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Kenya’s internet balloons bridging digital divide
Kenya has a wide variety of connectivity infrastructure. About 39 million Kenyans
are hooked up to wireless subscriptions, mostly through mobile phones, which
depend on signals from a mast. Wired subscriptions stand at about 458,000.
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How did ‘white’ become
a metaphor for all
things good?
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Metaphors aren’t ironclad. It’s possible to consciously change the way
we write, draw, design costumes—and, yes, bake. Over time, perhaps this
could gradually erode some of our implicit biases.
ARADHNA KRISHNA
Dwight F. Benton Professor of Marketing,
University of Michigan

S

hortly after George Floyd’s death,
one of my friends texted me that
Floyd wasn’t necessarily a bad
person, but, pointing to his prior
stints in prison, added that “he wasn’t lilywhite either.”
Soon thereafter, I read an article in The
New York Times written by Chad Sanders
in which he noted his agent cancelled a
meeting with him because he was observing a “Blackout Day” in recognition of the
Black men and women who have been
brutalized and killed.
In the first example, white represents
purity and morality. In the other, black represents nothingness or absence—similar to
the use of “black hole” as a metaphor.
These types of linguistic metaphors—
pervasive in speech—have been a focus of
my research.
There are “brighter days ahead” after
“dark times.”We want to be whitelisted and
not blacklisted for jobs. Black hats are the
bad hackers and white hats the good ones.
White lies make stretching the truth okay,
while we don’t want to receive a black
mark on our records. In picture books,
good people, angels and Gods dress in
white, but the villains, devils and the Grim
Reaper dress in black.
Of course, there are exceptions: We prefer to be “in the black” versus “in the red” in
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financial statements. But for the most part,
the delineation is remarkably consistent.
How do such linguistic metaphors get
formed? And do they perpetuate racism?
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Processing a complicated world
One theory, proposed by cognitive linguists
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, is that
metaphors are a cognitive tool allowing
people to comprehend what they cannot see, taste, hear, smell or touch. They
help people understand difficult, abstract
concepts through simpler, more tangible,
paradigms.
These metaphors get formed as people
gain experience in the physical world. For
instance, the abstract concept of power
is connected to the concrete concept of
height—perhaps because, as children, we
saw adults as taller and more powerful.
Then, as adults, we continue to implicitly
associate height with power. It isn’t just tall
buildings or tall people. In multiple studies,
participants judged symbols representing
people or groups to be more powerful if
they simply appeared at a higher position
on a page than other symbols.

If something is at the top of a page
or a screen, we tend to perceive it as
more rational, whereas if something
is at the bottom, it appears more
emotional.
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My research with fellow behavioural
scientists Luca Cian and Norbert Schwarz
found that vertical position also has an
implicit association with emotionality and
rationality.
If something is at the top of a page or a
screen, we tend to perceive it as more rational, whereas if something is at the bottom,
it appears more emotional. One reason may
be that we metaphorically tend to connect
the heart with emotion and the head with
logic, and, in the physical world, our heads
are actually higher than our hearts.

Infusing colour with meaning
In a similar vein, fresh snow and clean
water are white or transparent, whereas
sullied water turns brown and then black.
It is also bright and relatively safer during
the day, but dark and more dangerous at
night. While observing all of this, we start
forming conceptual metaphors—or subconscious connections—between colour and
goodness.
Experiments have documented the
existence of this relationship.
In one paper, for example, psychologists
Brian Meier, Michael Robinson and Gerald

Clore showed that the colour white is
implicitly connected with morality, and the
colour black with immorality.
In another study, they asked participants to evaluate words as positive or
negative. The words were shown in black
or white font on a computer screen with a
program measuring the speed of the classification.
Participants evaluated words with
a positive meaning like “active,” “baby,”
“clean” and “kiss” faster when they were
shown in a white rather than black font. On
the other hand, they classified words with
a negative meaning—terms like “crooked,” “diseased,” “foolish” and “ugly”—faster
when they appeared in black.
These studies have been replicated, and
the same findings emerge, indicating that
they’re not a fluke: The perceptual-conceptual links between color and goodness are
ingrained in people.

The race factor
Could something as simple as the color-goodness relationship drive racial prejudice?
In the color-goodness studies above, black
and white colours were connected with

good and bad. Implicit race bias tests,
on the other hand, look for a connection
between Black and white faces and goodness.
There is a subtle but important difference here. The implicit bias race test detects
prejudice towards Black people.
So, besides skin color, it also picks up
reactions to other differences in appearance—from hair to facial structure—along
with any animosity one may have previously harboured. Still, the color-goodness association is clearly a factor in racial prejudice.
Can these conceptual metaphors—so
ingrained in our everyday speech—be
upended? What if we wrote that something
was as pure as the blackest eyes; as rich as
the darkest hair; or as sophisticated as a
black dress?
What if Gods and heroes were dressed
in black and villains in white?
What if, as Muhammad Ali pointed out
in a 1971 interview, we had vanilla devil’s
food cake and dark-chocolate angel cake?
Metaphors aren’t ironclad. It’s possible
to consciously change the way we write,
draw, design costumes—and, yes, bake.
Over time, perhaps this could gradually
erode some of our implicit biases.
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News Feature

Who counts as

BLACK?

This debate over “who counts” has created
somewhat of an identity crisis in the black
community, exposing a divide between those
who think being black should be based on
physical looks, and those who think being
black is more than looks.
RONALD HALL
Professor of Social Work, Michigan State University

F

or generations, intimacy between black men and
white women was taboo. A mere accusation of
impropriety could lead to a lynching, and interracial
marriage was illegal in a number of states.
Everything changed with the 1967 Supreme Court decision Loving v. Virginia, which ruled that blacks and whites
have a legal right to intermarry. Spurred by the court’s decision, the number of interracial marriages—and, with it, the
population of multiracial people—has exploded.
According to the 2000 Census, 6.8 million Americans
identified as multiracial. By 2010, that number grew to 9
million people. And this leaves out all of the people who
might be a product of mixed ancestry but chose to still
identify as either white or black.

With these demographic changes, traditional notions of
black identity—once limited to the confines of dark skin or
kinky hair—are no longer so.
Mixed-race African-Americans can have naturally green
eyes (like the singer Rihanna) or naturally blue eyes (like
actor Jessie Williams). Their hair can be styled long and
wavy (Alicia Keys) or into a bob-cut (Halle Berry).
And unlike in the past—when many mixed-race people
would try to do what they could to pass as white—many
multiracial Americans today unabashedly embrace and celebrate their blackness.
However, these expressions of black pride have been
met with grumbles by some in the black community. These
mixed-race people, some argue, are not “black enough”—
their skin isn’t dark enough, their hair not kinky enough.
And thus, they do not “count” as black. African-American
presidential candidate Ben Carson even claimed President
Obama couldn’t understand “the experience of black
Americans” because he was “raised white.”
This debate over “who counts” has created somewhat of
an identity crisis in the black community, exposing a divide
between those who think being black should be based on
physical looks, and those who think being black is more
than looks.

‘Dark Girls’ and ‘Light Girls’
In 2011 Oprah Winfrey hosted a documentary titled “Dark
Girls,” a portrayal of the pain and suffering dark-skinned
black women experience.
It’s a story I know only too well. In 1992, I co-authored
a book with DePaul psychologist Midge Wilson and business
executive Kathy Russell called “The Color Complex,” which
looked at the relationship between black identity and skin
color in modern America.

As someone who has studied
the issue of skin color and black
identity for over 20 years, I felt
uneasy after I finished watching
the “Dark Girls” film. No doubt
it confirmed the pain that darkskinned black women feel. But it
left something important out, and
I wondered if it would lead to misconceptions.
The film seemed to suggest
that if you are black, you have
dark skin.Your hair is kinky. Green
or blue eyes, on the other hand,
represent someone who is white.
I was relieved, then, when I was
asked to consult on a second documentary, “Light Girls,” in 2015,
a film centred on the pain and
suffering mixed-race black women
endure. The subjects who were
interviewed shared their stories.
These women considered themselves black but said they always
felt out of place, on the outside
looking in. Black men often adored
them, but this could quickly flip
to scorn if their advances were
spurned. Meanwhile, friendships
with darker-skinned black women
could be fraught. Insults such as
“light-bright,” “mellow-yellow” and
“banana girl” were tossed at lighter-skinned black women, objectifying them as anything but black.

Identity experts weigh in
Some of the experts on identi-
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ty take issue with the general
assumptions many might have
about “who is black,” especially
those who think blackness is determined by skin colour.
For example, in 1902 sociologist
Charles Horton Cooley argued that
identity is like a “looking glass
self.” In other words, we are a
reflection of the people around us.
Mixed-race, light-skinned, greeneyed African-Americans born and
raised in a black environment are
no less black than their darkskinned counterparts. In 1934,
cultural anthropologist Margaret
Mead said that identity was a
product of our social interactions,
just like Cooley.
Maybe the most well-known
identity theorist is psychologist
Erik Erikson. In his most popular book, “Identity: Youth and
Crisis,” published in 1968, Erikson
also claimed that identity is a
product of our environment. But

Some of the experts on
identity take issue with the
general assumptions many
might have about “who
is black,” especially those
who think blackness is
determined by skin colour.

he expanded the theory a bit: It
includes not only the people we
interact with but also the clothes
we wear, the food we eat and the
music we listen to
Mixed-race African-Americans—
just like dark-skinned AfricanAmericans—would be equally
uncomfortable wearing a kimono,
drinking sake or listening to ongaku (a type of Japanese music). On
the other hand, wearing a dashiki,
eating soul food and relaxing to
the beats of rap or hip-hop music
is something all black people—
regardless of skin tone—can identify with.
Our physical features, of course,
are a product of our parents.
Indeed, in the not-too-distant
future, with more and more interracial marriages taking place, we
may find black and white hair
texture and eye and skin color
indistinguishable. It’s worth noting
that there’s an element of personal
choice involved in racial identity –
for example, you can choose how
to self-identify on the census. Many
multiracial Americans simply identify as “multiracial.” Others, even if
they’re a product of mixed ancestry, choose “black.”
Perhaps true blackness, then,
dwells not in skin color, eye color
or hair texture, but in the love for
the spirit and culture of all who
came before us.
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News Feature
The path of a moral rebel

Here’s why some people are willing
to challenge bullying, corruption and
bad behaviour, even at personal risk
Moral rebels speak up in all types of situations—to tell a bully to
cut it out, to confront a friend who uses a racist slur, to report a
colleague who engages in corporate fraud.
CATHERINE A. SANDERSON
Poler Family Professor and Chair of
Psychology, Amherst College

U

tah Senator Mitt Romney
voted in February to convict
President Donald Trump on
the charge of abuse of power,
becoming the first senator ever to vote
against his own party’s president in an
impeachment trial.
Two Theranos employees—Erika
Cheung and Tyler Shultz—spoke out
about their concerns regarding the
company’s practices, even though they
knew they could face lasting personal
and professional repercussions.
Actors Ashley Judd and Rose
McGowan came forward to report
Harvey Weinstein’s sexual harassment
and assault, despite his threats to ruin
their careers if they did so.
All of these people spoke up to call
out bad behaviour, even in the face
of immense pressure to stay silent.
Although the specifics of each of these
cases are quite different, what each
of these people share is a willingness to take action. Psychologists like
me describe those who are willing to
defend their principles in the face of
potentially negative social consequenc-
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es such as disapproval, ostracism and
career setbacks as “moral rebels.”
Moral rebels speak up in all types
of situations—to tell a bully to cut
it out, to confront a friend who uses
a racist slur, to report a colleague
who engages in corporate fraud.
What enables someone to call out bad
behaviour, even if doing so may have
costs?

The traits of a moral rebel
First, moral rebels generally feel good
about themselves. They tend to have
high self-esteem and to feel confident
about their own judgment, values and
ability. They also believe their own
views are superior to those of oth-

A budding moral rebel also
needs to feel empathy, imagining
the world from someone else’s
perspective. Spending time with
and really getting to know people
from different backgrounds helps
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ers, and thus that they have a social
responsibility to share those beliefs.
Moral rebels are also less socially
inhibited than others. They aren’t worried about feeling embarrassed or having an awkward interaction. Perhaps
most importantly, they are far less
concerned about conforming to the
crowd. So, when they have to choose
between fitting in and doing the right
thing, they will probably choose to do
what they see as right.
Research in neuroscience reveals
that people’s ability to stand up to
social influence is reflected in anatomical differences in the brain. People
who are more concerned about fitting

in show more gray matter volume in
one particular part of the brain, the
lateral orbitofrontal cortex. This area
right behind your eyebrows creates
memories of events that led to negative
outcomes. It helps guide you away from
things you want to avoid the next time
around—such as being rejected by your
group.
People who are more concerned
about conforming to their group also
show more activity in two other brain
circuits; one that responds to social
pain—like when you experience rejection—and another that tries to understand others’ thoughts and feelings. In
other words, those who feel worst when

excluded by their group try the hardest to
fit in.
What does this suggest about moral
rebels? For some people, feeling like you’re
different than everyone else feels really bad,
even at a neurological level. For other people,
it may not matter as much, which makes it
easier for them to stand up to social pressure.
These characteristics are totally agnostic
as to what the moral rebel is standing up for.
You could be the lone anti-abortion voice in
your very liberal family or the lone abortion
rights advocate in your very conservative
family. In either scenario it’s about standing
up to social pressure to stay silent – and that
pressure of course could be applied about
anything.

