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Neurosurgery at UCT

• UCT established 1829
• Medical School 1912
• Neurosurgery 1948

• Helen and Morris Mauerberger Chair 1976
• JC Kay de Villiers 1976 - 1994
• Jonathan C Peter 1995 - 2007
• Graham Fieggen 2008 – present

• Warwick Peacock Sick Kids 1979
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African
neurosurgeons

trained in
South Africa



• Sub-Saharan Africa has higher incidence 
of infections, poor nutrition, and 
exposure to toxins, trauma and violence

• Wider genetic diversity 

• Opportunities for break-through 
discoveries of relevance to global 
neuroscience

Why brain research in Africa?





Alan Cormack (1924-1998)

Physicist assigned to clinical duties at 
Groote Schuur Hospital, against his wishes!
Worked in J block, alongside cobalt bunker

Awarded Nobel Prize in 1979,
with Godfrey Hounsfield
 … for development of 
 computer-assisted tomography



Roland Eastman
Neurology

Dan Stein
Psychiatry

Mark Solms
Neuropsychology

Kirsty Donald
Developmental Paeds

Tony Figaji
Neurosurgery

Ernesta Meintjes
Neuroimaging

Joe Raimondo
Neuroscience





• Focus on innovation and mentorship
• Interdisciplinary environment: clinics, meeting venues, postgrad student workspaces 
• Specialised training programmes in clinical neurodisciplines
• Dedicated research neuroimaging suite: 3T MRI and PET/CT
• Expanding capacity for molecular diagnoses and genomics
• Newly established brain bank (+ biorepository)
• Two new laboratories for neuroscience research and innovation

A space designed to serve and connect people 
and disciplines



Greg Hussey, Sarah Archer, Angela Edwards
London 2015
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Acknowledgement
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New clinical space
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Our vision is an Africa where 
people achieve their full 
potential through brain health



Our mission is to advance research, 
training, and advocacy through an 
interdisciplinary network of 
scientists, clinicians and civil society 
stakeholders, sharing skills and 
expertise to improve lives and 
advance our understanding of the 
human brain





Critical work highlighting widespread resistance to first-line medication 
used for status epilepticus in low and middle-income countries

A team of South African researchers uncover 
why seizure treatment is less effective in low-
income and middle-income countries and use 
clinical insights and experimental evidence to 

propose a context-specific treatment plan.

Reverse translation 
research enabled by 

collaboration between 
neurosurgeons, 
neurologists and 

discovery 
neuroscientists; 

performed at Red Cross 
Children’s Hospital and 

the first 
electrophysiology lab 

on the African continent 



Translational research informing treatment regime 
for children with Tuberculous Meningitis

Finally settling a blood-brain barrier debate, a 
team of Neuroscience Institute researchers at 
the Red Cross Children’s Hospital find that the 
drug rifampicin does, in fact, reach the brain 

tissue, although concentrations and 
pharcokinetics of different compartments 

differ.

A bench to bedside approach using 
brain microdialysis to study site-of-
disease pharmacokinetics to answer 

relevant 
clinical questions! 



Foundational research in developmental neuroscience: the impact of 
HIV-exposure (without infection) and anaemia on young brains

Neuroscience Institute 
researchers link 

environmental factors to 
structural brain changes and 

functioning in early life, in 
the Drakenstein Child Health 

Study.

Critical evidence that 
advocates for optimizing 
interventions in pregnant 

mothers 
for child brain health



6 domains of distinction for neuroscience in Africa



Low field MRI
Considerations of new low-cost technologies to 
support understanding aetiological pathways and 
monitoring interventions

Slide credit: Kirsty Donald



SARChI Clinical Neurosciences Research

Assoc Prof Marc Combrinck 2010 - 2014
Professor Anthony Figaji 2015 - 2018 | 2019 - 2024
Outputs
• Established world-leading research group in brain injury (TBM and TBI) which has evolved into African 

Brain Child
• 115 publications/ 10 years

• 45 postgrad students
• Grants

• SAMRC/ Gabriel (R14m), NIHR (R70m)
• NIHR01 (R37m)
• Wellcome Discovery Award (GBP4.5m)



SARChI Brain Imaging

• Professor Ernesta Meintjes (3rd cycle completed)
• CUBIC: Cape Universities (Brain) Body Imaging Centre
    3T Skyra MRI scanner

Low field MRI
project



Engagement between Departments 
and Research Groups



Zoë Boshoff
Fundraising and
Organisational 
Development

Specialist





Dr Melissa NelAssoc Prof
 Ursula Rohlwink

Assoc Prof Joe 
Raimondo

Assoc Prof 
Pieter Naude

Prof Anthony Figaji



80 
members
and 
counting…

Dr Jacquie Bracher
NI

Research
Enterprise 
Manager



Inaugural Class 2019
 BMedSci(Hons) in Neuroscience



M.Neurosci  (2025) Dr Melike Fourie
Convener





isiCNI-IBRO-SIMONS 
Comp Neuro Imbizo



NI – AI links
21 01 2025



IBRO Schools

IBRO African Centres for
Advanced Training in Neuroscience



Be Quick to Click Initiative 
https://protectyourhead.africanbrainchild.com/

Community engagement

Brain Awareness Week

https://protectyourhead.africanbrainchild.com/




What is our aspiration?

We want to be a world-leading centre for brain research, located in Africa



NI value proposition

• The quest to understand the brain is one of the defining endeavours of 
the 21st century

• Our vision: an Africa where people reach their full potential through 
brain health

• Our research strategy: injuries & insults | across the lifespan
• Existing collaborations and relationships
• Experienced and highly effective core team



Thank you/ Merci beaucoup
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