and takes away its
cosmological power.

In this fallow field where, Willem plants wheat every few years, four of
us are gathered to talk about his animals and farming practices. I am
here to look at the ecologists and their work with indigenous farmers.
We are asking about the tontelbos, also known as milkweed (Asclepias
fruticosa) and the other common shrubs in the disturbed fields such
as the neon yellow kraalbos. At the mention of kraalbos we turn to
talking about veld degradation and he mentions kraalbos a few times.
I suggest that it is called Galenia africana. Willem immediately retorts,
“Moenie so vloek nie!” (Don’t swear like that). At the repeat of the
genus and species name he repeats the reply “Moenie so vloek nie!”
Willem was of course joking, but in the comic critique lies a more
serious point. The locals have an aversion for English, calling it
vissies spoeg, literally translated as “spitting fish”. They tease those
who speak English to mask this contempt for the language. Latinised
names for plants receive the same disdain here, it seems. The strangesounding and hard-to-pronounce “scientific” names issuing from a different place, logic and time are far removed from the herder’s world. The local
botanists suggest that we should use the local names. Local names
have their own logic and Western-trained botanists have given

The binomials rob the indigenous person of the certainty about ownership of the plant knowledge. They create a new esoteric nomenclature so that the coloniser can literally “appropriate the thing and
all its effects”, as Achille Mbembe puts it. Naming appropriates; it
robs the original holder of their plant practice, but it also speaks of
the logics of taxonomic practice. Eben Kirksey in his ethnography
Emergent Ecologies reports that a taxonomist he observed noted that

bitterbos
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Gladiolus carinatus (blou afrikaner, pypie) found on the West
coast CREDIT William Ellis

Tontelbos

“some things just don’t have to be named”. This, in my reading, is not
simply a suggestion to leave things in a specifying desert but it speaks
to the logic of taxonomy. Further suggestion intimates that the reasons for creating taxonomic certainty is not to concretely name species
because it is a necessary state of things. Species are named because
an a priori reason exists for them to be named. Naming can thus be
completely arbitrary. One could think the instrumental logic of much
of the science practiced in the West today to begin to unravel some of
the logics of nomenclature. Naming for the European other, although
it may equally hold some instrumental reasoning in the process of
naming, is open to this idea of not-naming.

I did not have to name the plants in question and my logic may itself
have been completely arbitrary – so much so that I might as well have
been swearing.
Dr William Ellis is a senior lecturer in the Department of Anthropology. This is
an extract from a paper currently under review for publication.
References
Achille Mbembe, 2001. On the Postcolony, University of California Press
Eben Kirksey, 2015. Emergent Ecologies, Duke University Press
John Hartigan, 2015. “Plant publics: Multispecies relating in Spanish botanical
gardens”, Anthropological Quarterly, 481-507.

In my plant research I have observed that one plant, for instance the
aloe, is not distinguished as different species. Whereas occidental taxonomy distinguishes specific aloe species, my interlocutors treat the
aloe as a more open category and they are willing to name several
species as one type. Similar examples exists among Nguni healers,
who use plant categories like intelezi (a range of succulent species that
turn red in the dry season) as a single type of plant, although it may
include several species considered unrelated in our classification. Yet
this approach to naming does not exclude the adoption of scientific
terminology and local farmers are familiar with and often learn to
use these exogenous classificatory categories. The two forms are thus
not mutually exclusive and we are merely being asked to adopt local
words when in these contexts. We have to work with plants in the same
way as these plant practitioners if we want the encounter to deepen
our ethnographies.
Is there, however, another reading of this episode? Possibly there is a
correct form of address, or, as John Hartigan suggests, some kind of
etiquette when addressing plants. He argues that the etiquette concerning plants articulates three aspects of address: proper form of
address, habits (habitats and context), and the kinship of the plants. I
am asked to grant the plants their local names and to avoid my own
“scientific” ascriptions. This avoidance immediately opens up an endogenous play of uses, knowledge and understanding of the plants.
Speaking about plants in their local names immediately gives credence to a specific knowledge that people have of their ecological and
historical plant practices. In our context, these home-grown forms of
address reveal how the herder sees the veld: the poisonous, the palatable and the useful plants. At the same time, it may also reflect the
nature of the plants: their colour, shape, taste and any other physical
characteristics they may have. Adopting local forms of address further
gives indications of the habits and contexts of these plants, such as
vuurhoutjiebos (match bush) for a highly combustible plant that has
dry flower heads that look like matches. Lastly, as mentioned above,
the proper etiquette also recalls the categories that locals develop and
the relations they see among plants. Thus, overall, they suggest that a
proper form of address in context also provides a clearer view of the
endogenous plant practices for our ethnographies. I am asked to mind
my manners and that my form of speaking about and to plants may
not be locally acceptable. In closing, it seemed that

