
Introduction: 
:

In this issue, we feature the recent research
describing how we worked with the WHO
develop an early warning system for emerging
SARS-CoV-2 variants and the opinion piece in
The Lancet on why African science should have
a central place on the world stage and needs
to be recognised and supported.

We congratulate Professor Tulio de Oliveira
and Dr. Sikhulile Moyo on being listed in the
Time magazine’s 100 most influential people
of 2022.

The Nature article on whether COVID surges
are becoming more predictable and the
Science article on how New versions of
Omicron are masters of immune evasion are
also featured.

We are pleased to announce the availability
of Masters and PhD positions at KRISP and two
new laboratory technician vacancies at CERI.
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Virtual Conference: SARS-CoV-2 Sequencing in Africa. Lessons From the 
100,000 Genomes. 
Speaker: Prof Tulio de Oliveira, Dr. Sikhulile Moyo, Prof. Christian Happi, Dr.
Yenew Kebede, Dr. Ahmed E Ogwell
Date: Friday 10 June 2022
Time: 13:00 – 14:00
Register Here: https://bit.ly/3Gt8E41

Seminar: Digital Health Computing, Information Systems and Machine 
Learning for Public Health
Speaker: Prof Douglas Pires

Senior Lecturer, Melbourne University, Australia
Date: Wednesday, 22 June 2022

Time: 11:30am – 12:30pm
Venue: STIAS, Manor House Library, Stellenbosch (in-person) & Zoom.

Events: Seminars and Events at CERI & KRISP

TIME 100: Tulio de Oliveira and Sikhulile Moyo

Prof Tulio de Oliveira and his previous PhD student
– Dr. Sikhulile Moyo listed in the Time 100 most
influential people of 2022.

By Dr. John Nkengasong - The world benefited from
this network when scientists including Sikhulile
Moyo, laboratory director for the Botswana-Harvard
HIV Reference Laboratory, and Tulio de Oliveira,
director of South Africa’s Centre for Epidemic
Response and Innovation, identified and reported
the emergence of the Omicron variant last
November. It was a transformational moment and a
shift in paradigm—one that for me symbolized that
excellence in science can originate in Africa.
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The international response to news of
this discovery—which included travel
bans imposed on African countries by
other nations—was complex. It made me
reflect on what global cooperation and
solidarity must look like when we fight a
common threat like COVID-19.

Every generation has people who inspire
subsequent generations. Sikhulile and
Tulio have the potential to be that for
people who will work in public health
and genomics. We have not seen the end
of their contributions.

Read full article:
https://time.com/collection/100-most-
influential-people-
2022/6177832/sikhulile-moyo-tulio-de-
oliveira/
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News: Are COVID surges becoming more predictable? 
New Omicron variants offer a hint, Nature.

Here we go again. Nearly six months after
researchers in South Africa identified the
Omicron coronavirus variant, two offshoots of
the game-changing lineage are once again
driving a surge in COVID-19 cases there.

Several studies released in the past week
show that the variants known as BA.4 and
BA.5 are slightly more transmissible than
earlier forms of Omicron1, and can dodge
some of the immune protection conferred by
previous infection and vaccination2.

However, scientists say it is not yet clear
whether BA.4 and BA.5 will cause much of a
spike in hospitalizations in South Africa or
elsewhere. High levels of population immunity
provided by previous waves of Omicron
infection and by vaccination might blunt much
of the damage previously associated with new
SARS-CoV-2 variants.

Moreover, the rise of BA.4 and BA.5 as well
as that of another Omicron offshoot in North
America could mean that SARS-CoV-2 waves
are beginning to settle into predictable
patterns, with new waves periodically
emerging from circulating strains.

“These are the first signs that the virus is
evolving differently, compared with the first
two years of the pandemic when variants
seemed to appear out of nowhere”, says Tulio
de Oliveira, a bioinformatician at UKZN and
Stellenbosch University in South Africa, who led
one of the studies.

