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Dear REASA member, 
 
Research is essential in Africa in order to 
improve the health and quality of life of all 
people living on this unique and precious 
continent. Unfortunately, research ethics 
committees (RECs) are frequently seen as an 
obstacle to be overcome by researchers, 
rather than an opportunity for engagement, 
critical reflection, and partnership. By working 
together, removing unnecessary barriers and 
bureaucracy while maintaining strict 
adherence to international ethical standards 
and operating procedures, research teams can 
ensure that research undertaken in Africa is 
appropriate according to local custom and 
context, and offers sufficient protection to 
human and animal research participants. 

The Research Ethics Committee Association 
of Southern Africa (REASA) was established 
with the aim of creating a unique group of 
REC members across Southern Africa, to 
provide opportunities for collegial 
discussion, debate, education, and growth 
in our shared field of interest. Since its 
humble beginnings in 2015, REASA has 
grown by leaps and bounds. We currently 
have 101 paid-up members from 
multidisciplinary backgrounds, representing 
six regions throughout Southern Africa. 
 
This year marked the one-year anniversary 
of REASA’s registration as a not-for-profit 
organisation (NPO). The event was 
celebrated in May at a training workshop 
held prior to the ARESA annual seminar at 
the Spier Conference Centre, Stellenbosch. 

Upcoming Events 
 

6th International Conference on Ethics Education during 3-5 October 2018 
For more information, visit https://www.iaee6.com/ 

REASA will host a Master Class as part of the conference on 3 October 2018, focusing on the 
topic: “Intersection between Animal and Human Ethics Education: Is REC training adequate?”  
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As REASA Exco, we were thrilled to host 37 
delegates at the workshop. This proved to 
be a delightful, interactive session, with 
positive and beneficial feedback from all 
concerned, as well as suggestions for future 
REASA-driven initiatives and educational 
opportunities. In this edition of the REASA 
Newsletter, Melany Hendricks presents an 
overview of the workshop proceedings, with 
valuable “take-home” messages for those 
members who were not able to attend in 
person. 
 
Dr Marianne Engelbrecht (Unisa) then 
draws our attention to an increasingly 
disturbing phenomenon amongst academics 
globally – the so-called “White-Bull effect” – 
where author-order in published papers 
does not fairly or accurately reflect actual 
contribution to the scientific endeavour. 
The term “White-Bull effect” refers to the 
myth of seduction of Europa (the mother of 
King Minos of Crete) by Zeus, who was 
disguised as a White Bull (de Camargo, KR; 
Coeli C.M Rev Saude Publica; 2012; 
www.scielo.br/rsp). 
 
These actions are often overlooked or 
dismissed and are difficult to prove as a 
form of research misconduct. “Guest” or 
“gift” authorship, where senior members of 
a department are included in the authorship 
list despite little, or no, engagement with 
the research process, is fairly well 
described. However, the appropriateness of 
author placing in the published list has been 
less clearly delineated. Both of these 
problems are frequent, and in many cases, 
junior researchers are disempowered to act 
against their senior colleagues when they 
are either entirely excluded from the author 
list, or have their name placed in the middle 
of an author list, for work to which they 
contributed the most. The “publish or 
perish” approach to academic progression is 
one of the reasons for this concerning 
unethical authorship practice. If we as 
researchers and REC members are 
committed to a culture of trust, truthfulness 
and integrity, it is essential that these values 
permeate all stages of the research process. 
In addition to protection of research 
participants, perhaps we, as RECs, also need 
to consider protection of (particularly 

junior) researchers from coercive behaviour 
and frank bullying. Some possibilities are to 
ensure clear institutional terms of reference 
and policies on scholarly authorship; and to 
agree to authorship terms within the 
research team at the protocol development 
phase of the research. 
 
The final contribution to the Newsletter is 
from Busisiwe Sibiya (NRF) and Dr Retha 
Visagie (REASA Chair). Their article offers 
timely information about the “Liberty Leak”, a 
headline news item which raises important 
“red flags” for researchers and RECs about 
adequate protection of research data. The 
basic ethical principle of respect for persons, 
as enshrined in the Protection of Personal 
Information Act (POPIA), requires us to 
protect confidentiality and the privacy of 
research participants. The fact that a well-
standing organisation such as Liberty Life was 
hacked should be a wake-up call for everyone 
in the human research enterprise. We all need 
to ask how well research participant data is 
protected: consider where it is stored (cloud, 
personal computer, external drives, hard 
copies etc.), and what specific protections are 
in place to prevent inadvertent or malicious 
breaches of confidentiality and privacy. Such 
leaks are potentially extremely damaging to 
the participant, researcher, institution, and 
the scientific enterprise at large. It is no longer 
good enough to simply state in a research 
protocol that data will be stored on a 
password-protected spreadsheet, and hard 
copies will be stored in a locked cabinet – 
these are often empty phrases repeated 
blindly on every protocol submitted. 
Researchers should be required to state how 
and where the data will be entered, stored 
and backed up, to ensure both reliability of 
storage and security of data. We have to 
remember that our digital records are not 
confined to our own devices anymore; they 
are spread across a virtual universe with cloud 
storage, internet-based utilities, and an ever-
growing number of people capable of 
accessing these. 
 
