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Our feature story this month high-
lights the study, ‘Higher mucosal 
antibody concentrations in women 
with genital tract inflammation’ 
published in Scientific Reports-
Nature Portfolio.  

We pay tribute to Prof Zena Stein’s 
extraordinary legacy on pages 2, 3 
and 4. 

On page 5, we report on three 
events to commemorate World 
AIDS Days co-hosted by CA-
PRISA,  the China CDC, the Treat-
ment Action Campaign and the 
National Research Foundation.  

On page 6 we  announce the 
Moderna mRNA vaccine trials—the 
Ubuntu study which gets underway 
at two CAPRISA research sites;  
and the appointment of research 
pulmonologist, Dr Rubeshan Pe-
rumal.   

We congratulate CAPRISA’s Sta-
tistics & Data Management team 
on their Excellence award;  and 
Prof Salim Abdool Karim who re-
ceived the UNISA’s Chancellor’s 
Calabash Public Servant award,  
on page 7. 

Study findings show that genital in-
flammation can shape genital anti-

body responses 

U 
sing vaginal specimens from CA-
PRISA’s 004 and 008 clinical tri-
als, this article published in Scien-

tific Reports-Nature Portfolio entitled 
‘Higher mucosal antibody concentrations 
in women with genital tract inflammation’ 
by CAPRISA’s post-doctoral fellow Dr 
Parveen Sobia and principal investigator, 
Dr Derseree Archary provides further dis-
section on the interaction between pre-
existing genital inflammation and genital 
antibodies.  

Genital inflammation modifies HIV risk. 
However, there is a paucity of data on 
whether genital inflammation can modify 
antibody profiles and affect the antibod-
ies’ ability to block infection or impact vac-
cine efficacy in especially vulnerable pop-
ulations of young women in sub-Saharan 
Africa.  

Women with genital inflammation gauged 
by elevated levels of genital cytokines 
had significantly higher levels of genital 
IgG subclasses (IgG1, IgG3 and IgG4) 
and isotype IgM compared to women 
without inflammation. We also observed 

strong significant associations between 
cytokines defining genital inflammation 
and antibodies in the genital tract. Our 
findings suggest that genital inflammation 
can shape genital antibody responses.  

Therefore, from a biological perspective, it 
is important to understand if pre-existing 
genital inflammation presets the antibody 
footprint at the vulnerable sexual surface 
that may undermine HIV prevention strat-
egies including both PrEP and vaccines.  

The researchers iterate that further inves-
tigation is required to verify a plausible 
link between the local inflammatory milieu 
and the effect on genital antibodies and 
their functions.     

- Parveen Sorbia (PhD)

For further reading see: Sobia P, et al. High-
er mucosal antibody concentrations in women 
with genital tract inflammation. Scientific Reports 
2021; 11:23514. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-
021-02954-0

Figure. Comparison of mucosal 
IgG subclasses and isotypes in 
women stratified for presence of 
genital inflammation (GI+) or 
absence of genital inflammation 
(GI−) within cases [GI+ (n = 18) 
and GI− (n = 48)] and controls 
[GI+ (n = 8) and GI− (n = 58)] 
pre-HIV infection. Each data 
point represents an individual 
sample, the line-bars represents 
medians and interquartile ranges. 
Black circle represents cases and 
black triangle represents con-
trols. 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-02954-0
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-02954-0
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Professor  Zena Stein – a champion for social 

justice and an extraordinary epidemiologist 
It was the moralistic drive to help others that underpinned all the work Stein did, recognising 

the need to address inequality as a core means to improve health. 

I 
t is with deep sadness that 
we learned of the passing of 
Zena Stein – our family 

friend, a friend of CAPRISA and 
mentor who passed away peace-
fully on 7

th
 November this year 

leaving a formidable legacy of 
her life dedicated to science and 
social justice.   

