
Introduction: 
:

In this issue, we feature the visit of the WHO
Director-General, Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus,
Minister of Health Dr Joe Phaahla, Higher Education,
Science and Innovation Deputy Minister Buti
Manamela, the Belgian Minister of Development
Cooperation, Meryame Kitirto to CERI’s new facilities
at Stellenbosch University.

We also highlight our selection on the Ten
Breakthrough Technologies of 2022 by MIT and the
Abbott Pandemic Defense Coalition program to
identify novel pathogens and respond to prevent and
/or mitigate the impact of the next pandemic.

We congratulate Dr. Vagner Fonseca, who will
soon be graduating with a Ph.D. that focused on
genomics surveillance of multiple viruses. We are
pleased to announce that our upcoming seminar
series for March will host Prof. Marlo Moller,
Stellenbosch University and Prof Valerie Mizrahi,
University of Cape Town.

Highlights:
News: Dr. Tedros, Director-General WHO visits 
CERI at Stellenbosch University

News: Our work highlighted as one of Ten 
Breakthrough Technologies of 2022, MIT

BA.2: How dangerous is the new Omicron 
sub-variant?, Financial Times

News: The Abbott Pandemic Defense
Coalition: a multi-sector approach to global 
pandemic

PhD: Dr. Vagner Fonseca completes a Ph.D. 
with 38 publications and a job at PAHO/WHO

Seminar: Host genetics susceptibility to 
infectious diseases, Prof Marlo Moller, 9 Mar 
2022

Seminar: Planning for research impact: 
lessons from a decade as director of IDM at 
UCT, Prof Valerie Mizrahi, 30 Mar 2022
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Seminar: Host genetic susceptibility to infectious diseases
Speaker: Prof Marlo Moller
Division of Molecular Biology & Human Genetics, Stellenbosch University
Date: Wednesday, 9 March 2022
Time: 12:00 Ð13:00
Venue: JN de Villiers auditorium, Stellenbosch Tygerberg Campus (in -person) 
& Zoom.

Seminar: Planning for research impact: lessons from a decade as 
director of IDM at UCT

Speaker : Prof Valerie Mizrahi, 
Director Institute of Infectious Disease and Molecular Medicine (IDM) 

and SAMRC/NHLS/UCT Molecular Mycobacteriology Research Unit 
Date: Wednesday, 30 March 2022

Time: 11:30am Ð12:30pm
Venue: STIAS, Manor House Library, Stellenbosch (in -person) & Zoom.
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Dr. Vagner Fonseca completes a Ph.D. with 38 publications 
and a new job at PAHO/WHO

Dr. Vagner Fonseca has been awarded his Ph.D.
in Medicine at the College of Health Sciences,
Nelson R Mandela School of Medicine, University
of KwaZulu-Natal in February 2022.

During his Ph.D., Dr. Fonseca published 38
manuscripts, including six in !"#$%&and '()&*(&.
The main strength of Dr. Fonseca is his ability to
work in teams and to set up very advanced
bioinformatics systems in the laboratory and in
the field.

During his Ph.D., he worked on genomics
surveillance of Zika, Dengue, Chikungunya, HIV,
Yellow Fever Virus, West Nile Virus and Rift
Valley Fever Virus. Dr. Fonseca is never afraid of
going into the field to setup mobile genomic
laboratories to respond to the epidemics as they
are happening.

A few months before Dr. Fonseca graduated,
he took up the position as senior
bioinformatician at the Pan American Health
Organization (PAHO) of the World Health
Organization (WHO). One of his responsibilities is
to support Latin American countries to
strengthen genomics surveillance of pathogens.
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Stellenbosch University’s (SU) Faculty of
Medicine and Health Sciences (FMHS) hosted a
high-level international delegation, led by the
World Health Organisation’s (WHO) Director-
General, Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, at its
Tygerberg campus in Cape Town on Friday, 11
February 2022.

This visit to the CERI at the FMHS’s Biomedical
Research Institute (BMRI) formed part of a two-
day tour to inspect the facilities that will make up
Africa’s first Covid-19 vaccine manufacturing hub.

The high-level delegation included Health
Minister Dr Joe Phaahla, Higher Education,
Science and Innovation Deputy Minister Buti
Manamela, the Belgian Minister of
Development Cooperation, Meryame Kitir,
members of the WHO and other national and
international stakeholders.

“The Covid-19 pandemic has exposed the
‘vaccine gap’ between the developing and
developed worlds, posing a serious health threat
to the people of Africa, said FMHS’s dean,
Professor Elmi Muller.