I hope you will find these contributions 
useful and informative, and we welcome 
your thoughts and opinions. Feel free to 
send feedback and don’t forget to visit our 
website www.reasa.africa and Facebook 
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page (www.facebook.com/REASA-Research-
Ethics-Committee-Association-of-Southern-
Africa-1467471086889 810/). Our website’s 
Member Forum will hopefully be active 
soon, providing a platform for discussion 
and feedback. You are also welcome to send 
any feedback, suggestions, and queries by 
email to secretary.reasa@gmail.com. 
 
Thank you and enjoy! 
 
Brenda Morrow 
REASA Deputy Chair 
 
 
A Reflection on REASA’s First Workshop - 

Research Ethics Leadership: An African 
Perspective 

Melany Hendricks, REASA  
 
Introduction: 
REASA celebrated the first year since being 
registered as a NPO by facilitating a half-day 
training workshop for its members entitled 
“Research Ethics Leadership: An African 
Perspective”. The workshop was held on the 
23rd of May 2018 at Spier Conference Centre 
in Stellenbosch as a precursor to the ARESA 
annual seminar. REASA originated from the 
vision and prolific collaboration between the 
founders of the ARESA programme, Prof 
Keymanthri Moodley (Centre for Medical 
Ethics and Law, Stellenbosch University) and 
Prof Stuart Rennie (University of North 
Carolina and Chapel Hill). Thirty-seven 
academics and HREC members from various 
disciplines, including Social Work, 
Physiotherapy, Clinical Psychology, Law, 
Business and Economic Sciences, and 
Medicine, representing eight different higher 
education institutions from across Southern 
Africa, including Kenya and Botswana, 
attended the workshop. The workshop was 
facilitated by recognised leaders in the field of 
research ethics governance, and attendees 
reported their experience to be 
overwhelmingly positive. 
 
A summary of the main points addressed by 
each facilitator follows. 

• Ethics leadership in context 

 
Shenuka Singh, an Associate Professor in the 
Department of Dentistry at UKZN, a member 
of the National Health Research Ethics Council 
(NHREC) and a doctoral candidate in research 
ethics at the Centre for Medical Ethics and 
Law at the Stellenbosch University, opened 
the workshop with an insightful introduction 
to ethics leadership in research. In her 
introduction, Prof Singh referred to the 
complexities in the research environment, 
current debates in research ethics, critique 
faced by RECs as research oversight bodies, 
and the multi-faceted role of the REC within 
higher education institutions. The criticism 
levelled at RECs as a research oversight body 
includes unclear standard operating 
procedures, inadequate member skills, poor 
infrastructure, and insufficient REC 
development. Against real limitations, RECs 
need to consider the lived experiences of the 
potential research participants as well as the 
REC members, and adapt their approach to 
local conditions in order to facilitate public 
trust. The REC must remain independent in 
the face of internal and external pressures, 
where internal could be the institutional 
pressures, but also pressures experienced 
from the member’s own research imperatives 
and other personal demands. Prof Singh 
emphasised the multiple layers of the REC. 
The REC is simultaneously driving policy 
development and implementing policy, and 
functions in different layers in between these 
extremes. 
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• Governance of ethics and ethics of 
governance 

 
Dr Retha Visagie, Research Integrity Manager 
at Unisa, UNESCO trained ethics educator, 
current chairperson and dynamic force behind 
the success of REASA, continued to discuss 
the role of the REC as a “strategically engaged 
partner” in the research ethics governance 
process. In this conceptualisation of the multi-
layered role of the REC, the REC provides 
ethical leadership and functions according to 
internationally acceptable governance 
regulations. Dr Visagie distinguished these 
roles as the ethics of governance, which 
includes the development of policy or 
“steering norms”, and the governance of 
ethics, referring to the role of the REC as a 
strategically engaged partner and the 
facilitator of a visibly ethical research process. 
 
