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World	Kidney	Day,	13	March	2024
	
Groundbreaking	research	on	kidney	disease	in	Africa:	Dr	June
Fabian	honoured	with	the	2024	NSTF-SAMRC	Clinician-Scientist
Award	
	
World	Kidney	Day	is	celebrated	every	second	Thursday	of	March.	In	2025,	this	special
day	falls	on	13	March.	The	day	is	an	annual	event	that	aims	to	raise	awareness	about	the
importance	of	our	kidneys	and	the	vital	role	they	play	in	our	overall	health	and	well-being.
To	mark	this	important	day,	the	National	Science	and	Technology	Forum	(NSTF)
celebrates	Dr	June	Fabian	for	her	significant	impact	on	the	early	detection	and
management	of	chronic	kidney	disease.	She	won	the	NSTF-SAMRC	Clinician-Scientist
Award	at	the	prestigious	2024	NSTF-South32	Awards,	known	as	the	‘Science	Oscars’	of
South	Africa	(SA).
	
“Are	Your	Kidneys	OK?	Detect	Early,	Protect	Kidney	Health”:	The	day	stresses	the
significance	of	preventive	measures,	and	risk	factors	for	kidney	health,	to	combat	the
spread	of	kidney	disease.	It	serves	as	a	platform	to	highlight	the	importance	of	kidney
function	in	maintaining	overall	health.	It	is	the	joint	initiative	of	the	International	Society	of
Nephrology	(ISN)	and	the	International	Federation	of	Kidney	Foundations	–	World	Kidney
Alliance	(IFKF-WKA).	This	year,	the	theme	for	the	significant	day	is,	“Are	Your	Kidneys
OK?	Detect	Early,	Protect	Kidney	Health,”	highlighting	the	potentially	life	changing	impact
of	early	detection	and	intervention	in	preventing	and	managing	kidney	disease.
	
Dr	June	Fabian	is	an	impeccable	nephrologist	whose	tenacious	spirit	lit	the	torch,	shining
a	light	on	the	fight	against	the	silent	killer	that	is	kidney	disease.	She	is	a	Director:
University	of	the	Witwatersrand	(Wits)	Donald	Gordon	Medical	Research	Institute;Post-
doctoral	Researcher;	Co-Lead:	Clinical	Research	Platform,	SAMRC/Wits	Rural	Public
Health	and	Health	Transitions	Research	Unit;	and	a	Lecturer:	Department	of	Internal
Medicine,	School	of	Clinical	Medicine,	Faculty	of	Health	Sciences,	Wits.	Dr	Fabian	is	the
recipient	of	the	2024	NSTF-SAMRC	Clinician-Scientist	Award.	This	award	recognises
individuals	with	a	medical	(MBChB)	or	dental	(BDS)	PhD	(Doctor	of	Philosophy),	working
in	South	Africa's	academic,	clinical,	and	research	sectors.	The	award,	sponsored	by	the
South	African	Medical	Research	Council	(SAMRC),	honours	those	who	have
demonstrated	the	ability	to	conduct	impactful	biomedical	research	over	up	to	six	years,
balancing	research	with	clinical	practice	to	improve	public	health	and	quality	of	life.

Figure	1:	Minister	Blade	Nzimande,	Dr	June	Fab ian	and	Prof	Angela	Mathee,	Director:	SAMRC
Environment	&	Health	Research	Unit

Dr	Fabian	was	afforded	the	honour	of	this	prestigious	accolade	at	the	26th	annual	NSTF-
South32	Awards,	the	‘Science	Oscars’	of	SA,	held	on	11	July	2024.	She	received	it	for	her
leadership	and	coordination	of	the	multi-country	and	multi-dimensional	African	Research
on	Kidney	Disease	(ARK)	project.	Dr	Fabian	is	one	of	the	founding	members	of	the	ARK
Consortium	which	includes	centres	of	research	excellence	in	Malawi,	Uganda	and	SA,	with
strong	ties	to	the	London	School	of	Hygiene	and	Tropical	Medicine	in	the	United	Kingdom
(UK).
	

“My	initial	research	focused	on	HIV-associated	kidney	disease,	which	was
predominantly	hospital-based.	Later,	my	doctoral	work	expanded	to	population-

based	studies,	which	included	determining	the	population	prevalence	and
associated	risk	factors	for	kidney	disease	in	rural	South	Africans.”

	
ARK	aims	to	better	understand	kidney	disease	in	sub-Saharan	African	populations,	to
determine	the	burden	of	kidney	disease,	its	causes,	and	potential	for	prevention	in	these
communities.

“The	work	ARK	is	doing	is	unique	in	Africa	because	it	is	population-based.	This
means	we	can	better	understand	kidney	disease	in	people	living	in	rural

Mpumalanga,	rather	than	relying	just	on	data	from	high-risk	groups	and	people
hospitalised	with	advanced	kidney	disease,”	says	Fabian.	“Population-based

research	gives	a	good	sense	of	what	the	burden	and	risks	really	are.”