Namaqualand map
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The powerhouse that is

Prof Julia Sloth-Nielsen
Words: Jeremy Daniel
Pictures: Shelley Christians

P

rof Julia Sloth-Nielsen has much to celebrate. In December, she was
awarded an A-rating from the National Research Foundation (NRF),
the agency that supports local research in science and technology. It’s
an immense achievement: she became one of only four A-rated law
academics in South Africa, and the first A-rated female academic in
the history of the University of the Western Cape.

her career. “The first seven years I only taught a bit at the Community
Law Centre. Most of my work was as a project manager, as a fundraiser
and conference organiser.” But she did have a more academic role as
part of the Law Commission project committee that was writing the
Child Justice Act that led to a series of engagements with Parliament
and ultimately to the ground-breaking Children’s Act of 2005.

Sitting down with her offers a fascinating insight into a life well lived
with a great number of balancing acts along the way. As she arrives
at our interview, an aura of sadness envelops her. She tells of her
youngest child having just boarded a plane for the United Kingdom,
where she will be living for the foreseeable future. With her other
two children also having left Cape Town, she now has an empty nest.
Her journey to becoming an A-rated researcher is a long way from
graduation from the Faculty of Law at Stellenbosch University, where
she was the only one of nine graduates who didn’t have a position
secured before finishing her studies. As the only female-Englishspeaker in the class, she knew exactly why that was. “All the others
had pulled strings with the apartheid government to get posts,” she
explains. But it didn’t take long before she landed a position as a
prosecutor in a regional court in 1982, handling rape cases.

The years of fundraising and administration took their toll and, in
2001, Sloth-Nielsen joined the Law Faculty as a full-time academic.
UWC has been a tremendous launchpad and a base for this most
fascinating of careers, and she is grateful for that. “I’ve been allowed
to do what I want.” But she worked tremendously hard to achieve
the freedom she now has. “In 2008, I offered myself up as Dean of
the Law Faculty, and I worked my butt off. I did all my own teaching,
publishing, supervising and travelling, and I was dean at the same
time. I remember sitting on a beach in Arniston every January, writing
and publishing a faculty research report for the previous year that
would be on every desk in the faculty on the first day so people could
see who and what was published.”
That hard work paid off and, in a short five-year period, the faculty
became known as a research powerhouse. “I may be wrong, but
now I think we have pro rata the most NRF-rated researchers of
any law faculty in the country, maybe with the exception of Pretoria
University. People did it for themselves but we created the atmosphere
where people felt it was worthwhile.”

That was an eye-opening experience for a young graduate. “You have
to remember this was the 1980s, a time when the army was running
amok. Most of the accused were soldiers, and they were always
horrible cases. The accused all had senior counsel, paid for by rich
daddies, while I had inarticulate, traumatised clients and I lost almost
every case. Looking back on it now, I realise I didn’t have a chance.”

Travel has been a huge part of Sloth-Nielsen’s work. “I was travelling
every week,” she says about the pre-pandemic years. “Last year was
the first time in 25 years that I didn’t travel. I used to fly at six every
Monday morning and then come back on a Thursday. I worked on
the Children’s Acts for Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, even South
Sudan in the days before the peace agreement. That particular work
in South Sudan happened in 2005, where I can vividly remember
sitting in a tent doing workshops with bombs going off all around me.
It was so hot and I had to drink so much water that my feet swelled up
so much I couldn’t put shoes on!”

The experience was so harrowing that-when Sloth-Nielsen saw an
opportunity to join academia a year later, she jumped at it. She started
teaching at Stellenbosch University before moving on to the University
of Cape Town, before giving up work altogether to raise her small
children. But South Africa in the early 1990s felt like the centre of the
world – and the drive to do more and get involved was overpowering.
She accepted a part-time position at UWC’s Community Law Centre
in 1994.

