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The SACI AGM was held a few weeks ago and a new Executive was elected to 

run the Institutes affairs for the next two years. Our new President is Prof James 

Darkwa from the University of Johannesburg.  In his inaugural address at the 

AGM he outlined his vision for SACI for his term of office (see his Presidents 

newsletter). It will be an exciting time under his leadership. 

 

A great thank you to Prof Ivan Green is also in order. Under his leadership SACI 

has regained stability and provided the base for SACI to undertake new projects 

in the years ahead.  

 

Thanks also to Prof Ernst Breet who has served SACI for years and years, most 

recently as its Treasurer.  Both the above will retire this year from their respective 

Universities and we all wish them well in their retirement.  

 

 Neil Coville 

SACI NEWS 

  

 

 

 

August 12th, 2011 ushered in a new SACI executive committee, with me as the President of SACI for the 

next two years. It is a distinct honour for me to come into office a few months before SACI turns hundred, 

having been founded in 1912. In the next couple of months the executive committee and Council will come 

up a programme for the celebration of ñ100 years of SACI: the past, present and futureò. But it would be 

very difficult for us as an institute to have any meaningful celebration without the enthusiastic involvement 

of all our members; and that means getting more of our membership to volunteer in activities of SACI. 

Simply put SACI needs you as a volunteer. Offer yourself to the service of SACI. We are getting nearly the 

same people who carry the burden of running the instituteôs activities. 

To this end I challenge every member, every chemistry department, every research council and industry 

with SACI members to tell us what they can do to help SACI provide excellent service to its membership.  
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We have recently confirmed that Walter Sisulu University will host the 41st SACI convention in the first 

week of December, 2013. This will be the first time a historically black University would be hosting a 

SACI convention since I attended my first SACI convention in 1994 at Half-way house in the mid-Rand. 

We need the next historically black University to raise its hand to host a SACI convention, a Frank Warren, 

an Inorganic, a Carmen or an Analytical division conference. I await response from institutions like UWC, 

University of Limpopo, UniZul etc. 

 

I mentioned earlier in this piece that SACI turns 100 in 2012. As we finalise plans for a year- long  

celebration, we welcome your suggestions on what activities you would like us include in the celebrations. 

 

Lastly, we are getting to the last quarter of the International Year of Chemistry (IYC) celebrations, which 

started with the 40th SACI convention and 3rd FASC meeting as a prelude event before the formal opening 

of the IYC in Paris. SACI is proud to have been the first chemical society in the world to host an IUPAC 

recognized IYC event. On August 23rd, 2011, the Chemistry Department at University of Pretoria hosted a 

half-day symposium as part of SACIôs IYC celebrations. I had the privilege of taking part in this           

symposium, with the theme Chemistry: Yesterday, today and tomorrow. A short article on this event will 

appear in the next newsletter.  Secondly on August 13th, the Analytical Chemistry division organized a   

one-day symposium on the teaching of analytical chemistry on the African continent. I would like to      

express my gratitude to the organizers of these two events.  

 

This is the spirit of VOLUNTEERISM SACI needs; let us all play our part in making SACI a better       

organization. 

 

James Darkwa  

The new SACI executive, elected at the last AGM will serve from 2011 to 2013. 

 

President: Prof James Darkwa 

Vice President: Prof Simon Lotz 

Executive Treasurer: Dr Mike Booth 

Executive Secretary: Dr Patricia Forbes 

Past President: Prof Ivan Green 

Co-opted Member: Prof Neil Coville 

 

Dr Booth also does the liaison with AS&TS and Industry. 

News from the President  
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(a) Big bangs wow learners for National Science Week 
 

 

A group of gung-ho Rhodes Chemistry students celebrated National Science Week (1-6 August) by      

travelling to a number of Eastern Cape schools with their edutaining demonstration A Pollutantôs Tale.  

On Friday morning, Grade 9, 10 and 11 learners at Ntsika Senior Secondary School were treated to an    

exciting morning of science, punctuated by big bangs and some surprises. The presentation was one of 

many National Science Week activities initiated by the Department of Science and Technology, aimed at 

promoting science awareness among learners.  