By analysing viral genomes from clinical
samples, de Oliveira and his colleagues found
that BA.4 and BA.5 emerged in mid-December
2021 and early January 2022, respectively. The
lineages have been rising in prevalence since
then, and currently account for 60-75% of
COVID-19 cases in South Africa. Researchers
have also identified the variants in more than a
dozen other countries, mostly in Europe.

References
1. Tegally, H. et al. (2022). Preprint at medRxiv
https://doi.org/10.1101/2022.05.01.22274406

2. Khan, K. et al. (2022). Preprint at medRxiv
https://doi.org/10.1101/2022.04.29.22274477

Read full article:
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-022-
01240-x
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By Ewen Callaway, Nature, 6 May 2022
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Once again, South Africa is at the forefront
of the changing COVID-19 pandemic.
Epidemiologists and virologists are watching
closely as cases there rise sharply again, just
5 months after the Omicron variant caused
a dramatic surge. This time, the drivers are
two new subvariants of Omicron named
BA.4 and BA.5, which the Network for
Genomic Surveillance in South Africa first
detected in January.

The new strains didn’t have much of an
impact initially, but over the past few weeks
case numbers in South Africa jumped from
roughly 1000 per day on 17 April to nearly
10,000 on 7 May. A third subvariant called
BA.2.12.1 is spreading in the United States,
driving increases along the East Coast.
It’s still unclear whether the new
subvariants will cause another global
COVID-19 wave. But like the earlier versions
of Omicron, they have a remarkable ability
to evade immunity from vaccines, previous
infection, or both - a disturbing portent for
the future of the pandemic and a
potentially serious complication for vaccine
developers.

News: New versions of Omicron are masters of immune 
evasion, Science.
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Hospitalizations in South Africa, for example,
have increased, 'but because it is starting
from a very low level, it’s not cause for
alarm,' says virologist Tulio de Oliveira of
Stellenbosch University and UKZN, who
helped identify BA.4 and BA.5. ‘Numbers of
patients in intensive care units are as low as
they have been since the start of the
pandemic’, he says.

The new superspreaders do, however,
showcase the restless virus’ ability to find
ways around the 'immunity wall' built up
over the past 2 years and to continue to
circulate at high levels. Even if the new
variants cause relatively little severe disease,
'it’s a numbers game,' says Leif Erik Sander,
an infectious disease expert at the Charité
University Hospital in Berlin; enough new
infections could still overwhelm health
systems.

Link to complete article:
https://www.science.org/content/article/n
ew-versions-omicron-are-masters-immune-
evasion

By Gretchen Vogel, Science, 10 May 2022
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, the lives of many
loved ones and colleagues have been lost. Despite
the terrible toll of COVID-19, in South Africa
scientists have worked relentlessly to produce
some of the science that has driven the global
COVID-19 response. But researchers faced
challenges, notably the international travel ban
that was placed on South Africa for much of the
pandemic and deeply affected the local economy.
Some researchers in South Africa received death
threats and, at some point, even needed armed
guards in front of our laboratories. Against all the
odds, we persevered and are a leading country in
SARS-CoV-2 genomics surveillance.

Praise and recognition of scientists in Africa is
not common on the global stage; typically,
researchers in Africa have to produce at least
twice as much to get less than half the respect of
researchers from high-income countries (HICs). For
example, the discovery of Ebola virus in 1976 was
credited to European scientists, when much of the
work had been done in Africa by African
scientists.4 This kind of scientific discrimination
against researchers from low-income and middle-
income countries (LMICs) is widespread.

It is time to enter a new global phase where
researchers in Africa and other LMICs are
recognised and not punished for their scientific
discoveries. Scientists in Africa and other LMICs
have key contributions to make in advancing
global health, especially in areas such as epidemic
response and infectious diseases. It is time to
invest more in science in LMICs if the world is to
be better prepared to deal with future epidemics
and pandemics. HICs, which have discriminated
against the work of scientists in Africa for
centuries, are only now starting to recognise the
leading role they have had during this pandemic.