The travel didn’t only affect her personally. Sloth-Nielsen’s husband
had a job working for the Standing Committee on Refugees, but
when they closed their offices in Cape Town and Port Elizabeth he
was forced to relocate to Pretoria. “So we had eight years where I
was travelling all the time and he was living in Pretoria.” Luckily,
the children were old enough to cope by then, but it did mean that
maintaining a big home in Rondebosch was impossible. They ended
up selling and relocating to a small flat in Vredehoek that she had
bought off-plan a few years earlier.

“Then the 27th of April 1994 happened. And everything changed.”
Younger people today might not fully comprehend just how integral
UWC was to the birth of the new South Africa and the Community
Law Centre was very much the birthplace of the new Constitution.
When the ANC was elected to power with Nelson Mandela as
president, most of the senior staff at the Law Centre were invited to
become part of his government, with people like Brigitte Mabandla,
Zola Skweyiya and Dullah Omar becoming ministers. Suddenly,
there was a vacuum to fill and that is when Sloth-Nielsen received a
call from Prof Nico Steytler, asking her to take over from Mabandla.
“I didn’t know anything about children’s rights at the time. I told him
I’m having a baby next week but I’ll be there the week after, and
Master’s how it all began.”

On top of all this travel, she finds time to spend 12 weeks a year in the
Netherlands, at Leiden University, where she co-started an advanced
Masters in international children’s rights that is taught in English for
non-Dutch students. “We started with seven and we now have 22
students from places like Chile, Mexico, Bulgaria, South Korea and
more.”

Over the next 25 years, Sloth-Nielsen’s contribution to UWC would
be immense – and, likewise, the institution had a profound effect on

She loves her time in the Netherlands, where “things just work and life
is relatively easy”. But there is a spark that appears in her eye when
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Profile
she talks about travel in general. Nobody takes on that much travel
without getting something out of it. “And my kids appear to still quite
like me!” she adds hastily.

to many fascinating work engagements. She is currently working on
juvenile justice in Zimbabwe because a former student “insisted that
they use me”, while another former student got in touch for help when
she landed a contract to do the child law in Myanmar.

If teaching and publishing are two legs of the stool, the third is
undoubtedly supervising doctoral students. Sloth-Nielsen gets a lot
out of that aspect of the job. “I supervise in areas that are beyond
my expertise because I learn that way,” she says. For example, she is
supervising a former student in Zimbabwe on a thesis that deals with
prosecuting people for the online sexual abuse of children. Doing so
has taught her about the complicated international nature of these
crimes.

”

But that reach into Southeast Asia is actually out of character. She
made a rule for herself in 2004 that she would only work in African
countries, for the simple reason that “it’s my area of expertise and my
knowledge base. I understand the context and I understand how the
social services work.”

I always see opportunities
for my students. All my UWC
students are African and I push
them hard, because I see what
they can achieve.

”

Last year, she was able to graduate two doctoral students – one in
Zimbabwe and the other in Ethiopia, who managed to graduate
despite having a baby and being arrested within a short space of time.
Her close, committed relationships with her doctoral students have led
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Although the pandemic has slowed everything down, Sloth-Nielsen
is almost as busy as ever. She dismisses any talk of hobbies or outside
interests. “All I do is work,” she says with a laugh, and her writing
commitments for 2021 seem daunting. She is committed to life-long
learning and is thrilled to be writing about new and under-reported
subjects such as Islamic adoption and international civil abduction
while she is quarantining at home.
By accepting a part-time role at UWC in 1994, Sloth-Nielsen’s life
changed forever, providing a platform that shaped her career and
gave her the opportunity to give back to thousands of students over
the years. More profoundly, she has affected the lives of millions of
children who have benefited from the wisdom and insight that she has
poured into the legal frameworks that shape their lives.

Research Achievements
T he Mo n th l y N o ti ces o f th e Roya l A stro n o m i c a l S o c i e t y
published “MIGHTEE: Are Giant Radio Galaxies More Common
Than We Thought?” in December, detailing the discovery of two
giant radio galaxies with South Africa’s MeerKAT telescope. The
galaxies are believed to be among the largest single objects in the
universe. Dr Matthew Prescott, a Research Fellow at the University
of the Western Cape and co-author of the work, said: “These two
galaxies are special because they are among the largest giants known,
and in the top 10% of all giant radio galaxies. They are more than
two mega-parsecs across, which is around 6.5 million light years or
about 62 times the size of the Milky Way. Yet they are fainter than
others of the same size. We suspect that many more galaxies like these
should exist, because of the way we think galaxies grow and change
over their lifetimes.”