Chemistry lecturer Ms Joyce Sewry introduced the show, reminding the learners of how ñeverything you 

use every day is because of scienceò. The year 2011 is also the International Year of Chemistry so the  

Rhodes group, headed by Ms Sewry, used some of the teaching materials developed by Bristol University 

to reach out to Eastern Cape schools.  

Funded by the South African Agency for Science and Technology Advancement (Saasta) and the Depart-

ment of Science and Technology, A Pollutantôs Tale was shown at five other schools in the province; rural 

schools in Peddie and Keiskammahoek as well as Port Alfred and Cradock, ending with a show in Port 

Elizabeth on Saturday. 

Donning their orange lab coats, Godfred Darko, Sunday Ogunlaja, Kehinde Awokoya and Nicole DôSouza 

mixed a series of dangerous-looking chemicals to produce a series of startling experiments, keeping the 

learners wide awake and interested in science. The first of these was liquid nitrogen, which was used to 

freeze and shatter a rubber tube, a flower and a banana. Boosted by the charisma and enthusiasm of the  

students, the experiments were cleverly intertwined with an informal lesson on the gases found in the 

earthôs atmosphere which cause pollution. Some of the learners answered questions and were rewarded 

with a prize.  

National Science Week ð two reports from Rhodes University  
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Another one of the senses was harnessed when DôSouza passed round cardboard strips dipped in liquids of 

various smells. The learners had a great time identifying these, which included vanilla, lemon and the     

unwelcome smell of the glandular secretions of a civet cat! Incomplete combustion, which releases carbon 

dioxide into the atmosphere, was demonstrated by Ogunlaja who set alight a large plastic bottle (which had 

been washed out with alcohol), producing a raging ball of blue flame.  

The serious message of climate change was brought in towards the end of the demonstration, with a simple 

analogy of a granny sitting at a heater, symbolising the sun and the earth. The solution isnôt to move closer 

to the heater but to create a thicker, better óblanketô by protecting the earthôs atmosphere. Projecting images 

of the peak of Kilimanjaro and a severely diminished Lake Chad onto the wall, it was brought home that 

we can all do something to prevent global warming by making some informed lifestyle changes. 

Among the Centre for Social Developmentôs (CSD) highlights of the week was the performance of a     

puppet show that enthralled many children keen to follow the main character, Thandi on her journey to  

discover how our planet works. The children also had an opportunity to play with several interactive     

educational stations. Ms Vera Adams, the director of the CSD, said: ñThe CSD is the only stakeholder in 

the Eastern Cape that provided activities addressing the Early Foundation phase age group (five to nine 

years). Although the emphasis was on science, it also provided an opportunity for children from very     

diverse backgrounds to come together and just play and explore.ò  

The shows for the first three days were staged at St Maryôs Development and Care Centre, after which it 

travelled around Grahamstown to Victoria Primary and Ntaba Maria Primary School.  Several pre-schools 

in the vicinity travelled to these venues to watch the show and take part in the activities. ñNow that the  

puppet show has been developed we will be able to do more of these shows at all the crèches and             

pre-schools that we work in,ò said Ms Adams. 

Story and picture by Anna-Karien Otto 

(b) National Maths and Science week: Celebrating Chemistry and Space.  
SciFEST Africa, NASA, Edutheatre and the Rhodes University Chemistry Society teamed up to promote 

maths and science during this yearôs Maths and Science week. They were touring around the Eastern Cape 

over the course of the week where they met with High School students and Educators in the hopes of     

promoting maths and science not only as subjects at school but also as careers.  

Lester Sigauke from the Rhodes University Chemistry Society was partnering with the Department of  

Education to raise awareness for Maths and Science. ñAs this year is the International Year for Chemistry I 

felt compelled to educate and inspire the young learners about the beauty and fun of Chemistry while   

challenging them to consider careers in science .ò He ran a series of fun and stimulating experiments in a 

science show that both intrigued and awed the learners. He introduced them to basic concepts such as     

observation and acidity before some were prompted to engage with rates and kinetics.  