On May 23, 2022, I presented at the Nobel
Symposium of Medicine in Sweden, where 26
global scientists reflected on the scientific
advances made during the COVID-19 pandemic.6
Two fellow South Africans, Professor Glenda Gray
and Professor Penny Moore, were also part of this
group, so in total, South Africans comprised over
11% of the participants.

Publication: Infectious diseases science in Africa takes a 
leading place in the world. The Lancet.
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Later this year, South Africa will be one of the
first countries outside of Sweden to host Nobel
symposia, when it holds the Nobel Symposia in
Africa Symposia Series. It is fitting that these
symposia will be hosted at the Stellenbosch
Institute for Advanced Study in Stellenbosch. I
hope that the Nobel Symposia and other high-
level meetings will bring increased attention to
African sciences. African science should have a
central place on the world stage and needs to
be recognised and supported. African scientists
can help the world to prepare for the next
pandemic.

African science should have a central place on
the world stage and needs to be recognised and
supported. African scientists can help the world
to prepare for the next pandemic. But the way
science is done and recognised needs to
change. Scientists in Africa and other LMICs
need the opportunity to lead global
consortiums, host large grants and events, and
guide the global scientific agenda. The world
will soon realise that our relentless energy and
expertise is based on the motivation to save
lives—lives that are close to us, lives of people
whose names, families, and communities we
know and who we keep in our hearts.

Read full article: de Oliveira T. The Lancet 2022
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/arti
cle/PIIS0140-6736(22)00977-1/fulltext
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Global sequencing and surveillance capacity for
SARS-CoV-2 must be strengthened and combined
with multidisciplinary studies of infectivity, virulence
and immune escape, in order to track the
unpredictable evolution of the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic.

In June 2020, the World Health Organization
(WHO) SARS-CoV-2 evolution working group was
established to track SARS-CoV-2 variants and their
specific genetic changes and to monitor viral
characteristics and their impact on medical and non-
medical countermeasures, including vaccines against
COVID-19. In November 2021, this working group
transitioned to a formal WHO Technical Advisory
Group on Virus Evolution (TAG-VE), with the aim of
developing and implementing a global risk-
monitoring framework for SARS-CoV-2 variants,
based on a multidisciplinary approach that includes
in silico, virological, clinical and epidemiological
data.

The future of the pandemic is difficult to predict,
for several reasons.

First, unlike variants of other respiratory viruses,
such as human influenza viruses, SARS-CoV-2 VOCs
have so far not emerged from the most recently
dominant circulating virus. Second, chronically
infected patients can allow the acceleration of intra-

Publication: An early warning system for emerging SARS-
CoV-2 variants. Nature Medicine.
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Fig. 1 | Overview of VOCs and amino acid substitutions in spike. Spike structure of the index virus (far left), 
together with key domains (highlighted in different colors), including the N-terminal domain (NTD), the 
receptor-binding domain (RBD), the S1–S2 junction (including the polybasic cleavage site), and the heptapeptide 
repeat domains (HR1 and HR2).

host evolution. Third, a wide number of susceptible
mammals, including cervids, mustelids and rodents,
may act as secondary reservoirs with the potential
for reverse zoonoses. Fourth, too much of the
world’s vulnerable population remains
unvaccinated at present, and current vaccines are
suboptimal in preventing transmission. Given these
challenges in predicting the evolution of the virus,
targeted surveillance of suspected high-risk
populations, such as chronically infected patients,
and improving detection systems, such as a One
Health approach, which also includes wastewater
and animal surveillance, are critical for the early
detection of future variants.

The evolving virus and the uncertainty of
predicting the trajectory of the pandemic call for
strengthened surveillance and continued
monitoring of SARS-CoV-2. The WHO TAG-VE will
continue to critically appraise state-of-the-art
methodologies for predicting further evolution of
SARS-CoV-2 and will continue to rapidly determine
the threat levels posed by new variants.