Professor Lerothodi Leeuw

According to the UWC Astrophysics website, Leeuw’s research areas
include multi-wavelength astrophysical research on star formation,
variable stars and the evolution of elliptical galaxies and clusters
and their progenitors, in both gravitationally lensed and unlensed
systems, exploiting observations at optical to radio and complementary
wavebands from ground and space telescopes.

Two first-year Economics students, Yandisa Diko and Andupaline
Kordom, finished as runners-up in the 2020 Young Economist
competition, which is an annual competition sponsored by Die Burger
that encourages first-year students from the University of Cape Town,
Stellenbosch University and the University of the Western Cape to
form a team to conduct forecasting on the key South African economic
indicators. It was the first time that the Economics Department had a
team in the top three.

The Department of Biodiversity and Conservation Biology has
been selected to develop a multimillion-rand marine laboratory to
explore microplastic pollution. It forms part of a DSI/NRF Joint
Marine Laboratory (JML) programme that will provide support to
the ACEP Phuhlisa programme under the auspices of the South
African Institute of Aquatic Biodiversity. The JML programme
will address key marine and social/economic opportunities and
challenges facing South Africa.

The Faculty of Natural Science’s South African National
Bioinformatics Institute (SANBI) was chosen by the World Health
Organisation (WHO) as one of three reference laboratories in the
WHO network responsible for responding to the Covid-19 pandemic.
This development aligns with SANBI’s Pan-African strategy and their
determination to share resources and expertise across the continent.

The Faculty of Economic and Management Science’s Institute for
Poverty, Land and Agrarian Studies (PLAAS) launched the new
International Development Research Centre-funded cross-continent
Rapid Response Research Initiative in which UWC, the University of
Ghana and Ardhi University in Tanzania will collaborate on mapping
the impact of Covid-19 across formal and informal food systems in
the three countries. According to the Centre, the project aims to
inform and influence African governments, development agencies,
business, and civil society in their responses to Covid-19 and future
shocks by investigating the policies and practices affecting the food
system, and to bring forward the voices, experiences, and priorities of
marginalised actors in the food system.

Professor Dudley Shallcross, an Extraordinary Professor in the
Department of Chemistry, was recently appointed the President of the
Education Division of the Royal Society of Chemistry in the United
Kingdom. The appointment was followed by the announcement that
he had been awarded a prestigious chemistry education award by the
US Chemical Society, the George C Pimental Award in Chemistry
Education. He joins a select cohort of chemistry education luminaries
that includes three previous Nobel prizewinners.

The Centre for Multilingualism and Diversities Research’s Doctors
Robyn Tyler and Margaret Probyn have launched the “Leveraging
Languages for Access and Equity in Multilingual Science Classrooms”
programme, which sets out to address two central problems in science
education in multilingual classrooms in South Africa. Firstly, it will
examine the influence of the current English-only language policies
and classroom practices on poor performance of the majority of
learners in science; and, secondly, the lack of education and training
for science teachers in how to leverage the linguistic resources of the
classroom in order to achieve greater epistemic access and social
justice for learners. The impact of the research will result in the
development of contextually appropriate education and training
for pre-service science education students at three South African
universities. Longitudinal ethnographically informed case studies will
be undertaken of a sample of pre-service science teachers as they
move through a specialised course on language in multilingual science
classes as well as their teaching practice placement in schools.

Professor Dudley Shallcross

Professor Lerothodi Leeuw, a recent appointment in Astrophysics in
the Department of Physics and Astronomy, was awarded a R1.44million National Research Foundation research grant for his research
project “Atomic Gas in Galaxies: A Critical Test for State-of-the-Art
Cosmological Simulations of Galaxy Formation”.
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Books published
Prof Paolo Israel has co-edited a special issue
of the Journal of Southern African Studies,
titled “Liberation beyond the Nation”. The issue
features articles by Prof Patricia Hayes, Sam Longford
(a graduate student), and Prof Israel, which were first
presented in April 2019 at the conference, “Liberation
Beyond the Nation: Comparisons, Interactions and
Methodologies”.