National Science Week  
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The odd explosion was not one to be overlooked. Pumza Nase, from SciFEST Africa, conducted         

workshops with the teachers. They were taken through a Kitchen Chemistry workshop which helped them 

to learn a few science experiments that they could perform using readily available materials from the 

kitchen to demonstrate science principles. 

 

The team - left to right: Sibo, Kye, Lester, Don, Pumza, Nyaks, Carol and Phakama. 

 

Don Thomas, a NASA astronaut, and his son were travelling with the team. He gave a descriptive and   

personal journey of his travels to space and how he became an astronaut. Travelling at 27000 km/hr, he has 

orbited the earth 700 times in his career. He says at 350 km up ñItôs the lazy manôs way of seeing the top of 

Mt Everest.ò He has seen the likes of the Great Barrier Reef, the Nile River, Cape point and the dust 

blooms of the Sahara blow across the Atlantic. He says, ñThe view of our beautiful planet from space is 

enough to blow you away every time you look out the window.ò The NASA trip was meant to raise   

awareness for South Africaôs space agency and SumbandilaSat, a micro earth observation satellite launched 

in September of 2009. The trip also raised awareness for the global effort to send man to Mars as well as 

the continued work on the International Space Station.  

 

Sibo and Nyaks, from Edutheatre, performed a play on the space race which was well thought-out and very 

entertaining. They made the whole crowd smile and cheer as they described the history of science using fun 

and simple humour. They concluded with the challenge to support the global effort to curb climate change 

and appreciate the awe and the beauty of our planet in relation to the solar system. 

 

SciFEST Africa was involved in the co-ordination of the tour and many thanks to them for their consistent 

hard work and effort to promote the Sciences amongst the youth in the Eastern Cape.  

Speaking to his friend a Grade 8 learner from the remote and seemingly un-inviting town of Alicedale said, 

ñToday was such a good day. Today was so much fun. This was so great.ò 

 

Lester Takunda Sigauke, Chairman, Rhodes University Chemistry Society 

National Science Week  
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Tim Harrison, Director of Outreach at the University's Bristol ChemLabS, has spent four days working at 

the Sci-Bono Discovery Centre in Johannesburg ï the countryôs biggest science centre. He has delivered a 

series of seven lecture demonstrations to 2,100 youngsters, aged from 12 to 17, from a wide variety of state 

and independent schools in the surrounding area and Soweto. A talk entitled A Chemical Delight looked at 

the chemical industry, explaining what is and isn't a chemical reaction by showing some simple chemical 

kinetics.  The demonstrations included many of the reactions which have inspired generations of chemists 

such as work with liquid nitrogen, hydrogen explosions, iodine clock reactions and the ability of disposable 

babies nappies to absorb urine. 

It was the second working visit by Tim to the centre in two years, where heôs previously trained Sci-Bono 

demonstrators to deliver chemistry outreach programmes which are similar to the one ChemLabS does in 

schools across the UK. Another lecture demonstration, entitled A Pollutant's Tale, which has been          

performed nearly 900 times in the last six years by Bristol University staff, is now performed by Sci-Bono 

demonstrators to approximately 2,000 students per month in Johannesburg.  

 

It is also performed in the Eastern and Western Cape regions by students from Rhodes University's School 

of Chemistry. Whilst at the centre, Tim has also given further advice on the set-up of the chemistry labora-

tory and preparation room in addition to training demonstrators about kinetics and perfume chemistry. The 

visit was sponsored by the Royal Society of Chemistry South African (North) branch. 

News from the University of Bristol,  

Tim Harrison visits SA  
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Members News  
(a) Prof de Koning and students  

Prof Charles de Koning and his students Adushan Pillay and Justin Omolo have had their research profiled 

on the allAfrica.com website. See the following two articles: 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201108021612.html 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201107061616.html 

For South African organic chemistry student Adushan Pillay, conducting research for his PhD is like  

building with Lego children's blocks. "That's what we do at a molecular level," he said. "You can't predict 

what will work - you build and build, and it's trial and error to figure out what works." 