Stein was an extraordinary lead-
er in the field of public health and 
epidemiology, with a deep and 
unwavering commitment to im-
prove the health of the most vul-
nerable. Zena Stein together 
with her husband, Mervyn 
Susser, formed the Susser-Stein 
duo that built an impressive lega-
cy of evidence-based advocacy to 
highlight and address inequalities 
in society.   

Stein was born on 7 July 1922 in 
Durban, South Africa, completed 
her primary schooling at Gordon 
Road Girl’s School, and high 
school at Durban Girls High in 
Glenwood. She began her career 
by studying history at the Universi-
ty of Cape Town, graduating with a 
Master of Arts degree. It was after 
serving as a nurse during World 
War II and seeing the toll of the 
war that Stein and Mervyn Susser 
(who she knew from childhood) 
decided to enter a profession 
where she could make a difference 
to society. She began studying 
medicine in 1945 at the University 
of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, 
motivated by the goal of helping 
poorer and more disadvantaged 
populations.  

In the citation for her an honorary 
doctorate from Wits, Stein was de-
scribed as “one of the most notable 
medical graduates of the University 
of Witwatersrand.” 
It was the moralistic drive to help 

others that underpinned all the 
work Stein did, recognising the 
need to address inequality as a 
core means to improve lives of the 
most vulnerable whether it was in 
apartheid South Africa, among coal 
miners in the United Kingdom or 
mental health issues; or reconciling 
grandmothers with lost grandchil-
dren in Latin America or the gap in 
women-initiated technologies in 
response to HIV. 

In a 2003 interview, about racial 
disparities in health outcomes in 
South Africa, Stein recalled: “There 
was a mismatch between our for-
mal lectures and what we knew 
was happening in our own country. 
We knew something was wrong 
and we would have to go beyond 
our formal training to address it.”  

Stein was a pioneer in the field we 
have now come to know as epide-
miology, which at the time of her 
studies didn’t exist. Acknowledging 
the severe gaps in the curriculum 
offered, Stein and Susser sought to 
bring in a more human element to 
health and began joining in study 
groups outside of school. 

She wanted more than what text-
books could offer, wanting to learn 
more about diseases that were 
having a direct impact on people 
right on their doorstep. Stein didn’t 
want to learn about “public health” 
in the abstract — but rather how to 
actively help prevent problems that 
people were facing at a community 
level.  

This is eloquently captured in the 
1955 Susser-Stein article in The 
Lancet entitled “Medical care in a 
South African township” (The Lan-
cet 1955; 265: 912–915). Conse-
quently, much of Stein and 
Susser’s early work in the 1950s in 
South Africa laid the foundation for 
robust scientific research on mater-
nal and child health and was cen-
tral in creating awareness about 
the impact of environmental factors 
on reproduction. 

 Her approach to science has been 
credited as making science more 
practically useful while maintaining 
rigour and academic robustness. 
She never compromised on aca-
demic rigour, even when highlight-
ing a social problem, as illustrated 
by the article published in 1959 in 
The Lancet on the problem of Or-
tho-cresyl phosphate poisoning in 
Cato Manor township in Durban. 

Stein and Susser left South Africa 
for political reasons but continued 
their fight against the inequalities in 
health through their research and 
the creation of CHISA (Committee 
for Health in South Africa). Stein 
never lost her love for South Africa 
— or its treats. The Abdool Karims 
would always visit her in New York 
bearing Peppermint Crisp choco-
late bars and rooibos tea, much to 
her delight.  

7 July 1922 – 7 November 2021 

Continued on page 3... 

Zena Stein. Photo credit: New York 
Times 

https://www.wits.ac.za/media/wits-university/alumni/documents/honorary-degree-citations/Zena%20Stein%20citation.pdf
https://www.wits.ac.za/media/wits-university/alumni/documents/honorary-degree-citations/Zena%20Stein%20citation.pdf
https://journals.lww.com/epidem/fulltext/2003/07000/a_conversation_with_zena_stein.22.aspx
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Professor  Zena Stein – a champion for social 

justice and an extraordinary epidemiologist 

Continued from page 2 

W 
e will always remember 
Stein for her warmth as 
this gentle, caring, high-

ly energetic, and friendly person 
who always had time for all with 
whom she met.  