What does it take to create a moral rebel?
It helps to have seen moral courage in
action. Many of the civil rights activists
who participated in marches and sit-ins
in the southern United States in the 1960s
had parents who displayed moral courage
and civic engagement, as did many of the
Germans who rescued Jews during the
Holocaust. Watching people, you look up
to show moral courage can inspire you to
do the same.
A budding moral rebel also needs to
feel empathy, imagining the world from
someone else’s perspective. Spending time
with and really getting to know people
from different backgrounds helps.
White high school students who had
more contact with people from different
ethnic groups—in their neighbourhood, at
school and on sports teams—have higher
levels of empathy and see people from
different minority groups in more positive
ways.
These same students are more likely
to report taking some action if a classmate
uses an ethnic slur, such as by directly
challenging that person, supporting the
victim or telling a teacher. People who are
more empathetic are also more likely to
defend someone who is being bullied.
Finally, moral rebels need particular
skills and practice using them. One study
found that teenagers who held their own
in an argument with their mother, using
reasoned arguments instead of whining,
pressure or insults, were the most resistant
to peer pressure to use drugs or drink
alcohol later on. Why? People who have
practiced making effective arguments and
sticking with them under pressure are
better able to use these same techniques
with their peers.
Moral rebels clearly have particular
characteristics that enable them to stand
up for what’s right. But what about the
rest of us? Are we doomed to be the silent
bystanders who meekly stand by and don’t
dare call out bad behaviour?
Fortunately, no. It is possible to develop the ability to stand up to social pressure. In other words, anyone can learn to
be a moral rebel.
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How to help someone you
live with who has depression
Rates of depression in adults and young people are already concerning,
and are predicted by the World Health Organization to rise. By 2030,
depression will be the highest burden of disease globally, which refers to
the overall impact of a health problem, including the financial cost.

MONIKA PARKISON

the initial focus during the pandemic
has understandably been on physical
Research Fellow and Clinical Psychologist,
health, it is therefore crucial that we
University of Reading
also turn our attention to people’s menMARIA LOADES
tal health, particularly as the two are
Senior Lecturer, Clinical Psychology, University related.
A lot of advice addresses the person
of Bath
with depression, but here we give advice
he coronavirus pandemic has meant on what you can do if you live with somesudden changes to our daily lives, one who is depressed.
with restrictions on free movement,
imposed lockdowns and social dis- Clues in their behaviour
tancing. Many of these measures will have
Many people find it diffitaken a toll on people’s mental health.
cult to ask for help and to
These changes have increased our let others know how they
exposure to known risk factors for develop- are feeling. Don’t assume
ing depression, such as physical inactivity, someone is OK just
lack of structure and routine, lack of social because they say they
support, loneliness, and limited opportu- are. It’s better to ask
more questions and
nity to do enjoyable and valued activities.
Also, evidence from previous pandemics, such as Sars and swine flu, suggests
that disease-containment measures, such
as quarantine and social isolation, may
be detrimental to mental health. There is
growing evidence that the effect of these
changes on people’s mental health across
the age groups is significant, especially for
those who are younger.
Rates of depression in adults and young
people are already concerning, and are predicted by the World Health Organization to
rise. By 2030, depression will be the highest
burden of disease globally, which refers to
the overall impact of a health problem,
including the financial cost. So, although

T
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There are a number of other effective treatments for
depression. Encourage the person you are supporting to seek
extra help if needed. This might be in the form of online
information and online courses for both adults and young
people; through self-help books; or by contacting your local
healthcare provider or mental health services in your area.

risk being annoying than to miss something
important, such as symptoms of depression. If they
don’t want to tell you, watch their behaviour and
notice anything unusual, such as sleeping much
later, not eating, staring for long periods, cancelling
and avoiding many things.
People’s feelings are often linked to their
thoughts and behaviour, and this is demonstrated in the cognitive behavioural therapy model.
When people feel depressed, they often experience repeating streams of negative thoughts.
It can be helpful to encourage someone who
is thinking this way to try to look at different
sides to a situation. Useful questions might
be: “What advice would you give a
friend in this situation?” or “What
would be a more helpful way of
thinking about this?”
Depression gives rise to
self-critical thoughts, such as
“I’m no good”, “I shouldn’t
feel this way”. Not surprisingly these thoughts then fuel the
depression further. It’s helpful
to let the depressed person
know that you can see
how they are feeling
and that their feelings are understandable
and valid, and

will pass in time. This type of validation can help
someone who is depressed refrain from criticising
themselves for having difficult feelings and to
develop more self-compassion.
People who are depressed commonly withdraw from other people and activities. By doing
fewer enjoyable and valued activities, it can
compound a person’s depression. Try to counteract this by helping the person to re-engage
with things that are important to them. Start
with small things such as putting some structure
into the day and perhaps increasing exercise, or
time spent in nature, if possible. Help the person
gradually re-introduce activities and social contacts that they see as valuable. Make some small
plans together for the future (short, medium and
long-term).
A person with depression may commonly find
it difficult to problem-solve, and daily activities
and issues can quickly start to feel overwhelming.
It’s helpful to stay calm and keep conflict and
stress in the house to a minimum. Support the
person to generate simple solutions to problems
and encourage them to put these solutions and
ideas into action rather than avoiding things.

Seek outside help
There are a number of other effective treatments for depression. Encourage the person you
are supporting to seek extra help if needed. This
might be in the form of online information and
online courses for both adults and young people;
through self-help books; or by contacting your
local healthcare provider or mental health services in your area.
Remember, your wellbeing is extremely important when supporting someone with
depression. Take time for self-care so you can
model positive behaviours and be replenished
enough to provide this crucial support.
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Social isolation: The Covid19 pandemic’s hidden
health risk for older adults,
and how to manage it
Inadvertently, the Covid-19 safety guidelines to self-isolate have
created new health risks by leaving many older adults even more
socially isolated and inactive than before.

active and engaged.
Inadvertently, the Covid-19 safety guidelines to self-isolate have created new health risks by leaving
many older adults even more socially
isolated and inactive than before.
As co-directors of the Texas
A&M Center for Population Health
and Aging, we have been examining social connectedness in old age
and the detrimental effects of social
isolation and loneliness on physical
and mental health. We’re concerned
about the paradox of government
directives for physical distancing
that protect older adults from Covid19 but that might actually result in
more social isolation.
We believe public health officials
need to look closely at this potential
risk in their messaging and identify
strategies to minimize the unintended consequences.

How social isolation can harm
human health

MARCIA G. ORY
Regents and Distinguished Professor
of Environmental and Occupational
Health, Texas A&M University
MATTHEW LEE SMITH
Co-Director of Texas A&M Center for
Population Health and Aging, Texas
A&M University
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s coronavirus cases rise
again, it can be hard for
older adults to see any end to
the need for social isolation
and the loneliness that can come
with it.
For months now, they have been
following public health advice to
reduce their risk of exposure by staying home, knowing an infection can
have life-threatening complications.
But sheltering at home has also
meant staying distant from family,
friends and the places that kept them

Even before the pandemic began,
national studies indicated that nearly a quarter of older Americans were
socially isolated and about one-third
of middle-aged and older adults
experienced loneliness.
Having few social connections
and feeling isolated have been associated with myriad health-related
conditions, including chronic diseases and psychiatric disorders. Social
isolation is now viewed as a risk
factor for premature death, similar
to cigarette smoking, physical inactivity or obesity.
Social distancing during the pandemic was never meant to thwart
social connections, but many family
members, friends and neighbours
of older adults are staying away to
avoid exposing their loved ones to
the virus. While that protects older
adults from some health risks, the
limited physical interactions reduce
feelings of connectedness with others. It can also exacerbate other
health risks.

Without frequent and meaningful
social interactions and stimulation,
older adults’ cognitive functioning can
decline. As the days of isolation wear
on, older adults are especially susceptible to depression and anxiety, and even
suicidal thoughts.
Remaining at home also makes it
harder to engage in healthy lifestyles,
including physical activity and eating
well.
Without exercise, muscles can
weaken, leaving older adults more
prone to falling. Inactivity can also
lead to weight gain and other health
problems, including declining heart and
lung capacity. Access to healthy food is
also necessary for staying healthy and
for preventing and managing chronic
conditions.
While not everyone will see the
same impacts, the older adults most
likely to be affected include those who
already experience social isolation, live
alone or have limited financial resources, as well as those with multiple physical ailments, mental health concerns
and memory problems.

What can older adults do?
Although the immediate demand for
Covid-19 screening, testing and treatment has made it more difficult for
health care and aging organizations to
reach out to older adults, many still
offer opportunities for older adults to
engage in a variety of meaningful ways
within their homes or communities and
to connect with helpful resources, services and programs. Some states, like
Iowa, have set up free programs to
connect isolated residents with counsellors and support groups by phone and
online during the pandemic.
Older adults can also take steps on
their own to stay active and engaged:
Plan your day. While the days may
seem to be an endless blur, keep up
with daily routines like getting out of
bed, getting dressed and being engaged
with small activities. Planning time
for online classes, calls with friends,
reading, puzzles, cooking, gardening

When going outside, practice
everyday preventive actions:
Carry a cloth face covering,
tissues and hand sanitizer;
encourage others to wear
cloth face coverings when
out in public; and avoid close
contact with others who are not
wearing face masks.
or home repairs can give meaning to
the days.
Stay physically active. Find exercises
that can be done at home or in the
immediate neighbourhood, like walking. Many virtual and online physical
activity and health promotion programs
are available, which can remotely foster

engagement and connection to others.
Know your risk. Take the AARP
Foundation’s Connect2Affect tool to
assess your risk for being socially isolated, and refer to the local assistance
directory for support services you might
need.
Don’t be afraid to leave home, but do
so wisely. New CDC guidelines emphasize what older adults can do to stay
safe when leaving home. For example,
when going outside, practice everyday
preventive actions: Carry a cloth face
covering, tissues and hand sanitizer;
encourage others to wear cloth face
coverings when out in public; and avoid
close contact with others who are not
wearing face masks to the extent possible.
Think of others. Regularly reach out
to others who may need to hear a friendly voice on the phone. Volunteering has
been shown to have many positive
health benefits, and there are online
opportunities for doing so.
Accept help from others. Many individuals and organizations are working
hard to keep seniors socially connected.
Remain open to accepting the kindness and support from family members,
friends, health care providers and social
service agencies.
Strategies for a healthier response
Despite the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic and need for social distancing,
there are ways to help older adults
remain connected.
Phone calls and online platforms
offer older adults ways to safely connect
with peers and professionals, as well
as friends and family. Online learning
and internet-based volunteering can
also provide interaction and intellectual
stimulation.
For older adults, staying healthy
and safe means also staying socially
connected while following public health
recommendations. Public health efforts
to stop the spread of Covid-19 should
also take into account the importance
of social connectivity for maintaining older adults’ physical and mental
health.
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Kenya’s internet
balloons could
help to bridge
the digital divide
Kenya has a wide variety of connectivity
infrastructure. About 39 million Kenyans are
hooked up to wireless subscriptions, mostly
through mobile phones, which depend on
signals from a mast.

NIXON MUGANDA
Visiting Associate Professor, University of the
Witwatersrand

K

enya has, in partnership with
Google’s sister firm, Loon,
launched a fleet of 35 internet
balloons that will provide internet services to remote areas of the country.
This is the first balloon-powered internet to launch in Africa. Nixon Muganda
explains how these will work and the
opportunities they can bring.

How do internet balloons work and
do many countries use them?
Google’s internet balloons are wireless
Internet connectivity towers that float
in the stratosphere. They beam Internet
signals to earth-based stations, which then
transmit the internet to users through
internet service providers.
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These floating giant balloons are made
from plastic. They are fitted with solar
panels which power the gadgets that control the balloon’s operations and beam
internet signals to earth. Using a special
crane, the balloons are propelled to the
stratosphere—a height of about 20km
above the earth. Artificial intelligence software installed in the balloons’ computers
controls the floating movements using
wind power.
A single balloon can provide internet
connectivity to an area of about 80km in
diameter and serve about 1,000 users on
the ground.
It’s expected that the signal strength
users get will be similar to 4G browsing
speeds.

What does internet connectivity look
like in Kenya?
Kenya has a wide variety of connectivity
infrastructure. About 39 million Kenyans
are hooked up to wireless subscriptions,
mostly through mobile phones, which
depend on signals from a mast. Wired
subscriptions stand at about 458,000.
This is impressive for a population of
about 51 million people. Internet connectivity in Tanzania, by comparison, reached
an estimated 27 million people (out of
about 56 million people) by March 2020.
Kenya also continues to deepen its
connectivity infrastructure through a
national fibre optic cable. To date, close to
6,000km of the fibre optic backbone has
been laid down and plans are to reach all
47 counties.
Despite impressive developments,
more can be done. Most people in Kenya
access the internet through their mobile
phones. When looking at how well mobile
phone providers cover the country geographically, we see that large areas of
the country, particularly in the north and
northeast, don’t have much coverage. Most
internet coverage is around towns in the
central, coastal, and western areas and
along major roadways.
This state of coverage is partly attributable to internet privatisation and electricity coverage.

Kenya’s ICT Cabinet Secretary Joe Mucheru (centre)
video-calls President Uhuru Kenyatta from Baringo to
test internet connectivity via Loon balloons on July,
2020. PHOTO | MoICT
Commercially, it does not make sense
for internet service providers to cover
areas of low population density, since the
cost of physical internet infrastructure
outweighs the benefits from subscriptions.
Market competition also affects connectivity. Two mobile network operators –
Safaricom and Airtel – have a stranglehold
on the market. They have not provided
internet users with choice in terms of price,
service variety and quality. And over about
20 years, the telecoms market has seen
the demise of close to 70 internet service
providers.

How will the balloons change this?
As countries aim for universal internet
connectivity, Google’s Internet balloons
are a welcome addition.
If the balloons are directed towards the
currently underserved areas, their presence
could reduce the digital exclusion of those
areas.
Their entry in the market may also jolt
the current market players to reconsider
their pricing models and become more

A single balloon
can provide internet
connectivity to an area of
about 80km in diameter
and serve about 1,000
users on the ground

innovative in their service offerings. There
could be a reduction in data rates, or bundling of more services at the current price.
That’s good for internet users.
But every big entrant into the market
could have an impact on smaller players, some of which continue to provide
“last mile” internet coverage, even in commercially less attractive regions. Poorly
resourced and weakly capitalised internet
service providers might fold, unless they
reimagine their business models.
This is a new venture, and it’s too early
to know exactly what effect these balloons
will have or the types of social changes
they’ll bring.