Profs Zannie Bock and Christopher Stroud
are the editors of Languages and Literacies
in Higher Education: Reclaiming voices from
the south. (London: Bloomsbury Press) that
presents a series of case studies from different
higher education contexts in South Africa.

Prof Bheki Mngomezulu edited Foreign policy posture in
post-apartheid South Africa: Consistencies
and ambiguities (Newcastle upon Tyne:
Cambridge Scholars Publishing). The book
examines the intersections between South
Africa’s foreign and domestic policies and
demonstrates the relationship between the
two, paying particularly close attention to
how the country envisioned its foreign policy
during the negotiation process. Importantly,
it spells out how South Africa’s foreign policy has evolved since the
early 1990s.

In Trickbox of Memory: Essays on Power and
Disorderly Pasts (punctum books), the Centre for
Humanities’ acting director, Dr Heidi Grunebaum,
contributes a chapter called “Ruins”. The collection
of essays draws on literary criticism, post-qualitative
inquiry, new materialisms, and political activism to
dismember and reanimate the field of memory studies.
In the trickbox, concepts rub up against each other,
pieces chip off, things leak, glitter gets everywhere. Things are damaged, their
edges are ragged. Some show the potential for repair in the future. The chapters
in this volume respond to the observation that in today’s moment of political
danger, “expected” pasts can easily be instrumentalised in the service of fascism.

Labour law and inequality: A multidisciplinary approach

T

Existing projects include :

he Centre for the Transformative Regulation of Work (CENTROW)
was created in November 2020 out of the niche area “Labour Law
in the Fourth Industrial Revolution” in UWC’s Faculty of Law and
the Social Law Project, which has conducted research and outreach
work in the labour field since 1993. Led by Extraordinary Prof
Paul Benjamin and Emeritus Prof Darcy du Toit, CENTROW is
positioned as a knowledge hub to contribute to shaping policy and
legislation on the future of work in South Africa.

The Fairwork Project, conducted in collaboration between the
universities of Oxford, Manchester, Cape Town and the Western
Cape, is aimed at researching and promoting best practices in working
conditions as well as promoting regulation of work in the commercial
platform economy.
The Digital Platform Cooperative Project (DPCP) is aimed
at co-designing a cooperative model of domestic and care service
provision with an organised and empowered workforce, drawing on
international precedents of worker-owned digital platforms.

It starts from the reality that digital technology and transnational
restructuring have transcended many of the physical and spatial
limitations on the performance of work. These processes have
bypassed many of the key institutions of labour law, such as traditional
collective bargaining. As a result more and more workers (think of
Uber drivers) are marginalised, exacerbating social inequality, thus
further destabilising society and undermining economic growth.

Labour Law onLine (LLoL) aims to promote access to justice by
providing quality information on labour law problems experienced
by individual users via an interactive online platform. It is being
developed in partnership with Arbeidsmarkt Research BV at the
University of Amsterdam and will be piloted at partner trade unions
and advice offices.

CENTROW’s focus amid these complex dynamics is on researching
and advocating mechanisms for the sustainable protection of workers’
rights as a means of promoting human dignity, social justice and
balanced economic development. These objectives are closely
aligned with the mission of the University and its concern with
“national transformation and social justice, inclusiveness and diversity,
sustainability and innovation”.

Decent Work and Productivity is the name of a multidisciplinary
research programme developed in cooperation with Productivity
SA (a division of the Department of Employment and Labour) for
promoting productivity and decent work in South Africa’s postCovid-19 reconstruction. It is envisaged that specific projects will
be designed to meet the needs of specific partners in the public and
private sectors.

Innovation, in particular, is key to CENTROW’s existence. First, it
recognises the need for multidisciplinary approaches in grappling with
the challenges mentioned above, making it essential to draw on expert
knowledge in the fields of science and technology, economics, business
science and sociology, to name but a few. Secondly, it addresses this
need through the development of a network of co-thinkers in different
fields, on UWC’s campus and beyond, nationally and internationally,
including leading authorities, research institutions and practitioners.

The Postgraduate Diploma: Labour Dispute Resolution
Practice, endorsed by the CCMA and bargaining councils for upskilling working professionals in the field of labour dispute resolution,
has produced 141 graduates since commencing in 2015.
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Correction:

Memory

Patricia Hayes

by Prof Patricia Hayes, SARChI
Chair in Visual History and
Theory

Burns

In our first edition of Signals, we published the article, Memory Burns.