Stein (together with Mervyn 
Susser) used to go swimming 
every morning on their annual vis-
its to South Africa that they re-
sumed post-democracy.  Indeed, 
Zena’s passion for swimming 
comes from her years of coaching 
by the famous swimmer Rachel 
Finlayson and goes back to her 
days in primary school at Gordon 
Road Girl’s Primary School.  

Stein had great insight in applying 
for an US NIH grant to establish 
the Columbia University-Southern 
African Fogarty AIDS International 
Research and Training Program in 
1994 that laid the foundations for 
building the science capacity in 
South Africa to enhance respons-
es to HIV and TB.  In fact, there 
are few HIV/TB organisations in 
South Africa that do not have at 
least one scientist from this pro-
gramme; often in a leadership 
role. 

Stein was an inspiration to all who 
were fortunate to have met her 
and privileged to have been men-
tored by her.  A true visionary, 
brilliant scientist, exemplary and 
inspiring role model for women 
scientists and for global health 
practitioners.  

Post-apartheid, when Stein and 
Susser were in their 70s they re-
turned to South Africa at the re-
quest of the Abdool Karims to 
serve as co-Directors of the Africa 
Centre for Health and Population 
Studies in northern KwaZulu-Natal 
while the search for a Director 
was underway.  

Indeed, the University of KwaZulu-
Natal recognised the phenomenal 

contributions that they made to 
primary healthcare and named a 
lecture hall in  the Doris Duke 
Medical Research Institute at the 
Nelson R Mandela School of Med-
icine the ‘Susser-Stein Seminar 
Room’. 

Determined to improve the lives of 
women and children, the humble 
start to her medical career began 
with serving the disadvantaged 
community in Alexandra, South 
Africa and ended in the hallowed 
halls of Columbia University 
where she was: Professor and 
Head of the Department of Epide-
miology and Professor in Psychia-
try at Columbia University and co-
director of the HIV Center for Clin-
ical and Behavioural Studies at 
the New York State Psychiatric 
Institute.   

Stein received numerous acco-
lades for her many contributions 
to the field of epidemiology.  

She received the John Snow 
Award from the American Public 
Health Association, and honorary 
doctorates from Columbia Univer-
sity in the US and the University of 
Witwatersrand in South Africa and 
the SAMRC President's Award.  

Her unwavering legacy of social 
justice will always be remem-
bered.  

Our thoughts are with her son Ez-
ra Susser, and daughters Ida 
Susser and Ruth King, her grand-
children, and great grandchildren. 

Hers was a life well lived and full 
of meaning right to the  
very end!  

Hamba kahle Zena…. 

Hers was a life well lived and full of meaning right to the very end! Hamba kahle Zena…. 

Photo: (L-R) Professor Zena Stein & Professor Mervyn Susser unveil the plaque at 
the naming of the Susser & Stein Seminar Room, in the Doris Duke Medical  Re-
search Institute, Nelson R Mandela School of Medicine, University of KwaZulu-
Natal, on 1 March 2004.  

- Salim & Quarraisha Abdool Karim
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Professor  Zena Stein – a champion for social 

justice and an extraordinary epidemiologist 
 A selection of photographs captures Professor Zena Stein’s  memorable moments with  

Professor Salim and Quarraisha Abdool Karim and CAPRISA 

Photo: (left):  Zena Stein and Mervyn Susser visiting the Abdool Karims when they were students in 1988 in New York.; 
(photo right): Zena Stein participates in  discussion at the 2015 CAPRISA Strategic Planning meeting held  in ,  Durban, 
South Africa. 

