
Activist doctor turned health policymaker 

.

Born in the United Kingdom to Welsh parents, her upbringing was founded on strong principles of a strong work ethic

and doing right not just for oneself but the community also. Her mother strongly influenced her and her sister to be

doctors coupled with the support of her father in their academic pursuits. In her early youth, she became part of the

anti-apartheid movement in the United Kingdom and was actively involved in activism particularly with regards to

health. At school she excelled and in 1969, she was for instance a representative to the International Youth Science

Fortnight held in London. Prof. Rees obtained a bachelor’s degree in medicine and a master’s degree in social and
political sciences from Cambridge University.

Immediately after Zimbabwe gained independence, she moved there and worked in Harare as a paediatrician
because she was moved by the plight of children who had greatly suffered during the war. Some years later in the 80s,

she moved to South Africa with her husband where they worked in the Alexandria township of Johannesburg running a

clinic with the help of funding from donors. During the internal war that occurred in Alexandria township in 1986, she was

instrumental in hiding youth who were part of the anti-apartheid in their clinic. Her time at the Alexandria township

strengthened her resolve to right the wrongs that were happening in South Africa and she then decided to establish the

Wits University Institute for Reproductive Health and HIV (RHIV) in inner Johannesburg city focusing on HIV and sexual

reproductive rights. Her leadership at the Wits RHIV has steered the institute into becoming the country’s biggest and

leading research centre which has participated in ground-breaking COVID-19 studies and interventions. Prof Rees is a

member of the WHO emergency committee on COVID-19 among many other response initiatives related to the
pandemic.

Recognising the many roles that women play both at work and in the home, Prof Rees advocates for institutions and the

society in general to support women pursuing scientific careers greatly and intentionally. Moreover, she strongly believes

that investment in science education in primary and secondary schools should be increased to harness the ambition of

learners to become future scientists. Finally, early-career female scientists need to be supported both materially and

emotionally to develop their scientific careers and her message to young girls is you can do what you want, work hard
and seek the support of family when you need it.

With no doctorate, Prof Rees has had an illustrious professional career, brought up three wonderful children and would

like to be remembered for several things. A doctor who cared for her patients, a researcher who contributed to global

health policies, a scientist who nurtured the careers of female early-career researchers, a good mother to her children, a
good partner to her husband, a friend to many and her contribution to medicine in general.

Watch the documentary here.

In celebration of women’s day held annually on 9 August and women’s month observed

yearly in August, ASSAf’s Phyllis Kalele had a discussion with Prof Helen Rees to talk about

her life’s journey from childhood to being a global renowned public health scientist and

her views on women and their role in science.

Prof Rees was elected and inaugurated as a Member of the Academy of Science of South

Africa in October 2006. Her election to membership of the country’s national science

academy is confirmation that she has been honoured and recognised as one of the most

outstanding and celebrated scholars contributing to scholarly activities in her field of

expertise in this country to a significant extent. In addition, Prof Rees is featured in the

ASSAf’s first edition of the Legends of South African Science, a book that introduces

Academy Members who rank among the top achievers in the country and that provides a

unique collective perspective on contributions by South African scientists and scholars

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kuGgylUyCgY

