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The newspaper launched with a circulation of 25,000 in late September. By Jan 30th the 
circulation had increased by 32% to 32,700. The sell-through rate has reached as high as 
92%, with a steady weekly average of 85% since launch. At the time of making this award 
submission, final sales data was only available up to 16 January 2021.

On 19th December we released our year-end bumper edition with a circulation of 40,705.
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Historically, there have been concerns that when publications expand from print to digital, 
their print audience will see a decline. In Daily Maverick’s expansion from digital to print, 
we witnessed the opposite with a growth of 20% in our online audience in the first three 
months of launching. This graph shows a comparison of growth in monthly unique browsers 
between September and November 2020 (when the paper launched) and the same period in 
the year prior.
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Data from pulled from Google Analytics showing distribution of site visit times. When 
comparing user time visits year-on-year, we witnessed an increase in traffic over the 
weekends since the launch of Daily Maverick 168.
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The University of Johannesburg–Human 
Sciences Research Council Covid-19 De-
mocracy Survey measured attitudes to-

wards Covid-19 vaccination in South Africa. It 
showed that about two-thirds of the population 
defi nitely or probably want the vaccine. Yet, de-
spite ample evidence of the safety and effi  cacy of 
vaccines, about a third of the population is still 
sceptical about vaccination, the survey revealed. 

Shabir Madhi, Vaccinology Professor in the 
School of Pathology at the University of the Wit-
watersrand and Director of the Medical Research 
Council Vaccines and Infectious Diseases Ana-
lytics Research Unit, is adamant that the only 
chance the country has to get back to a relatively 
normal life is by taking the vaccine.

Speaking on a Daily Maverick webinar on 
Thursday night, Madhi said that although safety 
was of the utmost concern, the short-term results 
had shown that the vaccines are working and safe, 
and scientists were continuing to monitor long-
term eff ects. “We can’t be in a situation where 
we wait fi ve years to get long-term safety data, by 
which time the pandemic would have passed and 
the number of lives that would’ve been lost would 
be in the hundreds of millions,” said Mahdi.

He said the big unknown, unfortunately, was 
how the vaccine would perform against the new 
variants, one fi rst identifi ed in South Africa and a 
new one in Brazil.

Madhi said South African scientists will in the 
next few days provide what is probably the most 
important information globally from the vaccine 
trials: information on whether the Covid-19 vac-
cines work against the variants. The results of 

these studies have implications not only for South 
Africa but also globally, in terms of the future de-
velopment and roll-out of Covid-19 vaccines.

“One of the main reasons this variant has 
emerged in South Africa is because a large per-
centage of the population became infected and for 
the virus to survive it needs to somehow evade the 
immune response that has been induced against 
it, and the way to evade it is to undergo mutation. 
In short, the virus is adapting to what challeng-
es its survival. To stop that from happening you 
want to get a huge number of people immune over 
a short period of time so you do not get this im-
mune evasion when there is a lot of virus circulat-
ing,” he explained.

Professor Linda-Gail Bekker, deputy director 
of the University of Cape Town’s Desmond Tutu 
HIV Centre, an infectious diseases specialist and 
a vaccine scientist, cautioned that if only a few 
people get vaccinated we are not going to control 
the virus. The numbers won’t go down because we 
will still have suffi  cient transmission going on to 
keep the epidemic going. 

“It needs to feed off  itself and fuel the fi re. If 
you don’t dampen it suffi  ciently then it will con-
tinue to burn. That’s the risk we run – yes, we 
might get some individual benefi t but we won’t get 
the collective benefi t if not enough people get vac-
cinated,” she explained.

Bekker explained that the individual who gets 
the vaccine is protected – maybe not complete-
ly, because not all vaccines are 100%, but their 
chances of not dying from the infection, or getting 
very sick, are improved. 

“If enough people get vaccinated, we get this 

other, very important additional value, which is 
known as herd immunity. All that means is that 
enough people are protected that the amount of 
virus actually circulating drops very low. We all 
benefi t, even if we have not been able to get vacci-
nated. That can only happen when suffi  cient num-
bers of people in the population have been vacci-
nated,” said Bekker.

She cautions that some might say, “‘I’m going 
to rely on my neighbour,’ but if everyone says that 
then we’re going to end up with not enough people 
getting vaccinated. So, we need enough people in 
the collective to say, ‘Okay, I will be the person to 
step forward and do this. The number we’ve heard 
is two-thirds, and we’ve heard this from the vac-
cine committee, who are experts, that 67% of the 
population need to have received the vaccine in 
order for us to receive this secondary benefi t.”

Vaccine scientist and President of the Medi-
cal Research Council Professor Glenda Gray said 
there is a great deal of evidence that these vac-
cines “work quite spectacularly” and will save 
people’s lives. A vaccine will help the economy, the 
individual and the health system. 

Gray said there is early evidence that the vac-
cine will reduce the chance of infection of one per-
son by another, so community transmission will 
be dramatically reduced.

Professor Valerie Mizrahi, Director of the In-
stitute of Infectious Disease and Molecular Medi-
cine at the University of Cape Town, confi rms that 
if we fail to reach at least two-thirds of the peo-
ple (67%), “it will just take us that much longer to 
reach herd immunity”.

continued on page 2 >>>

If you’re 18 and older, get vaccinated. That’s it. It’s not complicated. You’ll be saving your life and those of 
the people around you. By Anso Thom, Christi Nortier, Estelle Ellis, Zukiswa Pikoli and Mark Heywood

HUMANITY NEEDS YOU
All South Africans over 18 have a duty to 
step up for the Covid-19 vaccine as it be-
comes available over the next few months 
– or we face being caught in wave after 
wave of deadly infections. SA’s strained 
public and private healthcare will col-
lapse. The economy will die. If  fewer than 
a third of those living in South Africa step 
up for the jabs, the destructive virus will 
be our daily reality for years to come.

There is much that government and 
healthcare providers can do. But the one 
thing those living in South Africa must do 
is to take the vaccine, which is proven to 
be safe and effective, so that fewer peo-
ple fall ill and infect others.

South African activists were very suc-
cessful at promoting HIV literacy. The 
Treatment Action Campaign did it bril-
liantly, going into communities system-
atically. We need to do the same with the 
Covid-19 vaccine. Civil society and com-
munity engagement are key. Every one of 
us, every activist, church leader, political 
leader, community leader, celebrities and 
in� uencers must get on board. Our lives 
depend on it.

All adult South Africans must get vaccinated - the 
alternative is years of Covid-induced death and suffering

EDITORIAL
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As 2021 begins, let’s discuss your in-
heritance. Basically, you’ll be starting 
from scratch. The generation that has 

been in power since World War 2 – my gen-
eration – has used up almost everything. 

For our pleasure, leisure and fragile sense 
of security, we dammed most of the Earth’s 
rivers to generate electricity for factories to 
make things we used a few times then threw 
away. Go and check the dumps if you don’t 
believe me.

It’s true we kept the lights on at home so 
you could do your homework and charge 

your cellphones. Wind farms and 
solar panels helped, and I hope 

that’s all you’ll be using in 
your future. But for too 

long we kept the 
machinery 

going on 
coal

 
and 
oil, 
which put 
so much 
carbon diox-
ide into the sky 
your planet will 
be a lot hotter than 
ours. 

I can’t offer you any 
advice about how to cope 
with this, except to say re-
ally, really sorry. Maybe by 
the time you grow up Antarc-
tica will be free of ice and might 
be quite pleasant. It’s worth a try.

I hope you understand we need-
ed all the stuff coal and oil gave us – 
well, we thought we did. Two-and-a-
half planets’ worth from a single planet, 
to be exact. We failed to notice we were all 
suffering from hurry sickness, so we didn’t 
have time to stop and think about what we 
were doing.

Talking about homework, what you learnt 
at school will be of little use for the sort of 
lives you’ll be living because it’s geared to-
wards the sort of life we’re living, which 
won’t be around when you grow up. 

It’s a pity, but we had to keep you busy 
during the day while we drained your fu-
ture’s natural resources without providing 
renewable ones. Your resources will prob-
ably be good for about two weeks after you 
inherit them.

We built many really beautiful build-
ings you’d love, but tore them down to build 
cheap, featureless boxes with a life span 
equal to ours. You might get a few more years 
out of them, but not many. They’re yours to 
use while they last. 

I’m really embarrassed about the wild an-
imals we painted on your nursery walls and 
all the cuddly elephants, lions, bears and 
whales and stuff. Bum steer. I suspect they’ll 
deepen your sense of loss when you can’t find 
them for real. 

But you see, we needed their tusks to 
make pretty carvings, their bones to make 
disgusting wine, their skins, their oil and 
their bile. Well, we didn’t really, but were 
convinced we did. We forgot to remember 
they’d run out and now we can’t bring them 
back. Extinct. You’ll be the first generation to 
live with a separation crisis about the deple-
tion of the living world. 

But keep all those toys as mementos. 
They’ll be valuable some day. You could put 
them in a museum of lost animals. 

And while I’m thinking of it, sorry about 
the fish. No fish. See what you can do with 
the sea urchins and jellyfish that took over. 
There must be something.

Oh yes, I need to explain those deserts. 
They used to be farms. Strange, hey? Any-
way, we pulled out all the natural plants and 

Kids, about your inheritance... 
My generation has left you a shitshow of planetary proportions. It’s going to take you a long 
time to get out of the muck. So sorry.

The pandemic cancelled New Year’s Eve 
and, for that, we should all be grateful. 
I know I was.

I haven’t been a New Year’s Eve person 
since my late 20s and then I met my wife, 
we quickly got married, changed a bunch of 
stuff about our lifestyles which made New 
Year’s Eve even more redundant. We cele-
brate with a 10 o’clock bedtime, and a quick 
kiss and a “happy New Year baby” the next 
morning. Completely normal.

But normal is as normal does and all that, 
so for the majority of the population the fact 

that New Year’s Eve was cancelled was a real 
shock to the system.

Sure, they may have made the most of it 
by digging out the old gross and odd bottles 
of schnapps and liqueur no one ever wants 
to drink to toast the new year and get “total-
ly smashed bro” because alcohol sales were 
banned. They may even have treated them-
selves to a little party, like the one we could 
hear outside our living-room window.

Now I’m no sound engineer – except that 
I kind of am, I took a semester of it at varsi-
ty – and I can tell you right now, this group 
of people were not just jamming to a “best 
of 2020” playlist with a Bluetooth speaker. 
They went all out.

The decibels hitting the airwaves were 
definitely the stuff of professional equipment 
and the music mix was definitely the work of 
a DJ.

They had probably had made all the ar-
rangements and paid for them before the 
new lockdown regulations kicked in and 
thought they’d have a massive party anyway. 
If Muhammad can’t go to the club, the club 
will go to Muhammad and all that. 

We took advantage of the music and had a 

little dance at 7pm next to our window while 
the sun was still up to who knows what pop-
ular jam – I can tell you for sure it wasn’t 
The Cranberries’ Zombie, which would have 
been more theme appropriate – and then 
tucked ourselves in with a B-grade series 
and nodded off.

Anyone who did not do this has not spent 
the year of 2020 truly growing. That is, you 
refused one of the few gifts of the year that 
was: the stress of not being forced to do some-
thing on New Year’s Eve. This stress is worse 
than Valentine’s Day. Hell. It’s worse than 
Mother’s Day when you have to use the entire 
week before to buy a gift that will finally earn 
you her respect and acceptance.

New Year’s Eve parties are advertised be-
fore Christmas even. Like two months in ad-
vance; and the next 60 days of your life up to 
31 December are clouded with anxiety and 
the constant question from friends and pure 
strangers: what are you doing for New Year?

People ask this question with excitement 
in their voices but, really, it’s filled with this 
weirdly competitive vibe. Like when you’re 
at school and people compete about who 
had the best holiday. And as confident as I 

am about doing absolutely nothing on New 
Year’s Eve, I still get apprehensive about an-
swering the question with, “Oh, going to bed 
at 10”.

But last year, I wore that badge with pride.
Only, no one bloody asked me what I was do-
ing for New Year’s Eve, did they? Because 
they organised little braais or sat around 
drinking their Strawberry Lips, pretending 
it was the best night of their lives when they 
knew in their hearts it was way too embar-
rassing to talk about. That herd mentality 
doesn’t leave when a pandemic arrives.

The music outside decrescendoed at 9pm, 
at which point I assume everyone went 
home knowing that just because there’s no 
loud music doesn’t mean you’re not partic-
ipating in a super-spreader event. And if in 
fact they did hang around, drunk and doing 
stupid things with that old bottle of Tassies 
they had saved from their university years, I 
hope they had conversations about wearing 
masks, washing hands and never having a 
party like that ever again. DM168

This is an opinion piece by Haji Mohamed 
Dawjee, who is an author and journalist. 

Causes to celebrate going to bed by 10pm on New Year’s Eve

The internet and so-
cial media could 
still be our equiva-

lent of the Sistine Chapel 
— if only we understood 
the freedoms and agency 
they offer.

Netflix’s Death To 
2020, Charlie Brooker 
and Annabel Jones’s big, 
fat satirical stake in the 
heart of a torrid year, will 
finally snap open your 
mental roller blinds to 
the grave threat that so-

cial media poses to global reason.
The mockumentary, by the creator of Black 

Mirror, is populated by a series of “experts” 
played by leading lights, including Samuel L 
Jackson, Hugh Grant and Tracey Ullman.

In Death To 2020, voices/opinions/atti-
tudes clamour to be heard, reflecting a world 
that comes together in the borderless, liminal 
space of “the internet” in general, and social 
media in particular. Here, most visibly, our 
deepest atavistic impulses, amplified ad in-
finitum by sock puppets, bots and trolls, have 
found shameless expression.

2020, the real year we have just survived, 
should provide humanity with sharpened 
hindsight. It was a repeated smack across the 
collective head by the universe. It was Don-
ald Trump who fashioned his own Throne of 
Twitter and who watched as we tore each oth-
er apart while he led from the frontline. It felt 
like we were all part of a modern-age Circus 
Maximus.

Phalanxes of the disturbed
And then, in keeping with the natural order 
of things, we watched as “Twitter” turned on 
Trump. After Joe Biden’s victory and Trump’s 
very public dissolution, Twitter itself, in re-
sponse to Trump’s tweets, reminded the for-
mer president and his supporters that, in the 
material world, officials had certified Biden as 
the winner of the US presidential election.

In South Africa, the Covid-19 pandemic 
flushed out phalanxes of the disturbed and 
paranoid, among them our own “friends” on 
Facebook. As the great Facebook Friends and 
Family Purge of 2020 began to take full effect 
around August, the trauma of the real world 
overwhelmed the data-driven noise. Glob-
al hunger, racism, poverty, disease, broken 
health systems, bureaucratic violence as well 
as deeply corrupt ruling political and busi-
ness elites all surfaced in full view in 2020.

But the internet and social media could 
still be our equivalent of the Sistine Chapel — 
if only we understood the freedoms and agen-
cy they offer.

And while much of the terrain has been 
occupied, for now, by tech overlords who 
trade personal data, journalists, investiga-
tors, whistle-blowers and decent, ordinary 
people across the world used the internet it-
self to expose the grifters. In between, there 
were virtual street corners of teenage pop-up 
revolutionaries on TikTok, who outwitted the 
president of the US by jamming his booking 
lines for his Tulsa coronafest.

Rickety soapbox
The internet is the antidote to itself – if you 
know how to administer the dose. 

In Death To 2020, Kumail Ali Nanjiani 
plays “tech mogul” Bark Multiverse, who is 
so moved by Greta Thunberg’s address to the 
UN in 2019 that he buys a mountain in New 
Zealand and hollows it out to create a sound-
proof “survival bunker” only for himself.

Commenting on Thunberg, Multiverse 
tells the interviewer: “Usually when a child is 
shouting for help it is best to ignore them in 
case it is a trap. No less a man than Jeffrey 
Epstein told me that.”

We forget Epstein between Trump and 
Covid and collapsed economies.

Laurence Fishburne’s voice-over reminds 
viewers that “throughout 2020, the gods of 
Silicon Valley stand accused of allowing their 
products to split the world into two warring 
factions”. Multiverse interrupts to correct 
that “actually it was four. We prefer to call it a 
hate spectrum, that is the official term.”

Fishburne continues, quoting research 
that found that it took “about six months’ ex-
posure [to social media] for the average per-
son to become hopelessly radicalised”.

“I know,” says Multiverse excitedly. “We 
are hoping to get that down to five minutes.”

Death To 2020 is a sanity check on a year 
that metaphorically tilted the axis of the 
globe. Never before has humanity been so 
united and so divided in the midst of multiple 
self-created crises.

We begin 2021 without Trump leading the 
toxic charge. But Trump, those like him and 
those who support him, will still be around. 
Twitter and the rest of social media will be 
their rickety soapbox.

You can choose to stand among a multi-
tude of lunatics howling at the moon, or you 
can begin to take control of the machine and 
curate for yourself what it offers, beyond the 
algorithm that will always render you as data, 
a consumer.

You can walk away; it is up to you.
You can clean up your lists, cultivate curi-

osity, curate and visit spaces you trust, and 
reach out across atomised divides to turn the 
tide against rage, anger, idiocy and unreason. 
DM168

This is an opinion piece by Marianne Thamm, 
the associate editor of Daily Maverick. 

Now is the 
time to get off 
the hate wagon

By Marianne Thamm

planted wheat and things 
like that. We called it the 
Green Revolution. Only 
it didn’t revolve. 

We pumped miner-
al-rich water from non-
renewable underground 
aquifers year after year 
until the soil was so full 
of salt nothing would 
grow. Then rain washed 
most of the topsoil into 
the rivers because there 
were no plants to hold it. 
It went out to sea, where 

the fertilisers we used in it killed fish. So it 
wasn’t just the plastic.

Then there’s the economy. It’s difficult to 
explain why you have no money. It would’ve 
been so useful. Fewer and fewer of us 
scooped up more and more of it, fiddling the 
books or selling stuff that at root we really 
didn’t need. It was like draining the swamp 
of value. I really can’t say what happened to 

it in the end. It kind of vanished.
So think of your inheritance as 

a challenge – the challenge of 
starting from scratch. And, 

by the way, don’t forget to 
pay off our $100-tril-

lion debt to the 
World Bank. 

So think of your 
inheritance as a 
challenge – the 
challenge of starting 
from scratch. And, 
by the way, don’t 
forget to pay off our 
$100-trillion debt to 
the World Bank.
It really needs it 
because it also can’t 
find the money

It really needs it because it also can’t find 
the money.

Speaking of inheritance, we did leave you 
some things that are really durable. Plastic 
comes to mind. It’s just so useful, but it did 
kill the oceans and most of the sea birds, so 
you have to be careful. Maybe you’ll work 
out what to do with those huge plastic trash 
heaps floating in the sea. They’re yours. You 
can have them, courtesy of the 20th century.

I can add toxic dumps. They’ll last, es-
pecially the nuclear ones that’ll be around 
for the next 200,000 years or so. Your best 
brains can work out the sort of Keep Out 
signs that’ll make sense for that long. It’s an 
interesting challenge.

I almost forgot the virus. How remiss, giv-
en that we’re all masked up and locked down. 
We hacked down tropical forests to plant oil 
palm trees so we could have cheap oil for fry-
ing our breakfasts and making potato crisps. 
Cheaper than whale and sunflower oil. Pity 
about the orang-utans. We were closely re-
lated, you know.

Then we hunted forest creatures we’d 
never eaten before and they turned out to 
be full of dangerous pathogens that killed 
half the world’s population. But in a way 
that’s good – fewer people to feed. A word 
of warning though – never eat bats. Come 
to think of it, don’t eat any wild creatures. 
You can never tell. 

As a solace in the hard times we’ve be-
queathed you, try to keep this in mind, 
something we missed in our scramble to buy 
the world: the Earth is your mother and you 

are her gift to the universe. Your wis-
dom and understanding are also its 

wisdom and understanding. In 
fact, you are the eyes of the 

universe looking at it-
self. That’s pretty cool. 

Treasure it above all 

else and use it to care for all life, including 
your own. 

In time, other of life’s creatures may reach 
across the depths of space to greet you. But 
until that happens, you alone on Earth are 
aware of this possibility. It may be a long 
wait. 

Meanwhile, the wild living things that 
survived us are the only fellow citizens you’ll 
ever have. They share equally your right and 
privilege to be on Earth. Do them no harm. 
Respect their lifeways. They’re fellow travel-
lers on this blue spaceship and will give you 
great joy. 