What type of opportunities could
these balloons bring to Kenya’s
remote areas?
There are a number of opportunities that
these balloons can bring, particularly to
rural areas. The balloons don’t have the
physical limitations of wired connections,
such as installations in sometimes inaccessible regions.
The balloons could give more people
access to information and communication
technology infrastructure and services.
They could help create more industry
around e-commerce, e-learning and e-government.
Given the involvement of the government of Kenya in the project, we should
expect a push for increased internet use
in the key sectors of rural areas such
as health, education and agriculture. For
instance, the balloons could allow more
children in rural areas to have the option
of online learning. Also, new telemedicine
technology has been launched and the
balloons are expected to facilitate long-distance patient and clinician contact, care
and monitoring.
Hopefully, as the benefits of Google’s
internet balloons unfold, we should also
see faster development of local digital
applications, supported by local digital
infrastructure platforms. That might spur
the development of content.
With better and improved internet
connectivity, there is also an opportunity
to reimagine public service delivery.
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How community radio has
contributed to building peace:
A Kenyan case study

Positive messages through the
airwaves

Kenya has a vibrant radio sector
made up of public, community,
faith-based, international, panregional and private radio stations.
With a population of about 47
million access to radio is very
high for both urban and rural
populations, with 95 per cent of
rural and 94 per cent of urban
respondents having access to a
radio in the home.

JACINTA MAWEU
Senior lecturer in Philosophy and Media
studies, University of Nairobi

K

enya has witnessed post-election
violence in varying degrees since
the return of multiparty politics
in 1992. The worst was in 2008.
Since then the country has had two contested and deeply divisive elections in 2013
and 2017.
In the 2007-2008 post-election violence, journalists and the media were partly
blamed for dividing the country along eth-
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nic lines. The mainstream media, in particular, were accused of biased reporting and
for framing issues with implicit or explicit
ethnic overtones. Some vernacular radio
stations were also accused of fanning the
violence by airing hate speech.
But there’s been little focus on an
alternative role that community radio has
played in the post-conflict period. In my
paper I set out to examine whether community radio had played a constructive role.
A key point in my research was to find
out if it could be used to facilitate peaceful social dialogue and build trust and
resilience between—and among—different
communities in Kenya.
Kenya has a vibrant radio sector made
up of public, community, faith-based, international, pan-regional and private radio
stations. With a population of about 47
million access to radio is very high for
both urban and rural populations, with 95
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per cent of rural and 94 per cent of urban
respondents having access to a radio in
the home. Over 50 per cent of Kenyans
get their news from the radio, especially in
rural areas.
The first community-based radio station in Kenya was established in Homa Bay
in 1982 as an initiative by the Kenyan government and UNESCO. The country now
has 11 community-based radio stations.
These include Mang’elete FM, Koch FM,
Radio Maendeleo, Pamoja FM, Ghetto FM,
and Shinyalu radio.
In my study, I found several ways
through which community and faith-based
media acted as platforms for building trust
and resilience. I also discovered several
cases in which community-based radio
stations were used to promote peace. Their
capacity to foster diversity, intercultural dialogue, and tolerance makes them
important partners in peacebuilding.

Community radio stations can
promote dialogue and better
understanding among conflicting
communities. This is important
because it’s clear that the nature
of post-election peace in Kenya
remains fragile

During my research I identified a number of community and faith-based radio
stations that used their platforms to cool
tensions and lobby for peace during the
post-election violence of 2007/2008.
Examples included Pamoja FM in
Nairobi’s Kibera slum, Koch FM in
Korogocho slum, and Radio Waumini (a
national Catholic radio station).
Pamoja and Koch FM broadcast messages of peace, tolerance and reconciliation among members of the Luo and
Kikuyu communities. Civil society organisations such as the International Rescue
Committee, with the support of American
donor agency, USAID, also successfully
used radio to spread messages of peace.
The International Rescue Committee
did this through a popular radio drama
dubbed Gutuka (a Kiswahili word meaning “awaken”) which was broadcast
throughout Kenya before and after the
2013 elections.
There was also Amani FM, which was
established in Tana River County, Eastern
Kenya, in the weeks prior to the 2017
general elections.
The station regularly broadcast passing peace messages. Amani is a Swahili
word for peace. The key objective of establishing the station was to promote peace
and tolerance throughout the elections in

a region historically known to have deeply
divided political rivalry.

Destructive power
Most people at the grassroots in Kenya,
especially during conflicts, still believe
that “if the radio said it, then it is true”.
This is why radio is repeatedly singled out
as a catalyst of inter-ethnic and communal
violence.
This was the case during the Rwanda
genocide in 1994, and the 2007/8
post-election violence in Kenya.
In Kenya, KASS FM, which broadcasts in the Kalenjin language, was singled out as one of the vernacular radio
stations that aired explicit hate messages
during the 2007 election cycle. It was
accused of propagating violence and one
of its presenters, Joshua Sang, was among
the suspects charged at the International
Criminal Court.
But the same destructive power that
radio wields as a popular medium at the
grassroots can be harnessed to restore
peace.
And since community radio stations
are closer to people at the grassroots
than the mainstream broadcast and print
media, they provide an ideal avenue to
create spaces where dialogue between
people in conflict can safely take place.

Next steps
My research shows that community radio
stations can promote dialogue and better
understanding among conflicting communities. This is important because it’s clear
that the nature of post-election peace in
Kenya remains fragile.
The political space is still highly contested with little or no trust between and
among politicians across the political
divide as well as Kenyans from diverse
ethnic and political groups. Community
media can be used as a bridge builder to
help diffuse the tensions and mistrust that
characterises Kenya today.
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Objective independence

The headquarters of the African Development Bank (AfDB) in Abidjan, Ivory Coast.

As Africa’s
only premier
development
bank, AfDB was
the first and
only African
development
organisation
to offer any
meaningful
support to
regional member
countries’ effort
at managing
the devastating
consequences of
Covid-19.

18

Independence is at the heart of
the AfDB’s ability to be effective
KALU OJAH
Professor of Finance & Deputy Head of School, Wits
Business School, University of the Witwatersrand

I

ndependence is a cardinal pillar for organisations
that are set up to deliver a public good. Their success depends on it.
This is particularly true of development banks
such as African Development Bank, AfDB and InterAmerican Development Bank. Independence is even
more important in these instances because these
institutions are owned by—and are meant to cater
for—numerous regional member states.
In my view their ability to deliver on the objective
of assisting member states attain economic growth and
sustainable development is inexorably dependent on
their independence. By this I mean their capacity to
focus productively on their goals and missions without
external sway.
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There are two aspects to this independence.
The first is objective independence. This talks
to how the institution is set up, who has shares
in it and the like. Regional development banks
typically get shareholder contributions of capital
(which determines country shareholdings). They
then go to capital markets to borrow multiples
of their capital base (money from shareholders).
Objective independence depends on shareholder
contributions.
The second aspect of independence is implicit
independence. This talks to the ability of the bank
to borrow from capital markets. The reputation of
the bank is key to its ability to mobilise capital to
pursue bold development plans.
The AfDB is one of four main regional banks of
the world. The other three are the Asia Development
Bank, Inter-American Development Bank and
European Bank for Construction and Development.

Objective independence is conventionally reflected in the distribution of capital
contribution (ownership share subscription) of member states. This speaks to
voting rights and associated board of
governors’ and directors’ compositions.
This aspect of the bank independence gives details of the governance
architecture around decision making and
the day-to-day running of the bank. The
bank president and board of directors—
appointed by a board of governors—are
mandated to implement decisions and run
the daily affairs of the bank.
It is in this aspect of bank independence that non-regional member states
are typically invited to foster transparency
of governance, inject diversity, and enrich
board decisions with global best practice.
These are often governments or organisations invited from developed, well-performing or geographically representative
countries.
All four of the world’s biggest regional
development banks have explored the
benefit of non-regional member states.
But the AfDB falls short on this score.
This is because non-regional members
dominate the top capital contributors of
the bank’s capital base. This “league table”
ranking typically reflects the voting rights
accorded member states. And unlike the
other regional banks, three of the top five
capital contributors in AfDB are non-African states. And 50 per cent or more of the
top 10 contributors are also non-African
states.
One, therefore, has to ask where are
Kenya, Ghana, Morocco, Ethiopia, Coted’Ivoire, Tunisia, Senegal, Angola—and
others—in response to the vital imperative of ensuring their regional bank’s
independence? This list is of countries
that could be, but are not, among the top
capital contributors to AfDB’s ownership
and capital base.
These kinds of skewed voting rights
put a dangerously destabilising power in
the hands of a non-regional member who
at any time may get the itch for autocracy.
This was demonstrated recently when the
US brashly attempted to veto a corporate

governance guided decision of the bank’s
board, mainly by virtue of its relative
voting right.
This kind of possibility clearly compromises the independence of the bank.
Sensibly, this should have been anticipated. A carefully nuanced structuring
of board powers should have been put
in place, with checks against such a
likelihood. Such a balancing act would
also have endeavoured to imbue regional member states with some “power of
insistence” on determining their collective
goals and mission.
That said, regional member states’
contribution heft, still remains the best
path to ensuring robustness of this aspect
of bank independence.

The record on this source
of bank independence has
been brightened under the
current leadership of Dr
Akinwumi Adesina.

ulating a well-thought out development
agenda. Secondly, the extent of the bonding role provided by non-regional developed country member states, whose capital markets or partnering development
organisations may be sources of this
primary capital raising.
The record on this source of bank
independence has been significantly
brightened under the current leadership
of the bank headed by Dr Akinwumi
Adesina. Starting in 2018, the bank set
itself the ambitious goal of mobilising
substantial capital to support development projects of its regional member
states.
The bank embarked on a host of roadshows, securing for the first time, commitments of between $30 billion - $60 billion.
This kind of substantial capital mobilisation is vital for the effectiveness of any
development bank. Particularly, in light of
the fledgling nature of Africa’s organised
capital markets—with the exception of
South Africa—it is an enormously important capacity for AfDB to build.
For instance, as Africa’s only premier
development bank, AfDB was the first and
only African development organisation to
offer any meaningful support to regional
member countries’ effort at managing the
devastating consequences of Covid-19.
Under Adesina’s leadership, a coherent and clearly articulated (and encouragingly ambitious) continental development
agenda has been set down. Under the
rubric of “High Fives” it covers power,
food, industrialisation, integration and
improving the quality of life in and for
Africa.

Implicit independence

Vital role

Implicit independence is reflected in
the capacity (reputation) of the bank to
mobilise substantial capital, usually in
multiples of its capital base, for prosecuting grand development agendas of the
region that need huge capital outlay.
Until recently, this had evidently not
been explored by the African Development
Bank.
This capacity is usually flagged by
two factors. Firstly, conceiving and artic-

The upside potentials of these projects
are evidently great and promising.
But, for this promise to become a reality, the AfDB needs to be effective at its
mission, via robust bank independence.
The bank’s leadership needs its hands
strengthened by the cooperation and support of African countries. For a start,
African countries must increase their
ownership subscriptions in their only
regional bank.
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MJUMO MZYECE
Associate Professor of Technology and
Operations Management, University of the
Witwatersrand
MZUKISI QOBO
Head: Wits School of Governance, University
of the Witwatersrand

T

he unfolding US-China power rivalry bears a striking resemblance to
the tensions between the US and
the Soviet bloc during the Cold War
years. Back then, African countries were
positioned like pawns on a grand chessboard. Their social and economic progress was hampered because they expended
energy aligning themselves with either of
the superpowers in the battle for world
supremacy between communism and capitalism.
With notable exceptions, African states
generally failed to exercise positive agency

for their own development. They also eroded the institutional and governance foundations vital for economic success.
In the current context of rising geopolitical tensions between the US and China,
African countries may find themselves
repeating the same mistakes unless they
proactively shape their own destinies.
The tensions between the two great
powers, characterised by a vicious trade
war, are deepening at a time when the
world economy is under enormous strain
due to Covid-19. At the same time African
countries are facing their worst economic
crises since independence.
Africa is institutionally under-prepared
to weather the combined effects of the
health pandemic and severe economic
recession. Its leaders will need to consciously design strategies of engagement that will
help them to manage the ongoing superpower tensions to their advantage. They
should do so without taking sides. This
requires that they deal with each of these

great powers based on pragmatic—rather
than ideological—choices.
Despite their institutional under-preparedness, African countries can—and
indeed must—be highly strategic and tactical in how they respond to the US-China
tensions. Failure to do so will inevitably
mean sacrificing their own interests.
There are three arenas of challenges
and opportunities for the African continent
in the current geopolitical climate. The
first involves technological frontiers, the
second is global supply chains, and the
third is trade integration and economic
cooperation.

New technological frontiers
There is overwhelming evidence that technological innovation is the key driver of
economic growth. Therefore, access to and
exploitation of new technologies such as
5G is vital to Africa’s development. Fifth
generation technologies are important
options for a continent like Africa where

African countries need to
seize opportunities created
by US-China tensions
There are three arenas of challenges and
opportunities for the African continent in
the current geopolitical climate. The first
involves technological frontiers, the second
is global supply chains, and the third is trade
integration and economic cooperation.
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mobile technology has leap-frogged more
traditional technologies.
Access to technologies like 5G offers
access to universal broadband, which is
critical for the continent’s advance to a
digital economy.
In May last year the US government
put the Chinese firm Huawei, the world’s
leading supplier of 5G network infrastructure, on its list of entities deemed to pose
a significant risk to national security and
foreign policy interests.
Huawei was effectively banned from
importing and incorporating key US technologies into its products and services. This
included both hardware, such as high-tech

Guide to US-China trade war
The world’s two largest economies have
been locked in a bitter trade battle. The
dispute has seen the US and China impose
tariffs on hundreds of billions of dollars
worth of one another’s goods.
US President Donald Trump has long accused
China of unfair trading practices and
intellectual property theft.
In China, there is a perception that America
is trying to curb its rise as a global economic
power.
Negotiations are ongoing but have proven
difficult.
Uncertainties around the trade war have
hurt businesses and weighed on the global
economy.
Mr Trump’s tariffs policy aims to encourage
consumers to buy American products by
making imported goods more expensive.
The US has imposed tariffs on more than
$360bn (£268bn) of Chinese goods, and
China has retaliated with tariffs on more
than $110bn of US products.
-BBC

semiconductor components, and software,
like Google Mobile Services (GMS). The
ban was later extended to key technologies from non-US firms. These included
the Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing
Company, a major Huawei supplier.
In the month following the initial ban,
the CEOs of four major South African
telecommunications operators—Telkom,
Vodacom, MTN and Cell C—wrote a joint
letter to South African president Cyril
Ramaphosa requesting his urgent intervention on the US action against Huawei.
Their aim would have been to lend diplomatic weight to prevent damage to South
Africa’s telecommunications sector.
In July last year Ramaphosa came out
in support of the four operators as well as
Huawei. He said the ban was:
An example of protectionism that will
affect our own telecommunications sector,
particularly the efforts to roll out the 5G
network, causing a setback on other networks as well.
An example of pragmatism on the part
of the South African government.
African policymakers should strenuously safeguard their right to choose from
the widest possible range of technology
options that suit their countries’ development needs. And they should insist on
acquiring and developing new technologies like 5G based on pragmatism.