!"#$%Dr. Tedros, Director-General WHO, Minister of Health of South 
Africa and European Delegation visit CERI at Stellenbosch Univ

CERI is a partner-member of the South
African mRNA Vaccine Consortium (SAMVAC),
selected by the WHO to become the first Covid
mRNA Vaccine Technology Transfer Hub.

The purpose of the hub is to develop vaccine
research and manufacturing capacity on the
African continent. CERI’s role in this consortium
is the genomic surveillance and identification of
variants in Africa.

“We are very excited to be selected to be part
of the first WHO mRNA hub in the world that
builds on our expertise in genomics and passion
for capacity development. The mRNA hub is not
only about manufacturing vaccines, but will
build capacity on the continent,” said De
Oliveira.

Link to complete article: 
https://ceri.org.za/news/?token=541
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By Linda Nordling, February 23, 2022

'The pandemic has changed the way that science
is done,’ Prof Tulio de Oliveira tells me once he’s
off his call. For one thing, science is happening
faster. Six weeks earlier, his team had suddenly
felt 'a little weirded out' by a resurgence of covid
cases in Gauteng, the country’s most populous
province. This uneasy feeling prompted a flurry of
sequencing activity. It took them only a day to
identify the highly transmissible new variant now
called omicron. They briefed the health minister
and the president, and spent another day
checking their work. Then, on November 25, de
Oliveira announced the discovery to the world.

Massive efforts quickly got underway to
understand its sensitivity to existing covid
vaccines and figure out just how infectious and
lethal it was. Policy-wise, the discovery sparked an
uptick in booster vaccinations, renewed
restrictions, and travel bans.

Link to complete article: 
https://ceri.org.za/news/?token=542
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By Smriti Mallapaty, 28 Jan 2021, Nature News

Sister strain of coronavirus variant has been
detected in 57 countries, says the WHO.
Scientists who track coronavirus mutations are
closely monitoring an uptick in cases of an
Omicron sub-variant named BA.2, just as
countries were beginning to hope the worst of
the latest wave of coronavirus infections had
passed.

How do Omicron sub-variants differ from the
original version?

Scientists became aware of the offshoots of
Omicron less than two weeks after South African
health authorities first raised the alarm about the
original strain in late November.

There are three officially designated subtypes
of Omicron: BA.1, BA.2 and BA.3 — the last of
which has been linked to fewer than 400 cases
worldwide. BA.2 possesses up to 27 mutations
that are not found in the original version of
Omicron, BA.1.

BA.2 seems to be more transmissible than
BA.1 but the latest data suggest that, “at most”,
BA.2 was “slightly more immune evasive” than
BA.1 and that the vaccines are equally effective.

How worried should we be about BA.2?

Ravi Gupta, professor of clinical microbiology at
Cambridge university, said despite BA.2’s
transmission advantage it “doesn’t warrant”
public health measures “over and above” what
governments have put in place in response to
the original Omicron.

Richard Lessells, an infectious diseases 
physician at the University of KwaZulu-Natal in 
Durban, predicted BA.2 would not cause “a huge 
wave of reinfections” in South Africa, the centre 
of the original Omicron outbreak, where BA.2 
now accounts for about half of cases.

“We might expect that there would be some 
reinfections because in many cases the immune 
response to Omicron may not be a particularly 
strong one,” said Lessells. “But I think it’s very 
unlikely that it’s going to break through . . . the 
immunity from BA.1. It’s definitely not a game-
changer.”

Link to complete article:
https://www.ft.com/content/efa3ceaf-b777-
4a06-b4ef-bf1330f105d6
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While we cannot predict when or where the
next pandemic will arise, or how the next
pandemic pathogen will be transmitted, the
SARS-CoV-2 pandemic has made it clear that
complacency and inaction will result in great
loss of human lives and economic disruptions
globally.

To maintain readiness for the next
pandemic, the Abbott Pandemic Defense
Coalition: (APDC) will track and monitor SARS-
CoV-2 variants, while continuing surveillance
for new and variant blood, air and water-
borne pathogens, to identify novel pathogens
and collaboratively respond to these threats in
a timely manner to prevent and /or mitigate the
impact of the next pandemic.

The APDC offers some unique attributes in
global pandemic preparedness. The strengths
of the APDC include: the industry – academic-
government collaborations, the emphasis on
building laboratory and epidemiologic capacity
especially in LMICs, and the ability to rapidly
develop and deploy scalable diagnostic tests
following the discovery of a new pandemic
threat; all will be key to a timely response to
the next pandemic.

Members of APDC:
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Websites: ceri.org.za & krisp.org.za
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