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According the Professor Ric Bernard, the Science 
Faculty can gauge its success in four measurable ways. 
These include graduation rates, research outputs, 
publications, and teaching and learning track records.

“In April this year we graduated 39 PhD and 102 
Masters students. Both are records for the Faculty 
and the 39 PhDs is a record for the University,” said 
Prof Bernard. “For each of the past three years we 
have broken our own record for graduating PhDs.”

Research outputs (combined papers and MSc 
and PhD) have increased from 178 in 2003 to 416 

in 2013. Measured both in terms of its value and 
quality, the Science Faculty’s research output is the 
highest at Rhodes University. 

“A number of our staff publish their research 
papers in the top journals in their fields,” Prof 
Bernard asserts the quality of these findings. 
“Recently there have been two papers with Rhodes 
authors published in Nature and there is one in an 
upcoming edition of Science.”

In addition, the Faculty is seriously committed 
to increasing access to teaching and learning in 

GOING 
UP!
Construction on the much anticipated new Life 
Sciences Building is going well with contractors 
currently working on the first floor level and 
having erected pillars to the second level. The 
building is on schedule for proposed occupation 
by the Zoology and Entomology departments 
during the September 10-day vac in 2015.

In addition, a comprehensive CSIR survey has 
been a positive contributor to the planning and 
budgetary process for the re-allocation and use of 
the current Zoology building, which will be taken 
over by Microbiology, Biochemistry and Chemistry. 
Our Rhodes scientists are looking forward to 
conducting their particular brands of pure, 
fundamental and cutting-edge scientific research in 
a newer, refurbished and spacious environment.

THE NEW LIFE SCIENCES BUILDING HAS PROGRESSED 
ALMOST TO SECOND FLOOR LEVEL
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HOW THE SCIENCE STORY SHOULD  
BE TOLD (CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)
the Sciences. “Our extended studies programme 
is allowing improved access and success to 30 
to 50 students per annum from disadvantaged 
socioeconomic backgrounds,” said Prof Bernard. “This 
year one of these students has graduated with an 
MSc and we have a number of Honours graduates.”

Furthermore, in response to the need to talk 
through the challenges associated with teaching and 
learning, several lecturers have started an informal 
discussion group that meets once a month to share 
experiences and help improve the student experience.

Over the past decade the Faculty has seen changes 
in the student body at both the undergraduate 
and postgraduate levels. Since 2008 the figure of 
591 undergrads has risen by 176, to 767 in 2013. 
Postgraduate numbers have increase by more than 
50%, from 405 in 2008 to 681 in 2013. In 2002 there 
were 604 undergrads and just 341 postgrads.

There is also increased representation of black 
students all round. In 2002 the undergraduate 
student body consisted of 35% black and 65% 
white, and 42% female. In 2013 49% of the students 
were black and 51% white, and 53% female. For 
postgraduate studies, changes have been a bit slower 
where in 2002 there were 40.5% black and 59.5% 
white, and 42.5% female. In 2013 these figures had 
grown to 45% black, 55% white, and 43.5% female.

During this time of growth it is equally important 
to keep an eye on the challenges too. “Rhodes 
continues to experience difficulties in attracting 
staff to a small campus and a small town on a 
competitive salary,” said Prof Bernard. “Well 
qualified South African scientists in particular are so 
employable that it is hard to retain them.”

Prof Bernard believes that increasing the Faculty’s 
visibility in the national arena by telling the stories 
of the fundamental and exciting scientific research 
and work being undertaken at Rhodes would change 
perceptions. It is hoped that an application for a 
research chair in Science Communication, will go 
some way to serving this need.

Of course a major challenge to the Faculty 
has been a lack of space as student numbers and 
particularly the number of postgraduate students has 
increased. The new Life Sciences building will go a 
long way to paving the path forward in this regard with 
its new cutting edge lab space and high end research 
and teaching facilities. It goes unsaid that increased 
funding for student bursaries, postgraduate research 
and international postgraduates will ensure that 
Rhodes scientists continue to push the boundaries.

Read on to hear some of the exciting 
fundamental and applied research being undertaken 
by staff in the Faculty.

DRS PHILANI MASHAZI AND SAMSON KHENE WITH SOME OF THEIR STUDENTS.
BACK ROW: DANIEL MWANZA, MARCEL LOUZADA, GRACE NGUBENI, PETER KABWE
FRONT ROW: DR  PHILANI MASHAZI , DR SAMSON KHENE

Rapid industrial and agricultural growth worldwide has led to increasing discharge of toxic substances 
such as chlorophenols as effluents that contaminate the ecosystem and accumulate in the food chain. Dr 
Samson Khene, one of the more recent appointments in the Chemistry Department, hopes to help solve 
some of the environmental challenges we face in South Africa around eliminating toxins in industry and 
agriculture, and producing energy in ways less harmful to the environment.