We wish you a long and happy life, though 
I’m sorry it won’t be as long and happy as 
ours. Not for a while, anyway. You have so 
much work to rebuild from the wasteland we 
left you. Again, I am sorry. We screwed up. 
Best of luck. 

Signed,
Your parents DM168

By Don Pinnock

Artwork by James Durno
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Talk of a capable state and public administration has 
been front and centre in policy documents such as 
the 2012 National Development Plan (NDP), and 

in various administrations. But it has remained largely 
that – talk. A crucial factor that is largely missing is a 
public service that is professional, efficient and focused 
on providing quality services for all South Africa’s peo-
ple. Consistently. Everywhere. Every time.

In NDP-speak that’s “Outcome 12 – An effective, ef-
ficient and development-orientated public service”. Or, 
as in Chapter 10 of the Constitution, a public adminis-
tration governed by democratic values, including “a high 
standard of professional ethics”, transparency, services 
provided “impartially, fairly, equally and without bias”, 
public participation and the “efficient, economic and ef-
fective use of resources”. These values apply to all spheres 
of state, all organs of state and public entities, effectively 
state-owned enterprises (SOEs).

Because municipalities have their own corps of em-
ployees, South Africa’s public service is the 1.3-million 
employees at national and provincial level regulated by 
the Public Service Act.

The public service remains a complex and often 
noxious mix of political interests, protocol obsession, 
personal ambition and the brutality of managerial 
high-handedness that leaves those seeking government 
services having to do so in often putrid conditions.

That is not to say there are not exceptions. Ordinary 
public servants in offices countrywide do their jobs un-
swervingly, often against the odds. Whistle-blowers, 
from a provincial Master’s Office to SOEs, have called 
out wrongdoing.

And the tributes to the late Auditor-General Kimi 
Makwetu at his memorial service on Tuesday highlight-
ed a consistent and lived integrity, ethics, diligence and 
commitment to South Africa’s constitutional values.

Yet even as head of a constitutionally established in-
stitution to support democracy, Makwetu was threat-
ened – as were his audit teams – over their audit reports 
documenting (mis)management and malfeasance.

The Auditor-General became increasingly vocal ex-
pressing disappointment about the culture of no conse-
quences and impunity as accounting offices and political 
leaders failed to act.

“The law does not require a person just to sign a docu-
ment. It requires the person to scrutinise the document... 
and to ask questions,” Makwetu said in November last 
year at the release of the national and provincial consol-
idated audits.

Too little of this happens too seldom across the public 
service. And government has long known this.

Between September 2013 and 2015 when it was 
dropped after Jeff Radebe became minister in the Pres-
idency, the Management Performance Assessment Tool 
(MPAT) showed the government’s own contraventions of 
regulations and laws, procurement violations and inade-
quate service delivery. While the 2015 final review MPAT 
document identified “pockets of excellence”, it also high-
lighted weak leadership that “contributes to administra-
tive failures in government”.

The capable state and the public service got an NDP 
chapter for itself – Chapter 13, a section of which states: 
“The requirement for Cabinet to approve the appoint-
ment of heads of departments makes it unclear whether 
they are accountable to their minister, to Cabinet or to 
the ruling party.”

Arguing for a service that is “sufficiently autono-
mous to be insulated from political patronage”, the NDP 
doesn’t quite envisage a depoliticised service of career 
public servants. Instead, it’s all about stabilising that so-
called political-administrative interface. 

Proposals include an administrative head to be estab-
lished either as a new position or by allocating this re-
sponsibility to the director-general in Public Service and 
Administration or the Presidency, who also doubles as 
the Cabinet Secretary.

Central to this ambivalence over a depoliticised career 
public service seems to be the role of senior servants in 
policy-making for which the NDP and others assert po-
litical accountability to ministers is a must. 

This question over policy points to a still-unresolved 
governance sticking point, and helps explain the inordi-
nate delays in key policy measures, including the spec-
trum auction to release broadband, renewable energy 
projects and easing business red tape.

According to the NDP, “the political-administrative 
interface will necessarily remain contested terrain, and 
so an important role of the administrative head of the 

public service would be to mediate issues that arise”.
And, with that, the space is provided in the public 

service for political influence in administrative appoint-
ments, despite the acknowledged tensions and conflicts 
this creates.

To be clear, a depoliticised public service is not about 
not allowing public servants to support or belong to a 
political party. It is about ensuring a clear boundary 
between the political – driven by Cabinet ministers, 
supported by advisers and policy wonks – and the ad-
ministrative, whose most senior official accounts for per-
formance and budget to the minister, the Auditor-Gen-
eral, Parliament and, ultimately, South Africans.

The world over, public service structures are differ-
ent. In South Africa, the transition to democracy meant 
sledgehammering together various apartheid and Ban-
tustan administrations and, as ANC lingo puts it, getting 
control of the levers of state.

Some things were changed immediately, such as the 
democratising 1994 Public Service Act. Others required 
transitional arrangements pending the Constitution’s 
1996 adoption. By 1998, concerns had emerged, spark-
ing initiatives such as the national public sector an-
ti-corruption conference organised by the Public Service 
Commission.

That political-administrative interface the NDP talks 
of already then proved tricky. Not only for instability, but 
being – not infrequently – enmeshed with political in-
terests given the governing ANC’s internal battles and 
deployment policy. 

“Election to an ANC leadership position is viewed by 
some as a stepping stone to positions of power and mate-
rial reward within government,” said outgoing ANC sec-
retary-general Cyril Ramaphosa’s organisational report 
at the 1997 Mahikeng ANC national conference.

Almost a decade later, political fall out hit South Afri-
ca’s public service amid the factional run-up to the 2007 
Polokwane ANC national conference that elected Jacob 
Zuma party president, and continuing tensions that ulti-
mately led to the ANC’s September 2008 recall of Presi-
dent Thabo Mbeki.

Senior public servants kicked for touch for months on 
many policy decisions. Reluctance had set in, in case a 
decision backfired in the factional battles of the ANC, 
whose deployment committee had a significant say in 
their public service post, or once a new minister was  
appointed.

By May 2010, Cabinet had to deal with the tensions 
and instability within the top public service ranks. It 
extended directors-general contracts to five years, and 
clarified the composition of selection panels to include 
different ministers as part of the process from open job 
advert to Cabinet appointment.

Public Works went though three directors-general 
from April 2009 into early 2011 as the Nkandla saga 
erupted.

One of them, Sam Vukela, challenged his dismiss-
al and returned to the post, where he became mired in 
corruption claims over state funerals for struggle stal-
warts Billy Modise, Zola Skweyiya and Winnie Madik-
izela-Mandela. 

In early March 2020, Vukela denied all at a meet-
ing of Parliament’s Standing Committee on Public 
Accounts (Scopa), just after Public Works and 
Infrastructure Minister Patricia de Lille out-
lined steps she was taking to get the presi-
dential go-ahead to suspend the DG.

That go-ahead was needed because 
in October 2017 then Home Affairs 
DG Mkuseli Apleni argued against 
suspension, saying only the pres-
ident could do so, not the min-
ister. He was back in office un-

til July 2018, when he resigned to join the 
private sector.

It took two years after the bruising 2010 
falling-out between then communications 
minister Siphiwe Nyanda and DG Ma-
modupi Mohlala-Mulaudzi for a settlement 
to be brokered. More discreet were the two 
DGs and three acting directors-general 
Ebrahim Patel saw out while heading Eco-
nomic Development from 2009.

In this set-up, veteran public servants 
have been sidelined and effectively pushed 
out in the flux of politicking and political 
interests.

Public works DG Mziwonke Dlaban-
tu left in 2017 after Nkosinathi Nhleko 
became minister following his stint as 
minister of police, where he oversaw the 
appointment of Hawks boss Mthandazo 
Ntelmeza, despite a judge describing the 
policeman as dishonest and lacking in-
tegrity. Nhleko is on public record as say-
ing the judge had expressed an opinion, 
not a finding.

Themba Maseko, CEO of Government 
Communication and Information Sys-
tem (GCIS) and Cabinet spokesperson, 
fell out of favour for refusing Gupta me-
dia access to the government’s adver-
tising budget.

In early 2011, Maseko was moved 
to Public Service and Administration, 
but resigned that July.

“[T]he relationship did not gel – 
things did not work well. I attribute 
this to the fact that he [Minister Rich-
ard Baloyi] had felt I was imposed on 
him as a DG,” Maseko told the Zondo 
Commission in early November 2019.

Directors-general continue to be 
appointed by Cabinet. Decisions 
on DGs are kicked to the president, 
who must delegate to the minister 
the power to act. In De Lille’s case, 
this was withdrawn after she suspended 
Vukela in July 2020, and switched to Min-
ister in the Presidency Jackson Mthembu.

That may be another signifier towards a 
super presidency as the centre of govern-
ment power.

In 2018, then public service and ad-
ministration minister Ayanda Dlodlo 
had looked into institutionalising direct 
support to the president to manage gov-
ernment in the Presidency, together with 
specific units to deliver on government 
priorities. Some of that seems to have 
been realised with the establishment of 
the Investment and Infrastructure Office 
and the Project Management Office in 
the Presidency.

Meanwhile, it’s been mostly quiet on 
the political-administrative interface 
stabilisation front the NDP talked of. 

Public Service and Administration 
says it is supporting the Presidency on 
NDP proposals such as “a national ad-
ministration to support the Public Ad-
ministration Management Act” and relat-
ed legislative amendments, according to 
Wednesday’s briefing to MPs.

But the White Paper, or government’s 
policy stance, on transforming and mod-

ernising the public administration didn’t 
make it to the ministry on time. The exact im-
pact of this is unclear.

In all this, questions arise over the Public 
Service Commission. Established in the Con-
stitution to propose measures for an effec-
tive, efficient public service, the hiring, firing, 
promotion and transfers, the NDP wanted it 
strengthened. But while the commission mem-
bers are appointed through a parliamentary 
process, underscoring its independence and 
significance, its budget is allocated by Public 
Service and Administration. On Thursday it 
emerged Cabinet decided the National School 
of Governance would lead the professionalisa-
tion of the public service in the proposed draft 
public service framework, including recruit-
ment, induction, performance management 
and professional development. That leaves the 
commission in a curious place.

The 2014 Public Administration Manage-
ment Act bans public servants from doing 
business with the state — it’s a criminal 
offence punishable by up to five years’ jail 
under Section 8. The 2016 Public Service 
regulations echo this.

In September this year, MPs were told 
that the number of public servants — un-
lawfully — doing business with the state 
had increased from 1,068 to 1,539 between 
February 2019 and April 2020. Most are 

from provincial administrations.
Efforts since 2017 to get ministers, DGs and 

their provincial counterparts to act on such 
transgressions seem not even to have solicit-
ed that many “Your letter is acknowledged...” 
responses. And not once yet has the statuto-
rily required annual financial disclosure from 
senior public service manager hit 100%.

If this is the example set by political leaders 
and administrative seniors, the culture of 

impunity cannot surprise. Such attitudes 
at the top set the tone lower down.

Bending to “instructions from above” 
emerged as reason for shortcuts in 
Project Marathon, the transfer to un-
registered NGO carers that caused the 
deaths of 144 Life Esidimeni mental 
health patients.

During the 2017 arbitration hearings, 
ex-Gauteng health MEC Qedani Mahlan-

gu and health boss Barney Selebano invoked 
without proof the AG’s concerns over ever-
green contracts. But inquiry chairperson, for-
mer Deputy Chief Justice Dikgang Moseneke, 
found: “Both Ms Mahlangu and Dr Selebano 
called the name of the Auditor-General in 
vain”.

South Africa’s public service is a complex 
and often toxic mix of interests and influ-
ence. Frequently, finely calculated trade-
offs in this context have stalled not only 
policy making, but also crucial implemen-

tation. 
Following instructions from above without 

question and sticking to well-worn, even if in-
effective, ways has embedded an institutional 
culture that grinds down newcomers who may 
want to do things differently. The obsession 
with protocol and hierarchies is dumbfounding. 

None of this is to say there are no excep-
tions. There are, plenty, particularly in those 
public service places that underscore trans-
parency, accountability, integrity and eth-
ics – even when no one’s looking. But critical 

mass is needed now. South Africa is in in-
creasingly dire socioeconomic circum-

stances that are deepening poverty  
and inequality.

The capable state and pro-
fessional, efficient public 

service requires more 
than pretty words 

and logos, or even 
legislation. It 
requires polit-
ical will to act. 
DM168 

South Africa’s public 
service is blighted 
by finely calculated 
trade-offs that 
hamper and stall 
not only policy-
making, but crucial 
implementation. By 
Marianne Merten

I’ve been caught up in a couple of conver-
sations recently about the latest news on 
coronavirus vaccines. Both Pfizer and 

Moderna have worked on vaccines they say 
are 90% to 95% effective.

As far as I understand, the vaccine is not 
so much a cure but a preventative measure. 
Ergo, if I take the vaccine, I will not be cured 
of having long covid but I guess people like 
knowing what I think and my general re-
sponse to “What do you think about those 
new vaccines?” is “I’m just upset I sold those 
damn Pfizer shares” (I have never had Pfizer 
shares and for some reason this joke doesn’t 
land very well. Mostly people look at me like 
I am either Trump, or a complete dumbass, 
so basically, also Trump).

Honestly though, I defer and deter be-
cause I don’t know what I think. It’s all 

too complicated for me to understand. The 
vaccine has the special chemical makings 
of containing RNA and all sorts of scien-
tific jargon that is way above my intellectu-
al capacity to understand, nevermind the 
fact that they’re logistically impossible to 
roll out. They need to be moved and stored 
at certain temperatures and it’s all very,  
very confusing.

Look, I think a vaccination is great. Pro-
tect people. Stick a needle in the damn virus 
and call it a day. But do I have anything else 
to contribute to that? No. What I realised 
I can speak to, however, is a wish list for a 
multitude of vaccines that seem less compli-
cated but could make life so much easier.

How about the “Damn it all to hell, I have 
another meeting” vaccine”? A quick poke 
and you’re the perkiest person in the room 

or on Zoom. No one knows you’ve actually 
put on pants, you exude excitement and you 
hope the call will go on for hours. 

Or how about the “Oh my god it’s Satur-
day and I didn’t know it was the weekend 

because I have a child and all the days roll 
into one and weekends mean nothing any-
more” vaccine? A shot of that stuff and guess 
what? You don’t even care. It might as well 
be Monday and you would not be moved. 

Even more exciting, how about the “Make 
me a Karen” vaccine. Now I know we make 
fun of them and they’re irritating and the 
biggest gift the meme world has ever de-
livered to us but truly, especially if you’re a 
brown woman who almost never asks to see 
the manager and will eat the shellfish even 
if you have allergies and even though you 
ordered the steak, sometimes, just some-
times, you wish you could be a Karen. 

How wonderful a thought then, to carry 
a little vial of The Karen around with you 
and with the tiniest spurt from the tiniest 
needle let the dramatic ridiculousness and 

brazen arrogance kick in and say: The tyr-
anny of serving me the wrong order will just 
not stand. Do you know how much money I 
spend at this restaurant? Are you even from 
here? This is totally unacceptable and you 
have ruined my family’s entire lunch. This 
is discrimination and I won’t stand for it, 
now go and get your manager so I can tell 
him how you have lost our business and how 
he works for me, and I do not work for him! 
What is this? Nazi Germany?”

It sounds ridiculous because it is but it’s 
much better than being rushed to hospital 
with hives and a closed-up throat because 
you ate a prawn you didn’t order.

Haji Mohamed Dawjee is a freelance writer, 
producer and author of Sorry, Not Sorry 
(Penguin Books).

What more is there to say about vaccination? Stick it to the virus and call it a day

Haji Mohamed 
Dawjee
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Police captain Bennie Lategan was driving 
along the R300 freeway in Cape Town on 
a Thursday 21 years ago when his car was 

suddenly sprayed with bullets, some of which 
pierced him.

The ambush was successful. Lategan was 
assassinated.

Among the several high-profile cases he had been 
investigating was a bomb blast at the V&A Waterfront 
and incidents involving People Against Gangsterism 
And Drugs (Pagad), the movement suspected of 
orchestrating a string of violent incidents that  
relentlessly rocked the city in the mid- to late-1990s.

In a startling claim a year later, it was report-
ed that Pagad leader Abdus Salaam Ebrahim had 
alleged in court that National Intelligence Agency 
(NIA) operative Dirk Coetzee and security compa-
ny boss Cyril Beeka had orchestrated a bombing 
at the Waterfront and that NIA operatives were 
behind Lategan’s January 1999 assassination.

Beeka, a rumoured apartheid-state operative, 
ran a security outfit in Cape Town’s city centre in 
the 1990s, which some police officers pointed to 
as an extortion racket and which one said was a 
front for the apartheid police’s Security Branch.

Although Ebrahim’s claims were dismissed 
and neither Coetzee nor Beeka were arrested 
for Lategan’s murder, this incident and the sub-
sequent suspicions surrounding it are striking-
ly similar to what unfolded in Cape Town on 18 
September this year.

Lieutenant-Colonel Charl Kinnear was fatally 
shot in a hit outside his home in Bishop Lavis that 
afternoon.

Like Lategan had been 21 years earlier, Kinnear 
was investigating some of the most vicious and 
high-profile crimes carried out in Cape Town.

In this realm of organised crime, there are al-
ways strong suspicions that thugs operating on 
the streets are rogue intelligence agents, or are 
working for intelligence agents, who collude with 
corrupt police officers and politicians. 

It is an intentionally duplicitous arena where 
good deeds are often reflected as bad and vice 
versa. 

One of many cases Kinnear investigat-
ed had centred on Nafiz Modack, a busi-
nessman with links to the private security  
industry, who was arrested in late 2017 for al-
leged extortion. 

In that case, which ended with Modack’s ac-
quittal in February this year, Kinnear had testi-
fied: “Cyril Beeka, at the time, did exactly what 
Nafiz Modack is doing now.” Indeed, Modack had 
known Beeka.

This is where there are further parallels be-
tween the Cape Town of two decades ago and the 
Cape Town of today.

Kinnear was a member of the Anti-Gang Unit. 
The unit is headed by Major-General Andre 
Lincoln, who has a remarkable history within 
the police.

In June 1996, President Nelson Mandela ap-
pointed Lincoln to head an elite investigative 
team tasked with probing allegations that state 
officials were on the payroll of suspected Cosa 
Nostra mafioso Vito Palazzolo, who was then 
based in Cape Town. 

Others under investigation were Beeka, whose 
security officers were suspected of working for 
Cosa Nostra, as well as his rumoured ally, Hard 
Livings gang boss Rashied Staggie, who in a 1993 
documentary claimed that police were supplying 
the gang with firearms. 

“All of [those I investigated] were connected to 
the criminal underworld, to the nightlife in Cape 
Town, and to police in Cape Town,” Lincoln had 
stated in court papers.

Things did not go smoothly
In 2002, Lincoln was convicted of 17 criminal 
charges because some colleagues had claimed he 
was working with, not against, Palazzolo. Lincoln 
believed apartheid-era cops had framed him to 
stymie his investigations.

He fought the convictions and eventually, after 
being acquitted, was reabsorbed into the police 
in 2010.

Claims of police officers framing their col-
leagues, and of police officers siding with crim-
inals, have persisted in Cape Town.

In June 2016, Major-General Jeremy Vearey, 
who heads the Western Cape’s detectives, and 
Lieutenant-General Peter Jacobs, South Africa’s 
crime intelligence head, were suddenly trans-
ferred from positions they had held. 

Their transfers meant they were yanked off 
South Africa’s biggest gun smuggling investi-
gation they were heading, Project Impi, which 
had revealed police officers were smuggling fire-
arms to gangsters in Cape Town and delved into 
matters predating democracy. Project Impi also 
focused on how firearms were possibly being 
smuggled out of South Africa, so it had an inter-
national element to it.

All this loops back to Kinnear 
In December 2018, Kinnear sent a long letter of 
complaint to his bosses, claiming a group of of-
ficers with links to crime intelligence were using 
state resources to work against him and col-
leagues including Lincoln, Vearey and Jacobs 
(who labelled the group identified by Kinnear a 
rogue unit). 

Kinnear had also claimed that some of these 
officers was aligned to Modack and that since in-
vestigating Modack, his calls were listened in on.

Countering this was that Modack had previ-
ously claimed Kinnear and Vearey were work-
ing with controversial figures Mark Lifman and 
Jerome “Donkie” Booysen, who had been identi-
fied in court as Modack’s rivals in the lucrative 
security industry. 

Modack later also said some police were ma-
liciously targeting him (ironically, this was what 
Lincoln claimed had happened to him in the 
1990s).

