
Given that heritage is celebrated in the month of September in South Africa, Prof Ramsay’s group at the Sydney Brenner

Institute for Molecular Bioscience at Wits, together with H3Africa researchers, added to the narrative from other scientists

regarding the rich genetic diversity found among indigenous African populations and how information on population history

helps in the elucidation of genetic susceptibility to disease. Dr Ananyo Choudhury (Wits), the lead author of a seminal paper

entitled “High-depth African genomes inform human migration and health’ which was published in Nature, October 2020

(PMCID: PMC7759466), discussed how the group used information from 426 whole genome sequences obtained from

individuals representing 50 African ethnolinguistic groups to (1) identify over 3 million novel variants in African genomes, (2)

examine disease associated variants like those associated with the sickle cell trait in malaria endemic regions, (3) assess the

impact of selection signals on various traits like immunity, metabolism, reproduction and DNA repair, and (4) refine theories on

models and routes of migration.

Prof Wonkam’s long standing research on sickle cell disease in Africa, in collaboration with other African scientists including

Prof Julie Makani (Uganda) and Prof Solomon Ofori Acquah (Ghana), demonstrated that African scientists, despite being

confronted with numerous challenges, are now capable of addressing various clinical and molecular challenges related to

sickle cell disease on the continent. Data sharing is facilitated by the H3ABioNet, overseen by Prof Nicky Mulder (UCT), who is

also responsible for implementation of training activities in bioinformatics and data science to build capacity within Africa.

Prof Himla Soodyall co-chaired a session together with Dr Pauline Tindana (Ghana) on “Community engagement and ethical,

legal and social implications”. In this session we heard from people suffering with rare diseases and family members who must

deal with a rare disease patient; this session highlighted the day-to-day challenges rare disease patients undergo with very

little support from governments. Dr Syntia Nchangwi (UCT) highlighted in her plenary presentation that the spirit of Ubuntu is

not achieved when it comes to rare diseases. She advocated for a “shared responsibility” with priorities to support

mechanisms to inform the public about rare diseases and to find ways of “filling the gaps” in the knowledge dissemination

strategies.

More details of this meeting can be found on the H3Africa website.

Advancing human genomic research on the African continent

Several ASSAf Members – Profs Michele Ramsay (Wits), Raj Ramesar and Ambroise

Wonkam (UCT) and Himla Soodyall (ASSAf EO) participated at the Advancing human

genomic research on the African continent virtual meeting.

Prof Ambroise Wonkam is the current President of the African Society for Human

Genetics (https://www.afshg.org/) and the incoming Chair of the H3Africa Steering

Committee, with Prof Zane Lombard (Wits) being the Co-Chair. Prof Wonkam was

recently awarded the Alan Pifer Award by UCT. This prestigious award is the vice-

chancellor’s annual prize in recognition of outstanding welfare-related research.

Designed to encourage socially responsive research at UCT, the accolade honours

researchers whose work is making a difference in the lives of disadvantaged

communities in the country.

ASSAf would like to extend congratulations to Prof Wonkam for these prestigious

accolades and for bringing into focus the societal impact of his research.
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