Photo: (left): Photo (L-R): Dr Deborah Birx, former US Ambassador; Prof Salim Abdool Karim Director CAPRISA;  Prof 
Zena Stein; Prof Quarraisha Abdool Karim Associate Scientific Director, CAPRISA; Miss Aisha Abdool Karim Senior Jour-
nalist, Bhekisisa;  and Mr Mitchell Warren Executive Director,  AVAC. 
Photo: (right): Prof Kogie Naidoo Deputy Director, CAPRISA; Dr Ida Susser, Prof Zena Stein; and Prof Ayesha Kharsany 
Senior Scientist, CAPRISA. 

Photo: (left) Zena Stein & Mervyn Susser with Salim Abdool Karim at the Nelson R Mandela School of Medicine; (centre); a 
portrait of Zena & Mervyn in the Susser & Stein Seminar Room; and Zena Stein delivers an address at the CAPRISA awards 
dinner in 2015. 

Continued from page 3 
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 World AIDS Day  - A call for global solidarity, community 

partnerships & leadership to end AIDS 

A 
 clarion and unanimous call for strong 
leadership, political will, global solidarity, 
and a bold plan to attain the UNAIDS tar-

get to end AIDS was made by eminent scientists, 
government officials and civil society, at three 
events co-hosted by CAPRISA to commemorate 
World AIDS Day. The events were held in part-
nership with the Chinese Centres for Disease 
Control (China CDC), the Treatment Action Cam-
paign in South Africa and the National Research 
Foundation (NRF).  

The China CDC and CAPRISA co-hosted a 
webinar on Monday 29

th
 November which brought 

together the world’s foremost HIV scientists and 
HIV activist, Ms Sibongile Tshabalala Chairper-
son of TAC. Scientists acknowledged the signifi-
cant  gains made in treatment and raised concern 
that HIV preventi 
on measures was ‘lagging’ behind,  with an esti-
mated 1.5m new infections in 2020. They called 
for a rejuvenation of the strategy in line with reali-
ties on the ground. Watch the webinar here 

TAC and CAPRISA and Vulindlela Community 
leadership co-hosted a community-based event 
on Tuesday, 30th November at CAPRISA’s 
Vulindlela Research Clinic. The event brought 
together participants, community leadership and 
scientists who recognised the power of partner-
ships, excellence and science in responses to 
HIV to date and called for renewed effort to en-
hance responses to HIV and Covid-19.  
Watch the video recording here 

The NRF hosted the NRF Science 
for Society World AIDS Day lecture 
on Wednesday, 1

st
 December in 

partnership with CAPRISA themed: 
HIV/AIDS and COVID-19 – navi-
gating the intersect of the two pan-
demics. The lecture explored les-
sons learned from the Covid-19 
vaccine development; the HIV vac-
cine research; the interplay be-
tween HIVAIDS and COVID-19 and its impact on 
communities; and the inequities that have 
emerged from the pandemics. Speakers included: 
Salim Abdool Karim, Penny Moore (NICD), (in the 
bottom photo) Mark Heywood (Maverick Citizen 
Editor), ( in the top photo) and Patrick Mdletshe 
(CAPRISA Head of Community Programmes). 
Watch the lecture here 

Speakers at the WAD webinar co-hosted by the China 
CDC and CAPRISA. Top row (L-R): Prof Adeeba Kam-
arulzaman President of the International AIDS Society; 
Prof Peter Piot, Handa Professor of Global Health at 
the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine; 
Prof George Gao, Director General of the Chinese 
Centre for Disease Control and Prevention (China 

CDC); Ms Sibongile Tshabalala, Chairperson of the 
Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) South Africa;  

Bottom row (L-R): Prof Salim S. Abdool Karim, Direc-
tor, CAPRISA; Dr Peter Hayward Editor-in-Chief, The 
Lancet HIV ( Moderator); Prof Quarraisha Abdool 

Karim, Associate Scientific Director, CAPRISA; 
and Prof Mengjie Han, Director National Centre for 
AIDS/STD Control and Prevention, at the China CDC.  