This created the impression there were two ri-
val underworld factions, each with support from 
cops, so there were also rival police factions and 
that these intertwined battles were playing out in 
Cape Town.

In December 2019, a protection detail assigned 
to Kinnear was inexplicably removed, despite the 
belief he was on a hit list.

Roughly six months later, in June 2020, 
Modack was again arrested, along with police of-
ficers, in a case involving cops in Gauteng alleg-
edly fraudulently creating firearm licences. This 
seemed to be a splinter of Project Impi.

Lincoln and Kinnear were instrumental in the 
arrests. For Lincoln, investigating allegations of 
cop complicity in crimes was history repeating 
itself – it was what he did in 1996 in the massive 
probe that flipped over and saw him convicted 
instead.

Kinnear was reportedly on the brink of ar-
resting more Gauteng officers when he was 
assassinated.

South Africa’s police service under apartheid 
comprised officers who acted with impunity, 
stoked by politicians. Based on claims made by, 
and against, police officers over a quarter of a 
century, not much has changed since then.

In the case of Captain Bennie Lategan, two 
men were acquitted of his killing in 2003 so his 
murderers may still be free.

Hopefully the same will not be applicable to 
Lieutenant-Colonel Charl Kinnear and his assas-
sination will become the force that finally rips 
through Cape Town’s thick veneer of violence to 
reveal its probable support structure: corrupt po-
lice and rogue intelligence agents, their allies and 
the politicians who have cajoled them. DM168

Caryn Doltey is the author of The Enforcers: 
Inside Cape Town’s Deadly Nightclub Battles 
(Jonathan Ball Publishers 2019), which delves 
into how closely connected the criminal un-
derworld, a vast network of information and 
disinformation, is to police and intelligence 
services. The book is based on years of her work 
as a journalist.

  History seems to be repeating itself, with the events leading up to the death of Lieutenant-Colonel Charl Kinnear         earlier this year eerily similar to the murder of police Captain Bennie Lategan in January 1999. By Caryn Dolley

The ghosts of Cape Town   past still haunting cops

Concept Kassie Naidoo, graphic artist Rudi Louw

Blow by Blow
The shifts, shake-ups
and shootings that
have rocked Cape Town
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In the eye of the storm: Living in South Africa’s Covid-19 hotspot
COVID active cases as of 25 November 2020: 4,526At hospitals in Nelson Mandela Bay the grief is overwhelming. 

The quiet resolve of tired medics is punctuated with sadness 
as their colleagues and patients are taken by the virus. 
Grieving families are stuck in limbo, barred from being with 
their loved ones. Even with more than 1,500 dead, the bars 
and malls are full. Many in the city struggle with lives cut 
short; many carry on as if there is no tomorrow. Estelle Ellis
documented life in South Africa’s Covid-19 hotspot

If ever there was a moment at Livingstone 
Hospital when hope of making it through 
the Covid-19 pandemic faded away alto-

gether, the moment when something shifted 
from a bad season to a disaster, it was this.

The news broke on Sunday. Sister Colleen 
Swigelaar had died because of Covid-19.

Sister Swiegie, the ruler of the Accident 
and Emergency Unit. Stalwart nurse. She of 
the steely-eyed looks that reduced the most 
hardegat gangster to silence. A woman who 
could, by sheer range of vocabulary and 
tone, bring order to a chaotic casualty unit. 
Covid-19 took her.

For many doctors and nurses the brutality 
of the past eight months, the deaths, patients 
anxiously fi ghting for breath and eventual-
ly succumbing to the virus, bereft families 
who see their loved ones for the last time at 
the doors of the ambulance or the hospital, 
all came crashing down. The frontline was 
barely holding.

With nothing else they could do for her, 
her overworked colleagues started bringing 
fl owers to the supply cupboard. They lit a 
candle and made a handwritten sign. RIP.

The woman was a legend. Her colleagues 
started swapping stories. “One month-end 
weekend when the shit had hit the fan there 
were many shootings and stabbings. It was 
already 1am in the morning. We brought in a 
guy who had been stabbed in the abdomen. 
His intestines were on the outside of his 
body. The family was going nuts. Security 
could not handle the situation. There were 
gangsters involved. The doctors were young 
and panicking. And then Sister “General” 
Swigelaar arrived. The family calmed down. 
The work was done. She was a machine.”

Eight months of hell
As part of the team fi ghting Covid-19 at the 
city’s designated hospital, she and hundreds 
of nurses in the province spent the past eight 
months holding the front line against the vi-
rus. By 25 November, 1,682 would have been 
infected and 36 of them would be dead.

The statistics are devastating. In eight 
months the virus claimed 1,599 lives in the 
city’s hospitals, up to Tuesday night, and an-
other 36 by Wednesday lunchtime – when 
the provincial command council met. In the 
city’s graveyards the diggers are getting lists 
to do 10 graves at a time.

With every epidemiological report fi led by 

the teams of infectious disease specialists, 
the warnings became more serious. “The 
re-emergence of SARS-Cov-2 was driven 
by poor compliance with the regulations by 
the communities, which includes failure to 
wear masks in the public, lack of social dis-
tancing, and routine hand washing or sani-
tisation. The unbanning of liquor sales and 
opening of the taverns, unsupervised funer-
als have become public health risks, which 
may contribute to the spread of the disease. 
This continues to threaten the public health 
interventions and reverse the gains, which 
have already [been] achieved,” the latest 
missive read.

‘Nobody listened’
But at the state hospitals doctors know that 
it is now too late for education. 

“What you should tell people now,” one 
said, “is that we are under-prepared and 
people will die. We have been warning since 
October that something is going very wrong 
here. Nobody listened. We watched the cases 
become more and more. 

“We had to make our own plans, but by 
now, you know, it was like using two sticks to 
light a fi re. It is too late now. 

“People are bringing their loved ones to 
the hospital and we go out to fi nd that they 

are dead already. I don’t swab all the dead 
people to test for Covid-19 — it is too diffi  cult 
with some of the bodies. 

“Some who come here you can see by their 
fi les that they have never been admitted be-
fore. They are scared. They are people with 
nothing. We try to help them but they come 
too late. We give them oxygen and then we 
do what we can but you watch how they fi ght 
and fi ght and fi ght for every bit of air. You see 
them getting tired and you watch them die.

“The intensive care unit is full. 
“In July, we had to climb over the dead 

bodies at Dora Nginza Hospital to get to the 
oxygen. They only came to help us when it 
was almost too late. Now they are here again 
but we have almost fi nished our battle. They 
forced us to move to a renovated ward be-
cause the minister was coming. We didn’t 
even have phones. We had to buy the 
nurses airtime. One of the managers lent 
us one of her extra phones. We are still 
trying to make a space for us to work.

“We have no staff  so we had to 
steal from the other units. I don’t 
think we ever planned or expect-
ed a pandemic like this. All the 
neglect of the past at my hos-
pital made the situation criti-
cal. The government should 
never have started with 
this thing of Level 1. It 
confused people. They 
thought the virus was 
gone. We want people 
to put their trust in 
public health. People 
value consistency. We 
are all connected. 
That is why this is so 
hard,” she said.

In isolation
Businessman, socialite 
and model Theo Klaas is 
also in isolation after test-
ing positive for the virus.

“It makes me anxious to think 
that I might not be able to access 
help. I have not been oblivious to con-
tracting it. I don’t know where I got 
it from. Now all I can do is take 
my vitamins and wait. The last 
time we were addressed by 
President Cyril Ramaphosa I 
thought he would put Nelson 
Mandela Bay in lockdown. 

“My family live in a hotspot, in 
KwaNobuhle. It is a busy and big town-
ship. Since we have been on Level 3, the peo-
ple of this city took the threat level down to 
Level 0. Shopping malls are always packed. 

“Now people are dying. Livingstone Hos-
pital has saved so many.

“A few days ago I started getting a fever. I 
had to get up three times a night to change 
my pyjamas and my bedding. I was sweating 
so much. I was so anxious I had to get sleep-
ing pills to sleep. I am an outgoing person. 
I like the coff ee shops. I like seeing people. 
Now I feel like I am in a prison.”

‘He was on his knees begging’
Mike Gatenby is waiting for his dad’s ashes 
to come home. 

Aged 84, Barry Gatenby died at the fi eld 
hospital on Sunday. Three weeks earlier he 
had lost his wife.

“He was holding up,” Mike said.
Barry tested positive for the virus on Fri-

day, 20 November 2020. On 22 November 
Gatenby got a call that his dad was strug-
gling to breathe. 

“I called Wesley Bester from Besmed 
Emergency Services to get an assessment 
done and if critical take him to hospital; he 
is on a medical aid.

“I remember he phoned me and said 
‘Mike, we are chasing like hell to get your 
dad to the hospital. His oxygen levels have 
crashed. His oxygen levels were below 50.’”

For the next hour Bester would drive 
around to fi nd a hospital that could admit 
his critical patient.

“He argued. He was on his knees begging. 
He was running out of oxygen in the ambu-
lance. The hospitals were on full divert. Fi-
nally he managed to convince the fi eld hos-
pital to take him.

“I got a call from a lovely doctor who as-
sured me, saying he was doing better, he 
was on high-fl ow oxygen. They said we must 
bring his phone that he can speak to us.

“The last time I spoke to him was on Mon-
day. By Tuesday he was dead. We got a call 
from one of the private hospitals to apologise 
for turning my dad away, saying it was not 
supposed to work like that. 

“Then we got a call from the fi eld hospital 
to say that he had passed away. Next we got 
a call from the private hospital to say they 
checked on him and he was improving. It 
took me the worst hour and 10 minutes of 
my life to trace the number of the fi eld hos-
pital. They said we must send the undertaker 
to fetch his body but the undertaker said he 
doesn’t identify patients, he just gets them in 
a sealed body bag.

“I fi nally found the nurse. She said she 
was looking after him. 

“‘The lovely English gentleman with the 
blue pyjamas… he passed away,’ she said.

“We tried to protect them so much. They 
were frail. 

“On the few occasions that he left the 
house with us we wouldn’t let him out of 
the car. I really don’t know where he got 
the virus. We all tested negative. His care-
giver tested negative. All I can think of is 
that it was some inconsiderate bastard who 
coughed near him without wearing a mask. 
People are dying and some here are still call-
ing it the seasonal fl u.

“I have to come to terms with the fact 
that I will never see him again. He is coming 
home as a box of ashes. We are all just hang-
ing by a thread.” DM168

As of 25 November 2020:
1071  Unknown location
765  New cases
1647 Passed away
34,721 Recovered

Legend
Active 25 Nov 2020

In July we had to 
climb over the dead 

bodies to get to 
the oxygen… They 
forced us to move 

to a renovated ward 
because the minister 

was coming

NMB MUNICIPALITY
According to the head of the munici-
pality’s disaster management forum, 
Shane Brown, 50 municipal offi  cials 
had tested positive for the virus in Oc-
tober, with 10 from the offi  ce of the 
mayor. Brown said that in the fi rst week 
of November, 15 municipal offi  cials 
working in almost all of the municipal-
ity’s departments had tested positive 
for the virus. This led to the temporary 
closure of the city’s water depot as well 
as the metro police’s control room.

By Estelle Ellis

On Wednesday and Thursday, accom-
panied by his team and truckloads of 
personal protective equipment (PPE), 

Dr Imtiaz Sooliman arrived in Nelson Man-
dela Bay with a blank cheque for the metro’s 
frontline workers, a plan and a message to 
the government: Just give me 24 hours.

“I said to the doctors and nurses at the 
frontline: Give me your list. Tell me what you 
need. Add coff ee. Add tea. Add Milo. Add 
cookies. You are treasured and we see you. 
The Eastern Cape is in very serious trouble. 
The statistics are not telling the full picture. 
This is much worse than the fi rst wave. Tell 
us what you need. I will get everything...”

Three hours later he sent them shopping. 
“I said everything was approved. Go and buy 
exactly the right things that you need.”

The list he received clearly showed the lack 
of support the Nelson Mandela Bay hospitals 
were receiving. The teams needed coveralls, 
disposable gowns, shoes and caps, surgical 
masks, N95 masks, sterile and non-sterile 
gloves, aprons, goggles, visors, hand san-
itisers, soap, masking tape for the fl oor, 50 
brown paper bags for masks, a hanging rack 
for PPE gowns, coat hangers, large buckets, 
drying racks, Prestik and Koki pens.

Ward outreach teams asked for oximeters, 
blood pressure cuff s, hats and sunscreen.

The doctors asked for 50 oxygen ports, 
pulse oximeters, summer blankets to donate 
to patients, a kettle, microwave and fridge 
for the Covid-19 area’s tearoom, and three 
couches.

Sooliman, a veteran of disaster manage-
ment through his organisation Gift of the 
Givers, said the province was in serious trou-
ble following a huge outbreak of coronavirus 
infections in Nelson Mandela Bay and the 
Karoo, with the wave rapidly spreading to 
other parts of the province.

“I have a plan for the Nelson Mandela Bay 
metro but it must be implemented immedi-
ately. I am thinking in the next 24 hours. This 
is too big to fi rst go through a meeting and a 
discussion and a task team,” he said. “We all 
know what the government does when there 
is a drought and people don’t have water. 
They want to start building a dam. This is 
not the answer. If I get the green light I will 
need only 24 hours,” he said. 

“But I also told the teams that you won’t 
be able to save everyone. Now is the time to 
be realistic and practical, and respond to the 
disaster itself. A proper response won’t take 
days or weeks. It only needs a few hours.”

“The frontline workers are scared to 
speak. I don’t think there is any harm in say-
ing that this is a huge crisis. We didn’t create 
this. Government should ask us for support.”

Sooliman said the idea that he will be 
pitching to authorities is to use paramedics 
to work in the basement ward at Livingstone 
Hospital that has been designated as a Cov-
id-19 ward.

“I often work with paramedics in the fi eld 
hospitals we establish in disaster zones. They 
can do what Covid-19 patients need. During 
a disaster there is safety in numbers. People 
who are exhausted make mistakes.”

“If it works we can use it as a model for 
other hospitals,” he said. “But... I have seen 
in the state hospitals here that there are 
some who are giving their all and some who 
are looking for excuses not to work,” he said. 
“They should become serious about joining 
their colleagues and helping.”

He said his team recently organised for a 
group of bikers to drive by the hospital and 
hoot to show their support. “Everyone was 
waving and looking from the windows. It 
had such a positive response. 

“The virus is fast spreading through the 
province,” he said.

“There are hundreds of cases in Graaff -
Reinet, in Makhanda. In Uitenhage they 
won’t even tell me how many people are in 
the hospital but they say the hospital is full.

“The government tells us there are beds 
available in the metro but the rural hospitals 
are told to stop sending patients.”

“Over the last few weeks we have received 
many calls of desperation,” he said. “Hospi-
tals need PPE,” he added. “I was trying to 
fi gure out if this was a pre-emptive request 
but everybody asking had one answer: ‘The 
virus is back again.’”

He said hospital staff  explained to him 
that they send request after request for PPE 
but none is answered. That is why they were 
turning to him in desperation.

“I would love to know where the depart-
ment’s PPE is. Orders go out but nothing ar-
rives at the hospitals.

“We are currently helping 40 hospitals 
in the province with... equipment like pulse 
oximeters, scrubs, visors and goggles. You 
know this is a grave problem because you 
can see the relief on staff  members’ faces 
when we arrive with PPE,” he said. “All our 
health workers need protection.”

His strategy was to equip hospitals in ru-
ral areas to enable them to look after most 
Covid-19 patients themselves.

“This way they don’t have to refer. This 
means the hospitals in the cities can get some 
relief because at the moment you are sending 
the patient but you can’t bring the staff  too. 
If every rural hospital can stop sending 30 or 
40 patients to the city hospitals it can make a 
huge diff erence,” he said. DM168

Gift of the Givers’ 
Imtiaz Sooliman: 
the Eastern Cape 
is in deep crisis

Sister Colleen Swigelaar

NMB METRO CITY COUNCIL
In July former Democratic Alliance 
councillor Nico du Plessis died of com-
plications due to Covid-19.

In October the former mayor and at 
the time of his death the mayoral com-
mittee member for Infrastructure and 
Electricity in the Nelson Mandela Bay 
municipality, Mongameli Bobani, died 
of the virus after being in hospital for 
three weeks.

Earlier this week the acting ANC chief 
whip Ncediso Captain also died after 
contracting the coronavirus.

SHOPPING MALLS
Joint teams from the Eastern Cape Depart-
ment of Health, the Department of Labour 
and the Nelson Mandela Bay municipality 
yesterday inspected shopping malls to check 
on compliance ahead of Black Friday sales 
around the city. Since early Friday morn-
ing shoppers have been 
queueing but at most 
shops strict social dis-
tancing measures were 
being enforced.

NMB METRO CITY COUNCIL

Joint teams from the Eastern Cape Depart-
ment of Health, the Department of Labour 
and the Nelson Mandela Bay municipality 
yesterday inspected shopping malls to check 
on compliance ahead of Black Friday sales 
around the city. Since early Friday morn-

Joint teams from the Eastern Cape Depart-
ment of Health, the Department of Labour 
and the Nelson Mandela Bay municipality 
yesterday inspected shopping malls to check 
on compliance ahead of Black Friday sales 
around the city. Since early Friday morn-

Mongameli Bobani  
Photo: Theo Jeptha

Physical distancing isn’t always observed

Grave diggers at Papenkuil Cemetry say they have to dig up to 10 graves a day.  Photo: Donna van der Watt

The funeral of a person who 
died of Covid-19 underway 
in Gelvandale cemetery. 
 Photo: Donna van der Watt

All Facebook posts were screengrabbed from posts by Nelson 
Mandela Bay metro residents on the Heraldive Facebook 
page, which is the Facebook page of The Herald, Nelson 
Mandela Bayu’s leading daily newspaper.
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The world’s need for numerous 
Covid-19 vaccines 
Out of the hundreds of Covid-19 vaccine 
candidates, seven have already been given 
approval for general use or authorised for 
emergency use. And all of the world’s coun-
tries want their fair share of them. Already, 
more than 8.25 billion doses have been 
bought up and some 15 million doses have 
been injected across 37 countries. These sev-
en vaccines have the same eff ect, but work 
diff erently in the body and require their own 
means of transport, storage and administra-
tion. And at each stage the entire enterprise 
could collapse.

What is it that vaccines do in the 
body?
Vaccines may vary in their makeup, manu-
facturing and storage, but they all prepare 
the body to annihilate Covid-19 before it 
even encounters it. Vaccines assist the body’s 
own natural defence against disease: the im-
mune system’s strength and its ability to re-
member past confrontations with a disease. 

When the immune system fi rst encoun-
ters a pathogen (a virus, bacteria or other 
micro-organism that causes disease) it pro-
duces antibodies. The antibody’s task is to 
eliminate a specifi c antigen – the part of the 

pathogen that causes sickness. However, the 
production of antibodies takes time.

A vaccine familiarises the immune system 
with how to produce these antibodies ahead 
of encountering the virus. A vaccine consists 
of a minute, weakened and non-dangerous 
version of the pathogen that causes disease. 
The vaccine provokes an immune response 
without the antigen being present. This way, 
the immune system can understand how to 
produce the specifi c antibodies ahead of en-
countering the antigen and can react more 
swiftly. 

In addition, it produces “memory cells” 
that can recollect this antibody recipe. When 
the immune system encounters the antigen 
again, its reaction time will be much quicker.

What are the diff erent types 
of vaccines being used against 
Covid-19?
The vaccines that have been either approved 
or authorised for early use against Covid-19 
use one of four diff erent technologies:

Nucleic acid/genetic vaccines
These vaccines use synthetic virus genes to 
trigger an immune response. 

The vaccine does not alter the genes of the 
vaccine recipient in any way. The genetic ma-

terial causes the body’s cells to produce the 
antigen. This in turn stimulates the produc-
tion of antibodies. The immune protection 
lasts a long time, but the genetic instructions 
combust within a few days. The vaccines 
made by Pfi zer-BioNTech and Moderna use 
this technology. 

Viral vector-based vaccines
These vaccines also provide the body’s cells 
with genetic instructions; however, the vehi-
cle is diff erent. Instead of genetic material, 
this vaccine uses a harmless virus to trans-
port the instructions. The body’s cells pro-
duce the antigen, which triggers antibody 
production. The vaccine for Ebola makes 
use of this technology. The Covid-19 vaccine 
made by AstraZeneca and Oxford Universi-
ty, as well as the Gamaleya Research Insti-
tute’s Sputnik V vaccine, use this technology. 

