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Keeping malaria 
centre stage

Roll Back Malaria Goodwill Ambassador
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I want to take this opportunity to 

applaud you; to applaud you for 

being part of the fight against malaria. 

It’s a long and challenging fight and 

one that is far from over, but it’s a fight 

we are winning: since 2000, malaria 

deaths in young children have fallen by 

half. That’s hundreds of thousands of 

children, who thanks to the efforts of 

people like you, are now able to play 

with their friends, go to school and 

most important of all, have a future.

We all have our reasons for joining the 

fight. Mine came after a performance 

in Gabon in 2004. We played to a 

packed crowd and had a brilliant time. 

But when we returned home to South 

Africa, my dear friend and backing 

singer, Phumzile Ntuli, became very ill. 

We didn’t know what was wrong and 

neither did the doctors. Three days 

later, she was rushed to hospital. She 

had severe malaria, fell into a coma and 

on June 23 she died.

Phumzile was a fighter, she always had 

been. Ever since she was a young girl, 

she fought through the boundaries 

of poverty to pursue her passion for 

music and raise a family. How could 

she not fight through this? How could 

this fun-loving, strong and extremely 

gifted musician be robbed of her life? It 

seemed so unjust. 

I grew up in South Africa where HIV gets 

a lot of airtime, but I didn’t really know 

anything about malaria. After Phumzile 

passed away, I felt I had to learn more 

about this disease that could take a life 

so easily. I was shocked when I learnt 

that it takes hundreds of thousands 

of lives every year and mostly those 

of children, and threatens the lives of 

millions more. I knew then I had to lend 

my voice to the fight.  

About 6 months later, I was invited 

by UNICEF to be their Goodwill 

Ambassador against Malaria and later 

became Global Ambassador to Roll 

Back Malaria. As an Ambassador, 

I have travelled across Africa, from 

remote villages to sprawling cities, to 

meet the women and children affected 

by malaria and make their voices heard. 

I have also been honoured to meet the 

many dedicated scientists, activists and 

politicians engaged in the fight against 

this ancient foe.

Over the years, I have come to realize 

that like malaria itself, the issues we face 

are far from meek and mild. The parasite 

changes fast, learns new tricks and, 

sooner or later, overcomes the best 

man-made defences. It has managed 

to develop resistance to one antimalarial 

after another. If we don’t develop 

new ammunition, like medicines and 

insecticides that work, malaria cases 

and deaths will increase again, reversing 

the great progress that has been made 

to date. 

Over the years, I have 

come to realize that 

like malaria itself, the 

issues we face are far 

from meek and mild.”

“

Yvonne Chaka Chaka
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On top of the scientific challenges 

we face, there are many operational 

challenges to overcome; what good 

is a brand new drug, if it doesn’t 

reach the people that need it? Yet, 

I know ensuring that people in the 

farthest flung outposts of Africa, Asia 

and South America have access to 

the tools to protect and save them is 

no easy task. These are the people 

that suffer the most: my beloved 

neighbours, friends and fellow citizens. 

If we’re serious about improving global 

prosperity in today’s interconnected 

world, we cannot neglect this task and 

leave them behind.  

This is why investing in continuous 

scientific and operational research is 

so vital. The malaria parasite presents 

not one, but many challenges. 

Fortunately, thanks to funding from 

numerous governments, foundations 

and companies, malaria research 

today is no longer the poor cousin of 

research in other diseases. Product 

Development Partnerships (PDPs) like 

Medicines for Malaria Venture (MMV) 

have worked wonders, filling the 

pipeline of innovative technologies with 

new drugs, diagnostics, insecticides 

and vaccines. PDPs work by harnessing 

the expertise of the public and private 

sectors, increasingly drawing on the 

capabilities from within malaria-plagued 

countries themselves to find effective 

solutions that the poorest and most 

vulnerable can afford. 

This year, 2014, is a celebratory year. It’s 

the year the first antimalarial compound 

to be researched on African soil will 

venture out of the laboratory, where it 

has shown great promise, and be put 

to the test in people. This is a truly 

exciting development and could not 

have happened without the support 

of organizations like MMV. That it is 

happening on my continent makes me 

proud and gives me hope that we will 

one day overcome this terrible disease. 

But research takes time and money. 

Currently available funding is simply 

not sufficient to develop the tools we 

require and get them to the people 

in need. More than 600,000 people, 

mostly young children, continue to die 

from malaria every year. This is such a 

heart-breaking loss of young lives. So 

much has been achieved, yet the end 

of the fight is not yet in sight and the 

sad truth is that children continue to 

die. The work cannot stop now. The 

pipeline needs to remain funded until 

we have the medicines we need. 

I know that MMV has pledged to 

continue to develop new medicines for 

malaria until the disease is eradicated. 

With thoughts in my heart of Phumzile 

and the millions of others who have lost 

their lives to malaria, I too, will continue 

to sing and lend my voice to malaria’s 

defeat. We must keep malaria centre 

stage, redouble our efforts and finally 

close the curtain on this ancient foe. 

More than 600,000 people, mostly young 
children, continue to die from malaria  
every year.”

“