His other passion is education: “I also hope to use my research as a tool to educate and make 
students fall in love with physical chemistry.” He has a good chance with a healthy dose of passion for the 
“wonderful and colourful world of phthalocyanine chemistry”.

Chlorinated phenols such as 4-chlorophenol, 2,4-dichlorophenol, and pentachlorophenol are classified 
as priority pollutants by both the European Union (EU) and the United States Environmental Protection 
Agency (USEPA). Their toxicity depends on the degree of chlorination and the positions of chlorine 
atoms relative to the hydroxyl group. The further away the chlorine atom is from the hydroxyl group, the 
higher the level of toxicity. Chlorophenol toxicity also depends on pH and the presence of some other 
compounds accompanying them in the environment. Dr Khene’s work involves extending the range of 
electrochemical methods for detecting and degrading these pollutants by synthesising and characterising 
Metallophthalocyanines (MPcs) to be used as electrocatalysts for the detection of chlorophenols.

His other area of research arises out of the national priority in South Africa and internationally to 
find ways of producing energy that will not impact negatively on the environment. This project aims to 
contribute to the search of cheaper and efficient organic solar cells for energy production.

“Thin film organic photovoltaic devices, compared to their inorganic counter parts, are cheaper to 
fabricate,” explains Dr Khene. “However sunlight conversion efficiencies of organic photovoltaic cells have 
not matched those of their inorganic counterparts. Therefore research in new and interesting organic 
dyes, which will improve the efficiency of the device, is needed.”

Dr Khene’s research group synthesises the organic dyes here at Rhodes and a prototype photovoltaic 
cell is then fabricated and tested at Warwick University by Dr Ian Hancox. “We have only started our 
collaboration this year. I will visit Dr Hancox laboratory  in the UK in January next year for a month,” he 
said. “This visit is supported by the British Council Researcher Links Travel Grant. I am very grateful and 
privileged that I have all the support I need from senior academics such as Prof Nyokong and her team in 
the Nanotechnology Innovation Centre and Rhodes University Chemistry Department. His research has 
also been funded by a Thuthuka-NRF research grant

Dr Khene hopes to offer similar opportunities to his own students to visit other labs outside of South 
Africa in the near future. With funding from industry this could become a reality.

ENVIRONMENTAL CHEMISTRY



Bringing you news about research, progress and development *ISSUE 006  / JUNE 2014

3
© DEVELOPMENT SERVICES, ALUMNI RELATIONS  & DEVELOPMENT DIVISION, RHODES UNIVERSITY | PRODUCED BY CREATIVES ON CLICK & KERRY PETER WORD WEAVER

SPACE TO GROW 
According to Minister Naledi Pandor, the 
Department of Science & Technology is committed 
to a significant investment in research development 
and innovation in South Africa. “We need hundreds 
more masters and doctoral graduates if we 
are going to make knowledge a contributor to 
economic growth," Pandor said. With the Rhodes 
University Science Faculty having achieved record 
graduation rates for three consecutive years, the 
University is making a meaningful contribution 
to this national effort. In addition, the new Life 
Sciences building is due for completion in the 
second half of 2015, providing welcome new 
lab and research spaces in which the Faculty is 
committed to extending these efforts.

At Creatives on Click and Kerry Peter Word Weaver 
we are both independent professionals who believe 
in the power of creative collaboration. Uniting our 
skills and experience we add value to the products 

we offer our clients. 

TO CONTACT US:  
Kerry Peter | 083 794 0005 | kerry@kerrypeter.com 

www.kerrypeter.com 

Robyn Oosthuysen | 082 454 8242 
robyn@creativesonclick.com 
www.creativesonclick.com

COMING UP …
Farewell to Dr 
Saleem Badat and 
an introduction to 
Dr Sizwe Mabizela. 
Watch this space  
for more stories 
on the exciting 
scientific work 
underway at Rhodes

The iron and manganese deposits of South Africa are world-class resources that form a key part of the 
country’s mineral resource base and economic prosperity. How these deposits have formed and what 
geological processes have controlled their distribution in space and across geological time, however, remain 
and enigma. Elucidating these issues is a crucial to optimising both current mining practices as well as 
exploration strategies for new deposits. 

In addition, the origin of these deposits is known to be tightly linked to evolutionary processes in the 
early Earth system, such as the evolution of the Earth’s earliest biosphere and its impact in terms of the 
chemistry of the ancient atmosphere and oceans. 

Professor Hari Tsikos has established a new, formal research unit called PRIMOR (Postgraduate Research 
in Iron and Manganese Ore Resources). The mandate of PRIMOR is to carry out fundamental as well as 
applied research on iron and manganese ore resources, initially with emphasis on the world-class deposits 
and occurrences in the Northern Cape Province of South Africa. In future other deposits from elsewhere in 
Africa and beyond will be included, provided the necessary industry support is available.

“The evolution of the Earth’s earliest near-surface environments is one of the hottest topics in the 
geosciences globally,” said Prof Tsikos. “Our research aims to improve understanding the origin of these 
remarkable deposits with a view to expanding the fundamental geological knowledge base and possibly 
improving mining and exploration practices at the same time.”