Inactivated vaccines
These vaccines contain viruses whose ge-
netic material has been destroyed. However, 
they can still provoke an immune response. 
This technology is used in the vaccines for 
measles, mumps and infl uenza, among oth-
ers. The only approved Covid-19 vaccine us-
ing this technology is one by Sinopharm and 
the Beijing Institute of Biological Products.

Protein-based vaccines
These vaccines contain either fragments of 
or entire virus proteins. Some might be at-
tached to tiny particles. This triggers an im-
mune response. The hepatitis B vaccine uses 
this technology. A protein-based vaccine for 
Covid-19 is yet to be approved, but potential 
vaccines produced by Novavax, Sanofi  and 
Bektop use this technology.

We have some vaccines – now what?
The search for Covid-19 vaccines has been 
“phenomenally successful”, considering that 
usually only about 10% of vaccine candidates 
 are eventually licensed, according to Profes-
sor Shabir Madhi. 

He is a professor of vaccinology at the 
University of the Witwatersrand and the 
director of the South African Medical Re-
search Council: Vaccine and Infectious Dis-
eases Analytics Research Unit. 

Recently, he has led the South African leg 
of the Novavax Covid-19 trial and the Ox-
ford/AstraZeneca vaccine Covid-19 vaccine 
trial.

However, each vaccine faces four “valleys 
of death”, he explains. The fi rst is getting li-
censed. The second is scaling up manufac-
turing to meet global demand – this is where 
it is at , right now. 

The third is aff ordability and access. The 
fourth is the implementation of an immuni-
sation programme. 

“To some extent that becomes the biggest 
challenge of all in terms of the public health 
value of vaccines materialising,” he explains. 
“You can have the greatest vaccine but if you 
can’t eventually get people immunised then 
those vaccines count for very little.”

Why try to gather diff erent 
vaccines?
The point of sourcing approved Covid-19 
vaccines from diff erent companies is so that 
more vaccines can be administered over a 
shorter period of time.

Madhi explains: “Unfortunately, at this 
point in time it is extremely unlikely that we 
will successfully get the number of vaccines 
we require from a single supplier. 

“[Most] of the vaccines that will be pro-
duced over the next six months [are] pretty 
much spoken for because of the AMC, which 
SA did not engage in early enough. That’s 
where we are.” 

In addition, a country needs to have the 
infrastructure to realistically deploy a vac-
cine – whether that’s cold storage or the 
ability to administer two doses of a vaccine 
weeks apart. DM168

A snapshot of global Covid-19 vaccines
To date, more than 15.9 million doses of Covid-19 vaccines have been administered in 37 countries. Almost half of 
all countries rely solely on the Covax facility for access to vaccines, and they may have to wait until 2022 for their 
shipment. Christi Nortier takes a look at which vaccines have been dispensed, and where

Sources: Reuters, Bloomberg, New York Times, GAVI, WHO, Al Jazeera, PAHO

A note on the numbers: Not all countries approve the vaccines they secure, or even 
administer. In addition, they don’t all disclose whether the doses they have secured 
are for a vaccine requiring one or two doses. Furthermore, not all divulge whether 
doses administered are just the fi rst of two or the only shot needed. For some states, 
there is little to no information at all on their vaccine dealings.
Not all countries’ information is shown on the map because there is either too little 
information for some countries, because of a lack of space and because of the incon-
sistencies in how some states record vaccine information.

Buying into the Covax facility: The Covax facility gives participating states access 
to its portfolio of vaccines at a set price at the same time. Self-fi nanced countries 
can purchase enough doses to vaccinate between 10% and 50% of their population. 
Countries funded by mechanisms such as the United Nations’ agencies can purchase 
enough doses to vaccinate at least 20% of their population. There are 92 middle- and 
lower-income countries that are part of the Covax Advance Market Commitment 
(AMC). Their doses are paid for by the private sector and philanthropy. Currently, the 
facility has secured 700 million doses.

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered
Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

22.4 million

unknown

1.5 million
24.4 million

2.6 million

140 million
Nov avax, Oxford/
AstraZeneca, 
BioNTech/Pfi zer

Oxford/AstraZeneca, 
BioNTech /Pfi zer, 
Sputnik V

BioNTech /Pfi zer, 
Oxford/AstraZeneca, 
Moderna

Oxford/
AstraZeneca

Oxford/AstraZeneca, 
BioNTech/Pfi zer

Sputnik V, Sinovac, 
Oxford/AstraZeneca

Sputnik V

246 million

32,013

1.8 million

none8,648

unknown

none

none

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Sputnik V

300,000

unknown

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Sputnik V

160 million

800,000

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administeredCovax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administeredCovax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

600,000

200 million

405,000

214 million

357 million

700

45,500

none

121,345

1.3 million

BioNTech\Pfi zer, 
Moderna

BioNTech\Pfi zer, 
Moderna

BioNTech\Pfi zer, 

BioNTech/Pfi zer, 
Moderna

BioNTech/Pfi zer, 
Oxford/AstraZeneca

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Japan

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

600,000

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

1.01 billion

210 million

2.2 billion

329 million

unknown

1.3 million 15.9 million

50 million

20,475

40,000

20 million

300 million

BioNTech/Pfi zer, 
Moderna

Oxford/
AstraZeneca, 
BioNTech/Pfi zer

Oxford/
AstraZen eca, 
Bharat Biotech

BioNTech/Pfi zer, 
Oxford/AstraZen eca

BioNTech/Pfi zer BioNTech/Pfi zer, 
Moderna

Sinopharm

BioNTech/Pfi zer

BioNTech/Pfi zer

unknown

Sinopharm, 
Sinovac

5.05 million

24,998

unknown

265,000 unknown

none

2,455

none

unknown

4.5 million

2.2 billion

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

329 million
BioNTech/Pfi zer, 
Oxford/AstraZen ecaOxford/AstraZen eca

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

1.01 billion
BioNTech/Pfi zer, 
Moderna

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Participant

Covax: Not a Participant

Uknown

Doses secured

Doses administered

Covax: Supported by AMC

Covax: Purchasing participant

Covax: Not a participant

Unknown

Doses secured

Doses administered



1686 FOOL’S GOLD 16 - 22 Jan 2021

All that glitters...
The Midas touch connecting South Africa 
to global smugglers, terrorists and Dubai’s 
dubious gold industry. By Caryn Dolley

South Africa has surfaced as a key transit 
point for bullion smugglers wanting to 
channel the precious metal to and from 

one of the world’s most prolific players in the 
gold industry – Dubai.

Piecing together a number of arrests that 
have led to local police and South African 
Revenue Service (SARS) investigations, con-
ducted over several years, a picture emerges 
of just how much of a cog this country has be-
come in illicit gold networks.

Indeed, over five years, five sets of arrests 
have been carried out at airports in South Af-
rica and have involved travellers, flying either 
to or from Dubai, intercepted with gold bars.

A fresh investigation sparked at the start of 
this year may also reveal whether a smuggling 
syndicate possibly operating from Madagas-
car has been using the country as a conduit.

This all means that in addition to South 
Africa facing problems relating to illegal gold 
mining within its border, it must also deal 
with international smugglers operating in, 
and passing through, it.

Marcena Hunter, a senior analyst at the 
Global Initiative Against Transnational Or-
ganized Crime, said in terms of illicit gold 
networks, “South Africa is a major cog for the 
southern Africa region.

“Illegal mining in the country is rife and 
most of Zimbabwe’s gold is still thought to go 
through South Africa,” she said.

“It’s hard to estimate the scale, but our past 
estimates have put the figures in the hun-
dreds of millions [of] US dollars.”

A 2019 report that Hunter authored, en-
titled Pulling at Golden Webs: Combating 
Criminal Consortia in the African Artisanal 
and Small-scale Gold Mining and Trade 
Sector, said feedback from regions in Africa 
suggested most of the gold leaving the conti-
nent ended up in Dubai in the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE).

“The South African local scrap metal-to-re-
finery route leading to Dubai is undoubtedly 
the preferred route for most syndicates,” the 
report said.

Charmane Russell, spokesperson for the 
Minerals Council South Africa, said the ille-
gal gold sector within the country alone had a 
major knock-on effect.

“The impact is huge and not necessari-
ly measurable,” she said, adding that issues 
ranging from the safety of residents in mining 
towns to financial matters cropped up.

A Minerals Council South Africa position 
paper on artisanal and small-scale mining 
expanded on this.

It stated: “Often those involved in illegal 
mining activities in South Africa do not have 
access to markets, therefore all illicitly pro-
duced precious metals and stones are fed into 
the illicit market. 

“It is in this space where an alternative and 
illicit economy is driven that the government 
also loses out on royalties, income tax and 
value-added tax, among other [things].”

Illegal underground miners were often 
undocumented migrants. On the flipside of 
this chain were national and international 
distributors who sometimes worked via front 
companies.

In December, Interpol flagged illegal gold 
mining as a source of financing for terrorist 
groups in parts of Africa, which means the 
products of these activities – gold that often 
ends up in other parts of the world – could 
indirectly contribute to terrorism.

It said, in a statement, that a weeklong op-
eration had disrupted illicit firearm networks 
bolstering terrorists across West Africa and 
the Sahel – a region including areas from 
Senegal to Sudan.

“Also, more than 40,000 sticks of dyna-
mite and detonator cords were seized across 
several places, all intended for illegal gold 
mining, which constitutes a new source of 
financing, and even a recruiting ground, for 
armed terrorist groups in the Sahel,” the 
statement said.

Interpol is now assisting with a separate 
gold investigation stemming from South 
Africa.

About two weeks ago, in a crackdown 
that spurred this latest investigation, police 
announced that three suspects were arrest-
ed at OR Tambo International Airport after 
gold bars weighing 73.5kg, and worth about 
R61-million, were found in their hand luggage.

The suspects – Francis Deliot Regasy, 
Mahamodo Mahavanona and Zava Herima-
nana Anjaranantenaina – had been travel-
ling from Madagascar and planned to get to 
Dubai via Ethiopia.

They appeared in the Kempton Park Mag-
istrate’s Court and are expected back in the 
dock there next month.

Hawks spokesperson Colonel Katlego Mo-
gale said more arrests were possible.

Meanwhile, media in Madagascar reported 
that two other suspects, one who was arrest-
ed in that country, were allegedly involved in 
the matter.

It was reported that the group was sus-
pected of chartering a private plane from 
Madagascar to South Africa.

This plane reportedly took off from Ivato in 
Madagascar on 31 December before landing 
in another city there, Toliara, from where it 
flew to Johannesburg.

Earlier this week Daily Maverick reported 
that ministers in Madagascar had indicated 
they wanted the gold bars seized in South 
Africa sent to its central bank, and the three 
suspects arrested here extradited there.

Police spokesperson Colonel Athlenda 
Mathe said that aside from South African Po-
lice Service members and Hawks officers in-
vestigating this matter, Interpol and authori-
ties in other countries were also looking into 
the alleged smuggling.

This was, among other things, to deter-
mine where the gold was mined, its end desti-
nation and who else may have been involved 
in trying to move it across the world.

Based on SARS and police press state-
ments, there have been several arrests, 
mainly at OR Tambo International Airport, 
of suspects travelling with gold bars over 
several years.

Between August 2013 and February 2015, 
SARS was also investigating 26 companies 
and individuals “suspected of using fraudu-
lent tax schemes to legitimise illegally mined 
or smuggled gold”.

In December 2015 the revenue service an-
nounced that a passenger at Durban’s King 
Shaka International Airport, who – according 
to another press release – had been travelling 
from Dubai, was found with 48 gold bars.

“The gold was found in the pockets and a 
moneybag of a male passenger who was hid-
ing it under a kurta worn over his clothing… 
Although nothing untoward was found in his 
luggage, the ‘bulging pockets’ under his kurta 
convinced an alert official to inspect further.”

A short while later, also in December 2015, 
SARS announced that two passengers were 
detained at OR Tambo International Airport 
after 39 gold bars, weighing roughly 37kg, 
were found in one’s hand luggage.

“One of the passengers, a Mozambican na-
tional, was en route to Dubai, after arriving 
earlier from Mozambique,” a statement said.

“It is suspected that these passengers by-
passed security, probably in collaboration 
with airline security.”

In May 2016, a Lebanese passenger was ar-
rested at the airport with 20 gold bars. This 
passenger was planning to fly to Dubai.

Then, at the end of February 2017, SARS 
said a passenger with five gold bars, worth 
about R8-million, was also arrested at OR 
Tambo International Airport.

“The passenger was in transit from Ma-
puto, Mozambique to Dubai,” a SARS state-
ment said.

In July last year, in an article published 
by the Carnegie Endowment for Internation-
al Peace, described on its website as a “for-
eign-policy think tank”, gold smuggling to 
Dubai was red-flagged.

“Dubai’s role as a financial centre and its 
lax regulation of the gold trade, favourable 
geographic position between Asia and Africa, 
and access to free trade zones have all con-
tributed to Dubai’s growing reputation as a 
node of corruption… 

“Gold travels to Dubai from all regions of 
Africa – basically from anywhere with an 
airport. Gold bound for the UAE travels over-
whelmingly by air,” it said.

“Most of this gold is [carried by hand] by 
individual couriers, who usually carry 2kg to 
20kg, with 10kg being a typical parcel.”

Gold dubiously brought into Dubai could 
be sold to refiners and jewellers who could 
transform it into a product, for example jew-
ellery, that was accepted on the legitimate 
market.

It could also be smuggled out to another 
country to evade tax and be used as currency.

In November last year the London Bullion 
Market Association, which describes itself 
as the “global authority for precious metals,” 

said it had made recommendations to ensure 
responsible supply chains were established 
for international bullion centres – “identified 
initially as the cornerstones of the recycled 
gold market”.

Among the centres it identified were 
South Africa, the UAE, the UK, Russia, Ja-
pan and the US.

“Currently, not all [centres] operate to the 
same responsible sourcing standards,” the as-
sociation had said.

“These inconsistencies in standards could 
have a significant impact on the international 
market should they remain unaddressed.”

Reuters had also reported that the associa-
tion was threatening to stop bullion entering 
the mainstream market via countries includ-
ing the UAE if these countries did not meet 
regulatory standards.

It said Dubai was the focus of this poten-
tial action.

In a responding statement posted on 
LinkedIn, Ahmed Bin Sulayem, the Dubai 
Multi Commodities Centre’s chief executive 
officer, said, “Where bullion is concerned, 
Dubai has … been able to leverage several ad-
vantages over its international competitors.

“In the same way London was historically 
important to the evolution of bullion trading 
due to trade financing, Dubai’s location and 
industry verticals, which include financing 
and logistics, [have] positioned it to be a far 
more convenient trading centre, positioned 
between Africa’s extensive resources and 
heavy consumer nations such as India,” he 
said.

Bin Sulayem labelled the London Bullion 
Market Association’s apparent targeting of it 
as an “authoritarian approach”.

“Should [it] make good on its proposed 
strategy, it will be the first time a market or 
state authority has raised the possibility of 
cutting off the bullion industry in a major 
financial centre, a ploy akin to changing the 
rules of Monopoly on a discretionary basis in 
order to keep other players off the board.” 

Illegal gold mining in South Africa, and 
smuggling linked to the country, saddle it 
with yet another multifaceted problem in-
volving international organised crime.

Last month DM168 published an article on 
how a string of assassinations in South Afri-
ca, which have played out over several years, 
pointed to the country being tightly caught up 
in global drug networks.

Its positioning in international gold smug-
gling further bolsters it on the global organ-
ised crime map. DM168

Gold smuggling networks via South Africa and Dubai

Dubai’s role as a 
financial centre and its 

lax regulation of the 
gold trade, favourable 
geographic position 
between Asia and 
Africa, and access 
to free trade zones 

have all contributed 
to Dubai’s growing 

reputation as a node of 
corruption… 
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My Hair, My Heritage
Black women share stories 

of embracing their natural hair
After the TRESemmé hair advertisement fiasco, Daily Maverick spoke 
to black women who have moved to wearing their natural hair about 

reclaiming their beauty and the politics of black hair.
By Sandisiwe Shoba

“Our hair represents so much more 
than just aesthetics. Our jour-
ney and history with hair carries 

too much hurt and trauma for us to reduce 
it to preference and choice of hairstyle,” 
said Kamogelo Magabane, founder of the 
Redefining Beauty Movement.

Magabane is a senior business analyst 
by profession and one of countless women 
of colour who’ve made the choice to forgo 
chemical straighteners and embrace their 
natural hair. 

The recent debacle in which a TRESemmé 
advert on the Clicks website depicted a white 
woman’s hair as “fine & flat” and “normal”, 
while a black woman’s hair was described 
as “dry & damaged” and “frizzy & dull” has 
resurfaced a loaded conversation about 
Westernised beauty standards and the pol-
itics of black hair. 

Research in 2018 by market intelligence 
company Mintel found that at-home relax-
er sales over a two-year period dropped by 
22.7% in the US, while in South Africa, the 
drop was close to 20%. More than 50% of 
black American women said their current 
hairstyles made them “feel beautiful”.   

In 2018, international hair industry 
trends showed a near 20% drop in hair chem-
icals sales. According to the Clicks Group, 
the trend was similar in South Africa. The 
African hair industry was worth R6.3-billion 
in 2015. 

The natural hair movement, which has its 
roots in the 1960s in the Black Power revolu-
tion against US white supremacy, resurfaced 
in the 2000s and encouraged women around 
the world with kinky and curly hair to aban-
don chemical straightening and embrace 
their natural hair texture. 

Bloggers, vloggers and social media 
groups emerged, forming what is now 
known as the natural hair commu-
nity, among whom tips and tricks 
are shared on hair care, products 
and styling. Recently, however, the 
natural hair community has got 
flack for promoting colourism and 
preferences towards hair types of 
people of mixed-race descent.

The choice to ‘go natural’
Data from 2018 by Mintel 
showed that 40% of black US 
women were most likely to wear 
their hair natural (no chemi-
cals), with no heat styling. 

Tlhologelo Mabelane, 
founder of Mabu Tribe, which 
makes and sells healthy hair 
products and accessories, 
chose to stop using relaxers in 
2011 when she realised her hair 
was damaged. But she strug-
gled with the transition. 

“I had never encountered it in 
its natural state and did not know 
what to do with it. The combs, 
products and accessories I used 
just did not work, so I used a lot of 
heat to straighten it. I was frustrated 
and relaxed my hair again,” she said. 

Nosipho Mtulu, a Cape Town re-
searcher and digital strategist, chose 
to go natural after watching Chris Rock’s 
documentary, Good Hair, which explores 
the importance of hair in black culture. 

“There was a specific scene in that docu-
mentary where Chris Rock had placed a Coke 
can into a tub of relaxer, and the can literally 
started to break down. That image just stuck 
with me because I remember thinking, this 
is literally what we are putting on to our hair 
follicles,” Mtulu said.

Data from Mintel also showed that 70% of 
black American women said they preferred 
to read ingredient labels in hair care prod-
ucts to avoid certain chemicals.

Magabane started afresh by shaving her 
head. This is fondly known as “the big chop”. 
Her transition was for health reasons. In 
2013 she underwent surgery for fibroids and 
after doing some research, was concerned 
that relaxers may have contributed to her 
health problems.  

Magabane’s Redefining Beauty Movement 
promotes self-love and body positivity. 

‘A labour of love’ 
“It’s an ongoing struggle to style my hair,” 
said Magabane. “It’s an art on its own”. She 
feels there isn’t enough information readily 
available on natural hair care.   

“I had to invest a lot of time, money and 
trial and error and research in order to 
know what I know about different types of 
hair, different kinds of oils and their pur-
pose, as well as basic moisture techniques.”

Categorising hair into “types” is a pop-
ular system that has emerged to help with 
hair care. Andre Walker, hairstylist for The 
Oprah Winfrey Show, created the system 
in the 1990s. It places hair into one of four 
categories based on texture: straight, wavy-
curly, curly-kinky or kinky-coily. Each cat-
egory has a subset based on the individual 
curl pattern. A person can have multiple curl 
patterns in different sections of their hair. 

Categorising hair into ‘types’ is a popular 
system that has emerged to assist with hair 
care.

For Mtulu, learning her hair type (4c) 
has helped her discover that her hair craves 
moisture, it doesn’t need to be combed often 
and responds well to different oils such as 
avocado and olive oil. 

“A big part of my hair care is shampoos 
that aren’t overly stripping [of oil] but it’s 
also really important that there isn’t any sul-
phur in them.”

Her hair type, 4c, is recognised as the 
most common hair texture among black 
African women. The curl pattern is very 
tightly curled or “coily”.

