
Soccer icons, township grandmothers and Nando’s workers are uniting to defeat  
Africa’s biggest killer. Tourists can help by buying a simple string of beads
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MAKE MALARIA 
HISTORY

Siphiwe Tshabalala’s goal against Mexico in the 55th minute 
of the opening game was the tournament’s !rst. Andrés 
Iniesta’s strike netted Spain the world title. But perhaps 
the biggest goal scored in the 2010 World Cup was the 

one against malaria. 
The morning before Uruguay took on the Netherlands in Cape 

Town, a former Bafana Bafana player was leading the charge to 
kick this preventable and treatable disease out of Africa. Mark 
Fish and singer Yvonne Chaka Chaka were the celebrity champions 
on a media visit to a Khayelitsha senior-citizens centre, where 
a team of grandmothers are saving Africa’s children from malaria, 
one pretty little bead at a time. Their job is to string together 
bracelets sold in the United Against Malaria (UAM) campaign, 
which raises funds to buy life-saving mosquito nets for 
underprivileged mothers and children across the continent.

‘I was very fortunate to go to Khayelitsha,’ Fish says, ‘as I became 
aware and saw for myself that we as Africans were not asking  
for hand-outs but we were doing things for ourselves. The 
workers there were making bracelets, necklaces and sewing things 
so that they could sell them to raise money towards the intended 
target of $1  million. I was very proud to be South African!’ 

‘The Big Fish’ got involved because malaria is Africa’s biggest 
killer, but many people are not aware of the devastation it causes. 
One child dies of malaria every 30 seconds in Africa – in football 
terms, 180 children die during a 90-minute match. And all from 
a disease that is preventable and treatable, if only you have the 
money for nets, repellent and medical care.

‘With understanding and help we can cure malaria to the point 
that it is not a killer on this continent,’ Fish says. ‘Many African 
footballers have been a"ected by the disease in one way or 

WHO’S AT RISK?
Anyone can get malaria. But malaria is 
predominantly the curse of the poor, 
especially pregnant women and children, 
who are most vulnerable to the bite of 
infected mosquitoes, says United Against 
Malaria. The insects transmit a parasite of 
the species Plasmodium into the human 
bloodstream that causes fever, headaches 
and other #u-like symptoms, with severe 
cases ending in coma and death. Africa’s 
poor lack the means to prevent mosquito 
bites, such as nets and repellent, and 
the sick have limited access to medical 
treatment. The UAM campaign aims to 
change that and reduce malaria deaths  
in Africa to near-zero by 2015.
For info, see unitedagainstmalaria.org

THE FIGURES

3.3  BILLION THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE 
$HALF THE WORLD’S POPULATION%  

    WHO ARE AT RISK OF MALARIA 

1 MILLION NUMBER OF MALARIA DEATHS  
EACH YEAR

91% OF MALARIA DEATHS OCCUR  
IN AFRICA; 85% OF THESE   

                  ARE CHILDREN UNDER FIVE 

26.3% OF CHILDREN WITH  
CEREBRAL MALARIA  

                 TEST POSITIVE FOR     
               COGNITIVE IMPAIRMENT     
                   TWO YEARS LATER

$12    BILLION WHAT MALARIA   
  COSTS AFRICA IN LOST   

       PRODUCTIVITY EVERY YEAR

40% OF AFRICAN HEALTH 
EXPENDITURE IS ON  

             MALARIA ALONE

$3 THE COST OF A UNITED AGAINST 
MALARIA BRACELET

10 NUMBER OF BRACELETS THAT BUY 
ONE MOSQUITO NET

3–4 YEARS THE LIFESPAN OF  
A LONG&LASTING INSECTICIDE&  

     TREATED MOSQUITO NET  
              Supplied by UAM

BUY A BRACELET
Visit a Nando’s or Exclusive Books store, or 
online at www.digitalmall.com/UAM

another and many of them play for the best 
clubs in the world, so it is their responsibility 
to make their teammates, club owners and 
their fans aware of malaria, and that united 
we can make a di"erence.’