Pillay's building materials are molecular compounds known as naphthoquinones found in a parasitic fungus 

that causes blight on potato plants. These compounds kill the host plant by producing toxins, but what's  

interesting to Pillay is whether they could combat human diseases. The 26-year-old from Pietermaritzburg 

in South Africa's KwaZulu Natal province is probing the potential of these compounds to fight cancer. He 

has identified a specific molecule, known as marticin, which shows great promise as an anti-cancer drug, 

according to Pillay and his supervisor. Pillay is studying under a program to support science in developing 

countries, the Science Initiative Group (SIG) of the U.S. Institute for Advanced Study. He is one of the 

PhD students from sub-Saharan Africa in SIG's Regional Initiative in Science and Education (RISE)

http://www.chemlabs.bris.ac.uk/bios/Tim_Harrison.html
http://www.chemlabs.bris.ac.uk/
http://www.sci-bono.co.za/home/index.php
http://www.ru.ac.za/chemistry/communityoutreach/
http://www.ru.ac.za/chemistry/communityoutreach/
http://www.rsc.org/Membership/Networking/InternationalActivities/InternationalSections/Africa/SANorth/index.asp
http://www.bris.ac.uk/news/
http://allafrica.com/stories/201108021612.html
http://allafrica.com/stories/201107061616.html
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Members News  

and is studying at Johannesburg's Witwatersrand (Wits) University. RISE has grouped scientists into      

networks relating to their research areas. Pillay's work falls under SABINA, the Southern African          

Biochemistry and Informatics for Natural Products. 

 

"We're lucky to have 10 percent of the world's biodiversity in plants here in Africa," said Pillay. The goal 

of SABINA is to use this biodiversity to increase capacity in natural products research in southern Africa. 

In addition to Wits, where Pillay is conducting his research, the University of Malawi, the University of 

Namibia, and the Tea Research Foundation of Central Africa (TRFCA) are SABINA partner institutions, 

along with Pretoria University and the South African Council for Scientific and Industrial Research 

(CSIR). Given SABINA's emphasis on natural products, it might seem that the focus would be on plants in 

nature rather than on synthesizing compounds in a lab. However, the fungus makes the key compound in 

very small amounts, so if its anti-cancer properties are proven, this medicinal plant will be worth a lot of 

money, which could lead to over-harvesting. This is why Pillay is working so hard to make a molecule in 

the lab which is identical to the one found in nature - a challenge in that it is structurally complex. Such a 

"synthetically identical natural product" could be produced in large quantities. 

 

To this end Pillay aims to develop a novel methodology, for the synthesis of a model tricyclic system, but 

he has been finding it hard to introduce the final ring to make it a naphthoquinone. "It's only about 30    

percent of the time that you get what you want, so you get used to being disappointed," he mused. "But if 

you go into something knowing that the outcome will be uncertain, then when it does work you're on a high 

for three days." Pillay's supervisor, Charles de Koning, professor of Organic Chemistry at the University of 

the Witwatersrand, harks back to that Lego analogy. "You build and build, and then if the next block    

doesn't fit, you have to kick whole house down and start over." De Koning describes his student as "a very 

creative organic chemist". "He's in my office just about every day with new ideas on how to synthesize the 

complex quinones we have set as targets for his PhD. Then by the end of the week, as if by magic, he has 

already obtained some interesting results." 

 

Pillay is aware that for all his hard work his research could produce an unexpected outcome, that marticin 

might not be the anti-cancer drug he hopes it is. 
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(b) Prof Nyokong 

It is not often that our members make the pages of the magazine True Love. Well done Tebello! 

 

Members News  
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Check the SACI webpage for activities both in SA and on the International scene.  

 

  

CHEMISTRY: Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow 
A half day Symposium was held at The University of Pretoria, Chemistry Department on the 23 Aug, 2011. 

The event was arranged to celebrate the International Year of Chemistry (IYC, UNESCO).  

 

Six prominent speakers) from the region shared their expertise at this prestigious event. About 140       

delegates attended the event that was sponsored by Bruker, Wirsam and Merck.   

At the event a number of SACI awards were made. One of these was to Dr Daniela Bezuidenhout          

(see picture below).  

 

A full report will appear in the next newsletter 

 

 

Dr Daniela_Bezuidenhout receiving her Sasol Postgraduate medal from Prof Darkwa, SACI President. 

IYC Activities  
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