Initial criticisms of the 
natural hair movement 
were that there was 
scant representa-
tion of women 
with tightly 
curled 
hair 

compared with women with loose curls. 
Mabelane, who described her hair care 
journey as a “messy process”, struggled to 
find women on YouTube giving styling tips 
for her hair type. She also found that the 
products advertised by influencers were not 
available in South Africa. 

But Mtulu feels that information on natu-
ral hair is expanding, though it’s not coming 
from formal scientific research.

“We’ve gone through a period of awaken-
ing,” she said. “An overwhelming amount of 
that knowledge is actually coming from con-
tent creators, it’s coming from, you know, 
YouTubers and bloggers who have taken the 
time to really understand what works and 
what doesn’t.”

The pain of discrimination 
“Growing up, I just never received affirmation 
about having ‘good hair’. “It never grew much,” 
said Mabelane. After transitioning, she 
struggled 

to “feel beautiful” or go out in public with her 
natural hair. 

“To make it worse, people didn’t affirm 
the look and rather questioned it, and those 
who were brave enough asked if there was a 
financial issue that meant I couldn’t ‘get my 
hair done,’” Mabelane said.

Mtulu, who spent the bulk of her child-
hood in the United Kingdom, was one of two 
black children in her school. 

“My mother actually told me that I used to 
literally cry in the morning when she’d be do-
ing my hair. I would be crying and frustrated 
because I wanted my classmates’ hair.” 

At school she was gawked at, children 
would touch her head and she was asked 
inappropriate questions. The result was dis-
comfort and insecurity about her hair. After 
her big chop, Magabane loved her new hair-
style, but growing up she often had short 
hair and was mocked for it. “I was called ru-
ral and a tomboy.” 

When asked about her opinions about the 
TRESemmé advert, Magabane felt 

that despite its racism it pub-
licised an opinion that 

many black women 
felt about their 

hair. She felt 
it was part 

of an 
o n -

going attack on black women’s identity, 
but “black women looking like Caucasians 
aSouth Americans all the time gives racists 
the licence to continue disrespecting us as a 
people”, she said.

A recent opinion article by social sciences 
professor Rozena Maart tackled the notion 
of “internalised racism”. 

“If you’re a black woman, advertising of 
the kind used by TRESemmé operates on the 
basis that you have internalised the racism 
that has been inflicted upon you,” she wrote. 

“The TRESemmé advert digs into that  
internalised racism, often unspoken, that 
lies within the unconscious, by offering 
visual images of what you experience daily. 
Black women are then offered an opportu-
nity to buy out of that racialised experience 
into another.” 

Mtulu said the backlash regarding the 
TRESemmé advert stemmed from the fact 
that hair is both personal and political. She 
has struggled with feeling underrepresent-
ed in terms of hair. A recent example came 
about when she was searching for hairstyle 
inspiration for her wedding day.

“I wasn’t getting inspiration that was 
based on black natural hair or natural hair 
of colour, it was an overwhelming response 
of just Caucasian hairstyles. And it was just 
again reinforcing that that’s the world I live 
in,” she said.

Mtulu, who was a TRESemmé customer, 
has chosen to step away from the brand until 
it can show strides in supporting and advo-

cating for the representation of black hair. 
Mabelane highlighted that the ad-

vert was an attack on the dignity of 
women of colour despite their being 

the biggest consumers of hair care 
products. 

Data from the Professional 
Hair Care Market SA report 

in 2010 found that black con-
sumers spent up to six times 
more than their white coun-
terparts when it came to 
hair care and that the “eth-
nic African segment is the 
single largest consumer 
group and this market has 
the most potential”. 

Clicks, for example, 
had garnered a reputa-
tion among the local nat-
ural hair community as 
the go-to for hair prod-
ucts. It was considered 
one of the few cosmet-
ics retailers with a wide 
range of products for 
black hair. Clicks even 
has its own trusted nat-
ural haircare range, Afri 
True, and hosts an annual 
natural hair event called 
Clicks Curls. Many felt 

betrayed by a brand they 
thought understood and 

celebrated them. 
Mtulu feels this is a wa-

tershed moment where a dia-
logue about local products and 

supporting black-owned brands 
has emerged. She went through 

the costly and frustrating pro-
cess of trial and error, trying to find 

products that worked for her hair 
when she went natural. 

  
Reclaiming my beauty and identity 

“We as a people need to start wholeheart-
edly loving, appreciating, embracing and 
celebrating who we are,” said Magabane. 
Part of her work with the Redefining Beauty 
Movement is educating people about the 
psychology behind hair. 

“Most ladies are not even ready to talk 
about how their very preferences are a result 
of colonialism, oppression and subjugation. 
The white man taught us to straighten our 
hair, he taught us to love straight flowy hair 
and now people love it so much and even de-
fend wearing it proudly.” 

She feels that wearing weaves perpetuates 
the narrative that “white is better”. 

Mabelane started her business, Mabu 
Tribe, with the intent of redeeming and cel-
ebrating the African identity through hair. 

“We are at a crucial time in our healing 
journey as Africans and may we all find the 
resolve to participate in any way we can.” 

For Mtulu it has been liberating to em-
brace rather than “fight” her hair. 

“I think with anything that you finally 
expose and are brave enough to do so, lib-
eration follows, and that’s been very true for 
going natural for me.” DM168

Illustration by  
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Kevin Frisch, the former head of per-
formance marketing and customer 
relationship management at Uber, has 

revealed how the ride-hailing company was 
in the midst of the #DeleteUber crisis when 
it uncovered advertising fraud worth more 
than $100-million. Uber is now suing about 
100 mobile exchanges for fraud, either for 
falsifying placement reports or for fabricat-
ing them. 

Frisch told the Marketing Today podcast 
last week that in 2017, Sleeping Giants, a lib-
eral social media activist organisation that 
describes itself as “a campaign to make big-
otry and sexism less profi table” by persuad-
ing companies to remove ads from 
conservative news outlets, repeat-
edly tagged Uber founder Travis 
Kalanick on Twitter, questioning 
why the company was advertising on 
alt-right website Breitbart, which bol-
stered Donald Trump’s presi-
dential campaign. 

Kalanick, Frisch suggests, went postal – 
he had left Trump’s controversial economic 
council and wanted to be viewed as “more 
neutral”. “I would explain it’s not like we’re 
buying ads on Breitbart, there are networks 
and displays … But three days later, our ads 
would pop up again on the site. And the 
phone calls and yelling would start again.

“So I’m looking at these ads, to fi gure out 
which network is putting them on there, to 
ask why they weren’t respecting our black-
list,” he explains.

Return on investment?
Desperate to stop the yelling, Frisch turned 
off  10% of Uber’s $150-million annual ad 
spend on the rider side and … nothing hap-
pened. The number of riders signed up didn’t 
go down. “I was happy that it didn’t make an 
impact, so I started digging in – to under-
stand what [was] going on. We started pull-
ing our own log fi les, asking the networks to 
tell me exactly which apps the person was in 
when they saw the advert that they clicked 
on and we started gaining these reports.”

Uber’s own analytics team started seeing 
things that didn’t make any sense. Websites 
with small numbers of monthly active us-
ers (MAUs) – a key performance indicator 
used to count numbers of unique customers 
who interacted with a company’s product or 
service in a month – would show hundreds 
of thousands of installs. Or, users would be 
shown to have seen and downloaded the app 
in two seconds, an impossibility. 

The tech fi rm, he said, then discovered that 
it had an attribution fraud problem: claiming 
credit and payment for downloads that would 
have happened organically. “Normally when 
you think of ad fraud you imagine that it’s 
impression fraud  [bots creating impressions 
that you’re paying for ] but we weren’t playing 
for clicks – we were playing on the fi rst trip, 
when an actual human took a ride, swiped a 
credit card so we knew there were humans 

involved and the normal sense of fraud 
wasn’t applicable.

“Attribution fraud is where 
ad networks were taking credit 

for installs that would have hap-
pened organically; they get inside that 
path to get credit.” 

Frisch said that on the Google 
Play Store, some ad networks creat-

ed apps to monitor battery power but 
the apps had root access to devices, so when 

users downloaded the Uber app another 
app in the background would fi re a click on 

the phone, making it look as if the user had 
clicked on the Uber ad.

“Then the ad network says, ‘Thanks, Uber, 
you owe us $20.’ That’s just one of the many 
amazing methods that they have. It’s not an 
accident – it’s highly intentional. They spend 
a lot of time to fi gure out how to hide what 
they’re doing and make up where the clicks 
came from – and often they don’t do it well.

“For instance, we’d have an app with 
1,000 MAUs that would apparently drive 
20,000 installs. That seems a little unreal-
istic,” he said.

Here things got even more curious. When 
Uber cut  two-thirds of its advertising budget, 
it saw no change in its rider app installs. But 
a lot of installs that the company thought 
had come through paid channels suddenly 
came through organically. 

Junk ads
Uber is now suing the mobile exchanges  Hy-
drane SAS, BidMotion, Taptica, YouAppi and 
AdAction Interactive for buying “non-exist-
ent, nonviewable or fraudulent advertising”, 
although it is only able to name fi ve defend-
ants – the rest are cited as fi ctitious “John 
Does”. Users who did see the ads merely ex-
perienced pop-ups and auto-redirects. The 
ad tech companies are believed to have been 
paid more than $70-billion between 2015 
and 2017 for performance campaigns to en-
courage rider installations of the Uber app. 

According to the complaint fi led, the in-
ventory they bought was junk: some of the 
ads ran on sites (such as Breitbart) that Uber 
had explicitly blacklisted. The companies 
are alleged to have engaged in numerous 
fraudulent practices, such as click spoofi ng, 
ad stacking and spamming, then falsifying 
their reports to cover it up.

In his end-of-year wrap of the “Top 10 
marketing follies of 2020”, Bob Hoff man, aka 
the Ad Contrarian, noted wryly that “among 
many stories of clueless ‘performance mar-
keters’ getting their shorts swiped by the 
crooks who have colonised the program-
matic advertising dreckosystem, my favour-

ite came from Uber”. Hoff man notes 
most “performance marketers” have no idea 
how deeply they’re being penetrated by on-
line ad fraud. “They don’t even know where 
to look. They have no clue how untrustwor-
thy or irrelevant the numbers they’re get-
ting are.” But the most disturbing aspect 
of the story, he says, is the description 
of how “nobody gave one tenth of a 
fl ying shit how much money was 
being pissed away”.

Massive problem
Marketers need to re-eval-
uate their thinking about 
ad fraud, because the 
problem is rife, Hoff man 
says: “Independent re-
searchers … tell us that ad 
fraud is a massive problem 
(recently estimated at over $60-billion) that 
is becoming harder to identify and is grow-
ing dangerously.”

With more than $300-billion spent on 
digital advertising globally, state-sponsored 
hackers can penetrate some of the most 
secure systems, undetected. “Gaming the 
programmatic ecosystem (which transacts 
about 80% of online ad activity) has been 
shown to be astoundingly simple.” 

Citing last month’s penetration of 250 
US government agencies by Russia 
– which was undetected by notable 
agencies such as the military’s Cy-
ber Command, the National Secu-
rity Agency, and the Department of 
Homeland Security – Hoff man says it’s 
no “stretch to assume that fraud detec-
tion software can also be fooled”. 

“It would be amazing if 
state-sponsored cy-
ber criminals didn’t 
view the ad tech 
marketplace as ridicu-
lously easy pickings and even more 
delicious since there are no consequences 
for being discovered.”

Where does it all go? 
A PwC study commissioned by 
British advertisers trade 
body ISBA and the As-
sociation of Online 
Publishers into 

the UK’s £2-billion 
“premium” program-
matic ad market (in-
cluding high-profi le 
advertisers, publish-
ers, agencies and ad 
tech) has shown that 
15% of all marketing 

spend disappears into a 
supply-chain black hole, with only 

50% of investment making it to publishers. 
Digital fraud investigator Dr Augustine 

Fou notes in a Forbes column that mar-
keters should assume that fraudsters are 
“feasting” on their digital ad budgets, un-

til proven otherwise. “Vast, scalable botnets 
can easily create billions of ad impressions 
out of thin air, literally since it’s all bits and 
bytes fl ying around. The resulting CPM [cost 
per thousand impressions] prices are sub-
stantially lower now than before.”

With fraud priced in, Fou says market-
ers justify continuing to buy digital media 
because it’s cheap. This is not only causing 
marketers to spend even more on fake ads 
on fraudulent sites and apps, it is also harm-
ing society. “As big advertisers continued to 
shift money from TV, print, radio and bill-
board advertising into digital, we witnessed 

more and more cases of their ad dollars 
fl owing to porn sites or worse, unbe-

knownst to the advertisers,” he says.
Websites off ering free child abuse 

images and videos have proliferat-
ed, Fou argues, because they are 

able to make money off  digital 
advertising – and technolo-

gy from Google, 
Microsoft, and 

Facebook enabled ad 
dollars to fl ow to these 
sites and apps. 

“At the very least, marketers should con-
sider it their moral duty to take a closer look 
at their own digital ad spending via pro-
grammatic channels to see if their dollars 
are funding disinformation, hate speech, 
fake news, porn, and child abuse.”

Market fragmentation
The industry is not blind to ad fraud in the 
supply chain, with a tremendous amount of 
awareness and education going into expos-
ing the problem, explains Jarred Mailer-Ly-
ons of The MediaShop. 

He says that although there are anti-fraud 
vendors seeing a decrease in ad fraud, “you 
need to remember that the law of supply and 
demand remains and as digital spends in-
crease … so does ad fraud. It’s believed that 
by 2022, the total cost of digital ad fraud is 
expected to grow to $44-billion globally.”

Using anti-fraud verifi cation services has 
become best practice, with a move towards 
ads.txt – an IAB initiative to improve trans-
parency in programmatic advertising – and 
the recent App-ads .txt, which  lists the ad 
sources authorised to sell a developer’s in-
ventory, “should hopefully set us on the right 
path”. 

“Market fragmentation plays into fraud-
sters’ hands so it’s about consolidation of 
supply and relationships with trusted part-
ners. 

“I also believe that while programmatic 
has its place, it’s also about working with 
publishers directly, as they have a higher 
percentage of fraud-free inventory com-
pared to an open exchange buy.”

Mailer-Lyons says supply chain op-
timisation helps improve bidding effi  -
ciency in online auctions and can also 
bring any shady deals to the forefront. 
There’s also no substitute for human inter-
vention to ensure that campaign-level opti-

misations are applied to monitor unusual 
occurrences like click clusters and 

to ensure that blacklists are en-
forced. DM168
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ite came from Uber”. Hoff man notes 
most “performance marketers” have no idea 
how deeply they’re being penetrated by on-
line ad fraud. “They don’t even know where 
to look. They have no clue how untrustwor-
thy or irrelevant the numbers they’re get-
ting are.” But the most disturbing aspect 
of the story, he says, is the description 
of how “nobody gave one tenth of a 
fl ying shit how much money was 
being pissed away”.

Massive problem
Marketers need to re-eval-
uate their thinking about 
ad fraud, because the 
problem is rife, Hoff man 
says: “Independent re-
searchers … tell us that ad 
fraud is a massive problem 
(recently estimated at over $60-billion) that 
is becoming harder to identify and is grow-

With more than $300-billion spent on 
digital advertising globally, state-sponsored 

the UK’s £2-billion 
“premium” program-
matic ad market (in-
cluding high-profi le 
advertisers, publish-
ers, agencies and ad 
tech) has shown that 
15% of all marketing 

spend disappears into a 
supply-chain black hole, with only 

50% of investment making it to publishers. 
Digital fraud investigator Dr Augustine 

Fou notes in a Forbes column that mar-
keters should assume that fraudsters are 
“feasting” on their digital ad budgets, un-

til proven otherwise. “Vast, scalable botnets 
can easily create billions of ad impressions 
out of thin air, literally since it’s all bits and 
bytes fl ying around. The resulting CPM [cost 

sider it their moral duty to take a closer look 
at their own digital ad spending via pro-
grammatic channels to see if their dollars 
are funding disinformation, hate speech, 
fake news, porn, and child abuse.”

Market fragmentation
The industry is not blind to ad fraud in the 
supply chain, with a tremendous amount of 
awareness and education going into expos-
ing the problem, explains Jarred Mailer-Ly-
ons of The MediaShop. 

He says that although there are anti-fraud 
vendors seeing a decrease in ad fraud, “you 
need to remember that the law of supply and 
demand remains and as digital spends in-
crease … so does ad fraud. It’s believed that 
by 2022, the total cost of digital ad fraud is 
expected to grow to $44-billion globally.”

Using anti-fraud verifi cation services has 
become best practice, with a move towards 
ads.txt – an IAB initiative to improve trans-

US government agencies by Russia 
– which was undetected by notable 
agencies such as the military’s Cy-
ber Command, the National Secu-
rity Agency, and the Department of 
Homeland Security – Hoff man says it’s 
no “stretch to assume that fraud detec-
tion software can also be fooled”. 

“It would be amazing if 
state-sponsored cy-
ber criminals didn’t ber criminals didn’t 
view the ad tech 
marketplace as ridicu-
lously easy pickings and even more 
delicious since there are no consequences 

Where does it all go? 
A PwC study commissioned by 
British advertisers trade 

marketers to spend even more on fake ads 
on fraudulent sites and apps, it is also harm-
ing society. “As big advertisers continued to 
shift money from TV, print, radio and bill-
board advertising into digital, we witnessed 

more and more cases of their ad dollars 
fl owing to porn sites or worse, unbe-

knownst to the advertisers,” he says.
Websites off ering free child abuse 

images and videos have proliferat-
ed, Fou argues, because they are 

able to make money off  digital 
advertising – and technolo-advertising – and technolo-

gy from Google, 
Microsoft, and 

Facebook enabled ad 
dollars to fl ow to these 
sites and apps. 

Facebook enabled ad 
dollars to fl ow to these 
sites and apps. 

Mailer-Lyons says supply chain op-
timisation helps improve bidding effi  -
ciency in online auctions and can also 
bring any shady deals to the forefront. 
There’s also no substitute for human inter-There’s also no substitute for human inter-
vention to ensure that campaign-level opti-

misations are applied to monitor unusual 
occurrences like click clusters and 

to ensure that blacklists are en-
forced. DM168

“At the very least, marketers should con-
sider it their moral duty to take a closer look 
at their own digital ad spending via pro-

“At the very least, marketers should con-
sider it their moral duty to take a closer look 

Programmatic marketing might be viewed as a spray-and-pray 
exercise, but advertising has such a pervasive wastage and fraud 
problem that it is eating chunks out of marketing budgets and 
skewing performance results – as Uber recently discovered, having 
spent about $100-million on meaningless marketing. 
By Georgina Crouth

In a previous column, I attempted to ar-
ticulate, with a little more precision, the 
exact nature of the problems standing in 

the way of building an ecosystem that could 
aid the recovery and progress of the media 
industry. To recap, the four problem state-
ments were:
1. How might we structure fi nancially in-

dependent news media so that they can 
access investment and other funding 
pools in a governance-friendly manner?

2. How might we reclaim lost editorial 
skills, build capacity and talent pipe-
lines and aid the continuous develop-
ment of our media professionals?

3. How might we build organisations that 
are robust and  continually innovating 
in journalism, new products and reve-
nue opportunities?

4. How might we access and fund the ap-
propriate technology required to de-
liver the best possible service to our 
audiences?

I will elaborate further on problem state-
ment #1 and recommend some actions. Ac-
cess to funding and start-up funding are not 
new issues for South African organisations, 

let alone media. And so we are faced with 
macro-economic hurdles in addition to in-
dustry-specifi c ones. And even though the 
venture capital market has developed appre-
ciably in the  past decade, we have seen the 
impact on media by venture-backed funds in 
the US, where the chase for scale and profi ts 
above all else has led to less than desirable 
outcomes. Insofar as public service media is 
concerned, increased venture capital access 
will not solve our problem. 

Massive investments bring an expectation 
of concomitant voting rights, and history is 

littered with billionaires taking control of 
media companies to do their political or ego-
tistical bidding. 

We need only to look at the Murdoch em-
pire, the Guptas’ foray  into TV and the press, 
and the not-so-Independent Media Group 
to see how things can go wrong. Decades- 
and centuries-old institutions can be de-
stroyed in a few years, and new titles can be 
weaponised to launder ill-gotten gains or 
peddle propaganda.

