
WOMEN OF THE NRF:
Advancing Knowledge, 
Transforming Lives, and Inspiring a Nation.

In commemoration of Women’s Month, we are celebrating the Women of the 
NRF who are Advancing Knowledge, Transforming Lives and Inspiring a Nation. 
We thank all participants for sharing their stories and hope that you are inspired 
by the amazing women of the NRF and those affiliated to the NRF through their 
work or studies.
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What has been your study/career journey?
I received a BSc in Computer Science and Biochemistry, cum laude, from the 
University of Fort Hare and an MSc in Computer Engineering from the University 
of Cape Town (UCT). I then worked as a Junior Science Processing Developer 
for NRF-SARAO through the Young Professionals Development Program (YPDP) where I designed 
and implemented a novel multi-sensory monitoring system. I am now a Technology Commercialization 
Specialist where I lead projects such as Digital Earth South Africa (DESA). 

How can your research/work advance knowledge, transform lives and inspire a nation? 
The system I designed during my MSc has matured into a mobile data center that will be used 
for telemedicine in rural areas. The application of skills and products developed for the MeerKAT 
radio telescope will assist, mostly the public sector, with data processing, storage and the ability 
to build complex systems. The DESA project is a good example of this and we hope we will have 
more projects like this in the future. I am also the founder of Enlighten-edu, a progress tracking and 
diagnostic software for learners to improve Math and Science competency. This system is designed 
for schools, tutoring companies and NGOs.
 
Have you drawn professional inspiration from other women? 
I have drawn inspiration from many women: my mom for her strength, bravery and resilience. Ms 
Nyalleng Moorosi, who was the only female lecturer in our department at Fort Hare. My manager, 
Ms Pontsho Maruping, is the only female at SARAO EXCO and in many cases she strives for more 
representation and inclusion of women. She has also been a great contributor in my career. Professor 
Mamokgethi Phakeng, UCT Vice-Chancellor, who uses her influence to voice out injustice. Malala 
Yousafza, a Pakistani activist for female education and the youngest Nobel Prize laureate. She is 
known for human rights advocacy, especially the education of women and children. She fought the 
local Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan from banning girls from attending school. 

The 2021 national theme for Women’s Month is “Generation Equality: Realising Women’s 
Rights for an Equal Future”. What are your thoughts on global and national efforts to 
achieve gender equality by 2030?
I think it’s about time! One of the challenges with gender equality is our culture, our culture refuses to 
diversify women. We all need to ask ourselves the question “What can I do in my space of influence to 
create a more inclusive environment for women?” I founded the #Breakingthestereotype movement. 
We have over 15 volunteers from various universities, industry professionals and retired engineers. We 
have monthly check-ins known as #Ventingsessions where we chat to females about the challenges 
they face in institutions of higher learning. Creating an inclusive environment for women requires all of us, 
men and women. We need to start in our own spaces - this does not have to be a movement it can be 
you calling out all biases. Start in your space, make the change today for future generations tomorrow.

Share your WOW (Words of Wisdom):
You can be anything you want to be, all you need to do is believe in yourself, work hard and be 
resilient. Embrace the parts about yourself that are unique from others, because in most cases that is 
where your talent lies.

Apiwe 
          HOTELE
Apiwe Hotele is a Technology Commercialization Specialist 
at NRF-SARAO. She is also the founder of Enlighten-edu, a 
mathematics and science software for learners, as well as the 
#Breakingthestereotype movement that aims to reduce the 
attrition of females studying science and engineering degrees.