Global supply chains
The second theatre of struggle for African
countries is in global supply chains.
The Covid-19 reality, combined with
the ratcheting up of US-China tensions
over trade, technology and supply chains,
has opened up opportunities that African
countries should exploit.
Combined, they have exposed serious
problems in supply networks across various sectors. These include digital products,
food, pharmaceutical and medical supply
chains.
These sectors represent opportunities
for African countries to develop new products, services and capabilities. They could,
for example, provide answers to safeguarding Africa’s food security needs, local production of essential drugs and medicines,

low-cost medical tests and equipment, and
logistics.
But African countries will need to
work more collaboratively to develop
thriving economic sectors and cross-border industrial linkages. Trade will, in our
view, be a critical enabler for this.
This leads us to the third domain,
namely the need for African countries to
deepen trade integration and economic
cooperation. This will provide a basis for
diversifying from over-reliance on export
markets such as China and the US, and to
build internal resilience.

Intra-Africa trade
Intra-African trade accounts for just 16%
of total African trade. This compares with
52% in Asia and 73% in Europe. African
trade is highly concentrated on a few economic hubs: China and Europe together
account for 54% of total African trade,
with China being Africa’s single largest
trading partner. It accounts for over 14%
of total African trade.
The African Continental Free Trade
Area creates the institutional and infrastructural framework for Africa to
strengthen intra-African trade, diversify its
trading partners and implement long-overdue trade policy reforms.
Covid-19 has induced significant
delays in the implementation of this trading arrangement. It should, in fact, have
magnified a sense of urgency. But instead
of showing adaptability, African leaders
pressed a pause button. As a result, the
continent could miss an opportunity to
accelerate development of cross-border
value chains in medical supplies and
equipment and other areas.
Imagination and courage
African countries should seize the
opportunities presented by deepening tensions between China and the US to realise
positive agency and chart their own future.
They will need to be more proactive and
adaptive under the fluid and uncertain
global environment. This will require a
great deal of imagination and courage.
African countries face a daunting set
of challenges and constraints. But policymakers always have options.
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Young Nigerians,
relationships and risky
sexual behaviour:
Survey findings
Historically, parents and family members would initiate and
monitor romantic relationships between two young people
intending to become a couple. But in more recent times,
individuals have been freer to make their own choices.

EMMANUEL ADEBAYO
Research Fellow, Adolescent Health Unit,
College of Medicine, University of Ibadan

D

ating relationships are central to
adolescents’ lives. This is true all
over the world. Between 66% to
over 70% of adolescents will have
been involved in a romantic relationship by
late adolescence (that is, 18 to 19 years).
But the experiences—and the tensions
and strains of dating—can be different in
different contexts.
We conducted research among young
people aged between 10 and 19 in Oyo State,
Nigeria.
Our study examined dating patterns, dating disclosure and parents’ awareness in
Ibadan metropolis. We also looked at the
association between involvement in romantic
relationships and risky sexual behaviours.
We found that adolescents were confronted with a range of dilemmas in negotiating
the boundaries between privacy and disclosure. These ranged from cultural to religious
and situational. Some were also self-imposed.
We also found that adolescents who were
currently involved in romantic relationships
were twice more likely to be involved in risky
sexual behaviour compared to those who
were not in a relationship.
The prevalence of romantic relationships
among adolescents is on the increase. Given
the negative effects that can come with them,
parents, teachers and researchers need to pay
more attention to building the capacity of
adolescents to manage these relationships.
The involvement of parents is likely to produce positive effects.

Romantic relationships among
adolescents
We conducted a study among 1200 in-school
adolescents. The group was equally divided
between male and female students.
We found that over 70% of the adolescents said that they had been in a relationship. About 36% said they were currently in
a relationship.
We measured the association between
being in a romantic relationship and participating in risky sexual behaviour.
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Risky sexual behaviour was considered
to cover a number of factors. These were:
having multiple sexual partners, engaging
in transactional sex, having sex before age
15, use of substances before sex and incorrect use or non-use of condoms.
About 14% of the young people we
interviewed had been involved in at least
one of these. Those involved in a romantic
relationship were significantly more likely
to have been involved in at least one risky
sexual behaviour.
We found that adolescents who had
high family connectedness (felt love and
support from their family) were significantly less likely to be involved in risky sexual behaviour even though they had been
involved in romantic relationships.
In an earlier study, we found that parents generally frowned on romantic relationships among their adolescents.
Historically, parents and family members would initiate and monitor romantic
relationships between two young people
intending to become a couple. But in more
recent times, individuals have been freer to
make their own choices.
Despite this shift, we found that parents
still frowned at—and discouraged—adolescent romantic relationships. They worried
about their children’s exposure to sexual
risk behaviours.
This disapproval meant that adolescents were likely to hide their romantic
relationships from their parents.
Generally, there have been more reports
of the negative influences of romantic relationships than the positive.
The presence of caring and supportive
parents can significantly delay the involvement in romantic relationships. Parental
support in a relationship can also help
reduce the negative effects of romantic
relationship that an adolescent may have
otherwise experienced.
Positive experiences—such as receiving support and affection contributes to
healthy self-esteem—can improve communication skills and conflict management
skills. It contributes to their growing sense
of self-identity, improves self-worth and
can increase their levels of acceptance and
popularity among their peers.

The way forward

Generally, there have
been more reports of the
negative influences of
romantic relationships than
the positive. The presence
of caring and supportive
parents can significantly
delay the involvement in
romantic relationships.
The presence of caring
and supportive parents
can significantly delay the
involvement in romantic
relationships.

The desire for romantic relationships
among adolescents should not be treated as a ticking “time-bomb”. Parents
and communities need to see it as an
opportunity to be involved in the sexual
development of adolescents. The more
an adolescent feels comfortable discussing their feelings with their parents, the
more likely they are to enjoy positive
experiences in their relationships.
The culture of silence has not helped
proper sexual development among adolescents. It has only increased their curiosity and driven them to other, less safe
sources of information.
Parents need to engage adolescents
in sexual and pubertal discussions early.
This can ensure that adolescents make
the right decisions in and out of a
romantic relationship.
Romantic relationships are not
entirely bad during adolescence. But
without the involvement of parents, adolescents are more likely to encounter the
negative effects. Since romantic relationships are unavoidable among adolescents as most of them will be involved in
a relationship before their 18th birthday,
it is important that parents do not avoid
the topic of sexual development.
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South Africa’s minibus taxi
industry has been marginalised
for too long. This must change

There are about 200,000 minibus
taxis in South Africa. The industry
employs about 300,000 drivers
and 100,000 taxi marshals. It also
benefits 100,000 car washers and
150,000 vendors at taxi ranks.
buses and trains do not.
There are about 200,000 minibus taxis in South Africa. The industry employs about 300,000 drivers and
100,000 taxi marshals. It also benefits
100,000 car washers and 150,000 vendors at taxi ranks.
Given South Africa’s high unemployment and poverty rates, the importance
of the industry should not be underestimated.
Exact figures are hard to pin down
because the industry is unregulated and
operates on a cash basis. But it is estimated that the industry generates R90
billion in revenue annually,
and spends about R39 billion
on fuel and about R2 billion on
vehicle insurance.
Each taxi makes an estimated annual revenue of $4500.
On the route from Johannesburg
to Durban (595km), for example,
the average profitability per taxi is
$370 a month.

The industry accounts for 75% of all daily transport—
about 15 million commuter trips daily to work, schools and
universities, to access healthcare or for leisure.
SIYABULELA CHRISTOPHER FOBOSI
PhD Candidate, University of Johannesburg

H

undreds of minibus taxi operators in South
Africa recently defied the government’s
Covid-19 restrictions prohibiting them from
carrying full passenger loads.
They complained that restricting them to a maximum 70% load—to enable social distancing—made
it impossible to make a profit and to earn a living.
They were finding it hard to cover their running costs
and risked having their vehicles repossessed by the
banks for failure to repay the loans on them.
Before the protest, the government allocated a
one-off R1.135 billion relief package to taxi operators. But the South African National Taxi Council
rejected it as too little. Their demand equated to
about R4 billion a month.
Some taxi operators have since increased fares
by between 10% and 25% to make up the shortfall,
hitting commuters in the pocket. The government
eventually acceded to the industry’s demand to be
allowed to carry a full load of passengers—except for
long distance travel.
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The latest spat between the industry and
the government is symptomatic of a bigger,
fundamental issue. The problem, in my view,
is that the government relies on the minibus
taxi industry, which is basically informal,
to provide public transport, which is the
responsibility of government. This anomaly
needs to be addressed.
The solution lies in the successful formalisation of the industry and its full integration into the national public transport
strategy. The industry should then benefit from
government subsidies, as do the rail commuter and
bus services. This would also require the industry to
abide by minimum safety standards.

Importance of the industry
My research shows that although the operations of
the industry are informal and unregulated, it is an
integral part of the South African public transport
sector, and plays a critically important role in the
country’s economy.
The industry accounts for 75% of all daily
transport—about 15 million commuter trips daily

Public transport

to work, schools and
universities, to access healthcare
or for leisure.
Taxis are used by the majority of
commuters, even though they are more
expensive than buses and trains, because
they provide an efficient service, especially over shorter routes. They are also more
widely available, reaching places that the

The National Land Transport
Transition Act of 2000 recognises that
subsidies should be aimed at assisting low-income users and those who
have poor access to social and economic
activity.
This is especially important given that
South African cities are poorly connected
in terms of public transport. This has
resulted in huge inequalities in accessing
public transport.
There is a poor connection between
townships (largely black residential
areas) and the country’s central business
and industrial areas, where the jobs are.
Thus, people who are least able to pay

for transport have to travel the greatest
distances.
The minibus taxi industry plays
an important role in closing that gap.
Government subsidies are thus imperative—but the industry still does not
receive them.
In contrast, bus and train commuters,
who make up about only a third of the
daily commuters, benefit from government subsidies.
Subsidies are paid for train services
provided by Metrorail, a division of the
Passenger Rail Agency of South Africa,
and the Gautrain – the rapid train service that links Johannesburg, Pretoria,
Ekurhuleni and OR Tambo International
Airport. They are also paid to municipal
bus services as well as private bus operators contracted by the provincial governments and municipalities.
As the Competition Commission has
observed, governments across the world
subsidise public transport in order to
promote mobility.
Importantly, the government’s subsidy
policy does not provide justification for
the exclusion of minibus taxis.

Need for change
The protest by the taxi operators reinforces the need for the industry to be
subsidised by government.
But, for that to happen, the industry
needs to undergo fundamental change.
In my assessment, the subsidisation of
the industry needs to be preceded by
discussions between the government and
the taxi industry on how to formalise and
regulate the industry. This, with a view
to fully integrating it into the country’s
public transport system.
The formalisation process should
entail the industry changing the way
it does business. This includes putting
in place proper accounting systems, as
required of all formal businesses. This is
vital for it to be able to account for the
subsidies it would get from the government.
This requires dedication and commitment from both the government and taxi
owners to resolve.
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About N15.5 billion was lost to
bank fraud in 2018. About 60% of
the fraud was perpetrated online
owing to available internet-based
and tech-rated banking services.

to collect the eatery’s takings and
deposit them at the bank. A fraud
detective told us that:
As the account officer he would
collect money on a daily basis and
was expected to credit the company’s account. However, he would
collect money on Monday and lodge
it and collect on Tuesday and not
lodge it. He was missing one day
out. He did this continuously until
he was able to rake in N90 million.
At this time, when the eatery management raised the alarm on their
account, he ran away and could not
be found. We however used his sister
to arrest him. We were only able to
recover N8 million naira from him.
He had used part of the

OLUDAYO TADE
Researcher in criminology, victimology,
electronic frauds and cybercrime, University
of Ibadan

S

ix years ago, a cashless policy became fully operational in
Nigeria. The aim was to encourage electronic transactions with a
view to reducing the amount of physical
cash in the economy. The logic was that
this would minimise the risk of cash-related crimes.
But a major downside of the policy
has been pervasive electronic banking
fraud (e-fraud). Although the cashless
banking system was designed to foster
transparency, curb corruption and drive
financial inclusion, it’s threatened by the
growing perpetration of fraud.
About N15.5 billion was lost to bank
fraud in 2018. About 60% of the fraud
was perpetrated online owing to available
internet-based and tech-rated banking
services.
Our research investigated dimensions
of electronic fraud in Nigeria. We found
three: internal fraud carried out by banking staff; external fraud carried out by
ordinary Nigerians; and collaboration
between fraudsters and banking staff.
We found that inefficient supervision, non-performance of oversight by
regional heads of banks, and poor follow-up on customers’ addresses (Know
Your Customer) accounted for the fraud
that took place.
Our study provides the banking industry, banking public and investors with
critical pointers on how to reduce fraud.
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Our study involved collecting data as well
as conducting interviews with 30 people.
These included victims of bank fraud,
bank customers who did not subscribe to
the cashless policy and fraud detectives
at the Economic and Financial Crimes
Commission (EFCC).
These were the common patterns we
uncovered.

Insider fraud:
By insider, we mean those working with
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banks or those in a relationship with
account holders. Here, the fraud was
exclusively executed by members of staff
in the banking system who exploited the
strategic position they held in the system
and their grasp of how it works. Banking
institutions and customers were their victims.
An example we came across during
our research was the case of a N90 million ($452,261) fraud perpetrated by an
account officer of a major eatery in Lagos
State. The job of this account officer was

Collaborative fraud:

These perpetrators were external to
the banking system. They thrived on
their internet skills and sometimes
on their understanding of the victims’ routine and identity.
An example we came across was
the fraudulent use of bank verification numbers (BVN). These were
made compulsory by the Central
Bank of Nigeria in 2014. All bank
account holders had to undertake
biometric registration. The intention
was to ensure security and check
fraud.
But fraudsters have found a way
to cheat the system by sending bank
customers false emails asking for
their bank verification details. As
one victim explained to us:
I needed to make some transactions and I headed for my bank. I
had called my account officer ahead
of time. On getting to the bank, I

This involved collaboration between
bank staff and fraudsters outside the
banking system. Banks and individual account holders were the victims.
For example, bank staff could provide account details of customers to
the collaborating fraudster.