On the other side of the spectrum, and 
in response to the lack of social impact in-
vestment, the non-profi t sector has helped 
to start many important media operations 
both domestically and abroad. Think ama-
Bhungane and GroundUp here in South Af-
rica, and ProPublica and the Marshall Pro-
ject in the US. But these tend to be limited 
in number and size, and the availability of 
donor-backed funding can retard the po-
tential growth of such organisations. And, 
in some cases, founding donors have sought 
representation on the boards of directors to 
infl uence decision-making. 

In her 2016 book, Saving the Media: Cap-
italism, Crowdfunding, and Democracy, 

Julia Cagé recommends the establishment 
of a hybrid entity that blends non-profi t and 
traditional company aspects into a bespoke 
organisation structure specifi c to the media. 

Key to the proposal is that limits are 
placed on the maximum voting rights any 
single shareholder can control. Investors 
would be compensated for these voting re-
strictions by way of tax breaks and incen-
tives, thereby addressing two parts of the 
fi rst problem: better access to funding, and 
reducing the governance and control issues 
that come with large investments. Whereas 
Cagé found no signifi cant examples in which 
employee-owned media were successful, she 

does also recommend that employee rep-
resentation at board level, and part-own-
ership incentivised by the same  tax breaks, 
will enhance the organisation’s chances 
of success. 

Similar to how Section 12 (J) of the In-
come Tax Act off ers tax deductibility for 
qualifying venture capital investments, in-
vestments in public-service media organi-
sations could be written off  against income 
by investors. Likewise, investors could be 
limited to a maximum of 25% voting rights 
with any excess being allocated to staff -ap-
pointed representatives. 

Vital to all of this is accountable media 
organisations that are members of the Press 
Council, in good standing – beyond up-to-
date membership fees. This would encourage 
greater  adherence to the Press Code, and al-
low the council to  raise its membership fees, 
 which could be used to invest in more skilled 
personnel to better regulate the industry. 

For a relatively tiny subsidy of an essen-
tial service sector, National Treasury could 
stimulate investment in the media sector 
overnight, which could breed a host of new 
and diverse media startups. DM168
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Diff erent forms of media investment could give new life and hope to the industry

The digital advertising rip-off

otry and sexism less profi table” by persuad-

conservative news outlets, repeat-
edly tagged Uber founder Travis 
Kalanick on Twitter, questioning 
why the company was advertising on 
alt-right website Breitbart, which bol-
stered Donald Trump’s presi-

credit and payment for downloads that would 
have happened organically. “Normally when 
you think of ad fraud you imagine that it’s 
impression fraud  [bots creating impressions 
that you’re paying for ] but we weren’t playing 
for clicks – we were playing on the fi rst trip, 
when an actual human took a ride, swiped a 
credit card so we knew there were humans 

involved and the normal sense of fraud 
wasn’t applicable.

“Attribution fraud is where 
ad networks were taking credit 

for installs that would have hap-
pened organically; they get inside that 
path to get credit.” 

Frisch said that on the Google 
Play Store, some ad networks creat-

ed apps to monitor battery power but 
the apps had root access to devices, so when 

users downloaded the Uber app another 
app in the background would fi re a click on 

the phone, making it look as if the user had 
clicked on the Uber ad.

App downloading...

App downloading...
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The MeerKAT radio telescope in the Northern 
Cape has found two huge radio galaxies, adding 

to a series of discoveries – and with its expansion, 
expect a flood of research papers from its scientists.  

By Shaun Smillie

A short 
time ago, 

in a galaxy 
far, far away ...

It 
didn’t 
take the New 

Kid on the Block long 
to spot the faint telltale signs of 
a mega-galaxy hiding in the far reaches of  
the universe.

Big-name radio telescopes, such as the 
Karl G Jansky Very Large Array in the US, 
and the Giant Metre-Wave Radio Telescope 
in India, had checked this corner of the 
heavens before, but the two galaxies had re-
mained unseen.

Then as Dr Ian Heywood, of Oxford Uni-
versity, cast his eye over a newly created ra-
dio map of this part of sky, he noticed some-
thing. He saw a streak, a possible large-scale 
radio jet that is an identifying feature of a 
radio galaxy.

More research was to follow and on Mon-
day it was announced that the team had in 
fact discovered two radio galaxies.

The researchers were able to see the huge 
jets of radio light that characterise these 
types of galaxies. The jets are released from 
charged particles that interact with the 
strong magnetic fields near large black holes 
in the centre of these galaxies.

The newly discovered galaxies are so huge 
that they are 62 times bigger than the Milky 
Way. And they are mind-bogglingly far from 
Earth, at 3.5 billion light years away.

The cosmic discovery was made with the 
help of what Dr Fernando Camilo, the chief 
scientist at the South African Radio As-
tronomy Observatory (SARAO) refers to as  
that New Kid on the Block, the MeerKAT  
radio telescope.

The telescope, with its 64 dishes, sits in 
the Northern Cape, in a remote part of the 
Karoo that is free of radio wave pollution.

The MeerKAT has only been peering 
into the sky since July 2018, but in that 
short time it has clocked up a few remark-
able discoveries.  

In September 2019, an international team 
of astronomers using MeerKAT announced 
the discovery of huge balloon-like structures 
in the Milky Way. The balloons are believed 
to have been caused by bursts of energy 
erupting from near the Milky Way’s massive 
black hole.

Two-and-a-half years later and MeerKAT 
is producing a steady trickle of academic  

papers, filled with  
new discoveries and data collected from  
the telescope.  

“Since we published the first paper on 
those galactic bubbles in September 2019 
there have been an average of two to three 
papers every month. So it is about 40 pa-
pers so far. It is a nice number, and obvi-
ously we are still in the ramping-up phase,” 
says Camilo.

It is still early days, but Dr Jacinta Del-
haize, a research fellow at the University 
of Cape Town, is expecting a lot more from 
the telescope.

She is the lead author on the article that 
appeared in the journal Monthly Notices 
of the Royal Astronomical Society that an-
nounced on Monday the discovery of the two 
radio galaxies.

Delhaize and a team of international sci-
entists made the discovery while working 
on the Mightee survey, the MeerKAT Inter-
national Gigahertz Tiered Extragalactic Ex-
ploration survey that involves creating radio 
maps of the universe.

The small patch of sky where they found 
the two galaxies would cover just four  
full moons.

The size of the galaxies makes them some 
of the largest known objects in the universe. 
And it was thought that such large radio gal-
axies were very rare.

“This means that giant radio galaxies 
are probably far more common than we 
thought,” said Dr Matthew Prescott, a re-
search fellow at the University of the West-
ern Cape and co-author on the paper.

With these giants out there it is now sim-
ply a matter of finding them.  

“We know they must be out there and now 
we can go search for them,” explains Del-
haize. “In fact, that is what I am going to do 
as part of my follow-up work. I am going to 
look through the rest of the MeerKAT data 
we have.”

The new discoveries could help in our un-
derstanding of the earlier universe and how 
galaxies formed and continue to evolve.

The secret as to how MeerKAT was able 
to find those two galactic giants has to do  
with layout.  

“It is how the 64 dishes are distributed. 
Roughly 70% of them are within one kilo-
metre of each other, which is within the core 

of the array,” explains Camilo. “Then the re-
maining 20 dishes or so are spread out up to 
eight kilometres apart. It was designed this 
way specifically so that it could detect these 
very low surface brightness structures in the 
universe, including these very large extend-
ed galaxies.”

Soon MeerKAT will be able to peer even 
further into the darker reaches of the uni-
verse, and spot things other telescopes can’t 
yet see. The telescope is getting an upgrade.  

Under the MeerKAT extension project, 
the number of dishes will increase to 84, and 
will be spread over a larger area. The project 
will, however, create unique challenges.

The plan is to have MeerKAT continue to 
work as the new dishes are added.

As technicians work on the new dishes 
the concern is that a missed device such as 
a cellphone could transmit radio frequencies 
that interfere with the operation of the tele-
scope. Careful planning will have to ensure 
that the area continues to be a radio frequen-
cy-free zone.  

MeerKAT will also become part of the 
Square Kilometre Array or SKA telescope, 
a transcontinental project involving South 
Africa and Australia that is set to begin 
this year.

“We hope to uncover more of these giant 
galaxies in the Mightee survey as it pro-
gresses. We also expect to find many more 
with the future Square Kilometre Array tel-
escope. The SKA will reveal larger popula-
tions of radio galaxies than ever before and 
revolutionise our understanding of galaxy 
evolution,” says Delhaize.

As time passes, Camilo is expecting that 
trickle of academic papers relating to Meer-
KAT to turn into a flood as the telescope 
spies out new discoveries in the skies above.

“There have been 40 papers and that is 
a number I can keep track of,” says Camilo. 
“And that, being one or two a month, means 
I can still read them. But hopefully the day 
will come when there will just be too many 
of them to read them all.” DM168

Part of the Mightee radio map of the sky. A zoom-in of each giant radio galaxy is shown in 
greyscale. The purple line traces around the radio emission from the giants. Image credit: I. 
Heywood (Oxford/Rhodes/SARAO).

The two giant radio galaxies found with the MeerKAT telescope. In the background is the sky 
as seen in optical light. Overlaid in red is the radio light from the enormous radio galaxies, 
as seen by MeerKAT. Left: MGTC J095959.63+024608.6. Right: MGTC J100016.84+015133.0. 
 Image Credit: I. Heywood (Oxford/Rhodes/SARAO).

 South Africa’s 
MeerKAT telescope.

Original image: South African Radio 
Astronomy Observatory (SARAO)  

Graphic: Jocelyn Adamson
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Updated World Inequality Database 
shines unflattering spotlight on 

South Africa
The online World Inequality Database this month unveiled 
a major update of inequality data for 173 countries, 
comprising 97% of the world population and 7.5 billion 
people. Among other things it throws into sharp relief the 
growth of inequality in South Africa, which is testimony to 

the failures of ANC rule. By Ed Stoddard

An update to the World Inequality Da-
tabase (WID), a collaborative effort 
of universities, research centres and 

statistics offices, adds almost 50 additional 
countries. (URL: https://wid.world)

“Our data ... covers a more extended pe-
riod of time, as well as, for each country in-
come estimates for the entire distribution, 
from the poorest 1% to the richest 0.001%. 
The data goes up to late 2019, giving a pre-
cise picture of the state of global inequality 
right before the pandemic,” WID said. 

And what was the global profile of in-
come and wealth inequality on the eve of the  
pandemic? 

“The Middle East and Latin America 
stand as the world’s most unequal regions, 
with the top 10% of the income distribu-
tion capturing respectively 56% and 54% of 
the average national income ... In the Mid-
dle East, Gulf countries (Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Oman, Qatar, UAE, Saudi Arabia) have been 
marked [by] extreme inequality levels with 
little variation since the 1990s,” it said. 

“Africa comes next as one of the world’s 
most unequal regions, with the top 10% cap-
turing half of national income. Contrary to 
widespread view, there is no African excep-
tionalism in this area; its inequality levels 
are very close to those of Latin America or 
the Middle East. Extreme inequality levels 
can be found among nations which histor-
ically experienced white settlers’ colonisa-
tion and extreme forms of racial injustices 
(e.g. South Africa).” 

Indeed, South Africa is the most une-

qual country in the re-
gion. And the data 
for South Africa 
shows that ine-
quality has been 
on the rise in the 
21st century. In 
1963, the first 
year for which 
the database 
has South Afri-
can numbers, the 
top 10% of income 
earners had 48.9% 
of South Africa’s in-
come. That dropped to 
45% in 1993, but has been 
increasingly skewed since. By 
2019, the top 10% accounted for more than 
65% of South Africa’s income, while only 
6.3% flowed to the bottom 50%. That com-
pares to 16% in 1993. 

Wealth inequality – which reflects in-
come generated from capital, such as rents 
and dividends, as well as asset ownership 
– is more pronounced and grotesquely so, 
but has not been on an upward trajectory.  
In 2008, the top 10%’s share of net personal 
wealth was 90.7% and in 2017 it was 85.6%. 
The share of net personal wealth that ac-
crued to the bottom 50% was -2.5% – a neg-
ative number. 

The WID explains that: “Net person-
al wealth is the total value of non-financial 
and financial assets (housing, land, deposits, 
bonds, equities, etc.) held by households, mi-

nus their debts.” So the debt levels of South 
Africa’s poorest households have pushed 
their net personal wealth into negative terri-
tory. Viewed through this prism, the bottom 
50% in total effectively have no asset wealth. 

“The persistence of inequality in such 
countries is in part due to the lack of land 
ownership reforms, the absence of social se-
curity and progressive taxation systems,” the 
WID said. That speaks to the failure of South 
Africa’s land reform programme, which the 
WID has simply dismissed as “lacking” – a 
pointed barb in the face of more than two 
decades of folly on this front. And such in-
equality persists, it must be said, despite a 
progressive tax system. 

It is also probably unfair to say that a 
social security system is “absent” in South 
Africa, but the grants payments are aimed 
at taking the harder edge off poverty. They 
hardly offer a route out of poverty and only 
blunt wider disparities. 

Of course, unless one is dreaming of 
some kind of socialist utopia, inequality 
will always exist. But such glaring inequi-
ties cannot be sustainable and surely go a 
long way towards explaining South Africa’s 
high rates of social unrest, violent crime 
and periodic eruptions of labour militancy.

Yet the wider point is that ANC officials 
are always banging on about the trifecta 
of poverty, unemployment and inequali-
ty, while government policies are surely 
at least partly to blame for this worsen-
ing state of affairs. They have historical 
roots in colonialism and apartheid, but the 
ground remains fertile for their growth. In 
the wake of the pandemic, unemployment 
is now more than 30%, and the economy 
had been mired in recession even before it 
struck. 

Unless something drastic changes, South 
Africa’s inequality trajectory looks set to 
continue in the wrong direction. DM168
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Tiny investment for a massive return: Covid-19 spend is a no-brainer for the G20

By Jim O’Neill

We may 
s o o n 
w itness 

the bargain of the 
century. G20 lead-
ers, representing 
the world’s largest 
economies, will 
discuss Covid-19 
this month at a 
virtual summit, 
where they will 

have a chance to secure a return on invest-
ment that would make even the legendary 
investor Warren Buffett blush.

With less than one-tenth of one percent-
age point of global GDP, the internation-
al community can vastly expand access to 
life-saving Covid-19 tests, treatments, and 
vaccines (once they are available), thereby 
putting the global economy back 
on track to long-term growth and 
stability.

Investing now to ensure that 
effective diagnostics, therapeutic 
drugs, and vaccines are developed 
and distributed to people around 
the world is not only the right 
thing to do; it is also the smart 
thing to do. Enlightened self-in-
terest dictates that we should be 
underwriting future demand for 

goods and services, so that global trade and 
growth can bounce back. This should be an 
easy call for G20 leaders.

But just in case policymakers have failed 
to recognise the returns that are on offer, 
here are the facts. Throughout the 1980s and 
1990s, the world economy averaged annual 
economic growth of around 3.3%, and that 
rate increased to 3.7% over the past two dec-
ades, owing to the rise of China and the other 
BRIC economies (Brazil, Russia, and India). 
In the 2020s and 2030s, however, growth 
will have to be driven by a new group of pre-
dominantly low-income countries that are 
striving to climb the ladder to middle- and 
high-income status.

Back in 2005, my Goldman Sachs colleagues 
and I identified a set of countries that could be-
come globally important economies in the 21st 
century. We called them the “Next Eleven” (N-

11): Bangladesh, Egypt,  
Indonesia, Iran, Mexico, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, the 
Philippines, South Korea, 
Turkey, and Vietnam.

With an aggregate 
GDP of around $6.5-tril-
lion – more than twice 
that of India – the N-11 
already matters im-
mensely to all of us in 
the global economy. 

Moreover, the latest projections show that 
if these up-and-coming economies do not 
reach their potential, the average annual 
global growth rate will start heading back 
to the 3.3% range. As Covid-19 continues to 
disrupt these key economies, this undesira-
ble outcome is becoming more likely.

In fact, we have reached a pivotal mo-
ment. The G20 must move fast to ensure that 
all countries have access to the medical tools 
and other resources needed to manage the 
pandemic and bring it to a swift conclusion. 
Only the governments of G20 member states 
have the capacity to deliver on the scale that 
the situation demands.

Fortunately, there is already a clear path 
forward. 

The Access to Covid-19 Tools (ACT) Ac-
celerator, which was created in April, offers 
a road map for ending the crisis through 
global co-operation. In the space of just six 
months, the ACT Accelerator’s partners have 
compiled the world’s largest portfolio of can-
didate vaccines, tests, and treatments, and 
have developed an advance-purchasing sys-
tem to get these critical items to the places 
where they are most needed.

But to continue rolling out rapid testing, 
evaluating new treatments, and ensuring ac-
cess to vaccines as soon as they are licensed, 
the ACT Accelerator will need a total of 
$38-billion – including $4.5-billion urgent-

ly. The investment case for plugging 
these funding gaps is the most clear-
cut that I have ever seen in my career. 
Compared to the $12-trillion-plus 
that G20 countries have already 
spent on mitigating the pandemic’s 
consequences, the amount needed to 
ensure the ACT Accelerator’s work is 
trivial. 

The International Monetary Fund 
estimates that if medical solutions 
could be made available faster and 
on a wider scale than its baseline 
forecast projects, the resulting cumulative 
increase in global income would reach al-
most $9-trillion by the end of 2025.

For developed countries, this shouldn’t 
even be a choice. G20 leaders can either act 
now to promote growth in the economies of 
tomorrow, or they can do nothing as their 
export markets shrink, leaving them even 
more dependent on their own sluggish do-
mestic growth. 

In other words, the interests of G20 coun-
tries and the rest of the world are directly 
aligned. 

The real-world ramifications of the pan-
demic are clear to see. For example, in Au-
gust, the World Travel and Tourism Council 
estimated that the drop-off in global visitors 
to the United Kingdom would cost the econ-
omy £2-billion this year.

By now, we should 
all know that the 
Covid-19 pandemic 
is an economic, hu-
man, and develop-
ment crisis that can 
be stopped only by 
addressing the root 
cause. 

If G20 countries 
were to devote just 
1% of their current 
stimulus spending 

on efforts to alleviate the economic con-
sequences of the pandemic globally, they 
would more than cover the needs of the ACT 
Accelerator.

In the aftermath of the 2008 global fi-
nancial crisis, the G20 demonstrated what 
the world’s leading economies could achieve 
by acting in their mutual interest. 

At this month’s virtual summit, today’s 
G20 leaders must rise to an even greater 
challenge. They have every incentive to do 
so. DM168
 
Jim O’Neill, a former chairman of Goldman 
Sachs Asset Management and a former 
UK treasury minister, is chair of Chatham 
House.
Copyright: Project Syndicate, 2020. 
www.project-syndicate.or

LET THE SUNSHINE IN 
Ford Southern Africa plans to 
install more than 31,000 solar 
panels at its vehicle assembly 
plant in Silverton, Tshwane. It 
will be one of the first plants 
in the global Ford network to 
do so. The initiative is part of 
Ford’s drive to become energy 
self-sufficient by 2024. The 

R135-million pro-
ject is projected 
to provide about 
30% of Silver-
ton’s annual pow-
er requirements.

SIES, SASOL! 
The out-of-town allowance non-executives 
receive for attending one Sasol board meet-
ing in the current financial year exceeds  
the company’s minimum annual wage of  
R221 146. Employee salaries have been 
frozen at Sasol and the company, as part of 
Business Leadership South Africa, has urged 
the government to rein in public sector wag-
es. Activist shareholders say the allowances 
paid for the four scheduled board meetings 
for this year make a mockery of 
claims that Sasol is concerned 
about pay inequality. The 
allowances were approved by 
shareholders at the 2019 AGM.

BROADCAST BLUES
Fewer than a quarter of TV 
licences were paid during the 
2019/20 financial year. TV 
licence revenue declined by 
18% year-on-year to R791-million, the SABC 
indicated in its annual report. It attributed 
this to “difficult economic conditions for its 
audiences” and the “delayed use of debt col-
lection agencies in this period”. This resulted 
in only 24% of the total licence fees billed 
being realised as revenue. The broadcaster 
reported a net loss of R511-million and has in-
dicated that it is continuing to push forward 
with its proposals to the government around 
the collection of a public broadcasting levy.

PICK A PLANE
First you could vote for its name. 
Now new local airline Lift is asking 
the public to help decide on what 
its planes should look like. Lift, 
which is preparing to begin oper-
ations officially by 10 December, 
is now asking the public to help 
select its aircraft 
livery. If you would 
like to be part of the 
process, you can 
cast your vote for one 
of two plane designs 
on Lift’s Instagram account until 
Monday 23 November. 