A	study	of	the	validity	of	creatinine	and	cystatin	C	based	eGFR	equations	for
kidney	disease	detection:	A	prominent	study	by	ARK	Consortium,	was	one	to	improve
kidney	disease	detection	in	African	populations	by	comparing	commonly	used	tests
(creatinine	and	cystatin	C)	with	a	benchmark	test	called	the	iohexol-measured	glomerular
filtration	rate	(mGFR).	Glomerular	filtration	rate	(GFR)	is	the	most	common	way	to	assess
kidney	function	and	is	a	measure	of	how	much	blood	the	kidneys	are	filtering	per	minute.
Creatinine-based	tests	were	found	to	be	inaccurate	for	predicting	kidney	disease	in
African	populations,	possibly	due	to	factors	like	lower	creatinine	levels	from	poor	nutrition
(especially	low	protein	ingestion),	short	stature	and	low	muscle	bulk.	Creatinine	may	also
be	excreted	differently	in	African	populations.	Creatinine	was	therefore	identified	as	a
poor	biomarker	for	estimated	GFR	(eGFR).
	
Many	African	countries	lack	appropriate	reference	intervals	for	creatinine	measurements,
and	the	racialised	coefficients	(factors	in	an	equation	that	use	race	to	determine	a	health
outcome),	used	in	eGFR	equations	from	the	United	States	(US)	may	overestimate	GFR	in
African	populations.	This	inaccuracy	led	to	underestimating	the	prevalence	of	kidney
disease	in	Africa,	potentially	increasing	from	1	in	30,	to	1	in	8	people.	This	presents
problems	of	missed	opportunities	for	early	diagnosis	and	early	intervention.

The	cystatin	C	test	is	more	accurate,	but	it	is	more	expensive	and	less	accessible	in
Africa,	making	it	difficult	for	widespread	use.	The	researchers	are	calling	for	better	access
to	diagnostic	tests,	like	cystatin	C,	and	further	research	into	alternative	biomarkers.	The
study	emphasises	that	kidney	disease	in	Africa	is	more	prevalent	than	previously	thought,
urging	for	increased	focus	on	public	health	initiatives	to	improve	early	detection	and
treatment.

“The	equation	that	is	used	to	test	kidney	function	is	wrong	for	1.4	billion	people
–	Africans,”	says	co-lead	author	of	the	study,	Dr	Fabian.	“Kidney	disease	can
be	debilitating	and	ultimately	fatal	if	left	untreated.	Blood	tests	are	useful	to
spot	early	signs	of	kidney	problems	–	and	can	help	identify	people	who	would

benefit	from	treatment.”

Dr	Fabian’s	focus	has	shifted	from	individual	patient	care	to	understanding	the	causes	of
kidney	disease	in	African	populations.	She	aims	to	use	this	knowledge	to	shape	policies
and	practices,	noting	that	much	of	the	research	on	kidney	disease	in	Africa	has	been
based	on	studies	from	other	regions.	This	has	affected	the	way	kidney	disease	is
diagnosed,	treated,	and	understood	in	Africa.

This	informs	her	ultimate	goal,	to	contribute	research	that	accurately	represents	African
populations	in	global	science,	redresses	inequities,	and	improves	human	life	and	care
across	the	continent	and	beyond.

Her	most	significant	challenge	is	finding	time	for	research.	Dr	Fabian	concluded	with
these	words	to	researchers:

“My	advice	is	to	choose	environments	that	value	research,	so	that	you	and
your	research	will	be	supported	at	multiple	levels.	If	you	have	a	dream	to	do

research,	don’t	give	up!”	
	
About	the	flagship	project	of	the	NSTF,	the	NSTF	Awards:	The	NSTF-South32
Awards	recognise,	honour,	reward,	celebrate,	profile	and	promote	outstanding
contributions	to	science,	engineering	and	technology	(SET)	and	innovation	in	South
Africa	(SA).	The	Awards	were	established	in	1998	as	the	first	of	its	kind	nationally.	2024
was	the	26th	year	that	the	NSTF	presented	awards	to	the	top	scientists,	related
professionals,	teams	and	organisations	involved	in	SET	and	innovation	in	SA.	South32	is
the	co-branding	sponsor,	so	over	the	last	nine	years	the	name	of	the	awards	has	been
the	NSTF-South32	Awards.
	
About	the	NSTF:	NSTF	is	an	independent	non-profit	stakeholder	body	and	network	–	a
civil-society	forum	of	over	140	organisations	involved	in	science,	engineering,	technology
(SET)	and	innovation	in	SA.
	
Join	the	NSTF’s	conversations	on	social	media:

LinkedIn:	National	Science	and	Technology	Forum	(NSTF)

Facebook:	@NSTFSA

X:	@NSTF_SA

YouTube:	National	Science	and	Technology	Forum	(NSTF)

Instagram:	@nstf_sa

TikTok:	nstf_sa
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About	the	NSTF
	
The	National	Science	and	Technology	Forum	(NSTF),	established	in	1995:

	
is	a	broadly-representative	stakeholder	body	for	all	science,	engineering	and	technology	(SET)	and
innovation	organisations	in	South	Africa

gathers	stakeholders	around	burning	issues	of	national	and	global	interest,	across	the	public	and
private	sectors,	including	matters	of	public	policy

includes	a	network	of	professional	societies	in	SET	and	STEM	education	(STEM	=	science,
technology,	engineering	and	mathematics)	-	the		NSTF	proSET	membership	sector.

recognises,	awards	and	profiles	the	outstanding	contributions	of	individuals	and	groups	to	SET	and
innovation	through	the	prestigious	NSTF	Awards

runs	and	supports	collaborative	projects	and	youth	outreach,	including	recognition	of	top
performance	in	mathematics	and	science,	role	modelling,	bursary	and	STEM	career	information

runs	and	supports	the	STEMulator.org	which	attracts	youth	and	educators	to
Explore>Discover>Learn	the	world	of	STEM	including	careers.	(Established	by	NSTF	proSET)
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