https://www.facebook.com/breakingthestereotype2020/?__cft__%5B0%5D=AZVEwIEXO_utWbQuIiZj5KwQ6WfdVYCx4H83iGOXOxyz7ii3UBCQ5kH2enz6P8ero1J_hq_YUN-o3_uwoUjbcmT5o3c8O7RKgBMY2bGyLiQ1blwCAurbAdya8DeMzP_95wNPtIGLJOkdTtXoUa2ewfZdWZfUDMsN-XAFn7HNzAFKWw&__tn__=kK-R
https://www.facebook.com/breakingthestereotype2020/?__cft__%5B0%5D=AZVEwIEXO_utWbQuIiZj5KwQ6WfdVYCx4H83iGOXOxyz7ii3UBCQ5kH2enz6P8ero1J_hq_YUN-o3_uwoUjbcmT5o3c8O7RKgBMY2bGyLiQ1blwCAurbAdya8DeMzP_95wNPtIGLJOkdTtXoUa2ewfZdWZfUDMsN-XAFn7HNzAFKWw&__tn__=kK-R
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/ventingsessions?__eep__=6&__cft__%5B0%5D=AZVEwIEXO_utWbQuIiZj5KwQ6WfdVYCx4H83iGOXOxyz7ii3UBCQ5kH2enz6P8ero1J_hq_YUN-o3_uwoUjbcmT5o3c8O7RKgBMY2bGyLiQ1blwCAurbAdya8DeMzP_95wNPtIGLJOkdTtXoUa2ewfZdWZfUDMsN-XAFn7HNzAFKWw&__tn__=*NK-R
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/ventingsessions?__eep__=6&__cft__%5B0%5D=AZVEwIEXO_utWbQuIiZj5KwQ6WfdVYCx4H83iGOXOxyz7ii3UBCQ5kH2enz6P8ero1J_hq_YUN-o3_uwoUjbcmT5o3c8O7RKgBMY2bGyLiQ1blwCAurbAdya8DeMzP_95wNPtIGLJOkdTtXoUa2ewfZdWZfUDMsN-XAFn7HNzAFKWw&__tn__=*NK-R


What has been your study/career journey?
I developed an interest in Genetics during high school and decided to pursue 
a BSc degree in Biological Sciences at Stellenbosch University. I continued 
with a BSc Hons degree in Human Genetics as well as an MSc and PhD degree 
in the fields of Human Genetics and Medical Virology, which were all obtained 
from the Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences at Stellenbosch University. After graduating in 
2006 with a PhD in Health Sciences, I was offered a Postdoctoral Fellowship in Sydney, Australia 
at the Garvan Institute of Medical Research in the Cancer Genetics Group. Thereafter, I accepted 
a Staff Scientist position in Genomic Medicine at the J. Craig Venter Institute in San Diego, U.S.A. I 
later returned to the Garvan Institute as a Senior Research Officer in the Human Comparative and 
Prostate Cancer Genomics Group and, in addition, held a Conjoint Senior Lecturer position at the 
University of New South Wales in Sydney, Australia. After working abroad for more than 10 years at 
internationally recognised research institutes, I returned to South Africa in 2017 and was offered the 
Senior Research Officer position at the Centre for Proteomic and Genomic Research (CPGR). In June 
2021, I started in my current role as an SAMRC Specialist Scientist and I am a joint staff member of 
Stellenbosch University.

What role has the NRF played in your studies/career?
I have a current affiliation (since 1 June 2021) with the DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence for Biomedical 
Tuberculosis Research.

What is your area of expertise?
My expertise span across the areas of human genomics, population genetics, genetic diseases 
and genomic technologies. My research has focused on studying genetic diversity amongst human 
populations and understanding the role of host genetic factors in determining susceptibility to and 
progression of various common diseases, including cancer and infectious diseases. 

How can your research/work advance knowledge, transform lives and inspire a nation? 
I have contributed to research investigating the genetic diversity within various Southern African 
populations, which has proven to be significant in tracking human origins as well as uncovering the 
genetic basis of common complex diseases. 

I was part of the international collaborative research team that first reported the complete sequencing 
of human genomes from Southern Africa. I was also the Genomics Coordinator/Domain Expert for 
the Distributed Platform in Omics (DIPLOMICS) research infrastructure program funded by the DSI 
and was involved in the development of the ‘Be Happy To Be You’ local ancestry platform, which is a 
direct-to-consumer service offering by Artisan Biomed, a subsidiary of the CPGR.
 
Having a need for more women role models in STEM is something that is often talked 
about, as it could help young girls foster an interest in science-related careers. In your 
opinion, what makes someone a good role model?
A good role model is someone with a positive attitude who is passionate about what they are doing 
and has achieved their success through hard work and dedication. 

Dr Desiree 
        PETERSEN
Dr Desiree Petersen is a South African Medical Research 
Council (SAMRC) Specialist Scientist based at the DSI-NRF 
Centre of Excellence in Biomedical Tuberculosis Research, Division 
of Molecular Biology and Human Genetics within the Department of 
Biomedical Sciences at the Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, 
Stellenbosch University.  



What has been your study/career journey? 
My love for science became evident when I was in Grade 10. I knew that life begins at the end of 
my comfort zone so I applied to universities that were far from home (Pretoria) because I wanted to 
reinvent myself in a new environment that would maximise my growth. I pursued my BSc at UL and 
headed to the University of Johannesburg (UJ) for my Master’s in Nanoscience. I am now hoping to 
pursue my PhD at a different institution. 

