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Husband and wife duo delivers UCT’s first-ever joint inaugural 

lecture 
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The University of Cape Town’s (UCT) first-ever dual inaugural lecture by Professors Joel 
Dave and his wife and colleague, Nicola Wearne was a celebration of their wins as clinician 
scholars – serving patients at one of the largest tertiary hospitals in the country, teaching 
and learning from their students and mentors while immersing themselves in the ongoing 
research that shaped their careers in academia. 
 
The lecture by Dave, head of the Division of Endocrinology at UCT’s Department of Medicine 
and Groote Schuur Hospital (GSH), and Wearne, head of the Division of Nephrology and 
Hypertension was titled “The power of collective endeavour: Advancing through partnership, 
mentorship and inclusivity”. It also served as a gratitude to those who positively influenced 
their careers, who rooted for them along the way and contributed to their success.  
 

https://health.uct.ac.za/department-medicine/division/endocrinology
https://health.uct.ac.za/department-medicine/division/nephrology-hypertension
https://health.uct.ac.za/department-medicine/division/nephrology-hypertension


“Every milestone in my career has been built on the generosity of mentors, the dedication of 
colleagues, the trust of patients, the enthusiasm of students and the unwavering support of 
family and friends. That is why Nicci [Wearne] and I have chosen to speak about the power 
of the collective,” said Dave. 
 
Setting the scene 
 
Dave started his talk by giving thanks to three mentors who not only taught him medicine, 
but also demonstrated the values, principles and qualities he strives to emulate in teaching 
and clinical practice today. 
 
He said the late Professor Ralph Kirsh taught him that it is possible to hold strong liberal 
values while respecting differing opinions, while Professor Solly Benatar taught him the 
importance of having a moral compass. Professor Benatar also showed him that leadership 
is not about popularity and position “but about being able to make difficult decisions 
because they are right”. He added that Dr Aziz Aboo taught him that humility and clinical 
excellence belong together. 
 
He said his research philosophy is shaped by two quotes articulated by the late former head 
of the Department of Medicine and former Dean of Health Sciences Professor Bongani 
Mayosi. “The first ‘an agenda for Africa by Africans’ reminds us that our research will be 
driven by the health priorities of our own continent and the needs of our own patients; and 
‘there is enough space under the African sky’. This reflects his belief that there is room for 
all of us to continue to contribute, collaborate and succeed together,” Dave said. 
 
Some highlights 
 
Dave told the audience that during his subspeciality training in endocrinology, he and UCT’s 
Professor Naomi (Dinky) Levitt designed a study investigating the metabolic complications of 
antiretroviral (ARV) therapy. At the time, South Africa’s ARV treatment programme was in its 
infancy stages, and emerging evidence globally suggested that some ARVS could contribute 
to diabetes, high cholesterol and obesity. 
 
One of the biggest privileges of his career came knocking in 2017 when he was approached 
by Athletics South Africa to assemble a multidisciplinary team of clinicians to assist with 
defending Olympic gold medallist Caster Semenya at the Court of Arbitration for Sport in 
Lausanne, Switzerland.  
 
He said the team’s approach was based on a single principle, that decisions affecting an 
athlete’s career and dignity should be guided by robust scientific evidence and sound ethical 
principles. They identified substantial methodological limitations that the IAAF relied on. 
“This example reflects that our responsibility as academic clinicians extends beyond the 
clinic, the laboratory and the lecture theatre. We have a duty to use our expertise to 
advocate for those voices who may not otherwise be heard,” he said. 
 
Foundation of research journey 
 
Wearne told the audience that when she entered nephrology, the HIV/AIDS epidemic had 
transformed the face of medicine. She said ARV treatment was only just becoming available 
in the public sector, and clinicians were seeing dozens of young people with advanced HIV, 
and many were dying. “This wasn’t just a medical challenge; it was a profound human 
crisis,” she said. 



 
As a young nephrology fellow, Wearne said she became fascinated by the spectrum of 
kidney disease among people living with HIV and what was causing it. That curiosity 
became the foundation of her research journey, thanks to the guidance of several mentors, 
including UCT’s Dr Maureen Duffield, Dr Frans-Peter Botha and Dr Brendon Price. 
 
At the time, she said, if someone living with HIV developed end-stage kidney failure, “it was 
a death sentence”. Community activists, non-governmental organisations, research 
organisations and policy makers changed the conversation. Access to ARVs transformed 
lives and gradually the way clinicians cared for patients living with HIV started to change, 
too.  
 
The flip side of the coin 
 
But medicine is not just about the patients whom clinicians can cure. It’s also about the 
patients who cannot be cured. In South Africa’s public sector health facilities, Wearne said, 
access to dialysis remains severely limited. 
 
“Every week we need to meet to discuss who will benefit from dialysis, knowing that not 
everyone will receive it. This creates profound tension between our commitment to equity 
and justice and the reality of limited resources, infrastructure and workforce,” she said.  
She reminded her family, friends and colleagues that the success of an academic career is 
often measured by publications, research grants and promotions. For Wearne, the real 
measure of success in life is the people who choose to walk alongside you. 
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