• Independence of RECs 

 
Prof Walter Jaoko, an internationally 
renowned scientist, Professor and Chairman 
of the Department of Medical Microbiology at 
the University of Nairobi, presented a 
personal account of ethics leadership in 
Africa. His presentation, entitled “Defending 

the independence of RECs in Africa” focused 
on the threats to the independence of RECs as 
a collective, and as individual members. Prof 
Jaoko identified funders, lack of resources and 
skills, institutional policies and culture as 
being amongst the things which threaten the 
independence of the REC. Prof Jaoko 
proposed that the autonomy of the 
institutions could be enhanced if they provide 
adequate funding for RECs, increase training 
opportunities, and have clear standard 
operating procedures and regulations 
detailing the limitations of the relationships 
with the funders and other external sponsors 
and collaborators. In addition, a legal 
framework which prevents government 
interference and promotes transparency will 
further serve the independence of the RECs. 
 
• Leadership in Ethics Review: Whose 

interest is it anyway? 

 
Prof Lizeth Roets, a Professor in the 
Department of Health Sciences at Unisa, 
initiated this ODL institution’s registration to 
the NHREC and subsequently chaired the first 
registered Health REC at Unisa. As an ethics 
expert, Prof Roets explored the literature to 
provide an account of legislation, governance 
and leadership in the protection of human 
participants in research. She found that 
operational practice is a significant concern, 
with some researchers requiring up to one 
year to obtain ethics approval. While there 
are comprehensive regulations and 
legislation, the bureaucracy associated with it 
is experienced as stifling, and the lack of 
resources and funding brings the role of the 
REC as facilitators of research into question. 
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• Take-home messages in a nutshell 

 
Prof Brenda Morrow, a Professor in the 
Department of Paediatrics at the University of 
Cape Town, provided a powerful conclusion to 
the session. She stressed the importance of 
stringent independent review and oversight 
by regional African RECs in order to ensure 
that research is appropriate for local customs 
and contexts, and to minimise harm and 
maximise the benefits of research. Prof 
Morrow also emphasised the importance of 
continued capacity development in the 
African region in order to maintain the current 
positive trajectory; and to ensure that ethical 
African leadership in research becomes 
ingrained in the fabric of research in Africa. 
 
The theme that cut across all the 
presentations is that of reflection and self-
reflection. It is clear that in order to be an 
ethical leader, one must remain aware of 
one’s own practices and roles as 
benchmarked against international and 
national standards. One must continuously 
reflect on one’s prejudices so that one’s role 
as an ethical leader is not contaminated by 
internal processes of discrimination and 
weakness. The solutions offered above in 
conjunction with continued self-reflection and 
awareness, will place the REC in the ideal 
position to fulfil its role as a strategically 
engaged partner and effective facilitator of 
research, rather than being the perceived 
stumbling block. 
 

 

The ‘White-Bull Effect’ - The Ethics of 
Multiple Authorship 

Dr Marianne Engelbrecht, Unisa 
 
As multiple authorship has become 
commonplace, it is essential to understand 
the rights and responsibilities of all 
contributors. While the focus has mainly been 
on plagiarism and salami-slicing, there has 
been a steady increase in recognising 
instances of unethical conduct with regard to 
co- or shared authorship, the denial of 
contribution, and unfair ordering of authors. 
These practices refer to an increasing 
tendency by authors to dilute the credit 
awarded to other contributors, including 
cases arising from co-authorship between 
supervisors and students (For more 
information: Unisa Policy on Academic 
Integrity). 
 
The White-Bull effect 
For an emerging researcher, publishing is a 
fundamental component of a future career in 
academia. Unfortunately, junior collaborators 
are most vulnerable in negotiating the 
authorship list and order. This may lead to 
junior and less experienced academics and 
research students being excluded from a list 
of named authors or receiving an authorship 
credit which reflects their status in the 
university, rather than their intellectual 
contribution. Kwok (2015) argues that junior 
researchers can be ‘bullied’ by senior 
collaborators, often referred to as ‘White 
Bulls’. A White Bull is “an academic who uses 
her/his academic seniority to distort 
authorship credit and who disguises her/his 
actions with carefully premeditated 
deception” (For more information: 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080
/03075079.2015.1085009). 
 