This research will provide a platform for students, especially those from previously disadvantaged 
backgrounds, to gain access to some of the most exciting mineral resources this country has to offer, as 
well as to the mining companies that exploit these resources. Through their training the students will be 
exposed to collaborative research initiatives with leading scientific partners from abroad and ultimately 
develop into the next generation of geoscience academics in South Africa. 

“Two of my past students have already had brief stints in the UK and the Netherlands for part of their 
analytical project work, and there will most certainly be more such opportunities for my current students 
under the auspices of PRIMOR,” he said.

THE PRIMOR CREW, AS OF MARCH 2014 (CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT TO RIGHT): PAUL OONK (PHD); PROF. HARI 
TSIKOS; IAN WEIR (HONS); XOLANI MHLANGA (MSC); DAVID COUSINS (MSC); WILLIAM MOLOTO (MSC); AND 
SIHLE RAFUZA (MSC)

IMPROVING MINING PRACTICE
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Prof Tsikos has collaborated with leading 
scientists including Prof Simon Poulton from Leeds 
University, UK, Prof B Rasmussen from Curtin 
University in Perth, Australia; and Prof Y Takahashi 
from the University of Hiroshima, Japan. In early July 
Prof Timothy Lyons from the University of California 
at Riverside and Dr Paul Mason from the University 
of Utrecht, the Netherlands, will visit Grahamstown 
(the former as a Hugh Kelly Fellow for 2014) and will 
to present talks on their current research activities 
and initiatives, as part of a scientific symposium that 
will mark the official opening of PRIMOR.

Since 2006 Prof Tsikos has attracted some 
funding from NRF-sponsored programs. PRIMOR, 
newly established at the beginning of 2014, is 
funded by the South African mining company called 
ASSMANG Ltd. Kumba Iron-Ore, a subsidiary of 
Anglo-American Ltd with a vested interest in iron 
ore exploration and mining, have also provided 
support for three MSc projects so far.

IMPROVING MINING PRACTICE
(CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1)

Rhodes University has appointed Mrs Natalie 
Ripley to the position of Director of Information 
and Technology Services. Having worked in senior 
positions in the Data Management Unit for many years 
she is the first woman in the line of six IT Directors 
at Rhodes. A mathematician by training, Mrs Ripley 
began work as a junior programmer and software 
developer immediately after University. But it is her 
experience as a programmer at Conlog Engineering 
that attests to her ability to work long hours under 
pressure and in a male-dominated environment. 
There she developed mostly front end applications 
for the management of Energy Control Systems on 
the mines in Welkom, mostly Harmony and Freegold 
mines but also at Amplatz in Rustenburg. The 
applications were designed to monitor the load on 

various activities and turn “red” when the maximum 
demand was met allowing for load shedding to occur 
in non-critical areas. She joined Rhodes in 1995 as a 
Junior Analyst Programmer, and with her strong work 
ethic, skills and commitment to the University’s data 
management, security and policy needs have seen her 
realise several promotions through Data Manager and 
Director of DMU to her current position of Director of 
Information and Technology Services. This makes her 
the most senior woman at her level in an IT post at any 
other South African University.

IN THE PHOTO: JACOT GUILLARMOD, THE OUTGOING 
DIRECTOR, NATALIE RIPLEY, THE CURRENT DIRECTOR, 
AND MIKE LAWRIE, THE SECOND IT DIRECTOR AT 
RHODES WITH PROF BRAAE, THE VERY FIRST IT 
DIRECTOR AT RHODES PICTURED BEHIND THEM

Anti-apartheid activist, community worker, teacher, 
and mother of her people. Rhodes University was 
honoured to count Epainette Mbeki as one of our 
family after she was awarded an Honorary Doctor of 
Laws at the age of 96. 

We take our leave of a woman of humility, who 
spent her life in service to South Africa and in later 
years put emphasis on re-invigorating a sense of 
pride in South African indigenous culture through 
the Idutywa-based project, Khanyisa Ntsimbi which 
specialised in making traditional Xhosa accessories 
and clothes.

Dr Mbeki was born in the Mount Fletcher district 
of Maluti, and after completing her training as a 
teacher worked in Durban, where she met her late 
husband and leader of the African National Congress 
(ANC) leader Govan Mbeki.

The couple married in 1940 and moved to 
Idutywa in the Eastern Cape, where they raised their 
four children. After losing their son Jawa in 1982, to 
see her son Thabo Mbeki take the role of president 
of South Africa and the other, Moeletsi, become a 
political economist, were a source of great pride. 
Mbeki founded the Linda Mbeki Hospice following 
her daughter’s death in 2005.

Hamba Kahle MaMbeki, we go on by your example. DR EPAINETTE MBEKI RECEIVING HER HONORARY DOCTORATE AT RHODES UNIVERSITY.

HAMBA KAHLE MA MBEKI

NEWS 
FLASH!