How can your research/work advance knowledge, transform lives and inspire a nation? 
My Master’s research addressed the energy challenges faced in South Africa and explored ways that 
would aid our country’s ability to meet the growing energy demands while using renewable energy 
sources that are environmentally friendly. I also published a paper which will aid researchers in 
similar fields with knowledge and ideas related to the subject. 

Have you drawn professional inspiration from other women?
Apart from Professor Mamokgethi Phakeng, who continues to challenge the status quo and inspire 
nations, my mother, Thilly Raseruthe is the woman who continues to inspire me. Her resilience, 
passion she has for what she does, commitment in all that she sets her mind to, reliability to all 
stakeholders, and her integrity is my recipe for a successful career. She always says, “Let passion 
lead and hard work will come effortlessly.” She is truly an inspiration to me.

The 2021 national theme for Women’s Month is “Generation Equality: Realising Women’s 
Rights for an Equal Future”. What are your thoughts on global and national efforts to 
achieve gender equality by 2030?
Gender equity is long overdue. I understand the time needed to achieve gender equity with all the 
heavy burdens that keep pulling women back. The global and national efforts to achieve gender 
equality are evident through many initiatives. I am happy to see women in leadership roles, taking 
initiatives to empower women and girls, women encouraging other women to take on non-traditional 
vocations, and participating in all social, economic, and political spheres. 

However, there are not many women in the social, economic, and political spheres. It is time more 
resources are directed to empowering women to be role players in decision making in all spheres. The 
end of sexual harassment and all forms of violence against women and girls is also long overdue. We 
all have the right to equality. I will also play my part in empowering the girl child.

Share your WOW (Words of Wisdom): 
Take charge of your life and help us achieve gender equality by taking advantage of abundant 
opportunities available for women and on your way to the top, take more women with you. Gender 
should not be the reason you cannot do certain things. Ten years from now, you will say you CHOSE 
your life; you didn’t SETTLE for it. 

Katlego  
      RASERUTHE
Katlego Raseruthe is a scientist by profession, a humanitarian 
at heart, and a leader by choice. The former Deputy President 
of the University of Limpopo (UL) Chemistry Society is currently a 
volunteer at NRF-SAASTA’s Monitoring and Evaluation Division and 
this is her story.  

https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/2053-1591/abd9fb


What has been your study/career journey? 
I chose to study Chemical Engineering because I was good at Maths and 
loved Chemistry, little did I know how much Physics is involved. I did my 
Bachelor’s degree at the University of the Witwatersrand (WITS), finishing in 
1992. After 18 months doing a Master’s in Environmental Catalysis, I was invited 
to convert to a PhD. I later spent just more than a year as a Postdoctoral Fellow at the Centre 
for Applied Energy Research in Lexington, Kentucky. I returned to South Africa to work off my 
undergraduate bursary. I then moved back to WITS as a Senior Research Officer. During this period, I 
did a Management Advancement Certificate at the WITS Business School. 

After about five years, I moved into an academic role. I gained experience gradually by co-supervising 
Master’s and PhD students with experienced colleagues and then started supervising on my own. I 
was awarded a C3 rating by the NRF in 2010, improving to C2 in 2016. 

In 2013, I moved to UNISA to take up the role of Head of Department of Civil and Chemical 
Engineering. I held this position for six years and then returned to focusing on research and teaching. 
I was promoted to Full Professor in 2015. I have struggled for several years to obtain research funding 
in the current tough economic climate. This has hampered me from being able to realise certain 
research goals.

What role has the NRF played in your studies/career?
I have had several generous grants from the NRF: Thuthuka (2006 – 2011), RISA Collaborative 
Postgraduate Training (2014 – 2016) and funding via the DSI-NRF Centre of Excellence in Catalysis: 
C*change. 

What is your research focus on/what is your area of expertise?
My research area is Fischer-Tropsch Catalysis. Fischer-Tropsch produces low-sulphur fuel from CO 
and H2. One aspect which we are currently exploring is tailoring the catalyst to produce aviation fuel. 
It is thought that the aviation sector will continue to rely on liquid fuels for some time to come and 
there is a need for low-sulphur aviation fuels to meet the sulphur emissions targets. 

How can your research/work advance knowledge, transform lives and inspire a nation? 
The potential impact of this research is a reduction in the net SO2 and CO2 released into the 
atmosphere. If humanity works together to reduce emissions, then the devastating impacts of climate 
change can be mitigated. This will build prosperity and save lives.