Governance gaps
Despite this weak governance architecture, which is still not fraud proof,
bank executives reported having in
place mechanisms which had limited the incidence of fraud. One was
sending out information to customers
who subscribed to electronic alerts.
Through this, banks contact and
send anti-fraud messages to their
customers.
Owing to reputational risk, banks
try to refrain from public prosecution
of erring staff. We found that banks
adopted shaming as a mechanism

While fraudsters continue to design
new ways of working on customers’
vulnerabilities, Nigerian banks need to use
the Cybercrime Act to prosecute offenders
as a way to boost confidence in the banking
sector and deter fraud in the future.

Electronic banking fraud in
Nigeria: How it’s done, and
what can be done to stop it
Different types

Outsider fraud:

money to organise his wedding, had a baby and
almost completed a four-bedroom
bungalow at another area in Lagos.
Bank fraud is often successful because many Nigerians don’t
subscribe to transaction alerts. The
eatery management trusted their
account officer but did not know
that he was dishonest.

connected my computer and got a
mail from a supposed same bank.
I was asked to click on a link
and supply my BVN details for
update of my account or face service suspension on the account. I
just clicked the link and supplied
my details and behold, N1 million debit alert came on my phone
within five minutes! I was shocked
and devastated but before we could
do anything, they had withdrawn
everything.

for instilling discipline within their
organisations while attempting to
ease out “bad eggs” through flagging
of their images on computers and
across the banking industry.
There is a need to check fraud
through customer awareness and
financial literacy education.
While fraudsters continue to
design new ways of working on
customers’ vulnerabilities, Nigerian
banks need to use the Cybercrime
Act to prosecute offenders as a way
to boost confidence in the banking
sector and deter fraud in the future.
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Can people spread the coronavirus if
they don’t have symptoms? 5 questions
answered about asymptomatic Covid-19
The most accurate way to determine the rate of asymptomatic cases is to test people
regardless of whether or not they have symptoms—universal mass testing—and track
them over time to see if they develop symptoms later.
MONICA GANDHI
Professor of Medicine, Division of HIV,
Infectious Diseases and Global Medicine,
University of California, San Francisco

S

creening for symptoms of
Covid-19 and self-quarantine
are good at preventing sick
people from spreading the
coronavirus. But more and more evidence is suggesting that people without symptoms are spreading the virus
too. Monica Gandhi, an infectious diseases physician and researcher at the
University of California, San Francisco,
explains what is known about asymptomatic spread and why she thinks it
may be a big part of what is driving
the pandemic.

What does it mean to be
asymptomatic?

Covid-19—can produce a range of
clinical manifestations.
Some people who are infected
never develop any symptoms at all.
These patients are considered true
asymptomatic cases.
When people do get sick from the
coronavirus, it takes on average five
days and as many as two weeks to
develop symptoms that can range from
very mild to extremely dangerous. The
time between initial infection and the
first symptoms is called the pre-symptomatic phase.
As an infectious disease physician, when I hear about asymptomatic
spread of SARS-CoV-2, I think of a
person who doesn’t have symptoms
at the moment they give the virus to
someone else. It doesn’t matter whether they are a true asymptomatic case
or just pre-symptomatic; the public
health risk is the same.

SARS-CoV-2—the virus that causes
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How many people are
asymptomatic?
Estimates of the proportion of true
asymptomatic cases—those who are
infected and never develop symptoms—range from 18% to over 80%.
The reasons for the huge range in
estimates are still unclear, but some
studies are better than others.
The most accurate way to determine the rate of asymptomatic cases
is to test people regardless of whether or not they have symptoms—an
approach called universal mass testing—and track them over time to
see if they develop symptoms later. A
recent mass testing campaign in San
Francisco found that 53% of infected
patients were asymptomatic when first
tested and 42% stayed asymptomatic
over the next two weeks.
Another recent paper compared
the evidence from 16 studies and estimated the overall rate of asymptom-

A study looking at outbreaks in
Ningbo, China, found that people without symptoms spread the virus as easily
as those with symptoms. If half of all
infected people are without symptoms
at any point in time, and those people
can transmit SARS-CoV-2 as easily as
symptomatic patients, it is safe to assume
a huge percentage of spread comes from
people without symptoms.
Even without knowing the exact numbers, the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention believes that transmission
from people without symptoms is a major
contributor to the rapid spread of SARSCoV-2 around the world.
Preventative measures, specifically
universal mask wearing, are the best ways
to limit asymptomatic spread.

atic infection to be 40%-45%. This is
in line with the San Francisco finding,
but the studies sampled were of various
quality and size and likely include some
pre-symptomatic cases.
Though none of these studies is perfect, a lot of evidence supports a true
asymptomatic rate of around 40%, plus
some addition fraction of patients who
are pre-symptomatic.
Many places are asking people with
Covid-19 symptoms to stay away, but
people who are infected and don’t have
symptoms are unlikely to realize they
have the virus.

How can asymptomatic people
spread the coronavirus?
Compared to most other viral infections,
SARS-CoV-2 produces an unusually high
level of viral particles in the upper respiratory tract—specifically the nose and
mouth. When those viral particles escape
into the environment, that is called viral
shedding.
Researchers have found that
pre-symptomatic people shed the virus
at an extremely high rate, similar to the
seasonal flu. But people with the flu don’t
normally shed virus until they have
symptoms.
The location of the shedding is also important. SARSCoV—the virus that caused
the SARS epidemic in
2003—does not shed
very much from the nose
and mouth. It replicates
deep in the lungs. Since
SARS-CoV-2 is present in
high numbers in a person’s
nose and mouth, it is that
much easier for the virus
to escape into the
environment.
When
people cough or talk,
they spray droplets
of saliva and mucus
into the air. Since
SARS-CoV-2 sheds so
heavily in the nose and

What can we do to limit
asymptomatic spread?
mouth, these droplets are likely how people without symptoms are spreading the virus.

How much asymptomatic
spread is happening?
Public health experts don’t
know exactly how much spread
is caused by asymptomatic or
pre-symptomatic patients. But
there are some telling hints
that it is a major driver of this
pandemic.
An early modelling estimate suggested that 80% of
infections could be attributed
to spread from undocumented
cases. Presumably the undocumented patients were
asymptomatic or had only
extremely mild symptoms. Though interesting, the researchers
made a lot of
assumptions in
that model so it is
hard to judge the
accuracy of that
prediction.

Any time a virus can be spread by people
without symptoms, you have to turn to
preventative measures.
Social distancing measures and lockdowns work, but have large economic
and social repercussions. These were necessary when epidemiologists didn’t know
how the virus was spreading, but now we
know it sheds at high quantities from the
upper respiratory tract.
This means that universal mask wearing is best tool to limit transmission, and
there is evidence to back that idea up.
On April 3, the CDC recommended
that all members of the public wear
facial coverings when outside of the house
and around others. The World Health
Organization finally followed suit and
recommended universal public masking
on June 5.
At this point, no one knows exactly
how many cases of Covid-19 are from
asymptomatic spread. But I and many
other infectious diseases researchers are
convinced that it is playing a major role
in this pandemic. Wearing a mask and
practicing social distancing can prevent
asymptomatic spread and help reduce the
harm from this dangerous virus until we
get a vaccine.
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There’s a complex
history of skin
lighteners in Africa
and beyond

ciated with people of colour. For
black and brown consumers, living in places like the United States
and South Africa where racism and
colourism have flourished, even
slight differences in skin colour
could carry political and social consequences.

The mercury effects

During the era of the trans-Atlantic slave trade,
skin colour and associated physical difference
were used to distinguish enslaved people from
free, and to justify the former’s oppression.
Colonisers cast melanin-rich hues as the
embodiment of ugliness and inferiority.

LYNN M. THOMAS
History Professor, University of Washington

S

omali-American activists recently
scored a victory against Amazon
and against colourism, which is
prejudice based on preference for
people with lighter skin tones. Members
of the non-profit The Beautywell Project
teamed up with the Sierra Club to convince
the online retail giant to stop selling skin
lightening products that contain mercury.
After more than a year of protests,
this coalition of antiracist, health, and
environmental activists persuaded Amazon
to remove some 15 products containing
toxic levels of mercury. This puts a small
but noteworthy dent in the global trade in
skin lighteners, estimated to reach US$31.2
billion by 2024.
What are the roots of this sizeable
trade? And how might its most toxic elements be curtailed?
The online sale of skin lighteners is relatively new, but the in-person traffic is very
old. My new book explores this layered history from the vantage point of South Africa.
As in other parts of the world colonised
by European powers, the politics of skin
colour in South Africa have been impor-
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tantly shaped by the history of white
supremacy and institutions of racial slavery, colonialism, and segregation. My book
examines that history.
Yet, racism alone cannot explain skin
lightening practices. My book also attends
to intersecting dynamics of class and gender, changing beauty ideals and the expansion of consumer capitalism.

A deep history of skin whitening and
lightening
For centuries and even millennia, elites
used paints and powders to create smoother, paler appearances, unblemished by
illness and the sun’s darkening and roughening effects.
Cosmetic users in ancient Mesopotamia,
Egypt, Greece, and Rome created dramatic
appearances by pairing skin whiteners
containing lead or chalk with black eye
makeup and red lip colourants. In China
and Japan too, elite women and some
men used white lead preparations and rice
powder to achieve complexions resembling
white jade or fresh lychee.
Skin lighteners generate a less painted
look than skin whiteners by removing
rather than concealing blemished or melanin-rich skin. Melanin is the biochemical
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compound that makes skin colourful.
Active ingredients in skin lighteners
have ranged from acidic compounds like
lemon juice and milk to harsher chemicals
like sulfur, arsenic, and mercury. In parts of
precolonial Southern Africa, some people
used mineral and botanical preparations to
brighten—rather than whiten or lighten—
their skin and hair.
During the era of the trans-Atlantic
slave trade, skin colour and associated
physical difference were used to distinguish
enslaved people from free, and to justify the
former’s oppression. Colonisers cast melanin-rich hues as the embodiment of ugliness
and inferiority. Within this racist political
order, some sought to whiten and lighten
their complexions.
By the twentieth century, mass-produced skin lightening creams ranked
among the world’s most popular cosmetics. Consumers included white, black, and
brown women.
In the 1920s and 1930s, many white
consumers swapped skin lighteners for tanning lotions as time spent sunbathing and
playing outdoors became a sign of a healthy
and leisured lifestyle. Seasonal tanning
embodied new forms of white privilege.
Skin lighteners became primarily asso-

Skin lighteners can be physically
harmful. Mercury, one of their most
common active ingredients, lightens
skin in two ways. It inhibits the
formation of melanin by rendering
the enzyme tyrosinase inactive; and
it exfoliates the tanned, outer layers
of the skin through the production of
hydrochloric acid.
By the early twentieth century,
pharmaceutical and medical textbooks recommended mercury—usually in the form of ammoniated
mercury—for treating skin infections
and dark spots while often warning
of its harmful effects. Cosmetic manufacturers marketed creams containing ammoniated mercury as “freckle
removers” or “skin bleaches”.
When the US Congress passed
the Food, Drug and Cosmetics Act in
1938, such creams were among the
first to be regulated.
After World War II, the negative
environmental and health impact of
mercury became more apparent. The
devastating case of mercury poisoning caused by industrial wastewater
in Minamata, Japan, prompted the
Food and Drug Administration to
take a closer look at mercury’s toxicity, including in cosmetics. Here
was a visceral instance of what environmentalist Rachel Carson meant
about small, domestic choices making the world uninhabitable.
In 1973, the administration
banned all but trace amounts of
mercury from cosmetics. Other
countries followed suit. South Africa
banned mercurial cosmetics in 1975,
the European Economic Union in

The mercury in
skin lightener
inhibits the
formation of
melanin and it
exfoliates the
tanned, outer
layers of the
skin through
the production
of hydrochloric
acid.

1976, and Nigeria in 1982. The
trade in skin lighteners, nonetheless,
continued as other active ingredients—most notably hydroquinone—
replaced ammoniated mercury.

Meanwhile in South Africa
In apartheid South Africa, the trade
was especially robust. Skin lighteners ranked among the most commonly used personal products in
black urban households. During the
1980s, activists inspired by Black
Consciousness and the sentiment
“Black is Beautiful” teamed up with
concerned medical professionals to
make opposition to skin lighteners
part of the anti-apartheid movement.
In the early 1990s, activists convinced the government to ban all
cosmetic skin lighteners containing
known depigmenting agents—and
to prohibit cosmetic advertisements
from making any claims to “bleach”,
“lighten” or “whiten” skin. This prohibition was the first of its kind and
the regulations immediately shuttered the in-country manufacture of
skin lighteners.
South Africa’s regulations testify
to the broader antiracist political
movement from which they emerged.

Thirty years on, however, South
Africa again possesses a robust—if
now illicit—trade in skin lighteners.
An especially disturbing element is
the resurgence of mercurial products.
South African researchers have
found that over 40% of skin lighteners sold in Durban and Cape Town
contain mercury.
The activists’ recent victory
against Amazon suggests one way
forward. They took out a full-page
ad in a local newspaper denouncing Amazon’s sale of mercurial skin
lighteners as “dangerous, racist, and
illegal.” A petition with 23,000 signatures was hand-delivered to the
company’s Minnesota office.
By combining antiracist, health,
and environmentalist arguments,
activists held one of the world’s
most powerful companies accountable. They also brought the toxic
presence of mercurial skin lighteners
to public awareness and made them
more difficult to purchase.
Lynn M. Thomas’s latest book Beneath
the Surface: A Transnational History
of Skin Lighteners is available from
Wits University Press and from Duke
University Press.
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Aerosols are a bigger
coronavirus threat than WHO
guidelines suggest—here’s
what you need to know
The WHO guidelines suggested that the virus RNA found in
small droplets wasn’t viable in most circumstances. However,
early research on the SARS-CoV-2 virus has shown that it is
viable as an aerosol for up to 3 hours.
BYRON ERATH
Associate Professor of Mechanical
Engineering, Clarkson University
ANDREA FERRO
Professor of Civil & Environmental
Engineering, Clarkson University
GOODARZ AHMADI
Professor of Mechanical Engineering,
Clarkson University

W

hen someone coughs, talks or
even breathes, they send tiny
respiratory droplets into the
surrounding air. The smallest of
these droplets can float for hours, and there
is strong evidence that they can carry live
coronavirus if the person is infected.
Until this week, however, the risk from
these aerosols wasn’t incorporated into the
World Health Organization’s formal guidance for nations. The WHO instead suggested that the coronavirus was primarily
transmitted by coughing or sneezing large
droplets into someone’s face, rather than
being a longer-term threat that can float
in the air.
It took pressure from scientists to start
to change that.
More than 200 scientists published an
open letter to the WHO on July 6 warning
about airborne transmission of Covid-19
via aerosols and urging the organization to
recognize the risks. The WHO responded
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Thursday afternoon with an update in
which it acknowledged the growing evidence of airborne spread of the disease, but
it did so with hesitation.
As professors who study fluid dynamics
and aerosols, we believe it is important for
people to understand the risks and what
they can do to protect themselves.