End inequalities. End AIDS. End pandemics 

Group photo top: (L-R): Community leadership Mrs. 
Sithole & Reverend Sithole; Ms Marie Francoise Marie
-Nelly Country Director Africa, The World Bank; Dr
Reshma Sheoraj  Member of the Board at  the World
Bank Group;  Prof Quarraisha Abdool Karim, CA-
PRISA Associate Scientific Director;  Mr Patrick
Mdletshe, CAPRISA Head of Community Programmes
2nd Row: Photo (L):  Dr Mamosa Tshabalala, Acting
Chief Director Strategic Health Programmes, Depart-
ment of Health
(R): Pastor Mlotshwa, Chairperson, CAPRISA Commu-
nity Research Support

https://bit.ly/3pyB7x6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qnvSkbSvsTg
https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=2526509494159746
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Dr Cathrine Scheepers receives a NHLS Research Trust Award 

CAPRISA enrols first participant into the CoVPN 3008 
‘Ubuntu’ trial for people living with HIV  

O 
n 2 Dec 2021, CAPRISA enrolled the first 
participant into the Ubuntu trial which evalu-
ates the efficacy of the Moderna mRNA-

1273  vaccine in people living with HIV. 

 “The Ubuntu study will provide safety data to regu-
lators, assess correlates of protection from COVID-
19 and it will answer important questions on mRNA 
vaccine dosage regimens among people living with 
HIV,” explained  Dr Nigel Garrett, co-Chair of the 
study and Head of Vaccine and HIV Pathogenesis 
Research at CAPRISA (left in the photo).  It is also 
the first study to evaluate the efficacy of Moderna 
mRNA-1273 against the Omicron variant.  

The trial is being conducted in Eastern and South-
ern African regions and is expected to enroll about 
14,000 volunteers at 54 clinical research sites in 
South Africa, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Eswatini, Ma-
lawi, Zambia, Uganda, and Kenya, where adult HIV 
prevalence ranges from 4.5% to 27%. 

The study aims to enroll 12,600 people living with 
HIV and 1,400 who are HIV-negative. About 5,000 
of the volunteers will have previously had COVID-
19, with confirmation based on blood antibody 
tests done at initial enrollment. Study participants 
living with HIV will receive optimal HIV treatment 
through the course of the trial. 

All participants will receive the Moderna vaccine, 
but dosages and schedules will vary depending on 
previous SARS-CoV-2 infection. Those with past 
infection will receive fewer doses of vaccine, based 

on evidence that prior immunity may be 
markedly enhanced by vaccination.  

Research pulmonologist joins CAPRISA 

C 
APRISA wel-
comes  spe-
cialist physi-
cian and re-

search pul-
monologist, Dr Rube-
shan Perumal( left in 
the photo), who will 
join CAPRISA as a 
senior scientist in the 
Treatment Research 
Programme. Perumal 
will provide mentoring to research clinicians and 
fellows and advance the treatment scientific 
agenda.  He led the Post-COVID-19 Lung Dis-
ease clinical service and research programme at 
Groote Schuur Hospital and at the University of 
Cape Town’s Centre for Lung Infection and Im-
munity (UCT) and has been a panellist on the 
WHO Working Group on Care Pathways for Long 
COVID. He presently serves as a consultant pul-
monologist at Inkosi Albert Luthuli Central Hospi-

tal. He holds master’s degrees in Public Health 
(MPH), Internal Medicine (MMed), and Pulmonol-
ogy (MPhil in Pulmonology) and is currently com-
pleting a PhD focused on  
the pharmacokinetic-pharmacodynamic optimisa-
tion of tuberculosis treatment.   

Perumal joined CAPRISA as a clinical research 
placement in 2006, “to explore the fascinating 
world of clinical research and to gain a more ob-
jective understanding of clinical problems”, he 
says.  “Fifteen years later, I am immensely grate-
ful for the countless opportunities to expand my 
skills…CAPRISA continues to push the bounda-
ries of medicine, and is overflowing with inspira-
tional scientific capacity and leadership.” 

