
The Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAf) launched a booklet on the Essential facts

about Covid 19 - The disease, the responses, and an uncertain future on 2 August 2021. The

booklet is aimed at South African learners, teachers and the general public and can be
accessed on this link.

The first cases of a new coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) were identified toward the end of 2019 in

Wuhan, China. Over the following months, this virus spread to everywhere in the world. By

now no country has been spared the devastation from the loss of lives from the disease

(Covid-19) and the economic and social impacts of responses to mitigate the impact of

the virus. Our lives in South Africa have been turned upside down as we try to make the

best of this bad situation.

The 2020 school year was disrupted with closure and then reopening in a phased

approach, as stipulated by the Department of Education.

ASSAf launches Essential facts about Covid 19 - The disease, the responses,

and an uncertain future 

This booklet is a collective effort by academics who are members of ASSAf and other invited scholars to help

understand some of the basic scientific facts that are needed to understand the present crisis and the various options

available to respond to it. The booklet emphasises that the threat of infectious diseases is not an entirely new

phenomenon that has sprung onto the stage out of nowhere. Infectious diseases and pandemics have been present

for centuries, in fact much longer. Scientists have warned for years of the need to prepare for the next pandemic. The
Academy trusts that this booklet will contribute to educating the South African public about the essential facts
regarding Covid-19 and the present crisis.

During the book launch event some of the authors highlighted selected current issues relating to this pandemic: the role

and future of variants, the effectiveness of vaccinations and challenges of vaccinating a sufficient fraction of the

population worldwide, and more generally the relation to HIV and hospital care in South Africa. The launch was

attended by 129 participants and the programme facilitated by Dr Bongeka Hlabisa of the Centre for the Aids

Programme of Research in South Africa ICAPRISA). The presenters, who are also some of the authors of the booklet,

included Prof Anwar Suleman Mall, Emeritus Professor at the University of Cape Town; Prof Ed Rybicki, Professor of

Microbiology at the University of Cape Town; Prof Quarraisha Abdool Karim, Pro-Vice Chancellor for African Health,

University of KwaZulu-Natal and Professor in Clinical Epidemiology, Columbia University, New York; and Prof Marc

Mendelson, Professor of Infectious Diseases and Head of the Division of Infectious Diseases and HIV Medicine at Groote
Schuur Hospital, University of Cape Town.

In this booklet the Academy has endeavoured to provide an historical perspective, and to enrich your knowledge with

some of the basics of medicine, viruses, and epidemiology. Beyond the immediate Covid-19 crisis, South Africa faces a

number of other major health challenges: highly unequal access to quality healthcare, widespread tuberculosis, HIV

infection causing AIDS, a high prevalence of mental illness, and a low life expectancy, compared to what is possible

with today’s medicine. It is essential that young people, also learn about the nature of these new challenges, so that

they may contribute to finding future solutions. Covid-19 remains a major challenge worldwide that has not yet been
overcome.

On the positive side, the campaign to develop vaccines against the disease has been immensely successful. The
presently available vaccines are much more effective than had initially been hoped. However, in South Africa and
elsewhere, there are many who are hesitant to be vaccinated, and this is a major impediment to slowing down and

stopping disease. This situation highlights the importance of disseminating basic knowledge about science and

medicine to the broader public. It does not suffice to have a high level of scientific knowledge concentrated among a
small group of experts. This is

even more true today, when because of the internet, much false information is being disseminated. Consequently, the
ability to distinguish reliable information from less trustworthy information is an extremely important skill.

In the first month after publication, the booklet has reached more than 700 000 people and the Academy trusts that this

booklet will contribute to educating the South African public about the essential facts that everyone should know
regarding Covid-19 and the present crisis.

Click link to access booklet http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11911/194 or http://dx.doi.org/10.17159/assaf.2021/0072
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