What is an aerosol and how does it
spread?
Aerosols are particles that are suspended
in the air. When humans breathe, talk, sing,
cough or sneeze, the emitted respiratory
droplets mix in the surrounding air and
form an aerosol. Because larger droplets
quickly fall to the ground, respiratory aerosols are often described as being made up
of smaller droplets that are less than 5
microns, or about one tenth the width of a
human hair.
In general, droplets form as a sheet of
liquid breaks apart. You’ve probably experienced this phenomenon by blowing soap
bubbles. Sometimes the bubble doesn’t
fully form, but instead breaks apart into
many droplets.
Similarly, in humans, small sheets and
strands of liquid—mucus—often stretch
across portions of the airway. This most
often occurs in locations where the airway
opens and closes again and again. That
happens deep within the lungs as the bronchioles and alveolar sacs expand and contract during breathing, within the larynx
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as the vocal folds vibrate during speech, or
at the mouth, as the tongue and lips move
while talking. The airflow produced by
breathing, speaking and coughing breaks
apart these sheets of mucus, just like blowing the soap bubble.
The size of the droplets varies based on
how and where they are produced within
the airway. While coughing generates the
largest quantity of droplets, research has
shown that just two to three minutes of
talking can produce as many droplets as
one cough.
Droplets that are smaller than 5
microns can remain suspended in the air
for many minutes to hours because the
effect of air drag relative to gravity is large.
In addition, the water content of virus-carrying droplets evaporates while they are
airborne, decreasing their size. Even if most
of the fluid evaporates from a virus-laden
droplet, the droplet does not disappear; it

just becomes smaller, and the smaller the
droplet, the longer it will stay suspended in
the air. Because smaller diameter droplets
are more efficient at penetrating deep into
the pulmonary system, they also pose a
much greater infection risk.
The WHO guidelines suggested that
the virus RNA found in small droplets
wasn’t viable in most circumstances.
However, early research on the SARSCoV-2 virus has shown that it is viable as
an aerosol for up to 3 hours.

Do masks protect from aerosol
transmission?
Face coverings and masks are absolutely
necessary for protection against aerosol
transmission. They serve a twofold purpose.
First, they filter the air expelled by an
individual, capturing respiratory droplets
and thereby reducing the exposure risk

for others. This is particularly important
as they are most effective at capturing
larger droplets that are more likely to
have larger quantities of viruses encapsulated within them. This prevents the larger
droplets from directly affecting someone,
or evaporating down to a smaller size and
circulating in the air.
They also reduce the speed of the puff
of air that is produced when sneezing,
coughing or talking. Decreasing the velocity of the expelled air reduces the distance
that droplets are initially transported into
the person’s surroundings.
It is important to realize, however, that
the protection provided by masks and face
coverings varies depending on the material they are constructed from and how
well they fit. Nevertheless, wearing face
coverings to decrease airborne exposure
risk is critical.

Aerosol concentrations can be
reduced with increased ventilation,
although recirculating the same air
should be avoided unless the air
can be effectively filtered prior to
reuse.

Is staying 6 feet away enough to stay
safe?
The recommendation to maintain a
6-foot separation is based on a study by W.
F. Wells in 1934 that showed an expelled
water droplet either falls to the ground, or
evaporates, within a distance of roughly 2
meters, or 6 feet. The study did not, however, account for the fact that following
evaporation of the water in a virus-laden
droplet, the droplet nuclei remains, thereby still posing a risk of airborne infection.
Consequently, while staying 6 feet from
other people reduces exposure, it might
not be sufficient in all situations, such as in
enclosed, poorly ventilated rooms.

How can I protect myself from
aerosols indoors?
Strategies to mitigate airborne exposure
are similar to strategies for staying dry
when it’s raining. The longer you stay in
the rain, and the harder it’s raining, the
wetter you will get. Similarly, the more
droplets you are exposed to, and the
longer you stay in that environment, the
higher the exposure risk. Mitigating risk is
therefore based on decreasing both aerosol
concentration levels and exposure time.
Aerosol concentrations can be reduced
with increased ventilation, although recirculating the same air should be avoided
unless the air can be effectively filtered
prior to reuse. When possible, open doors
and windows to increase fresh air flow.
Decreasing the number of emission
sources—people—within a space, and
ensuring that face coverings are worn at
all times can further decrease concentration levels.
Methods of deactivating the virus, such
as germicidal ultraviolet light, can also be
used.
Finally, reducing the amount of time
you spend in poorly ventilated, crowded
areas is a good way to reduce airborne
exposure risk.

This article has been updated with the
WHO response. Amir Mofakham, a research
associate in mechanical engineering at
Clarkson University, contributed to this article.
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5 Covid-19 shutdowns

ways academics can manage

For most, this is a devastating interruption of the academic year as the
bricks-and-mortar lecturing experience is shut down. But there are steps
that can be taken to ensure that teaching and learning continues.
WILLIE CHINYAMURINDI
Associate Professor, University of Fort Hare

T

he Covid-19 pandemic has begun
affecting a range of African countries where infection rates have been
rising, though not at the rates being
experienced in the US and Western Europe.
Governments have been taking drastic
steps to stop the spread of infection. One
has been the decision to close schools and
universities. This has been true in a number
of African countries where schools, colleges
and universities have suspended classes
and even graduation ceremonies.
For most, this is a devastating interruption of the academic year as the bricks-

and-mortar lecturing experience is shut
down. But there are steps that can be
taken to ensure that teaching and learning
continues.
In the past decade my colleagues and I
have carried out research in Africa exploring as a broad theme the relationship
between technology and human capital
development. The aim has been to contribute to developing digital citizens.
The research we have done shows how
technology can be used as an enabler to
development. It also shows what stands
in the way. At the core of this, as we have
found, are motives and how they shape and
guide the technology we adopt and use.
Understanding these motives allows us to

What can be done
make sense of usage patterns and the technology that we adopt.
For example, we were able to show that
technology, through social media, can create
solutions. A precursor to this was exploring
motives that drive such behaviour. One
such motive is the desire for convenience
and ease of use.
In a follow-up study we later found
the role of mobile devices, not just among
young people but also the elderly, as key in
the transmission of information.
Our work also identified a technology-savvy young generation that was adapting new tools to their lived experiences.
Their attitudes were very different to that
of the older generation. But this generation
gap could work in favour of young people
trying to complete their studies while universities are shut down.
Based on my research, as well as my
own experience, I have come up with five

Put recordings of classes online. I am due
to start teaching a second-year Human
Resources Management module with 130
students. In this module, I was due to
teach two contact sessions adding up to
six hours. I was also due to meet students
for consultation.
Instead, I’m turning to different ways
of delivering the work. A number of
free online platforms exist that can be
useful to host learning content in audio
and video format. These include YouTube,
SoundCloud, Twitch and Audiomack.
Some of these platforms also allow
for recorded learning content to be downloaded online onto a device and then
played later by a user at no cost. This
can fit well, especially if data costs are
very high.
I find YouTube and SoundCloud helpful because they offer the convenience
of presenting a class either in video or
sound format. Students can select which
they prefer.
However, caution is needed. Putting
content online doesn’t add up to effective teaching. Some issues specific to the
student and their environment need to
considered.
In a study we carried out in South
Africa’s corporate sector, we found issues
such as gender, attitude towards technology and even the ease of use of the
technology affected how the technology
was adopted. These findings were also
confirmed in a follow-up study we conducted using a student sample within a
university context.
This points to the need to consider
issues specific to the individual and their
environment when content is put on line.

Conferences
I was scheduled to present a paper this
month at an international conference on
technical and vocational education. But
the event has been postponed.
Academic conferences offer oppor-
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Off campus library access

ways in which academics can salvage
some of what they need to teach. All
involve the use of technology.

A number of universities offer
access to leading electronic
resources, journals and databases
through off-campus access.
tunities for networking and collaboration
with leading scholars locally and internationally. An alternative is web-conferencing.
This allows multiple users in different locations to meet in real time over the internet
or intranet. This has also led the growing
use of web seminars or webinars.
I have found web-conferences useful
and often cheaper than physical attendance.
The drawbacks here are the need for a
reliable internet connection and missing
out on the collaborations that often happen
between conference attendances during tea,
lunch and dinner.

A number of universities offer access to
leading electronic resources, journals and
databases through off-campus access. Due
to issues of licensing in accessing these
resources, this privilege is usually for registered students and staff members. I’m
increasingly recommending this alternative
to fellow staff and students.
From the comfort of my home, I can
access the physical library through the
use of technology without being in public
contact. Such features, as shown in our
research, are key in forming online learning
communities.
Keep informed, watch out for misinformation. Information has become more
and more critical. At the same time, it’s
important to watch out for misinformation.
A common source of misinformation could
be posts usually shared through social
media that are not verified.
In a study we carried out on social
media usage within a higher education setting, we found that social media was mostly
used for problem solving and communication purposes. This shows that social media
is a crucial information portal. This heightens the role of information not just among
academics but society in general.
But caution needs to be exercised.
Equal to personal hygiene is cyber-hygiene.
In our quest for information, we should
watch out for misinformation and avoid
spreading unverified information.

Skype and WhatsApp
I’m constantly in touch with my students,
offering direction on their research projects and helping others complete theirs
through these platforms. I also use them
for meetings with colleagues and external
stakeholders.
We use these tools because of ease and
convenience. For example, in one study we
found that this was why students used them
extensively to hunt for jobs.
Skype and WhatsApp are easily available and are already popular. The issues
we flagged in our research around ease,
convenience and performance expectancy
make Skype and WhatsApp favourable.
Again, there is the need for a reliable internet connection.

What gets in the way
My work has also highlighted the barriers to putting these ideas into practice.
These include inadequate infrastructure
and hardware as well as the fact that a
number of communities and universities on
the continent remain under-resourced.
And as we have found in research conducted on the use of technology in the
work place, technology can present its own
set of problems, such as contributing to
job-overload.
Nevertheless, there are opportunities
for both academics and students to further
develop their skills. This requires seeing
technology not as an old foe but as a new
ally.

BUSINESS MONTHLY | SEPTEMBER - OCTOBER 2020

35

ECONOMY

Commentary

Coronavirus: Three ways
the crisis may permanently
change our lives
Coronavirus may well be such an external
shock, fundamentally reshaping some
areas of how we life our live. Rather than
simply bouncing back and reverting to the
pre-coronavirus state, some changes may
be permanent.
JOHANN FORTWENGEL
Senior Lecturer, King’s Business School, King’s College
London

T

he realisation that life is going to change for a
good while is starting to take hold. To flatten
the curve of the Covid-19 outbreak, radical
measures of social distancing are currently
being rolled out in an increasing number of countries. People are being urged—or instructed—to
isolate themselves at home. In many countries,
schools are closed. The same is true of theatres, bars,
and cinemas. Travel for both leisure and business is
advised against. Borders are shutting.
Most people presume that all these measures to
combat the virus will be temporary, and that at some
point—in two, six, or perhaps 12 months—life will
be back to normal and business as usual. To some
extent, this may be true. But many changes could
well be permanent.
Social systems, be it whole economies or individual organisations, are inert and very hard to
change. Over time, firms develop into complex and
bureaucratic structures, with so many ingrained
routines that they are almost impossible to change.
Economies too follow a largely path-dependent trajectory. This means that they usually resist radical
change, and instead follow a path which more often
than not is triggered by a small event or historical
accident. Even if the Democratic presidential candidate, Bernie Sanders, and his supporters might like
to see it, the US will never become Denmark.
But in times of fundamental crisis, a window of
opportunity for change opens up. Sometimes, this
window of opportunity is purposefully leveraged
to change the course of action. For example, in the
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wake of the Fukushima disaster in 2011,
Chancellor Angela Merkel decided, quite
haphazardly, that Germany would discontinue its reliance on nuclear power. In
other cases, revolutionary change happens
almost by accident, as was the case with
the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Research in the social sciences has
long made the observation that socio-political change often occurs in sudden
bursts: a social system remains stable for
a long period of time, until an external
shock disrupts it and sets in motion a new
trajectory.
Coronavirus may well be such an
external shock, fundamentally reshaping
some areas of how we life our live. Rather
than simply bouncing back and reverting
to the pre-coronavirus state, some changes
may be permanent. In three areas of our
economic lives, changes brought about by
coronavirus may well prove much more
long-lasting than currently anticipated.

1. Business travel

Business travel is often considered
critical for the success of whole organisations and the effectiveness of running
them. It is certainly true that face-to-face
meetings help build relationships and
trust, which is often crucial for making a
project succeed. But now that businesses
and other organisations are being forced
to radically cut down or stop business
travel, they may realise that it’s not so
essential after all—as long as they find

working substitutes.
Now that employees have to rely on
Skype or Zoom calls, rather than flying
around the globe to meet in person, they
may realise that video conferencing is a
good alternative: one that is more flexible,
family-friendly, and more environmentally
sustainable. Employers, meanwhile, will
see the possibility for drastic cost-cutting.
So, in the future, we may see significantly
lower levels of business travel.