Read full article:
Subissi L, von Gottberg A, et al. Nature Medicine
2022. https://www.nature.com/articles/s41591-
022-01836-w
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Opportunity: Laboratory Technologists (x2) at CERI:

Job Requirements:
• B.Tech in microbiology/virology, or equivalent 

tertiary education;
• Two years experience in molecular 

techniques;
• Experience in receipt and sample processing;
• Good laboratory practice;
• HPCSA-registered.

CERI at Stellenbosch University is
committed to employment equity (EE), and
appointments will be made in line with the
EE plan.

Deadline for Application: 13 June 2022

Job Advert:
https://www.linkedin.com/jobs/view/3095
563103/

https://www.linkedin.com/jobs/view/3095563103/


Twitter Science: The new way to quickly communicate Science
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Twitter real-time updates:

CERI at Stellenbosch
@ceri_news

KRISP at UKZN
@krisp_news

Houryiah Tegally
@houzhou

Eduan Wilkinson
@EduanWilkinson

Richard Lessells
@rjlessells

Tulio de Oliveira
@tuliodna

Stellenbosch University
@StellenboschUni

University of KwaZulu-Natal
@UKZN
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Toward Simpler, Safer Treatment of Cryptococcal Meningitis
Moosa M-Y S, Ressells RJ, N Engl J Med 2022; 386:1179-1181. doi: 10.1056/NEJMe2201150

An early warning system for emerging SARS-CoV-2 variants
Subissi L, von Gottberg A, Thukral L, de Oliveira T, Drosten C, Druce J, Tessema SK, Volz EM, 
Thiel V, van der Werf S, Briand S, Perkins MD, Van Kerkhove MD, Koopmans MPG, Agrawal A, 
Nature Medicine (2022), https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-022-01836-w:

Omicron infection enhances Delta antibody immunity in vaccinated persons
Khan K, Karim F, Cele S, Reedoy K, San EJ, Lustig G, Tegally H, Rosenberg Y, Bernstein M, Jule Z, 
Ganga Y, Ngcobo N, Mazibuko M, Mthabela N, Mhlane Z, Mbatha N, Miya Y, Giandhari J, 
Ramphal Y, Naidoo T, Sivro A, Samsunder N, Kharsany A, Amoako D, Bhiman J, Manickchund N, 
Karim Q, Magula N, Abdool Karim SS, Gray G, Hanekom W, von Gottberg A, Milo R, Gosnell B, 
Lessells R, Moore P, de Olveira T, Moosa M-Y S, Sigal A, Nature (2022), 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-022-04830-x:

Infectious diseases science in Africa takes a leading place in the world
de Oliveira T, The Lancet (2022), https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(22)00977-1

HIV-1 Evolutionary Dynamics under Nonsuppressive Antiretroviral Therapy.
Kemp SA, Charles OJ, Derache A, Smidt W, Martin DP, Iwuji C, Adamson J, Govender K, de 
Oliveira T, Dabis F, Pillay D, Goldstein RA, Gupta RK.
mBio. 2022 Apr 21:e0026922. doi: 10.1128/mbio.00269-22.

For more information please contact: 

Prof Tulio de Oliveira, CERI at Stellenbosch University and KRISP, Nelson R Mandela School of Medicine, 
University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban, South Africa.

E-mail : tulio@sun.ac.za & deoliveira@ukzn.ac.za. Websites: www.ceri.org.za & www.krisp.org.za

Disclaimer: CERI at SU and KRISP at UKZN wishes to express its gratitude to the following funders for their generous
support for the production of this report: The Rockefeller Foundation, the Technology Innovation Agency (TIA) of
the Department of Science and Innovation (DSI), South African Medical Research Council (SAMRC), European
Commission (EC) and the National Institute of Health. The newsletter is published as open access under a Creative
Commons ShareAlike 30 Unported (CC BY-SA 30) license (http://creativecommonsorg/licenses/by-sa/30/) and is
available in printed format as well as electronically as PDF, Web-format, etc The contents of this report and the
opinions expressed herein are solely the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily represent the official
views or policies of any of the funders.
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