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Infectious diseases science in Africa takes a leading place in
the world
omicron [(B.1.1.529])7,8 and ran a successful trial of a
COVID-19 vaccine with almost 500 000 health-care
workers,9 a trial that proved the effectiveness of a vaccine
and protected South Africa’s health workforce before a
large wave of infections hit South Africa. The scientific
community in South Africa can now produce results on
the neutralisation of SARS-CoV-2 variants in days to
guide programmes for booster vaccination around the
world.10 South Africa’s scientific community has become
highly resourceful and efficient during the pandemic,
having worked in a context of travel bans and vaccine
hoarding in HICs,11 both of which decreased access to key
scientific reagents and vaccines.
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.12 It is fitting that these symposia will be hosted
at the Stellenbosch Institute for Advanced Study in
Stellenbosch, which is close to where our Stellenbosch
University data science offices are based. I feel fortunate
to be able to take part in these symposia and to have been
invited to present at the first of the Nobel Symposia in
Africa Symposia Series, the Physics Nobel Symposium on
Predictability in Science in the Age of Artificial Intelligence
in October, 2022. In addition, South Africa will also host
the Nobel Symposia on Physiology or Medicine and
Chemistry in 2023 and on Economic Sciences in 2024. We
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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
pandemic1 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.2,3
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.5
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.
Scientists in Africa identified some of the most
important SARS-CoV-2 variants (beta [B.1.351] and
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hope that the world will come to South Africa and provide
international recognition of the true value of the science
that is being conducted on the continent.
I hope that the Nobel Symposia and other high-level
meetings will bring increased attention to African
sciences and that more scientists from Africa and other
LMICs will start to be recognised and win Nobel Prizes
and other awards. Africa and other LMICs, including
India and China, constitute more than 84% of the world’s
population, but have won less than 11% of the Nobel
Prizes.13–15 Importantly, we need top scientists from Africa
and other LMICs to be supported to stay or return to
where they are most needed. I am particularly proud of
two previous PhD students I taught, Dr Justen Manasa
and Dr Shikulile Moyo, who returned to their country of
residence in Zimbabwe and Botswana to lead molecular
laboratories at the African Institute of Biomedical
Science and Technology (AiBST) and Botswana Harvard
Partnership (BHP) that were crucial for the identification
and characterisation of omicron.
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.

Tulio de Oliveira
tulio@sun.ac.za
Centre for Epidemic Response and Innovation (CERI), Stellenbosch University,
Stellenbosch, South Africa; KwaZulu-Natal Research Innovation and Sequencing
Platform (KRISP), University of KwaZulu-Natal, 4001 Durban, South Africa
1
2

3
4

5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15

Mendelson M, Venter F, Moshabela M, et al. The political theatre of the UK’s
travel ban on South Africa. Lancet 2021; 398: 2211–13.
Collins F. South Africa study shows power of genomic surveillance amid
COVID-19 pandemic. NIH Director’s Blog. Feb 18, 2021. https://
directorsblog.nih.gov/2021/02/18/south-africa-study-shows-power-ofgenomic-surveillance-amid-covid-19-pandemic/ (accessed May 23, 2022).
Madhi SA, Kwatra G, Myers JE, et al. Population immunity and Covid-19
severity with omicron variant in South Africa. N Engl J Med 2022;
386: 1314–26.
Peralta E. This Congolese doctor discovered Ebola but never got credit for
it—until now. NPR. Nov 4, 2019. https://www.npr.org/sections/
goatsandsoda/2019/11/04/774863495/this-congolese-doctordiscovered-ebola-but-never-got-credit-for-it-until-now (accessed
May 23, 2022).
Kumar M, Atwoli L, Burgess RA, et al. What should equity in global health
research look like? Lancet 2022; published online May 18. https://doi.
org/10.1016/S0140-6736(22)00888-1.
Nobel Symposium, Medicine May 22–25, 2022, Sweden. https://www.
delegia.com/app/Data/ProjectImages/17906/Program%20Nobel%20
symposium%20Covid-19-Medicine.March23.pdf (accessed May 23, 2022).
Tegally H, Wilkinson E, Giovanetti M, et al. Detection of a SARS-CoV-2
variant of concern in South Africa. Nature 2021; 592: 438–43.
Viana R, Moyo S, Amoako DG, et al. Rapid epidemic expansion of the
SARS-CoV-2 omicron variant in southern Africa. Nature 2022;
603: 679–86.
Bekker LG, Garrett N, Goga A, et al. Effectiveness of the Ad26.COV2.S vaccine
in health-care workers in South Africa (the Sisonke study): results from a
single-arm, open-label, phase 3B, implementation study. Lancet 2022;
399: 1141–53.
Cele S, Jackson L, Khoury DS, et al. Omicron extensively but incompletely
escapes Pfizer BNT162b2 neutralization. Nature 2022; 602: 654–56.
UN. Vaccine hoarding will prolong COVID warns WHO, as agency mulls
early omicron data. UN News. Dec 9, 2021. https://news.un.org/en/
story/2021/12/1107542 (accessed May 23, 2022).
Stellenbosch Institute for Advanced Study. Nobel In Africa—STIAS Nobel
Symposia Series. 2022. https://stias.ac.za/initiatives/nobel-in-africa/
(accessed May 23, 2022).
World Bank. Low and middle income data. 2022. https://data.worldbank.
org/country/XO (accessed May 23, 2022).
World Bank. High income countries data. 2022. https://data.worldbank.
org/country/XD (accessed May 23, 2022).
The Nobel Foundation. All Nobel Prizes. 2022. https://www.nobelprize.
org/prizes/lists/all-nobel-prizes/ (accessed May 23, 2022).

I have received fees from Illumina as a member of the Infectious Diseases Testing
Advisory Board. I received partial travel support to attend the Nobel Symposium
of Medicine, Sweden, in May, 2022.

2

www.thelancet.com Published online May 26, 2022 https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(22)00977-1

