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 The South African COVID-19 Response: 
Progress and challenges 

P 
rof Salim Abdool Karim provides a 
detailed account of The South Afri-
can COVID-19 Response: Progress 

and Challenges, in his article published in 
the New England Journal of Medicine on 
29th May.  
 
     The first person with confirmed Covid-
19 in South Africa was a traveller who had 
returned from Italy and was diagnosed on 
March 5, 2020. When 402 cases had 
been identified after 18 days, the govern-
ment announced a national lockdown, 
which was implemented 4 days later when 
the epidemic had a doubling time of 2 
days and there were 1170 identified cases 
(Figure).  
 
    During 35 days of strict lockdown, the 
doubling time slowed to 15 days, and 
there was a total of 5647 cases (with 103 
deaths) by April 30. Since May 1, when 
the process of easing the lockdown start-
ed, the epidemic’s doubling time has has-
tened somewhat to 12 days.  
 
     On 27 May, South Africa had a cumu-
lative total of 25,937 cases, of which 
11,934 were still active cases, from 
634,996 tests. There have been 552 
deaths. About 1 in 50 patients confirmed 
with COVID-19 have died; a case-fatality 
rate of 2.1%. 
 
     South Africa’s national Covid-19 re-
sponse has comprised eight overlapping 
stages (Figure).  
 
     The first stage was focused on pre-
paring for Covid-19, including establish-
ing testing capacity. Stage 2 started 
when there were 51 cases, 10 days after 
the first South African patient was diag-
nosed. The government declared a na-
tional state of disaster, banning interna-
tional travel, closing schools, restricting 
gatherings, and promoting social distanc-

ing and hand hygiene. A high-level advi-
sory committee with 51 clinicians, virolo-
gists, epidemiologists, mathematical mod-
elers, public health practitioners, and oth-
er experts was established to provide evi-
dence-based advice to the Minister of 
Health.  
  
     Stage 3 consisted of the national lock-
down, which is now being eased slowly. 
While it slowed viral spread, the lockdown 
has caused substantial economic hard-
ship, especially among poor and vulnera-
ble people, with both government financial 
support and community charitable efforts 
underway to ameliorate this problem. The 
contraction of the economy during this 
period is concerning as it could have im-
portant long-term consequences. Re-
strictions on movement and concerns 
about the risk of contracting Covid-19 in 
health care facilities has brought major 
reductions in the use of health services, 
thereby compromising continuity of care 
for people with HIV, tuberculosis (TB), and 
chronic noncommunicable diseases….. 
 
To read more see:  
Abdool Karim SS. The South African response to 
the pandemic. N Engl J Med. 2020 May. doi: 
10.1056/NEJMc2014960. https://www.nejm.org/
doi/10.1056/NEJMc2014960  

Our feature story this month 
focuses on Prof Salim 
Abdool Karim’s article titled, 
The South African COVID-
19 Response: Progress and 
Challenges published in the 
NEJM this month. 
 
   On page 2 we congratu-
late Prof Quarraisha Abdool 
Karim on receiving the pres-
tigious Christophe Merieux 
award and report on the 
Covid-19 outbreak at St Au-
gustine hospital by two CA-
PRISA  honorary scientists. 
 
   Staff at the CAPRISA 
eThekwini Research site 
welcomed the shipment of 
professional protective 
equipment and congratulate 
the six CAPRISA colleagues 
who successfully completed 
their degrees. 

The New England Journal of Medicine ©2020  

Figure: number of cumulative and active cases of Covid-
19 and the stages of South Africa’s response. 

https://www.nejm.org/doi/10.1056/NEJMc2014960
https://www.nejm.org/doi/10.1056/NEJMc2014960
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 Infectious Diseases epidemiologist awarded the 
pre-eminent Christophe Mérieux Prize 

P 
rofessor Quarraisha Abdool 
Karim, Associate Scientific 
Director of CAPRISA,  has 

been awarded the 2020 prestigious 
Christophe Mérieux Prize, endowed 
with 500 000 Euros, presented by 
the Fondation Christophe et Ro-
dolphe Mérieux-Institut de France, 
for her work on the prevention and 
treatment of HIV in women. The 
Foundation made the announce-
ment on 27th May, 2020. The Dep-
uty President of South Africa, Mr 
David Mabuza congratulated 
Abdool Karim and said her achieve-
ments ‘signifies that our country 
has once again, demonstrated its 
capabilities to provide solutions to 
global challenges’. 
 
     “ With this award, also comes an 
opportunity to continue advancing the research being 
done at CAPRISA on expanding HIV prevention op-
tions for young women,” said Abdool Karim. “ It is a 
great honour for  me and the CAPRISA research 
team, to be recognized by the Christophe Meriuex 

Foundation. She added that 
“past recipients of this fairly re-
cently established award are 
giants in their field and it is a 
privilege to follow in their foot-
steps.”  

     Over the past 30 years her 
pioneering research as an infec-
tious diseases epidemiologist 
has focused on understanding 
the evolving  HIV epidemic in 
Africa and its prevention among 
adolescent girls and young wom-
en who continue to bear a dis-
proportionately high burden of 
HIV infection. She described the 
epidemiological "cycle of HIV 
transmission" in South Africa, 
where young women largely 
contract HIV from men who are 

8-10 years and older. She and the CAPRISA Team 
continue to pursue novel approaches to prevent HIV 
infection in women including broadly neutralizing an-
tibodies and antiretroviral-based annual implants.   

