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Young UCT scientist chosen to attend Lindau Nobel Laureate
Meeting in Germany

Dr Shepherd Siangwata Photo: Lerato Maduna/UCT

When the University of Cape Town’s (UCT) Dr Shepherd Siangwata arrives at the 71st
Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting in Germany, he'll be aware of the possibilities for young
African researchers like himself — making their mark at this highest international level.

The meeting takes place on the beautiful German island of Lindau from 26 June to 1 July
and this year it is dedicated to chemistry. Here, 35 Nobel Prize laureates in the field will
present their research, reflect on their careers, and talk with young scientists such as Dr
Siangwata.

As a young black researcher currently working in the field of developing novel anti-cancer
metallodrugs, Siangwata is hoping to draw from the inspirational lives and work of the
Nobel Prize laureates — and their guidance. Also, there is history to be made.



Since its inception, only one black researcher has received the Nobel Prize in a category
other than peace or literature. And that went to Sir William Arthur Lewis, a Saint Lucian
economist known for his contributions to the field of economic development. In 1979 he
won the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economics.

“I'm totally elated to be part of the group of young scientists selected to attend this year’s
prestigious Lindau meeting,” he said. “It's such an honour to be afforded the opportunity
to interact personally and tap into the vast knowledge of so many Nobel Prize laureates. It
is not common to be granted audience with a Nobel Prize-winner; more so, with over 30
of these cutting-edge scientists of our time in the span of one week.”

An early-career researcher within UCT’s Department of Chemistry, the Zimbabwean-born
Siangwata joined UCT as an MSc student in Professor Greg Smith’s laboratory.

Work with a purpose

With the lens on chemistry at Lindau this year (this alternates from meeting to meeting),
Siangwata will have a chance to talk about his own work — and its potential for the health
sector.

He obtained his PhD in Chemistry from UCT in 2020 for a thesis that focused on adding
value to platinum group metals (PGMs) through the preparation and evaluation of
recoverable and recyclable catalysts in homogeneous catalysis, in line with the circular
economy. In 2021, he registered for postdoctoral studies in bioinorganic chemistry under
the tutelage of Dr Siyabonga Ngubane.

It's a research area that holds great promise as he studies the synthesis of Ruthenium-
based bimetallic compounds and evaluates these as potential anti-cancer agents.
Siangwata is particularly interested in these as possible metallodrugs against breast and
prostate cancer.

“These two types of cancer have collectively claimed over 14% of South Africa’s
population,” he said. “The use of PGMs in developing potential metallodrugs provides an
avenue of beneficiating or adding value to these expensive, rare and fast-depleting
mineral deposits. It's important because South Africa has the largest reserves of PGMs
globally and we must be seen to be at the forefront of adding value to these mineral
deposits.”

But there is more to the story than chemistry and homogeneous catalysis. The human
element is paramount for Siangwata. His background in beneficiation of the PGMs through
catalysis overlapped well with his current postdoctoral research on the application of the
PGMs in anti-cancer studies.

“Both fields support the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals as well as South
Africa’s minerals resource value addition for the betterment of society. This is synonymous
with the UCT's Vision 2030,” Siangwata said.

“I've always wanted to be part of something great that has a positive impact on the lives
of ordinary people.”

As an early career researcher, Siangwata believes that continued and progressive scientific
success in research is built on innovation, curiosity, diversity and an appreciation of the
past and present contributions to key sectors of our societies and the world at large.

“The 71st Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting embodies these values.”

Story by Helen Swingler, UCT News.
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