”

In the contact sheet some even appear upside down, and the items jump
from frame to frame. Edges of headlines and print from newspapers
appear. This is because these are the different items needing to be
included in the IDAF collection to be made available for building an
argument about apartheid, and for solidarity and support work.”

The article made reference to two images that were unfortunately
omitted in the design process.
The first speaks to the contact sheets in the Mayibuye collections and
Prof Hayes writes:

The second image speaks to the manifestation of resistance and how
it cannot be defined by a single act. Prof Hayes writes: “There are
echoes of the work done by IDAF, by the trade unions, by the student
movements, by the church organisations, who sought to create a
cohesive capacity to unite people in a cause and improve their lives”.

“The contact sheets in the Mayibuye collections are different from
most others, which would normally show frame by frame how a
photographer marks out a sequence of shots at one scene or moves
between scenes as they unfold. This normally gives us a linear
trajectory of what the photographer took and the order in which he
or she did so. As this Mayibuye contact sheet here demonstrates, it is
a different kind of frame-by-frame coverage.

The image below shows: “June 1989. Hillbrow Johannesburg. A
multiracial swim-in organised by the Democratic Party in defiance of
the Group Areas Act. (RIM-UWC-Mayibuye Archive).”

Image 1

Image 2
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Art:

Iona Gilburt

Iona Gilburt completed her postgraduate studies at UWC and
was a Postdoctoral Fellow with the DST/NRF SARChI Chair in
Visual History and Theory at the Centre for Humanities Research at
UWC from 2018-2020. At the CHR, she found a renewed interest in
questions about the human and technology that resonated with her
visual art. The lines in these pen drawings are freehand (no ruler).

To achieve such detail, everything needs to be redrawn and shaped
several times. The background is coloured in with pen. Iona has an
interest in patterns, asymmetry, circuitry, and in being unable to mark
inside from outside. ‘Portrait of Bongi’ is a drawing of her friend,
Sibongile Khumalo, who is an Early Career Doctoral Fellow at the
Centre for Humanities Research.
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Poetry:

Kobus Moolman

* Little Girl

* He Does Not Know

Her grandmother sits on the green plastic chair with the broken
back.

He does not know what he is doing,
or why he is doing it.

Her mother sits on an upturned Black Label crate.

Why it is so early where he is

Her sister sits and sleeps on her mother’s lap.

and so late where he is not.

Her auntie (on her mother’s side) sits on the stump used for chopping
wood

Why the sky, where he is, is so big

and for chopping off the heads of chickens.

and so limited at the same time.

Her mother’s disabled cousin sits in her wheelchair, the one with the
stupid

Why there are so many mountains,

front wheel.

or why there are any mountains at all.

Her father hasn’t been seen for three years, since he left to find work

He does not know the answers

on the citrus farms near Clanwilliam.

to any of the questions anymore.

She sits on the bare earth with her legs crossed and her blue school
skirt

He is no longer able to think

tucked tight beneath her legs –

of even the simplest things:

in case her father should ever come back.
where to pay for water, for example,
or how to buy time.

Kobus Moolman is Professor of Creative Writing in the department
of English Studies at the University of the Western Cape, South
Africa. He has published seven collections of poetry, two collections
of plays, and edited a collection of poetry, prose and art by South
African writers living with disabilities. Kobus himself is living with
spina bifida.

In his writing Kobus explores the relationship between the nonnormative body and experimental textual practices that challenge
generic boundaries.
Note: These poems are from Kobus Moolman’s new collection of poetry, The
Mountain Behind the House (Dryad Press, 2020). Available from all good
bookstores.

He has won numerous local and international awards, including
the 2015 Glenna Luschei Award for African Poetry, the Sol Plaatje
European Union Poetry award, and the Ingrid Jonker award. His first
collection of short fiction, The Swimming Lesson and Other Stories (UKZN
Press), was published in 2018.
Kobus was guest editor of the first special issue of a South African
journal dedicated entirely to the teaching of creative writing.
He recently edited a special issue on contemporary South African
poetry for an American journal.
In 2019, he published a chapbook of meditative poetry with drawings
by Shubnum Khan, All and Everything (uHlanga Press). His new
collection of poetry, The Mountain Behind the House (Dryad Press), was
launched in 2020.
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