BIG BOOST FOR SMALL BUSINESSES
A new initiative has been launched to try to ensure that 
small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) are paid 
for services rendered within 30 days to ensure capital 
flow into these businesses. More than 2.5 million SMEs 
account for 10.8 million jobs in SA and there is concern 
that more than 6% of formal SMEs are going into bankruptcy. The 
sector will be further impacted by the end of banks’ Covid-19 pay-
ment holidays and the winding down of the Temporary Employer/
Employee Relief Scheme. It is estimated that between 10% and 15% 
of small businesses will go into business failure next year. This will 
in turn translate to almost a million jobs lost or at risk. The initiative, 
#PayIn30, is spearheaded by Business for South Africa, the SA SME 
Fund and Business Leadership South Africa, and has the support of 
Business Unity South Africa, the Small Business Institute and the 
Black Business Council, among other businesses.
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Born and raised in the Bronx in New York, 
Paige Fraser started dancing at the age of 
four. At first, she says, dance was a hobby, 

something she did for fun. But, six years later, her 
teacher cast her in the role of Clara in the 1892 
two-act ballet The Nutcracker.

“This was a really big deal because my dance 
studio at the time was predominantly white; there 
were predominantly white dancers and I was one 
of very few dancers of colour. For my teacher to 
cast me as Clara was a really big deal.” When she 
turned 13 and was ready for high school, Fraser 
enrolled at the Professional Performing Arts High 
School in Manhattan, which joined forces with 
the prestigious Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Theater in 1995.

“It was another turning point, going from just 
dancing as a hobby to now dancing every day… I 
was also introduced to and around all types of 
artists, musical theatre, singers, actors, everyone 
in the arts. It was amazing,” she recalls.

But then she was diagnosed with scoliosis, “a 
medical condition in which a person’s spine has a 
sideways curve. The curve is usually ‘S’- or 
‘C’-shaped over three dimensions. In some, the 
degree of curve is stable, while in others it increas-
es over time.”

“It goes from zero to 100 very quickly. It’s just: 
you either live with this or you get surgery and the 
surgery consists of placing metal rods and screws 
into your back to straighten the curve to fuse your 
spine,” she says.

For a dancer, or anyone, being diagnosed with 
scoliosis can be, as she puts it, “a make it or break 
it moment”.

For years, she wore two back braces, one during 
the day while at school and one while sleeping. 
Her curve stopped progressing and, eventually, 
doctors told her that she had stopped growing and 
there was little chance the scoliosis would  
worsen.

“This is kind of what you’re stuck with for the 
rest of your life. But with dance that creates its 
own issues, because I still have a curvature and I 
still have to relearn my body; I have to come to 
terms with never being fully aligned because with 
scoliosis one side of your back is overdeveloped, 
which affects your alignment.

“In dance, we use the word square. Your hips, 
your shoulders, everything needs to be square. 
Everything needs to be even, everything needs to 
be balanced, to be able to do turns, to be able to 
stand on one leg. With scoliosis, you’re basically 
figuring all that out, within your body being off, 
and you’re finding out what your neutral is. 

“Really understanding your curves, under-

standing 
your imbalance, 
and understanding what your 
body naturally does. It takes years 
and years of practice and understanding. And it 
takes a lot of patience.”

At 29 years of age and a career that has taken 
her around the world, on tours with The Lion 
King, working on a commercial with Beyoncé, or 
the cast of Empire, it is still a process and one that 
she takes very seriously.

“The key is movement, breath and expansion in 
space, right? You want to expand and open up 
those tight areas in your back. And that’s only 
possible through breath and movement. So that’s 
why I’ve become such an advocate and letting 
people know,” she explains.

And indeed, watching Fraser dance is witness-
ing the body expand, stretch, twist and move; her 
every gesture – breathtaking, empowering – is an 
ode to freedom of movement and to the beauty  
of dance.

She launched her foundation, the Paige Fraser 
Foundation, in 2017 as she wanted dancers like 
herself to feel comfortable in the skin they’re in.

“I always advise young dancers that are train-
ing to speak up and let their teachers know what’s 
going on. I know a lot of people don’t like to say 
anything because they don’t want to be treated dif-
ferently. And it’s not. It’s not that you’re being 
treated differently. Young dancers need to under-
stand that this is a time when your body is chang-
ing, you’re growing, things are happening to your 
anatomy. And, on top of it, now you have scoliosis, 
which makes things a bit more challenging for 
you. It’s not that by telling someone, you are ask-
ing for a handout or any kind of favouritism or 
pity. I never wanted pity. By speaking up, I had 
more people in my corner that understood and 
were able to provide me with exercises, with tips 
and advice. By keeping it quiet, it’s a disservice to 
you because then you’re struggling alone.”

Back in June 2020, in collaboration with two 
fellow dancers who also suffer from scoliosis, 
Beckanne Sisk, a principal dancer with Ballet 
West, and Jacqueline Green, a principal dancer 
with the Alvin Ailey company, Fraser launched 
the “Bent but not Broken” campaign to create 
awareness about scoliosis and to celebrate danc-
ers who have had to fight against the odds to be 
where they are today.

“A lot of us dancers don’t really like to talk. We 
use movement to express ourselves. So that’s what 

you see in the film: dancers with scoliosis, danc-
ers who have had the surgery, a young dancer in 
her back brace; you see us all represented and 
that’s what the film is about.

“It is just representing us, showing us in a beau-
tiful and positive light. I wanted this to just be a 
beacon of light, hope and inspiration.” DM168

Bent but not broken — 
dancing with scoliosis
‘Understanding your curves, your imbalance and 
understanding what your body naturally does.
It takes years and years of practice and patience.’ 
American ballet dancer Paige Fraser shares her 
experience of dancing against all odds.
By Emilie Gambade

 It goes from zero 
to 100 very quickly. 
It’s just: you either 
live with this or you 
get surgery, and that 

consists of metal 
rods in your back.
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Abdi, which was composed by Grant 
McLachlan, is on Leon Bosch’s latest 
album, The South African Double 

Bass. The piece is “quite atmospheric, but 
relaxing, and beautiful … evocative of the 
place we call home,” says Bosch.

“(The album) acknowledges my South 
African roots and celebrates the excellence 
of South African music. It is also a signpost 
to the future and provides the foundation of 
a uniquely South African school of double 
bass playing… There’s a kind of complexity 
of African rhythm. And that resonates with 
me. And every time I play the piece, it con-
nects me to home… 6,000 miles evaporates 
when I hear the piece,” he adds.

The album reflects the musician’s “own 
experience and understanding of life. It 
encapsulates my life experience. It is also a 
confident expression of hope, for a more 
just, equitable, fulfilling, dignified and 
meaningful future for all my compatriots.”

Born on 7 July 1961, Bosch grew up in the 
township of Bishop Lavis on the dusty Cape 
Flats. His parents, both school teachers, 
were politically active and members of the 
Teachers Union and Unity Movement, 
which also meant that the family remained 
under constant surveillance.

In August this year, Bosch gave a talk at 
the London concert venue Wigmore Hall 
and explained how one of his earliest mem-
ories was of the Special Branch of the South 
African Police – men in dark suits, standing 
in his bedroom, searching for banned liter-
ature. Their house was often raided and his 
father subjected to banning orders and arbi-
trary detentions.

Despite the external pressures on the 
household, Bosch received an excellent edu-
cation, with a strong focus on music. His 
father bought a Yamaha piano, a hi-fi sys-
tem and about 2,000 records from a record 
shop that was going out of business. The 
family would listen to symphonies at night 
and discuss them. The house was stocked 
with books – dictionaries, classics, novels – 
and Bosch read voraciously.

His father wanted his children to have a 
fully rounded education, often taking them 
to concerts and theatre performances. His 
father’s love of music, Bosch presumes, 
came from his upbringing in Genadendal in 
the Western Cape, where there was a tradi-
tion of brass bands and choirs. His father 
ensured that the children received music 
lessons, first locally at their school and later 
at the University of Cape Town’s (UCT) Jun-
ior String Orchestra programme. 

“They introduced music into my life and 
made grievous personal and financial sacri-
fices to enable my musical education,” he 
says.

In 1976, following in his parents’ foot-
steps, Bosch became embroiled in politics. 
As the chairperson of the student council at 
Salt River High School, he, along with a 
group of students, marched to the Athlone 
Police Station, protesting against the apart-
heid regime.

The police fired tear gas at the protesters 
and the student next to him was shot dead. 

It was a turning point for the young musi-
cian. He then helped to organise another 
march, this time on Parliament, leav-
ing from Salt River High School and 
gathering students and textile fac-
tory workers along the way. The 
protest swelled to thousands. 
Then, again, the police attacked 
the protesters with live ammu-
nition, rubber bullets, dogs 
and tear gas. Bosch escaped 
into the General Post Office, 
hiding in a telephone kiosk, 
with tear gas burning his 
eyes. 

He was eventually driven 
home by a teacher who saw 
him next to the road. However, 
a few days later, on 26 October 
1976, 10 students of Salt River 
High School were arrested; he 
was one of them. Bosch was 15 at 
the time.

He recalls how the police 
physically and mentally 
abused him – using traumatic 
methods and threatening to 
assault members of his family. He was 
released, only to be rearrested – a psycho-
logical game inflicted by the security ser-
vice at the time – and jailed with the nine 
other students. 

Dullah Omar, who was then a human 
rights lawyer and a family friend, and 
would later go on to serve as minister of jus-
tice in the first Mandela Cabinet, took up 
the defence of the group.

They were charged with various 
crimes, including malicious damage to 
state property, public vio-
lence and illegal gather-
ing – all of which car-
ried hefty prison 
sentences. They were 
kept in a cell for 10 days 
until bail was granted 
under stringent condi-
tions.

After several 
months, the trial 
began. On his first 
day, his mother 
and father attend-
ed court with 
him for support, 
only for his 
father to be 
arrested by the 
Special Branch 
during the lunch 
break.

It was one of the 
last times Bosch 
saw his father, who 
spent his last five 
years underground. At 
trial, Omar brilliantly 
cross-examined state wit-
nesses, many of whom were 
friends of the accused who had 
turned on them, and eventually 
Bosch was acquitted. 

South African double bass player Leon Bosch has released 
a new album called ‘The South African Double Bass’ – an ode 
to his home country. By Karel van der Vyver

Leon Bosch on   music, roots and the  double bass
He was so 

inspired by Omar’s 
legal defence that he decid-
ed to pursue a career in law, 
although at the time, people of colour 
had to have a permit to study at UCT, and 
his application for a permit to study law was 
rejected. He eventually applied to study music 
and, to his surprise, was accepted.

“In apartheid SA, people like me were not enti-
tled to have, let alone express, an opinion... Kids like 
me ... were figures of fun to our well-heeled and 
privileged counterparts. I fought back through the 
medium of music – the double bass spoke for me... 
And success was going to be my revenge.”

He left SA for the UK in January 1982 to study 
with Rodney Slatford, then a professor at the Royal 
College of Music in London and the Royal Northern 
College of Music in Manchester, whom he had met 
during his time at UCT.

Bosch returned to SA in 1990 to see his father, 
who died only a few hours after his son arrived. 
Again the security services were there, question-
ing Bosch’s father on his deathbed. Bosch 
would not return to his home country 
until after the 1994 elections.

Back in the UK, he became the prin-
cipal double bass player of the Academy 
of St Martin in the Fields in London, a 
position he held for almost 20 years. 
In 2014, he resigned from the 
orchestra, citing a need to craft a new 
identity. When asked whether he has 
found this new identity, Bosch says: 
“Yes, and although this is still a work 
in progress, I know what the respective 
components are that will constitute this 
new identity...”

Bosch now teaches double bass, coach-
es chamber music and conducts youth 
orchestras at the Trinity Laban Conserva-
toire of Music and Dance, and in master-
classes around the world, including in SA. 

“Sharing the wisdom ... we have been privi-
leged to acquire is a fundamental responsibility... 

Every successive generation ought to stand on 
the shoulders of those who preceded them, 
in order to see ... further. We forget, or 
ignore, this at our peril,” Bosch says.

Through therapy, regular visits to SA and 
his latest album, the musician finally began 
making peace with SA. 

“The ... most important lesson I learnt from 
therapy was that it is not necessary to suffer in 

silence ... and although it is impossible 
to erase that chapter ... it no longer 
exercises a deleterious effect on my 
present or future. Visiting and engag-
ing with SA ... has also helped me to 

redefine that previously tortuous rela-
tionship with the country of my birth...”

His music publishing company, I Musicanti, has been adding to 
its collection and Bosch is planning a musical festival in the town 
of Tring in the UK. He has also started a career in radio broad-
casting for the BBC as guest contributor, and intends to keep 
playing the double bass and to bring the Cape Philharmonic 
Orchestra to London to perform in the BBC Proms.

Through it all, music, he reminds us, “has the power 
to change lives, and to transform societies”. 

DM168
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“It would be difficult to exaggerate the 
importance of funerals in South 
African life. Funerals serve to hon-

our the dead, who are entering a new life as 
‘ancestors’. In addition, funerals mark the 
deceased’s status (and that of his family) 
within the community. They also strengthen 
ties with neighbours and extended family, 
who may travel long distances to attend a 
funeral. More than any other single rite of 
passage – births, graduations, marriages – 
funerals provide a focal point for family and 
community life.”

The quote above is from a research paper 
titled “Paying the Piper: The High Cost of 
Funerals in South Africa”, published in 2013 
and co-authored by a team of four spread 
across the University of KwaZulu-Natal, 
Harvard University, Princeton University, 
and the University of Chicago. The authors 
analysed the funeral arrangements follow-
ing the deaths of some 3,751 people over 
three years between January 2003 and 
December 2005.

Beyond their cultural significance, funeral 
rites are big business in South Africa, esti-
mated to generate between R7.5-billion and 
R10-billion a year in revenue. Among black 
South Africans in particular, a funeral is 
typically held over the weekend, on a Satur-
day, with a large number of people attend-
ing, including extended family, friends, col-
leagues and members of the community. All 
of whom will then have to be fully catered 
for. The costs to host increasingly elaborate 
funerals add up, and they have resulted in a 
thriving informal and formal funeral insur-
ance industry.

“Funerals have drastically changed over 
the years. When we started in this business, 
it was very simple to conduct a funeral, much 
less complicated. It was also easy to manage 
the people attending the funerals. But then 
as years went by, it became more complicat-
ed and expensive. A lot of changes took 
place,” says Libo Mnisi, the president of the 
South African Funeral Practitioners’ Associ-
ation (Safpa), which has more than 900 
members and is the largest organisation of 
black funeral professionals in South Africa. 
He is also the owner of Mpumalanga-based 
Mvuleni Funeral Services, which he estab-
lished in 1983 with his father.

“I call funerals these days ‘forced socialis-
ing’. People go and buy new clothing for the 
funeral; they’ll go to show off their cars. 
Whatever they can get a chance to show off 
they’ll do it at the funerals, because people 
have less time to socialise these days. 

“Even the bereaved want to show off to 
their friends and colleagues that ‘my dad or 
my mother is being buried in such an expen-
sive coffin, and these are the cars that have 
been hired,’” adds Mnisi.

The coronavirus pandemic has thrown the 
proverbial spanner in the works when it 
comes to this particular rite of passage. 
Under the current lockdown regulations, 
only 50 people are allowed to attend a funer-
al, as reiterated by President Ramaphosa 
during his national address on 11 January, 
and in previous speeches and regulations 
since the beginning of lockdown in early 
2020. Night vigils, which would typically be 
held throughout the whole week before the 
funeral, are prohibited. So are after-tears 
(after-funeral gatherings); and the duration 
of a funeral is restricted to a maximum of 
two hours.

“I would like to take a moment to specifi-
cally address the issue of funerals, which 
have consistently been identified as so-called 
‘super spreader’ moments… There are cer-
tain rituals that we perform in line with our 
respective cultures and traditions; not just 
at the funeral itself but in the days leading 

The changing nature of funerals
Could lockdown regulations have a lasting impact on South African funeral rites and the industry as a whole? By Malibongwe Tyilo

up to the burial. But these are all things we 
simply cannot do at this time,” said Rama-
phosa.

Since the lockdown regulations came into 
effect, Mnisi notes that he, as well as other 
funeral directors registered with Safpa, 
have seen an increase in funerals held on 
weekdays: “People have also realised that it 
is cheaper to do funerals during the week 
because you don’t put more pressure on the 
funeral director. We don’t have to buy a lot of 
cars. We don’t have to employ a lot of people, 
and it makes the situation very relaxed and 
it becomes cost-effective for each and every 
one of the communities that we are serving.”

Mnisi says that many of his and his 
 colleagues’ clients have accepted the chang-
es, although in the beginning they struggled 
to get their clients to abide by them: “There 
is resistance on the part of the communities 
that we are serving. They don’t take those 
regulations as something that is meant to 
protect them. They look at it as something 
that is meant to victimise them or to disre-
spect their cultures. But gradually as we go 
through the stages people are beginning to 
understand; they see people in their com-
munities dying because of Covid.”

Still, Mnisi says that every week, there are 
families who argue with funeral directors 
because they do not understand the reason-
ing behind the regulations. A part of the 
responsibility to enforce regulations then 
falls upon the funeral directors. In addition 
to explaining regulations to clients, Mnisi 
and his colleagues have taken measures to 
create a funeral environment that makes it 
simpler to get clients to abide.

They stopped hiring out and setting up 
marquees at funerals: “Once you set up a 
tent, you are simply saying: this is the place 
where you have to converge. And it’s not easy 
… it’s not easy to control the families and get 
them to sit one metre away from each other. 
So we agreed that we won’t be putting up 
tents outside the homes where funerals are 
held like we usually do.”

They’ve also limited elaborate setups at 
graveyards, where there would typically be a 
gazebo, a carpet and chairs where the family 
of the deceased would sit for the final part of 
the service: “The chairs that are used there 
can easily transmit the coronavirus, because 
they are moved from funeral to funeral, and 
so you are just spreading this disease.

“So we said, ‘Let’s use these things as min-
imally as possible so we do not spread this 
coronavirus.’”

What lasting changes will remain as soci-
ety changes behaviour to respond to the 
coronavirus is unclear. However, with four 
decades in the business behind him, and 
having watched funerals transform over 
time from smaller to more elaborate affairs, 
Mnisi reckons this moment in time will have 
a lasting impact on funeral rites in South 
Africa; at the very least, a significant eco-
nomic impact on his industry.

Says Mnisi: “Fewer people are paying a lot 
of money for funerals, they buy [fewer] of the 
expensive coffins. They just want to bury 
their loved ones, and they don’t care to show 
off as much. The funeral industry is going to 
feel the pinch because we make most of our 
money on expensive coffins. We are going to 
take a knock because we bought these cars 
and we build the structures to cater for these 
funerals. When they buy less expensive cof-
fins, who is going to pay for these cars? If you 
had, say, 50 employees [who] are conducting 
funerals, you sort of use only half your 
employees now, while 25 are staying at home 
and not working. So as funeral directors we 
are already restructuring our companies to 
deal with the possibility of a different 
future.” DM168

Funerals serve to honour the 
dead, who are entering
a new life as ‘ancestors’.
- Paying the Piper: The High Cost of
Funerals in South Africa

I would like to take a
moment to specifically
address the issue of
funerals, which have consistently 
been identified as so-called
‘super spreader’ moments…
- President Cyril Ramaphosa

Fewer people are paying a lot of 
money for funerals, they buy [fewer] 

of the expensive coffins. They just 
want to bury their loved ones, and 

they don’t care to show off as much.
- Libo Mnisi

I call funerals these days ‘forced 
socialising’. People go and buy new 

clothing for the funeral; they’ll go 
to show off their cars.
- Libo Mnisi, the president of the

South African Funeral
Practitioners’ Association
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What does it take to be a brilliant Scrabble 
player? Or even a Scrabble champion on 
the competitive Scrabble scene? A love of 

words? A strategic mind, perhaps? 
“It’s a combination of both. The best players are 

those that absolutely love words and their mean-
ings, they love language, reading and literature; 
and have a very strategic brain. Many of the past 
world champions have been like … a 
professor of music for example, or 
mathematicians, or people with 
very analytical brains. If you’ve 
seen The Queen’s Gambit, where 
she plays out chess games in her 
head, it’s like that … it’s playing 
through the end-game in your 
head,” says Steven Gruzd, the Dep-
uty President of Scrabble South 
Africa. 

