
Additional information from WITS 
 
Drawing Big Data battle lines 
Predicting and anticipating the trajectory of the virus to mitigate casualties and inform policy 
requires number-crunching, modelling, and analysis of Big Data. Physics Professor Bruce Mellado 
leads a multidisciplinary team that developed a comprehensive data dashboard to track COVID-19 
infections. Similarly, the GCRO, of which Wits is a partner, developed an interactive map showing the 
province’s vulnerability to COVID-19. In the Wits Biomedical Engineering Research Unit, Professor 
David Rubin and Adam Pantanowitz are developing a model to demonstrate the effect of 
intermittent quarantines, which may help maintain essential services and sustain economic activity.  
 
Towards treatment  
Professor Helen Rees, the Executive Director of the Wits Reproductive Health and HIV Institute (Wits 
RHI) and Professor Jeremy Nel lead the South African research team in the Solidarity clinical trials. 
Rapidly constituted by the World Health Organization (WHO), these 10-nation clinical trials aim to 
identify the most effective treatment against COVID-19.  
 
The two national initiatives led by Wits Health Consortium divisions supporting the NDOH and NHLS 
includes:  

1. Two grants received this week to ensure Covid 19 virus surveillance primarily  and undertake 
relevant research(not identified as yet but related to new therapies and vaccines)  to 
strengthen the country’s response to the pandemic . Both initiatives are led by Prof Shabir 
Madhi Director: MRC Respiratory and Meningeal Pathogens Research Unit part of RMPRU.  

2. Helen Rees Executive director of Wits RHI is leading a WHO initiative on behalf of the NDOH. 
As a health research and technical support organisation Wits RHI  are on the front line of the 
response to the COVID-19 and they can make an incredibly important contribution to the 
global fight against COVID-19 both in South Africa as they  support the government’s efforts, 
and in the world. The PEPFAR teams who have already done so much in the delivery of HIV 
and TB services, are beginning to play a critical role in the fight against COVID-19. They are 
being asked not only to support the work of the facilities that they are working in, but to also 
train community workers to trace community contacts of those infected with coronavirus.  
 
They are also involved in the international research effort. They are working with the World 
Health Organisation and other global and local research organisations to develop and 
implement critical research studies. These include global studies to evaluate new therapies 
to treat very sick COVID-19 patients, studies to protect health care workers from becoming 
infected, studies that will monitor the impact of the virus on pregnant women and their 
children, and studies that will support the development of new COVID-19 vaccines.  
 

3. Prof Wendy Stevens is central to developing strategies to increase NHLS capacity to test for 
the virus.  

4. Prof. Stuart Ali is also putting together a proposal to step up testing capacity. 
5. Prof. Lynn Morris and the NICD working with the emergency Operations Centre (EOC) and 

NDOH on the national initiatives.  
 
Influencing policy 
President Cyril Ramaphosa has appointed Professor Martin Veller, the Dean of the Faculty of Health 
Sciences to a Ministerial Committee to provide clinical management advice on COVID-19. Several 
other Witsies have also been appointed to government committees or sub-committees. He, together 
with five leading Wits professors developed a blueprint to replace the current lockdown.  
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