Having a need for more women role models in STEM is something that is often talked 
about, as it could help young girls foster an interest in science-related careers. In your 
opinion, what makes someone a good role model? 
I think a good role model is someone who is willing to spend time mentoring and investing in younger 
colleagues or students. I have had several mentors, both men and women. The ones that I have 
learnt the most from and admire the most are the ones who are unstintingly generous with their time, 
and who build others up whenever they have the opportunity.

Professor Linda  
             JEWELL
NRF-rated Linda Jewell is a Professor in Chemical Engineering 
at the Department of Civil and Chemical Engineering, University of 
South Africa (UNISA). 



What has been your study/career journey? 
After matriculating, I enrolled at Varsity College to complete a Diploma in 
Travel and Tourism. My dream job was to be a cabin attendant, however, 
things turned out differently. I found myself in the Western Cape Provincial 
Government space, contracting at the Premier’s office during 1998-2000, and then in the Supply 
Chain Department at the Department of Economic Development and Tourism.

This was a great move and I started researching what I could study to develop further. I received 
a bursary from my department to study Public Management and completed a degree in this field 
through the Cape Peninsula University of Technology. My passion for Supply Chain Management 
grew; I worked at PetroSA for five years, National Parliament of South Africa for four years, Prasa Cres 
for two years and now I am enjoying my current environment at NRF-iThemba Labs where I started in 
2018.

How can your research/work advance knowledge, transform lives and inspire a nation?
We need to be clear on what the organisation’s main strategic business goals are in order to 
transform its supply chain, ensuring target markets are known when sourcing for specific goods/
services, and focusing supplier development programme with small owned businesses.

Have you drawn professional inspiration from other women? 
Yes, my mom is my role model. Her motivation reminds me that I can do whatever I set my mind to, 
grow from life’s experiences (good or bad) and use them as a stepladder to progress in life. Patricia 
September, Deputy Director: Enterprise Development in the provincial Department of Economic 
Development & Tourism, headed the Provincial Office on the Status for Women from 2002 – 2007 
where she was responsible for the Gender Mainstreaming Portfolio. This enabled her to work 
transversally across 12 departments to ensure the mainstreaming of gender equality in projects 
and programmes of the Western Cape Government. She believes in ploughing back her skills and 
experience and is currently a board member of the Board of St Anne’s Homes, a shelter for vulnerable 
women and children. She is also a qualified yoga instructor and currently instructs yoga as part of her 
employer’s wellness programme once a week in her department. How can I not be inspired with a role 
model like this!

The 2021 national theme for Women’s Month is “Generation Equality: Realising Women’s 
Rights for an Equal Future”. What are your thoughts on global and national efforts to 
achieve gender equality by 2030?
COVID-19 will most definitely have an impact on the progress of gender equality, particularly women 
in the workplace.  At this point, my view is that achieving gender equality by 2030, whether nationally 
or globally, is a pipe dream. I read the Women in the Workplace 2020 report, which portrays how 
COVID-19 affected women differently to men in the workplace, it has properly set us back in years.

Share your WOW (Words of Wisdom):
People who focus on positivity understand that failure is a part of learning and do not blame 
themselves or feel worthless when they fail.

Lucinda 
           GORDON
Lucinda Gordon is a Supply Chain and Support Services 
Manager at NRF-iThemba LABS.

https://wiw-report.s3.amazonaws.com/Women_in_the_Workplace_2020.pdf


What has been your study/career journey? 
I was approached by a foundation known as the “Ouers, Onderwysers en 
Oud-leerder Stigting” or the OOO-Foundation while attending High School 
in Zeerust. They aim to assist financially constrained academic performers to 
obtain tertiary education. They assisted me in applying to the NWU. I received a 
bursary from the Mahikeng campus, and I spent the first year of my LLB studies there. I transferred to 
the Potchefstroom campus the following year and was now wholly reliant on the financial assistance 
of the OOO-Foundation. In my third year of studies, and weeks after my 21st birthday, my father sadly 
passed away. My life changed forever. I obtained my LLB the following year, in 2017, with distinction. 
I discovered my sincere passion for legal research while writing my LLB mini-dissertation. As such, 
I commenced with a Master’s (LLM) through Research Dissertation degree at the NWU. I was then 
offered an opportunity to be a part of the prestigious DSI-NRF SARChI Chair in Cities, Law and 
Environmental Sustainability (CLES) at the NWU. 

Early in 2020, I decided to focus on finishing my PhD thesis. I was able to submit my thesis on the 18th 
of December 2020. This meant I finished my thesis within two years of registration and at age 25. 