While many of 
us may be familiar 
with the game as a 
recreational activ-
ity we’ve played 
with family and 
friends, for Gruzd 
and fellow com-
petitors, it’s some-
thing that 
amounts to a pas-
sion. “The mother 
of Scrabble in the 
country was the late 
Gwen Heiman. There is a building in the Johannes-
burg CBD called Anstey’s building, it was a very fan-
cy department store and they used to play there in 
the 1960s. Then in the early 1980s, the Johannes-
burg Scrabble club opened up in Paterson park in 
Norwood at the recreation centre. When I started 
playing competitively in 1984, that club was really 
vibrant. There were probably 70 or 80 people on a 
Monday night, some people would play until six 
o’clock, seven o’clock the next morning, they were 
obsessed with it,” he recalls.

He started playing when he was eight, with his 
late mother. At first, she would play both racks to 
teach him, but soon after, he started to beat her. 
“And I was very lucky because I was at Houghton 
Primary School in Jo’burg, and one of the moms 
there was actually the Transvaal champion in 

those days, and she started a Scrabble club at the 
school. She started coaching me, and then I entered 
my first tournament in 1984, and came home with 
an armful of prizes.”

Now in his current role as deputy president of 
Scrabble South Africa, he is on a mission to help 
build the competitive Scrabble community. But 
like other sports and activities, Scrabble gather-

ings have been adversely affected by the Covid-19 
pandemic. “It really came at a bad time because we 
were gaining a lot of momentum. We haven’t actu-
ally had any tournaments since February last year, 
which has been a real shame. In February, we had 
over 40 people playing in a tournament, and we 
were hoping for our next one in March to be a bit 
bigger,” says Gruzd.

Unlike a number of other African countries, 
Scrabble is not as big a tournament sport in South 
Africa. In 2015, at the WESPAC (World English 
Language Scrabble Players Association Champion-
ship) tournament held in Perth, Australia, Nigeria’s 
Wellington Jighere was crowned World Champion. 
And two years later, at the 2017 WESPAC tourna-
ment, held in Nairobi, Kenya, Peter Moses, also 
from Nigeria, came second; and the Nigerian team 

overall was ranked as the world’s number one 
Scrabble playing nation that year. 

“Scrabble is very active and very strong on the 
African continent. Many people are surprised 
when they learn that Nigeria is one of the strongest 
playing countries in the world. They get federal 
funding from the government for playing Scrabble, 
and they have literally hundreds of clubs and thou-

sands of players. Other countries that are very 
strong are Kenya, Uganda, and Ghana; and then 
there’s Scrabble clubs in Sierra Leone and Gam-
bia,” says Gruzd. 

He has witnessed the popularity of the game 
in other African countries first hand as part of 
his business travels, in his work as a political 
analyst at the South African Institute of Inter-
national Affairs. Says Gruzd: “I run a research 
project that looks at governance and develop-
ment in Africa, which is why I’m lucky enough 

to travel around our beauti-
ful continent. I’m often in 
Kenya and every time I go 
there, there are these 
20-year-olds who are bril-
liant players!”

More recently, like with 
everything else, there is a 
thriving online scene, be it 
through online games and 
tournament websites, or 
apps such as Scrabble Go 

for those interested in taking 
their gameplay to the next level, 

beyond friendly family games.
“You don’t need to have studied 40,000 words in 

order to have a good competitive game. But you 
need to know the important words. For example, I 
think there are 115 – somewhere around there – 
two-letter words. Some of them are very common 
ones like ‘to be or not to be’. But we also have ‘za’, 
which is an abbreviation for pizza if you would 
believe; we have ‘gu’, which is a kind of violin; we 
have ‘xu’, which is a Vietnamese coin; we have lots of 
interesting and strange words. So you’ve got to learn 
the basics, the twos, then the threes, then you go on 
to the fours, then you go on to the ones with the Z, 
Q, X, and J, because those are high-scoring tiles. 
Then you start learning the combinations of six let-
ters plus one to make seven, etc. It’s a fascinating 
and very stimulating game,” says Gruzd. DM168

Welcome to the world of competitive 
Scrabble. By Malibongwe Tyilo

Not your
 grandma’s
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A dashing man in a dapper suit 
saunters confidently through a 
party of fat cats. He doesn’t 

look out of place, yet he stands out 
from the crowd. He’s got a plan, he’s 
on a dangerous mission, but he’s cool 
as a cucumber – high in moral fibre 
– and you’ve got to wish you were 
him.

This man has gone by many names 
in the past – he’s been Neo, Jason 
Bourne and John Wick; he’s been 
Ethan Hunt in Mission Impossible, Bryan Mills in Taken, 
but he’s probably best known as the legendary James Bond. 
Yet something is different about our hero this time around 
– this time, he’s black. Cue pandemonium and inter-
net trolls.

When Daniel Craig announced that he’d be 
stepping down as James Bond after the 
upcoming Bond 25: No Time To Die, the 
obvious choice for his successor was Idris 
Elba. The mere rumour of a black Bond was 
intolerable to various members of the British 
public. The internet exploded with convoluted 
explanations for why Elba could never be Bond, 
cooked up by outraged fans with a tablespoon of 
racism for extra zing. In an interview with Vanity Fair, 
Elba said he’d take the role if it was offered to him, but 
admitted that he wouldn’t be pursuing it, simply because 
he was too disheartened by the onslaught of hate.

You would think the success of Black Panther would 
have mobilised the capitalists to cast more black role 
model protagonists, but that an actor like 
Elba wouldn’t pursue one of the most 
coveted roles in history because of 
racial hatred is a clear measure of 
the insidious inequality that 
prevents black people from 
playing capable hero roles 
in film.

It is with these chal-
lenges in mind that one 
should evaluate the mer-
it of the Netflix series 
Lupin, released earlier 
this month. Lupin is a 
French mystery crime 
drama inspired by Arsène 
Lupin, the Gentleman 
Thief, a fictional character 
created in 1905 by novelist 
Maurice Leblanc.

Omar Sy plays Lupin’s leading 
man, Assane Diop, who had grown up on 
the Lupin books and sought to become a gentle-
man thief himself. He’s our dashing man in the 
dapper suit, our man with the plan. He’s a fearless 
street-fighting hustler, a ladies’ man with suave 
charm and a cheeky grin. And he’s also the son of 
a poor Senegalese immigrant.

Assane’s race and heritage serves 
more than tokenism or the cultiva-
tion of a sad backstory – racial 
and xenophobic prejudice is a 
pertinent theme in the series. A 
master of disguise, Assane uses 
other people’s racial preconcep-
tions to pull the wool over their 
eyes, taking advantage of white 
peoples’ inability to distinguish 
black faces, or easily blending in as a 
janitor because people are so used to see-
ing black manual labourers.

He sometimes takes on the role of a 

‘Lupin’, the new mystery crime drama, puts the son of a Senegalese immigrant in the 
James Bond seat and gently confronts xenophobic and racial preconceptions. After 
only few days, it’s Netflix’s most popular French series ever. By Tevya Turok Shapiro

Bids for a black Bond

decolonial Robin Hood. At one point 
he convinces an old woman to part 
with jewels plundered from Belgian 
Congo. He is an avenger bent on 
requiting injustice inflicted on his 
late father by the wealthy white 
Frenchman he worked for.

“You saw me, but you didn’t look at 
me,” Assane says. “Those at the top 
don’t look at the bottom.” These 
remarks are a double bluff. Lupin’s 
narrative goes further than the 

underestimation of black people – it deals with stereotyping in 
a more general sense. The series catches out the audience as 
well, inviting you to make judgements about who he is and 

what he’s about and then proving you wrong.
But the writers aren’t always a step ahead. With its 
action sequences, creative twists, and suspenseful 

orchestral spy music, Lupin attempts the unpre-
dictability of classic heist films like the Oceans 
franchise, yet the show becomes fairly predicta-
ble in its unpredictability. 

It’s a pretty safe bet that in a given episode, 
there will be an ingenious twist, and Assane 

will come out on top.
The diversity of his talenst is farfetched. He’s a 

capable hacker, fighter, magician, impersonator, escape 
artist and mastermind. He can do no wrong. One might give 
Lupin the benefit of the doubt and extenuate this seemingly 
lazy writing by viewing it as an intentional statement – there 
are countless ridiculously capable white characters. 

Whether it’s a statement or not, Assane’s perfectness 
does make Lupin feel a tad formulaic. Indeed 

it appears that Netflix followed a number 
of formulas to maximise the show’s 

success. Netflix is getting better at 
collecting data on its audience 

and catering to it. The platform 
has a growing catalogue of 
“foreign” shows that have 
done surprisingly well. 

The Spanish crime dra-
ma Money Heist was 
dumped in the Netflix 
backwaters. At first, it 
wasn’t promoted at all, 

and yet it went on to be 
Netflix’s second -most-

watched series of all time.
The production and pro-

motion of Lupin, a foreign lan-
guage heist series, is partially a 

response to that success, only this 
time the net is being cast wider, with 

enough adult content to ensnare a mature audience, 
but not so much as to turn off sensitive viewers or 
restrict teenage viewership. 

Lupin is already a frontrunner in the race for 
most popular Netflix series of 2021, currently 

number two on SA’s Top 10 most-watched 
chart behind Bridgerton. 

It’s unlikely to be a coincidence that 
both are progressing the conversa-
tion about on-screen representa-
tion by casting black actors in 
roles they haven’t traditionally 
played. DM168 

Lupin is available for streaming 
on Netflix. You can contact This 

Weekend We’re Watching via tevya@
dailymaverick.co.za

Photo: Omar Sy in Lupin, Courtesy of Netflix
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“Let me say this before rain becomes a 
utility we can regulate and sell,” 
wrote the French Trappist monk 

and mystic Thomas Merton. “I celebrate its 
meaninglessness.

“The rain I am in is not like the rain in the 
city,” he continued. “It fills the forest with a 
huge and confused sound. It hammers the 
corrugated-iron roof of the hut and stoep 
with insistent and controlled rhythms. I lis-
ten, because it reminds me again that the 
whole universe runs by rhythms I have not 
yet learnt to recognise; rhythms not those of 
clock or engineer.”

In the footsteps of Merton, I came in from 
the city late this afternoon, sloshing up the 
track, and fired up some pasta and tomato 
sauce on the Cadac for supper. It boiled over 
while I was toasting bread on the log fire. The 
night is now inky dark. The rain envelops the 
hut in its enormous, virginal myth, a whole 
world of meaning, of secrecy, of sudden 
silences, of rumour.

“All that rainspeech pouring down,” Mer-
ton wrote, “selling nothing, judging nobody, 
drenching the thick mulch of dead leaves, 

soaking the trees, filling the streams and val-
leys of the woodland with water, washing out 
places where farming has stripped the hill-
side.”

What a thing it is to sit absolutely alone, in 
a forest, at night, cherished by this wonder-
ful, unintelligible, perfectly innocent speech, 
the most comforting speech in the world, the 
talk that rain makes all by itself against the 
leaves, the talk of watercourses everywhere 
in the hollows, the shuddering expletives of 
thunder.

Nobody started it, nobody is going to stop 
it. It will talk as long as it wants, this rain. 
And I am going to listen as long as I am able.

Eventually I’m going to sleep, because here 
in this wilderness I’ve learnt how to sleep 
again. Here I am not alien. The trees I know, 
the night I know, the rain I know. In a strange 
way it’s home. I close my eyes and instantly 
sink into the whole rainy world of which I am 
a part and the world goes on without me. 

The city is filled with useful things. It’s a 
monument to usefulness. Rows of houses, 
paved streets, electricity, shops, cellphone 
towers, trains; even helicopters that give you 

minute-by-minute traffic reports. There are 
schools for learning, hospitals for body and 
mind repair and prisons for those who don’t 
obey the rules. There are even clinics and 
beauty parlours for the animals we’ve tamed.

Unscheduled water is dealt with severely; 
guttered off roofs and streets, led into drains 
and captured in underground tunnels. Some-
times, when you cross a street, you can hear 
the water roaring below manholes down 
which the behaviour of the newly tamed river 
can be checked.

There is so little in the city that is not fabri-
cated; if a tree gets among the apartments or 
even on a suburban street by mistake it is 
usually surrounded by paving stones or tar. It 
is given a precise location, a reason for exist-
ing, or it is yanked out. Or maybe it is left for 
dogs to pee on.

The celebration of rain cannot be stopped, 
of course, even in the city. The woman from 
the coffee bar scampers along the pavement 
with a newspaper over her head. A suited 
executive flips up his black umbrella and 
high-steps over a swollen gutter. The sudden-
ly washed streets become transparent and 

alive, and the noise of traffic becomes a 
splashing of fountains.

You would think that urban citizens would 
have to take account of nature in its wetness 
and freshness, its baptism and its renewal. 
But though it waters gardens in the suburbs, 
the rain brings no renewal to nine-to-fivers, 
only tomorrow’s weather and the glint of win-
dows in tall buildings reflecting a turbulent 
sky. Somewhere inside those walls the “real” 
city carries on, counting itself and selling 
itself with complex determination.

Meanwhile, the citizens who must move 
plunge through the rain, intent on their busy-
ness, slightly more vulnerable than before, 
probably piqued by the inconvenience of rain. 
Few see that the streets shine beautifully, that 
they themselves are walking on stars and 
water, that they are running over inverted 
skies to catch a bus or taxi, or to shelter in 
packed malls which ooze the mindless sound 
of elevator music.

But they must know there is wetness 
abroad. Perhaps they even feel it. For them it’s 
a nuisance, nothing more. Am I presuming 
too much?

Of rain and reflections 
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For some reason the word DAN-
GER surrounded by a red tri-
angle seemed to mark the 

boundary between the bonhomie of 
the boets and swaers of Port Alfred 
and the heart of darkness.

The rain-bruised clouds added to 
the impression.

Maybe the mid-river sign was 
merely marking a hidden reef. But 
its presence had the same unsettling 
effect that “Here There Be Monsters” 
must have had on ancient mariners 
studying their hard-won maps. 
Some 180 years ago, when an ances-
tor of mine set sail for these shores, 
there were still maps carrying that 
warning. I eyed the danger sign, 
wondering about its portent, and 
paddled on.

Until that morning there had been 
others happy to kayak up the Kowie 
River with me. But the day had 
dawned wet and blustery. They 
quickly reversed their offers: “No 
way! Not in this weather…,” and 
went back to bed. So my trip up the 
river and into my own history would 
be alone.

There’s a backstory here that 
begins in Wiltshire, an English 
county. Probably in just such a driz-
zle, a man with my surname sat in a 
village in the English county and 
decided he’d had enough of the 
gloom, lousy pay and a declining 
demand for swineherds. He packed 
his family into a crowded immigrant 
ship in 1820 and headed for Africa.

Maybe he didn’t read the small 
print – maybe there wasn’t any – but 
conditions in the Eastern Cape 
where they landed were less than 
hospitable. The veld was bitter, there 
were animals that ate you and the 
Xhosa were understandably angry at 
the sudden invasion of pale, 
plough-toting abelungus.

It didn’t rain for two years. Then a 
flood took out the crops. My forebear 
gave up farming and moved to Gra-
hamstown, where he bought an ox 
wagon and did transport riding. 
Every year, for generations – right up 
until my father’s childhood – the 
family would trundle down to the 
Kowie in the wagon and outspan 

along the river banks. From time to 
time the men would brave the mon-
sters upriver at Waters Meeting 
where they’d hunt for the pot.

These days Waters Meeting is a 
nature reserve and the best way to 
get there is by kayak. Conditions 
there are still, well, Settler simple. 
There’s a hut, a water tank and some 
bunk beds. All about are wild hills 
where Afromontane forest meets 
subtropical valley bushveld amid 
symphonies of birdsong. Going 
there would have all the elements of 
pilgrimage.

The upriver reaches, when I went, 
were compelling, even though the 
weather map showed a 40% chance 
of rain with snow on the mountains. 
Anyway, venturing out in lousy 
weather ensures you have the world 
mostly to yourself. As long as you 
stay warm and dry, it’s a traveller’s 
bonus. Rivers Meeting – where I’d 
spend the night – and the spirit of 
my ancestors were calling.

Spirits of another sort had called a 
man named Derek who I met on the 
way back into town. He was pushing 
a huge, box-like contraption on bicy-
cle wheels. It had a propeller on front 
and messages from Jesus all over it. 
He’d just bullied it all the way from 
East London a few hundred kilo-
metres away.

I hired a kayak from Hutch’s Boats 
and bought a food basket from But-
lers Riverside Restaurant. It looked 
way over the top, but I was in a hurry 
and stashed the boxes into the kay-
ak’s storage compartments.

I paddled past the wreck of an old 
paddle steamer and through the Bay 
of Biscay (so named because the wind 
howls across it). Soon there was noth-
ing but the lapping of water and the 
liquid piping of a black-headed 
oriole.

With some help from the 
paddles, the kayak rode 
the tidal surge past Cob 
Hole and I was soon 
at the ruin of an 
old mill.

The Kowie 
River at Port 
Alfred has a 
mouth full of 
many smart 

houses, 
wrecked 

ships and 
some wistful 
dreams. But 

there are 
older and 

wilder things 
up around the 
bend. By Don 

Pinnock

Paddling the Kowie River
“Would you like some frogs?” 

asked a man who was standing near 
it with a face to match the crumbling 
stonework.

“No thanks.”
“But you need frogs,” he insisted.
“Why?” I yelled back.
“Because fish love to eat them…”
“But I’m not fishing!”
“Well you should,” he threw back, 

then disappeared into the forest.
Soon after that rather surreal 

exchange the red danger triangle 
came into view. At a place named 
Fairy Glen the river turned west-
wards, narrowed suddenly and 
became more confidential. Riverine 
forest dominated by tree euphorbias 
covered the enclosing hills and, as I 
turned the bend, a pied kingfisher 
hovered invitingly. “Kwik kwik,” it 
insisted.

Beyond a sharp northward bend 
the river straightened. Several kilo-
metres ahead was a towering wall of 
forested hillside. The valley rang 
with the cry of fish eagles.

At a spectacular 360-degree 
oxbow named Horseshoe Bend was a 
jetty and a sign that read “Waters 
Meeting Overnight Hut.” 

Joseph Conrad would have loved 
its mysterious invitation into the 
looming forest. There be dragons. 
Soon after hauling my gear and food 
boxes inside, the rest of the predict-
ed 40% of rain descended. I dragged 
a rough table on to the stoep and 

unpacked the food.
The contents were so outra-

geous it was comical: lobster, 
prawns, meatballs, samoosas, 

Portuguese rolls with sausages 
buried inside, fish fingers, cheese, 
biscuits, apples, bananas, a choco-

late cake, a flask of carrot soup, 
another of hot chocolate, and a 

bottle of Guardian Peak Cab-
ernet Sauvignon with cork-

screw, wine glass and 
checked tablecloth.

Among the 
goodies was 

a note 
that 

read: “Learn to pause or nothing 
worthwhile will catch up to you.” I 
spread the packages on the cloth, 
uncorked the wine and tucked in.

A jackal nickered then yipped, 
fireflies sparkled in the bush and the 
silence was made somehow deeper 
by the admonitions of a purple-crest-
ed lourie. A small, brown form glid-
ed down the path: could it have been 
the rare barred owl?

Raising my glass, I peered through 
the ruby wine at the gathering dusk. 
Just what was the spirit of my ances-
tors? Would I feel it? Would it mani-
fest? Should I invoke it? It seemed a 
bit childish to call out: “Hey, spirits 
of my ancestors, I’m here.” 

But there was nobody around so I 
did it anyway.

Moments later a strange moaning 
began and I felt the hairs on the 
back of my neck bristling. What 
happened next nearly undid me. 
Round the corner, at speed, came a 
large male Chacma baboon. On see-
ing me a few metres away he let 
loose a deafening “baa-hooo” and 
skidded to a halt. At that moment, 
all the hadidas roosting around 
about went “haa-dee-da” together 
and I found myself standing on the 
table with the only weapon available 
– the corkscrew.

The baboon bounded off, the birds 
quietened down and in the absolute 
silence that followed I could hear 
my heart thumping like a tom-tom.

The rest of the night was quiet and 
the only visitor was a wily, larg-
er-spotted civet, which arrived to 
polish off the rest of my prawns. 
Dawn was glorious, with rays of 
golden sunlight levering the remains 
of yesterday’s clouds out of the way. 
I packed up and set off downriver on 
a falling tide.

With three hours of paddling 
ahead, I had time for reflection. It 
struck me that I should, at least, 
consign to print this message to my 
descendants and anyone else who 
may be interested: Beware of invok-
ing the spirit of your ancestors. You 
never know how far back they’ll 
appear from. DM168