C 
APRISA honorary scientist and 
honorary research associate at the 
KwaZulu-Natal Research and Inno-

vation Sequencing Platform (KRISP), 
Prof Tulio de Oliveira (top in the photo) 
and Dr Richard Lessells (bottom in the 
photo), and Prof Yunus Moosa at the Uni-
versity of KwaZulu-Natal have published 
a detailed reconstruction of how the 
SARS-CoV-2 virus spread from ward to 
ward and between patients, doctors, and 
nurses, based on floor maps of the hospi-
tal, analyses of staff and patient move-
ments, and viral genomes.  
 
     Their 37-page analysis is the most 
extensive study of any hospital outbreak 
of Covid-19 so far writes science writer, 
Linda Nordling. It suggests all of the cas-

es originated from a single introduction, 
and that patients rarely infected other pa-
tients. Instead, the virus was mostly car-
ried around the hospital by staff and on 
the surfaces of medical equipment.  
 
     The report “holds valuable lessons in 
how health care institutions need to func-
tion in the Covid era,” says Professor Sal-
im Abdool Karim, Chair of the South Afri-
can Ministry of Health Advisory Commit-
tee on COVID-19.  
 
     Linda Nordling compiled this report 
published in Sciencemag on 25th May, 
which can be accessed here: https://
www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/05/study-
tells-remarkable-story-about-covid-19-s-
deadly-rampage-through-south-african 

Study that traces the spread of COVID-19 in a 
South African hospital holds valuable lessons 

on infection control 

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/05/study-tells-remarkable-story-about-covid-19-s-deadly-rampage-through-south-african
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/05/study-tells-remarkable-story-about-covid-19-s-deadly-rampage-through-south-african
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/05/study-tells-remarkable-story-about-covid-19-s-deadly-rampage-through-south-african
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/05/study-tells-remarkable-story-about-covid-19-s-deadly-rampage-through-south-african


T 
he CAPRISA 
eThekwini 
Clinical Re-

search Site staff 
were delighted to 
receive a shipment 
of Personal Protec-
tive Equipment in 
May. The shipment 
procured by the 
HIV Vaccine Trial 
Network will sup-
port the ongoing 
HIV vaccine effort 
during the Covid-19 
pandemic.  
 
CAPRISA’s Profes-
sional Nurse Diane 
Chetty (left in the 
photo) and Dr Nigel 
Garrett, Head of 

HIV Pathogenesis 
and Vaccine Re-
search, were the 
first to try on 
gowns, masks and 
goggles. Dr Garrett 
said that these sup-
plies were urgently 

needed to protect 
staff and partici-
pants during the 
pandemic, and to 
ensure the safe 
conduct of essen-
tial vaccine trial 
visits. 
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CAPRISA Research sites 
equipped to deal with 

COVID-19 

C 
APRISA Clinical Re-
search Placement, 
Ashiq Pramchand’s, 

publication titled, Surgery in 
the time of Covid-19, was 
published in the Harvard 
Medical Student Review on 
30th April. Pramchand, a 
fifth-year medical student at 
the University of KwaZulu-Natal’s Nelson 
Mandela Medical School is mentored by CA-
PRISA Scientist Dr Lenine Liebenberg, who 
motivated him to submit the article to the 
HMSR Student Voices Covid-19 issue.  
 
The article has been published on Face-
book @HMSReview, Instagram @hmsreview, 
and the website at hmsreview.org. His article 
can be accessed at this link: : https://
www.hmsreview.org/covid/surgery-covid-19 
Liebenberg said she was ‘proud of Pram-
chand for pursuing his interest in science writ-
ing, and getting his work published in an inter-
national student forum’.  

Surgery in the time of 
COVID-19 

Congratulations to our graduates! 

C 
APRISA congratu-
lates six col-
leagues -  three 

staff members and three 
fellows who successfully 
completed their degrees 
and graduated at virtual 
graduation ceremonies. 
In accordance with the 
national lock down 
measures in South Afri-
ca, the University of Kwa-
Zulu-Natal held a virtual 
graduation ceremony on 
Friday 29th May at which 
degrees were officially 
conferred.  
 
Dana Ragoonanan, an 
international self-funded 
Fellow, supervised Dr 
Desh Archary and Par-
veen Sobia graduated 
virtually at the Smith Col-

lege, in New York. Fel-
lows were funded by the 
DSI-NRF Centre of Ex-
cellence (CoE) in HIV 
Prevention. Esther Tala-
kgale, who was a Fellow 
at CAPRISA and funded 
by the CoE grant gradu-
ated at the Sefako 
Makgatho Health Scienc-
es University. 
 
From right to left: Nasrin Am-
la, Chief Finance Officer 
(MBA); Buyisile Chibi, Re-
search Associate (PhD); Mi-
randa Naidoo, Fellow Master 
of Social Science (Research 
Psychology); Kimesha Pillay, 
Fellow Master of Medical Sci-
ence (MMed Sci);  Dana Ra-
goonanan, Bachelor of Arts in 
Biology, Minor in Chemistry; 
and Esther Talakgale, Fellow, 
Master of Science (Statistics). 

 

http://hmsreview.org/
https://www.hmsreview.org/covid/surgery-covid-19
https://www.hmsreview.org/covid/surgery-covid-19


Scientific papers published in 2020 
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Registration number: 2002/024027/08 •  PBO number: 930 018 155 

 artner 
 nstit tions: 

CAPRISA hosts a MRC HIV-TB Pathogen-
esis and Treatment Research Unit 

CAPRISA hosts a DoH-MRC Special 
Initiative for HIV Prevention Technology 

CAPRISA is the UNAIDS Collaborating 
Centre for HIV Research and Policy 

CAPRISA hosts a 
DST-NRF Centre of 

Excellence in 
HIV Prevention 

*continuation from previous newsletter 
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