He is a past recipient of the Fogarty International 
Clinical Research Scholarship, the South African 
Thoracic Society Research Fellowship and was 
named a Global Young Physician Leader by the 
Inter Academy Partnership.  

(L): Dr Nivashnee Naicker Research Clinician  & Dr Nigel 
Garrett at the CAPRISA eThekwini Research Clinic. 



Nov/Dec 2021 20(12): page 7  

Dr Cathrine Scheepers receives a NHLS Research Trust Award 

CAPRISA Data Management team recognised for 
service excellence 

C 
APRISA’s  Statistics and Data Management 
department served as the Data Manage-
ment Centre (DMC) providing data manage-

ment and statistical support for the PEPFAR PRO-
MOTE (PROMise Ongoing Treatment Evaluation)  
study.  

At  the final PROMOTE annual meeting held in 
Kampala, Uganda on 15

th
 -16

th
 November, the 

DMC team received an award in recognition of the 
excellent statistics data management services 
provided. The presentation was made by study 
protocol co-chairs Dr Taha Taha and Dr Mary 
Glenn Fowler.  
The PEPFAR PROMOTE study was a follow-up 
study to the IMPAACT PROMISE (Promoting Ma-
ternal and Infant Survival Everywhere) clinical trial. 

During the 5-year study a total of 4619 mothers 
and children were enrolled in 8 PROMOTE sites 
across 4 African countries (Uganda, Malawi [2 
sites], Zimbabwe [3 sites] and South Africa [2 
sites]).  

“A primary aim of the study was to investigate the 
long-term impact of maternal ART interventions 
through extended follow-up of HIV-infected wom-

en and their children,” explained Dr Nonhlanhla, 
head of Statistics & Data Management at CA-
PRISA.  

Seated L-R ; Dr Nonhlanhla Yende-Zuma: Head of 
Statistics and Data Management and Ms Precious 
Radebe: Data Manager Standing L-R;  Mr Mthobisi 
Zondi: Junior Statistician,  Ms Indra Grigalionyte: 
Clinical Data Encoder and  Mr Aslam Jeewa: Chief 
Data Manager 

CAPRISA Director awarded UNISA’s 

2021 Chancellor’s Public Servant 

Award 

W 
e congratulate Professor 
Salim Abdool Karim, CA-
PRISA’s Director, who re-

ceived the University of South Africa’s 
(UNISA)Chancellor’s Calabash 2021 
Public Servant Award on Friday, 26 
November 2021.  
“Unisa takes pride in its association 
with people  who continue to shape 
futures in the service of humanity and 
in supporting education,” said Prof 
Puleng LenkaBula, Vice-Chancellor of 

UNISA. 

The presentation was made by the Chancellor of the Uni-
versity of South Africa (UNISA), His Excellency Dr Thabo 
Mbeki who hosted the Chancellor’s Calabash Dinner. The 
Chancellor’s Calabash Awards are Unisa’s way of recognis-
ing its alumni and/or persons who have shown exemplary 
achievements and service to our society, said the Vice-
Chancellor.  

Penny Moore delivers the 
12th James Gear Lecture 

P 
rof. Penny Moore at 
the NICD delivered 
the virtual 12th 

James Gear Lecture, enti-
tled: “Pivoting from HIV 
vaccine research to 
COVID - Lessons for the next pandem-
ic”, on 15 November 2021. This annual 
lecture is hosted by the Poliomyelitis 
Research Foundation (PRF) in memory 
of one of South Africa’s pioneers in the 
field of virology and infectious, James 
Henderson Sutherland Gear, in support 
of research and knowledge sharing 
aimed at furthering the development of 
Medical Virology in South Africa. 

Moore highlighted how investments in 
HIV vaccine research had enabled the 
rapid contribution of SA scientists to 
the COVID-19 research effort, and the 
need to translate the same sense of 
urgency back to HIV prevention re-
search.  
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