While universities have policies and 
procedures in place, these systems might fail 
when a collaborator uses power asymmetry 
and intimidation to coerce junior 
collaborators to agree to unfair arrangements 
regarding authorship and recognition. Such 
power asymmetries can make a junior 
researcher extremely vulnerable to the White-
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Bull effect. McFarlane (2017) gives an 
example: 
 
A White Bull exhibits public involvement in 
one or more of the following activities: (i) 
discussions on concept and design; (ii) data 
acquisition, and (iii) analysis and 
interpretation of data. After reading a draft by 
a junior collaborator, s/he then approves it. In 
this way, the White Bull technically satisfies 
the criteria for authorship. If the co-
authorship is challenged, s/he can confirm 
that s/he did contribute to all three areas. The 
issue of whether this contribution was 
significant then becomes a very difficult and 
complex issue to prove. This risk could be 
mitigated with the presence of a clear 
memorandum of understanding between all 
parties at the outset of the research process. 
 

The Liberty Leak: An Ever-Present Threat 
to Research Data Security 

Busisiwe Sibiya, Research Integrity Intern, 
NRF 

Retha Visagie, Unisa 
 
Liberty Life is home to more than “2.5 million 
life-insurance policies and administers more 
than 10 000 retirement plans and 500 000 
individual and institutional investment 
customers” (Fin24). Recently, their computer 
system was hacked. The breach involved the 
access of private information of “top clients” 
(MyBroadband, 2018). The leaked information 
comprised of emails and attachments from 
Liberty Life’s insurance business in South 
Africa (MyBroadband, 2018). The hackers 
solicited millions of rands from Liberty Life in 
exchange for the information accessed. On 
the morning of Sunday 17 June, Liberty Life 
CEO, Mr David Munro, had an urgent press 
briefing on the incident and possible 
mitigating plans to manage the situation. 
 
What is cybercrime? 
The term ‘cybercrime’ came into existence in 
the 19th century (Manky, 2013). It has evolved 
from a computer-based crime committed on 
the internet to a modern business with 
organised operations (Manky, 2013). This is 

not the first case of a large institution falling 
victim to cybercrime. ViewFines, the South 
African website for viewing traffic fines, was 
attacked earlier this year, exposing people’s 
names, ID numbers, phone numbers, email 
addresses, and passwords. In addition, a 
massive data leak was witnessed in 2016 
when 164 million email addresses and 
passwords on Linkedin was exposed. In the 
international space, Facebook has also fallen 
victim to cybercrime. 
 
Why should researchers care about 
cybercrime? 
Researchers have an obligation to protect 
participants’ privacy and confidentiality 
interests. Privacy refers to a person’s interest 
in controlling access to their personal 
information, while confidentiality is “about 
whether and how research data might be 
disclosed carelessly or inadvertently, thus 
revealing the participant’s identity …” (DOH, 
2015). 
 
Liberty Life obtained information from 
millions of South Africans with the intention 
of providing an insurance service to them. A 
third party illegally accessed this information 
and threatened to use it in a way that the 
Liberty Life customers did not intend when 
giving out their information. In a similar vein, 
personal and sensitive information obtained 
from research participants could also leak due 
to insufficient data storage and security 
measures. To this end, research proposals 
must explain how access to data sources will 
be negotiated, and how data records will be 
secured, retained, and finally disposed of 
(DOH, 2015). 
 
Researchers and RECs should acquaint 
themselves with the Protection of Personal 
Information Act (POPIA) 4 of 2013. Although 
the POPIA has not been fully enacted, it 
provides guiding principles for the 
management of people’s personal 
information. The Act seemingly does not 
inhibit access to personal information for 
legitimate research purposes (DOH, 2015). 
However, Section 19 of the POPIA details 
security measures relating to the integrity and 
confidentiality of personal information by 
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enforcing technical and organisational 
protective measures. 
 
The objective of the POPIA is to: 
 
• provide protection of personal information 

possessed by third-party institutions; 
• provide conditions for using personal 

information; 
• guide the conduct of institutions in using 

personal information; 
• provide a foundation for the Information 

Regulator in exercising powers in relation 
to access of personal information; 

• protect the rights of the owners of the 
personal information; and 

• regulate the transfer of information out of 
South Africa’s borders. 

 
Cybercrimes are increasing globally and have 
become a means of securing income for 
others. Cybercrime does not only threaten the 
integrity and confidentiality of people’s 
private information, but also the integrity of 
science. The enactment of sound data security 
measures by researchers would be the first 
line of defence in protecting participants’ 
privacy and confidentiality interests.  
 
 
 

In addition, good cyber hygiene should be 
practised on a daily basis. For tips on how to 
protect yourself against cybercrime visit: 
https://www.fin24.com/Companies/ICT/tips-
to-protect-your-data-in-the-age-of-
cybercrime-20180611-2. 
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