2. Working remotely

Flexible working arrangements are
more and more widespread. But extensive
working from home is considered bad for
individuals, because they tend to work
more hours. It also has downsides for
organisations, because it raises coordination costs and critical advantages of
being physically present are lost, such as
building relationships and a team spirit.
For these reasons, there are signs
that the classic physical office space has
recently witnessed something of a revival:
some pioneers of working remotely have
called their workers back to the office.
But now that working remotely is a
necessity, both employers and employees
will have to build competencies and work
out how to do it effectively. Individuals
will be forced to build new routines,
and organisations will have to find ways
to create online spaces for colleagues
to interact outside of formal meetings.
Good workplace relationships are critical

Streaming services, for example, threaten the
business model of established content creation and
distribution, and Amazon is becoming a dominant
super-disrupter of a wide variety of industries.

for innovation and the resilience of an
organisation. It remains to be seen what
might act as the virtual water cooler—a
place where colleagues meet, gossip, and
innovate.
Coronavirus may force us collectively
to become better at working remotely,
which could then emerge as a viable alternative to working in downtown offices.

3. Industry disruption

Many industries were already undergoing significant disruption before coronavirus hit. The measures taken to fight
coronavirus will accelerate these seismic
shifts. Streaming services, for example,
threaten the business model of established content creation and distribution,
and Amazon is becoming a dominant
super-disrupter of a wide variety of industries.
The “stay-at-home-economy” necessitated by coronavirus will dramatically
accelerate the shift from the old to the
new, making questions of market concentration and the possible need for regulation even more important.
Change will come from both the
demand and the supply side. An increasing number of people will start using
these services, and start liking them, and
becoming loyal customers. And the supply
side will also change. Incumbents will
be weakened and might even go out of
business, and disruptors will continue to
invest from a strengthened position.
In other fields the change will be
equally dramatic and possibly for good.
For example, higher education has been
slow in moving into the online teaching
space, but now that the sector is forced
to deliver modules online, universities are
unlikely to totally revert back to the previous status quo. There are huge opportunities offered by online education—in terms
of new markets for students and cheaper
delivery thanks to economies of scale.
Change happens in bursts, and coronavirus may constitute a critical external
shock transforming parts of our lives.
While we think of the current changes to
our live as temporary, they may well be
permanent.

BUSINESS MONTHLY | SEPTEMBER - OCTOBER 2020

37

ENERGY

Opinion

Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt have
been negotiating for five years
over the filling and annual
operation of the dam. They have
not been able to strike a deal.

The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, a 145-metre-high, 1.8-kilometre-long concrete colossus is set
to become the largest hydropower plant in Africa.
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The Grand Renaissance Dam:
What’s at stake and what
could break the deadlock
MAHEMUD TEKUYA
JSD/Ph. D candidate, University of the Pacific

T

he Ethiopian Grand Renaissance Dam
is inching closer to completion, rekindling the environmental and political
controversies that have dogged the
project from the start nearly 10 years ago.
In addition, recent satellite images show a
steady increase in the amount of water being
held back by the new mega dam. Mahemud
Tekuya explains what’s at stake.
The current dispute over the Grand
Ethiopian Renaissance Dam is directly
linked to colonial-era Nile treaties. During
the scramble for Africa, controlling the
source of the Nile was a major colonial goal
for the British. In 1902, the UK and Ethiopia
concluded the Anglo-Ethiopian Treaty in
which Ethiopia agreed not to arrest or totally
block the flow of the Nile.
Then there was the Anglo-Egyptian
Treaty signed in 1929. This was between
the British (on behalf of its colonies, Sudan,
Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda) and Egypt.
The treaty prevented British East African
colonies from using the Nile’s water without
the consent of Egypt.
The third treaty was the 1959 Nile
Waters Treaty between Egypt and Sudan.
This allocated the entire flow of the Nile
between the two downstream states without
considering the interests of upstream states,
which vehemently rejected it. Instead they
called for an equitable allocation of the Nile
waters based on a basin-wide treaty.
All the basin countries at the time negotiated and came up with the Nile Basin
Cooperative Framework Agreement in 2010.
But Egypt and Sudan rejected the deal
because it did not recognise their “histor-
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ic right” and “veto power” over upstream
projects.
In my view, this legacy meant that
Ethiopia was left no option but to start constructing the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance
Dam by itself. The dam has the potential to
change the status quo established in those
treaties. At the same time any agreement
also has the potential to maintain the status
quo.
So, behind the ongoing talks is the
struggle between changing, or maintaining,
colonial legacies.

What are the views of Sudan and
Egypt?
Generally, the dam confers enormous benefits to Egypt and Sudan. These include
ensuring a regular flow of water, preventing
siltation, reducing evaporation, and providing cheaper electricity. Sudan has supported the project since 2012 because of these
benefits. But Egypt maintains that any
upstream dam on the Nile River threatens
the flow of the Nile.
The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance
Dam’s reservoir can hold more than 70
billion cubic metres of water. Egypt initially rejected the project entirely and later
demanded a reduction in the size of the
dam.
The dam is being built by Ethiopians
and is being financed solely by Ethiopia.
Aimed primarily at generating power, the
dam will also provide water for irrigation
and flood protection for downstream countries
The three countries signed the
Declaration of Principles in 2015. This
provides the framework for the talks about
the first filling and annual operation of the

dam. But Egypt’s concerns seem to
have changed towards ensuring it gets
its “historic water share” as stated under
the 1959 treaty. That would be 55.5
billion cubic metres, 66% of the river’s
total flow.
The treaty also gave Sudan 22%
and left the rest (12%) for evaporation.
It did not recognise the rights of nine
upstream countries, including Ethiopia,
whose territory contributes more than
85% of the Nile.
Egypt needs a guarantee that the
filling and operation of the Renaissance
Dam will not affect this arrangement
and what it calls “existing use and
rights”. In other words, Egypt needs a
guarantee that Ethiopia will not use the
Nile waters for consumption purposes,
including irrigation, in the future.
Cairo wants an agreement that the
dam’s reservoirs be filled over a long
period, lasting about 20 years. And it
wants veto power.
Apart from some safety-related concerns, Sudan supports the project.

What are the chances of an
agreement?
Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt have been
negotiating for five years over the filling and annual operation of the dam.
They have not been able to strike a
deal. In addition to the water allocation
issue, they have yet to resolve issues on
drought mitigation and mechanisms for
resolving future disputes.
Three drought mitigation mechanisms have been spelled out. These
cover drought, prolonged drought and
prolonged dry years. But the proposal

initially tabled by the US could make the
dam non-functional and deny Ethiopia
the right to consume Nile water.
Given Ethiopia’s objection to the proposal it is unlikely that the three countries will agree on how to mitigate future
droughts. As for dispute resolution, Egypt
needs the forthcoming Grand Ethiopian
Renaissance Dam Treaty to give a third
party the power to make binding decisions on the dam.
In the past, Egypt and Sudan constructed several dams and reservoirs without consulting—and even over objections
from Ethiopia.
Since these projects are not subject to
compulsory dispute resolution, and since
there is no mechanism in place governing
the use and activities of downstream
states (Egypt can export water to another
country, Ethiopia can’t do anything about
it), Ethiopia will not agree to subject the
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam to
compulsory dispute resolution.
Besides, the Declaration of Principles
requires the three countries to resolve
future disputes only through negotiation,
conciliation and mediation.
It’s therefore also unlikely that the
three countries will easily resolve this
outstanding issue.
But I do see two slim possibilities in
which agreement can be struck.
The first option is for the three countries to reach an interim agreement governing the first filling (over the next
two years) of the dam. This piecemeal
approach would give the three the time
to build trust and confidence and to work
out the details on drought mitigation and
dispute resolution.

The first filling is not among the sticking
points. An interim agreement would be in the
interest of Egypt and Sudan to avoid unilateral filling of the dam.
The one snag in this option is that
Ethiopia appears to be determined to fill the
dam – with or without an agreement.
The other option is to restrict the forthcoming treaty to the filling and annual operation of the dam. The three countries can and
should address the problems associated with
the colonial and 1959 treaties by explicitly
stating that Ethiopia can equitably use the
Nile waters upstream of the dam.
The allocation of waters between the
three countries, drought mitigation, and dispute resolution should be left to the Nile
River Basin Cooperative Framework. The
framework has already established an organisation that can take drought mitigation
measures and it has compulsory dispute
resolution mechanisms.

What are the potential consequences
of failure to agree?
At least for the coming two years, filling the
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam without
an agreement will not have any effect on the
two downstream countries. There is more than
enough water in the system to compensate for
the amount Ethiopia plans to hold back.
Given the three countries’ historical relations and their dependency on the Nile, it
is unlikely that they will go to war. I do not
expect that Egypt will use military force
against the state that contributes 86% of
the Nile water, Ethiopia. But because Egypt
and Sudan do not want Ethiopia to fill the
dam without an agreement, we will likely
see more diplomatic spats—and verbal confrontation.
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South Africans should accept
that the IMF is neither their
worst enemy nor their saviour
South Africans should not view the IMF either as the protagonist in its
nightmares, or as its saviour. Instead the country should treat it as it
would any other financial institution.
DANNY BRADLOW
SARCHI Professor of International
Development Law and African Economic
Relations, University of Pretoria

T

he South African government has
asked the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) for $4.2 billion. The
money would come from a facility
that provides financing to countries facing
an urgent balance of payments need, without the need to have a full-fledged program
in place.
According to the IMF managing director this means that the recipient can spend
the money freely but should keep the
receipts. Nevertheless, reports that South
Africa has been negotiating a letter of
intent with the IMF suggests that at least
part of the financing will be linked to
tougher IMF conditionalities.
The letter of intent is a letter from the
government to the IMF in which it sets out
the policies that it intends to implement
to correct the macro-economic problems
that caused it to seek IMF support. The
IMF board decides to provide a country
with financing on the basis of this letter. Its
contents are the core of the conditionalities
attached to IMF financing.
South Africans will learn the actual
terms of the IMF financing at the end of
July when its board of directors considers
the country’s request for financial assistance.
But many have already made up their
minds about this transaction. Some see it as
a humiliating defeat in which the country
will be forced to surrender its sovereignty
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and accept demeaning and immiserating
economic policies. Others see it as the first
step back from the abyss. They expect the
IMF to force the country to take its medicine, as bitter as it may be, and regain
economic health.
Both these views are overwrought and
ultimately misleading. South Africa has
more bargaining power in its relationship
with the IMF than either view suggests. In
the end, the terms of the IMF arrangement
will depend on how effective the government was in its negotiations with the IMF.
To understand this, we need to answer
three questions: Will South Africa have
to surrender part of its sovereignty to the
IMF? Is the IMF a particularly unreasonable negotiating partner? What responsibilities does the IMF have in negotiating
the conditions?

The three questions
Will South Africa have to surrender part of
its sovereignty to the IMF?
Sovereignty is a complicated and sensitive issue. It raises concerns about a state’s
autonomy and ability to control its own

It is not easy to predict
what the exact mix of
conditions will be in
any particular case.
The experience of other
countries suggests that the
actual mix is a negotiated
outcome.
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destiny. One manifestation of sovereignty
is a state’s decision to sign an international
agreement. It shows that it is an actor on
the international stage capable of reaching
binding agreements with other subjects of
international law—states and international
organisations like the IMF.
Nevertheless, most international agreements restrict the sovereign’s freedom of
action.
Consider, for example, the African
Continental Free Trade Agreement. This
agreement obliges South Africa to open—
and keep open—its economy to trade with
the rest of Africa. Before agreeing to this
limitation on its freedom of action, South
Africa negotiated with its co-signatories to
minimise the cost of its commitments and
maximise the benefits it expects from the
arrangement.
South Africa’s arrangement with the
IMF is similar. It is exercising its sovereign
prerogatives when it decides to enter into
an arrangement with the IMF. Before doing
so, the country should negotiate for the best
possible deal with the IMF.

Is the IMF a particularly unreasonable
negotiating partner?
No bank, charitable foundation or
international financial institution provides
large amounts of financing without attaching conditions designed to ensure that the
recipient uses the funds responsibly and
pays them back as agreed. These conditions
can range from demanding collateral to
requiring promises that restrict the recipient’s future conduct in some way, such as
limiting the ways in which it can use the
funds.
The IMF conditions its financing on
policy measures rather than on collateral
or promises about the use of the funds.
Historically, these conditions were ideologically driven and controversial. They included reducing the economic role of the state,
making economies more market friendly
and more globalised.
More recently the IMF leadership has
incorporated issues such as inclusiveness,
sustainability, social safety nets and gender
parity.
It is not easy to predict what the exact

mix of conditions will be in any particular
case. The experience of other countries
suggests that the actual mix is a negotiated
outcome. Consequently, the conditions’ content and wording will depend on the country’s economic situation, its willingness to
engage in tough negotiations with the IMF
and on how effective it is in convincing the
IMF of the validity of its positions.

What responsibilities does the IMF
have in negotiating the conditions?
The IMF’s Articles of Agreement states that
it should help countries correct maladjustments in their balance of payments without
resorting to measures destructive of national or international prosperity.
Thus, the IMF should demonstrate that
whatever conditions it attaches to its funding are consistent with the recipient’s prosperity over the medium term. It must also
show that it is not helping one IMF member
state at the expense of its responsibilities to
other member states.
In addition, the IMF, like any international organisation, should comply with

applicable customary international law
principles.
First, it must respect the sovereignty
of its member states, including their laws.
Second, it must respect their international legal obligations and not undermine
their ability to meet these obligations.
Third, the IMF, which is a specialised
UN agency, should, pursuant to the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights,
contribute to securing the universal and
effective recognition and observance of
human rights.
Based on these principles, the IMF
has three responsibilities in regard to its
arrangement with South Africa.
First, it must ensure that the conditions attached to its financing are consistent with the South African constitution.
In particular, this means that the IMF
must ensure that its conditionalities are
consistent with the bill of rights in the
constitution.
Second, the IMF must make sure
that it does not require anything that is
inconsistent with South Africa’s treaty
commitments. These includes the state’s
international human rights and environmental obligations. Out of respect for
South African sovereignty, the IMF must
defer to South Africa’s interpretation of
these commitments, provided they are
not inconsistent with international law.
Third, the IMF should explain how it
has determined that the effect of its conditionalities is consistent with the applicable international legal principles. It is
important to note that this requirement
does not mean the IMF cannot require
the state to take such actions as cutting
its budget. But it does mean that the IMF
has a responsibility to show that these
cuts are the least cost way of achieving
its objectives.
South Africans should not view the
IMF either as the protagonist in its nightmares, or as its saviour. Instead the country should treat it as it would any other
financial institution. It should demand
that it live up to its own international
responsibilities and demonstrate why it
thinks its agreement with the government will benefit all South Africans.
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How deadly is the coronavirus? The
true fatality rate is tricky to find,
but researchers are getting closer
Even if health officials had accurate pictures of the number of infections and deaths over time,
they can’t just divide the number of deaths by March 15 by the number of infections by March
15. It can take weeks before an infected patient dies from Covid-19.