What role has the NRF played in your studies/career?
I received a PhD candidate position and NRF bursary from the DSI-NRF SARChI: Cities, Law and 
Environmental Sustainability. This allowed me to pursue a PhD degree full-time, focus on research that 
matters, and even present at international and national conferences. 

What is your research focus on/what is your area of expertise?
My expertise is in environmental law, water law, urban law, sustainability, technology, and the 
intersections between law and technology. I also have in-depth knowledge on the issue of data 
collection regarding the provision of water services in South African cities. Additionally, I gained 
considerable knowledge of International Humanitarian Law during my LLM studies and the adequacy 
thereof to address the challenges currently presented by utilising drones in warfare. 

How can your research/work advance knowledge, transform lives and inspire a nation? 
My research is the first to focus on non-revenue water, illegal water use, insufficient data, and the 
sustainability of water services as city-level water service delivery challenges and linking it with cities’ 
ability to address these issues by utilising intelligent water management technologies to further the 
realisation of the constitutional water right. 

Having a need for more women role models in STEM is something that is often talked about, 
as it could help young girls foster an interest in science-related careers. In your opinion, what 
makes someone a good role model?
I think a deep sense of discipline and devotion to one’s work, alongside a commitment to uplift others 
while uplifting oneself, is what makes a good role model. Someone who is willing to impart knowledge 
with kindness on their own past challenges and experiences is definitely someone worth taking 
inspiration from.

Dr Nicolene 
                STEYN
Dr Nicolene Steyn is a Postdoctoral Fellow at the DSI-NRF 
South African Research Chair: Cities, Law and Environmental 
Sustainability (SARChI CLES), North-West University (NWU).  
She is the youngest person at the NWU Faculty of Law to receive 
their PhD since the NWU’s merger in the year 2000.



What has been your study/career journey? 
Growing up, I used to watch a television programme called 50/50 and 
that’s when my love for animals began. After I did not meet the minimum 
requirements to do medicine, I did a BSc in Biological Sciences. It was 
suggested that if I do the first year of BSc and then apply for medicine, I would 
stand a good chance of being accepted. I made a decision during that first year 
to continue with my BSc. After doing honours at Walter Sisulu University, I got an internship with NRF 
as a Research Assistant at Bayworld Museum. I then went to Nelson Mandela University in pursuit of 
an MSc degree in Zoology.
 
I struggled to get permanent employment, it was internship after internship for about 5 years in 
Bayworld museum, Environmental Affairs, WWF-SA, SANBI and NRF-SAIAB.  In 2019, I finally got 
employed as a Collections Officer at NRF-SAIAB after an impressive internship with them.

How can your research/work advance knowledge, transform lives and inspire a nation?
For my MSc research, I studied subantarctic and antarctic fur seals from 2006 to 2010 at Marion 
Island to see if there is any change in their diet. Fur seals feed on fish and can be good indicators of 
the changing ecosystem in the ocean. The study would help us to see if there is a problem (change in 
number of fish) in marine ecosystem or if the climate change has an effect in the ecosystem. 

I am currently working as a Curation Officer, responsible for curating fish, amphibians and 
cephalopods collection; and processing all incoming and outgoing specimen loans.  I am part of 
the Collections Division Platform that helps students and researchers conducting their research by 
providing access to data, specimens and the use of our facilities. 

Have you drawn professional inspiration from other women? 
I get inspiration from determined and hard working women, one of them is Professor Mamokgethi 
Phakeng, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cape Town.  

The 2021 national theme for Women’s Month is “Generation Equality: Realising Women’s 
Rights for an Equal Future”. What are your thoughts on global and national efforts to 
achieve gender equality by 2030?
Many women are still experiencing physical and sexual violence; they are still under-represented 
in management or leadership levels but I do believe that by 2030, we won’t be facing the same 
problems we are facing now as women. Government is starting to recognise women, more women 
are serving in parliament, they are the first preference in most job opportunities and we are beginning 
to see women in management positions. Women are now encouraged to take opportunities that 
come their way to advance their skills. 

Share your WOW (Words of Wisdom): 
Have the courage to chase your dreams. Yes you will face challenges and disappointments but if you 
focus on what you want and work hard to be where you want to be, you will definitely get there. Don’t 
ever make the mistake of comparing yourself to other people, you might take longer to get what you 
want but that doesn’t matter as long as you get there.

Nonkoliso 
    MGIBANTAKA
Nonkoliso Mgibantaka is a Curation Officer at NRF-SAIAB.