JUSTIN SILVERMAN
Assistant Professor of Information Science and Technology,
Pennsylvania State University
ALEX WASHBURNE
Disease Ecology Research Scientist, Montana State
University

E

arly reports from January painted a grim picture
about just how deadly the coronavirus was.
Initially, the World Health Organization estimated that the percentage of infected individuals
who die from Covid-19 was 3.4%. That statistic is called
the infection fatality rate (IFR)—or colloquially, the
death rate—and means that for every hundred people
infected with Covid-19, on average, between three and
four would die.
As time has gone on, it has become clear that the
true risk of death is much lower. The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention currently has a best guess of
0.65% for the IFR. But current estimates fall anywhere
between 0.2% and 1%, a surprisingly large range when
calculating the infection fatality rate should be as simple
as dividing the number of deaths by total infections. And
these estimates are changing all the time. In fact, in the
time it took to write this article, the CDC changed its best
estimate of the fatality rate from 0.26% to 0.65%.
We are two researchers who take a mathematical
approach to solving epidemiological and biomedical
problems. Back in early March, we published a paper
showing that millions more people had been infected
with Covid-19 than official case counts reflected. But
when we tried to use our results to calculate IFR in the
US, we encountered first-hand just how difficult it is to
do.
To calculate the infection fatality rate, researchers
need to know three things: the number of infections, the
number of deaths from infections and which deaths go
with which infections. But finding these numbers is far
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harder than it might seem and these difficulties explain
why there has been, and continues to be, so much
uncertainty regarding this important number.

How many infections?
Knowing how many people have been infected
with the coronavirus is the first step to estimating the
fatality rate.
The number of officially reported cases reflects only
the number of diagnosed cases which is far less than the
real number of people who have been infected.
Since health officials can’t test everyone, one way to
estimate the rate of infection in a population is to test a
smaller group of people for signs of previous infection,
regardless of whether they have had symptoms. If the
smaller group is chosen in a way that makes it demographically representative of the larger population, then
researchers can assume the infection rates they find in
their test groups are close to the actual population-wide
numbers.
By taking this approach, researchers have now
shown that the total number of infections is likely
much larger than the number of diagnosed cases. For
example, researchers in New York now estimate that by
the end of March, over 2 million residents of New York
State had been infected. At the time, there were only
76,000 confirmed infections.
Our study took a different approach. We looked at
records of doctors’ visits with patients that had flu-like
symptoms but not the flu. By accounting for the number of people who would only have mild symptoms of
Covid-19 and would not go to the doctors, we estimate
that during the last three weeks of March over 8.7 million Americans were infected with SARS-CoV-2. During
the same three-week period, official case counts recorded just over 100,000 new infections within the US.
Putting this all together, it’s now clear that there
have been many more infections than confirmed cases,
likely by a factor of 20 or more.
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How many deaths?
Determining whether Covid-19 was the
cause of death—and counting all of those
deaths—has been more difficult than you
might think.
Recently, the New York Times reported
that at a national level, Covid-19 deaths
may be undercounted by 25%. These estimates are coming from the fact that deaths
from any cause are far higher this year than
normal. Over the course of the pandemic,
many patients have died of symptoms
similar to Covid-19, but were never tested. In addition, many people are dying at
home from complications that appear to be
Covid-19, but are also never tested.
Both infections and deaths have been
undercounted, but not to the same degree.
Our research suggests health officials were
only detecting as few as 1 in 80 infections
whereas they have been catching approximately 4 in 5 deaths. As we’ve been discovering uncounted infections at a faster
rate than we’ve been discovering uncounted
deaths, infection fatality rate estimates have
dropped from initial guesses.

Relation between infections and
death
Even if health officials had accurate pictures of the number of infections and
deaths over time, they can’t just divide
the number of deaths by March 15 by the
number of infections by March 15. It can
take weeks before an infected patient dies
from Covid-19. To calculate the fatality
rate, researchers must correct for the time
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between the onset of infection and death.
While there is still uncertainty in this
lag between onset of infection and deaths,
recent research suggests that a 16-day lag
between symptom onset and death is a
good guess.
This lag must be factored into infection fatality rate calculations. For example,
assuming patients would get diagnosed
within a few days of developing symptoms,
to calculate the fatality rate on June 15,
researchers would want to divide those
deaths by the number of infections on
June 1.

So, are current estimates any good?
Until the US has more widespread random population testing and there’s more
research to understand the time lag between
infection and death, estimates of the real
infection fatality rate will have some uncertainty. Still, since estimates of the actual
infection and death numbers are far more
accurate today than at the beginning of the
pandemic, the current estimates of between
0.2 to 1% are better as well. The CDC sug-

Since health officials can’t test
everyone, one way to estimate the
rate of infection in a population is
to test a smaller group of people
for signs of previous infection,
regardless of whether they have had
symptoms.
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gests that an IFR of 0.65% is the current
best estimate. It is important to remember
that these estimates of infection fatality
rates reflect the risk for the average person.
Many people will face higher risk and
many will face lower risk.
Older patients or those with pre-existing conditions like diabetes, high blood
pressure or heart disease are likely at higher risk than the average person. Younger
people without significant prior health conditions are at substantially lower risk than
the average person. Additionally, access to
health care is an important factor in mortality from Covid-19.
Finally, the infection fatality rate is not
set in stone - it is an estimate of what happened in the past, not a predictor of what
will happen in the future. If people follow
public health guidance on mask wearing,
social distancing and self-isolation when
sick, it may be possible to reduce infections
in high-risk populations and lower the percentage of people that die from this disease.
But the opposite is also true. If the virus
increasingly spreads in vulnerable populations, or if hospitals become overwhelmed
and people can’t access the care they need
to recover, more people could die.
While doctors, public health experts
and laboratory researchers are working
to secure treatments that will keep people alive even if they do become infected,
statisticians like us will keep watching the
numbers to help guide policy. It is up to
everyday people to change their behaviour
to change the numbers we see.
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Journalism of Drum’s
heyday remains cause for
celebration – 70 years later
The African Drum was launched in 1951. After a lacklustre three
months, the owner, Jim Bailey, brought a friend out from England,
Anthony Sampson, to edit the magazine. They did some informal
research and were told that black readers wanted sport, jazz,
celebrities and “hot dames”.

LESLEY COWLING
Associate Professor in the Department of
Journalism, University of the Witwatersrand

D

rum becomes an online-only magazine this month, almost 70 years
after it was first launched as an
African print publication.
The magazine is now a celebrity-focused human-interest magazine. But it
played a very different role in the 1950s
and 1960s, when it is widely considered to
have created new possibilities for identity
for black South Africans. It was also crucial to the development of South African
literature.
“The Drum boys”, a group of young
writers employed by the magazine in its
early years, served an emerging urban
black readership in the first decade of
apartheid, which came into force in 1948.
Their lively chronicles of urban adventures
made them popular characters, as well as
contributing to Drum’s commercial success.
The magazine grew to be the largest
circulation publication for black readers in
South Africa, and expanded to include East
and West African editions.
The “Drum era” of the 1950s has been
romanticised as “the fabulous decade”
through posters, photographs, film and
exhibitions. The Drum look has found its
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way into fashion (T-shirts printed with
Drum covers), décor and television, commercials and game shows such as Strictly
Come Dancing.
Despite the nostalgia, many South
Africans are not familiar with the journalism of early Drum. But magazines, as
media academic Tim Holmes notes, are crucial to the construction of identities because
of their intense focus on readers and reader
communities.
Such journalism, despite its lightweight
appearance, tells us complex stories about
culture. Magazines also provide a space for
creative forms of journalism.
Through their use of storytelling, personal narrative, local lingo and vivid scenes
of everyday life, the Drum writers engaged
in an ongoing construction of cosmopolitan identity for Johannesburg city dwellers. Literature scholar Michael Titlestad
has called this process “improvisation”,
comparing the writing in Drum with the
improvisation in local jazz that took place
in the 1950s.

The beginning
While countries throughout Africa were
heading to independence in the 1950s, in
South Africa the National Party was introducing draconian apartheid laws. There
was also increased migration to cities.

Africans could not own property, but were
able to obtain freehold rights in certain
areas, such as Sophiatown, on the outskirts of Johannesburg.
Sophiatown was a place where people
could mingle across the colour bar. Its
shebeens (informal taverns), music, celebrities and gangsters were the source of
many Drum stories.
The African Drum was launched in
1951. After a lacklustre three months, the
owner, Jim Bailey, brought a friend out
from England, Anthony Sampson, to edit
the magazine. They did some informal
research and were told that black readers
wanted sport, jazz, celebrities and “hot
dames”.
“Tell us what’s happening right here,
man, on the Reef!”
Henry Nxumalo, an ex-serviceman
with some experience as a journalist, was
highly influential in developing Drum’s
style as the magazine sought to attract
black readers. Writers came from diverse
backgrounds.
Todd Matshikiza was a musician (and
went on to compose the musical King
Kong). Can Themba, a teacher, won a fiction contest held by the magazine in 1952.
Arthur Maimane was a schoolboy from St
Peter’s Secondary School in Sophiatown
with a passion for American crime writing. A young German, Jürgen Schadeberg,
took the pictures, later joined by Bob
Gosani and Peter Magubane.
As the magazine’s circulation grew,
now iconic names in South African literature joined. These included Casey Motsisi,
Bloke Modisane, Es’kia Mphahlele, Lewis
Nkosi and Nat Nakasa.
Mostly without journalism training,
the Drum writers began experimenting
with tales of everyday life in the black
townships. Nxumalo and Matshikiza, as
the earliest writers on Drum, were influential in creating inventiveness in both
reporting and writing.
Matshikiza developed a lively style
to write about jazz, which was dubbed
“Matshikese”. He was described as hammering on his typewriter like a musician
playing a keyboard.

End of an era for Drum South Africa

Media24 joins a growing list of publishing
companies that have either permanently
closed their operations or hived off media
titles, including Associated Media Publishing
(owners of Cosmopolitan, House & Leisure
and Good Housekeeping) and Caxton,
which recently withdrew from magazine
publishing and associated businesses.
The publishing industry has a long
value chain that includes newspaper
and magazine production, printing, and
distribution. Media24’s division that
includes the production and distribution of
magazines and newspapers is big,
as it contributed 60% to the company’s
total group revenue for its financial year
ended 31 March 2020.
The possible closure and restructuring
of magazines and newspapers could
negatively impact on Media24’s financial
position, considering the size of the division
in the group.
—Source: Daily Maverick

Maimane wrote serialised fiction in
the mode of American hard-boiled detective stories. Others recounted first-person
adventures in the shebeens and clubs,
wrote confessional stories on behalf of
characters they interviewed, or offered
their own opinions.
In their stories, they used the styles
of fiction writing more than news reporting, as many of the Drum writers also
wrote short stories and novels. As John
Matshikiza, Todd’s son, noted years later
in the preface to a collection of Drum
articles:
The startling thing is that there is no
real dividing line between the two styles of
writing: the journalistic and the fictional.

Investigative journalism
At first, circulation was slow to pick up.
Then Nxumalo pitched a story about the
abuse of labourers on the farms of Bethal.
Nxumalo and photographer Schadeberg
posed as a visiting journalist and his
servant to gain access to the farms. The
magazine published an eight-page article
outlining the abuses, bylined “Mr Drum”.
The edition sold out, and public
response reached Parliament.
After this, Drum carried regular investigations, mostly driven by Nxumalo. He
got himself arrested so that he could write
about prison conditions and took a job
at a farm where a worker had been
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killed. “Mr Drum” became a celebrity,
and his feats of investigative journalism
have rarely been matched in South Africa.
Drum sales hit 73,657 in 1955, making
it the largest circulation magazine in Africa
in any language. The devil-may-care spirit
of the Drum writers, however, was difficult
to sustain as the apartheid structures bore
down on them.
By 1956, Sophia town’s black residents
were being removed, to make way for an
exclusively white suburb, in line with the
apartheid policies that prohibited the mixing of “races”.
In December 1956, Nxumalo was
stabbed to death while out on an investigation. His death deeply affected his fellow
writers.
The increasing repression of the 1960s
destroyed the journalists of the “Drum
school”. Most went into exile. Drum was
banned and stopped publishing for some
years.
The title was eventually revived,
and sold in 1984 to Nasionale Pers, an
Afrikaans media company with close ties to
the apartheid government.
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The 1980s
In the 1980s, many of the early Drum writers were unbanned, releasing their writing
back into South Africa’s public domain.
Mike Nicol, who wrote a book on 1950s
Drum, describes the impact of this moment
as history shifting beneath one’s feet,
revealing a “lost country”. There was surge
of interest by literature scholars. Michael
Chapman, in the 1980s, argued that the
stories in Drum mark the substantial beginning, in South Africa, of the modern black
short story.

The increasing repression of the
1960s destroyed the journalists
of the “Drum school”. Most went
into exile. Drum was banned and
stopped publishing for some years.
The title was eventually revived,
and sold in 1984 to Nasionale
Pers, an Afrikaans media company
with close ties to the apartheid
government.
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Lewis Nkosi, on the other hand, regretted the short-lived potential of the Drum
generation and the production of what
he called “journalism of an insubstantial
kind”.
Mphahlele felt that Drum did not deal
seriously with social issues. Others argued
that Drum was not explicitly committed to
the liberation struggle.
Many scholars argue that the Drum
writers, in detailing everyday experience,
showed quite powerfully the violent impact
of the apartheid system on black South
Africans. Nkosi noted:
No newspaper report…could ever convey significantly the deep sense of entrapment that the black people experience
under apartheid rule.
Their inventive style of using fictional
tactics to tell non-fiction stories pre-dated
the New Journalism of America—touted
by Tom Wolfe as a brand-new approach to
journalism—by a decade.
This edited extract is adapted from Echoes of
an African Drum: The Lost Literary Journalism
of 1950s South Africa, in Literary Journalism
Studies.
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