UAM is an international partnership of 
footballers, celebrities, health and advocacy 
organisations, governments and companies. 
During the World Cup the plan was to 
leverage excitement to raise awareness 
and funds to help meet the UN’s ambitious 
target: reducing Africa’s malaria deaths to 
near-zero by 2015. 

The bracelets are making a huge 
contribution. They’re sold for $3/R25 each 
(a third goes to the Global Fund to Fight 
Aids, Tuberculosis & Malaria, the rest covers 
wages, materials and admin). The goal is to 
sell a million bracelets – and raise a million 
dollars. The project has also generated 
about 90 low-skilled jobs in townships 
such as Gugulethu and Khayelitsha, where 
unemployment is over 50 percent and many 
families have lost loved ones to Aids. 

Run by the not-for-pro!t Relate and 
NGO Ikamva Labantu, the initiative was 
the brainwave of Nando’s consultant Chris 
Thorpe. It’s not just footballers wielding 
their power for good; companies are also 
evincing a social conscience. ‘It’s not only 
a Nando’s project,’ Thorpe says. ‘We have 
other corporate partners who are very 
involved.’ These include MTN, Standard 
Bank, Anglo American and Exclusive Books. 
But no corporate logos spoil the bracelets; 
they have just a pewter connector with 

a map of Africa and the words ‘United 
Against Malaria’. 

Thorpe says, ‘It really works on this 
amazing 360 degrees, that you have these 
underprivileged gogos in the township who 
really are the backbone of society there, 
looking after all the kids that have been 
orphaned or neglected… Now they are able 
to create an income where they can make 
these bracelets and we sell them around 
the world, saving people’s lives. We’ve sold 
just under 200  000, which means we’ve had 
$200  000 to give to the Global Fund.’

Signi!cantly, it’s the !rst time Africa is 
giving money back to the Global Fund.  
‘I think that in itself changes the whole 
attitude of Africa with its hands-out 
begging,’ says Thorpe. ‘It’s Africa saying, 
“Guys, we can also !nd creative ways, and 
sustainable ways, of raising money.” That’s  
the important point – this project is 
sustainable. The more bracelets we can make, 
so we can employ more people, so we can 
raise more money, so we can buy more nets.’ 

SPECIAL DELIVERY: 
ONE NET, ONE LIFE
Once money has been raised, there’s another 
obstacle: how to deliver nets to the needy 
in rural Africa? Enter Kingsley Holgate, 
humanitarian, explorer and, Thorpe adds,  
‘a man with the highest emotional 
intelligence I’ve ever come across’.

Nando’s sponsors Holgate’s expeditions – 
he’s made several to hand out mosquito P
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It changes the whole attitude of 
Africa with its hands-out begging.  
It’s Africa saying, ‘Guys, we can also 
!nd creative ways, and sustainable 

ways, of raising money’

OPPOSITE  

Mozambican women 

celebrate the delivery 

of mosquito nets, in 

part made possible with 

funds raised by women 

beadmakers in SA
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nets under his campaign ‘One Net, One Life’. Thorpe travelled along 
for portions of the 2010 United Against Malaria expedition, which 
left from Lesedi Cultural Village in the Cradle of Humankind on 
25 April (World Malaria Day) and journeyed through 12 countries, 
including genocide-torn Burundi and Rwanda, delivering 12  000 
nets over 12  000 kilometres. ‘Given the fact that the average mom 
shares a net with two or three infants, this could mean more than 
30  000 lives kept safe,’ reads the expedition’s !nal dispatch.

‘Obviously things like the UAM expedition are a pretty costly 
a"air, it probably would have cost in the region of about 
R5.5  million,’ Thorpe says. Nando’s contributes time, creativity, 
passion and clear goals: ‘I think that’s what corporates do bring to 
the world of NGOs – a clear sense of deliverables, we have to have 
a return on investment. We know how much time we have put in, but 
at the end of the day we know what we have got to get out of it.’ 

For the chicken chain, the UAM work is a feather in its corporate 
social-responsibility cap. ‘Businesses that aren’t putting back into 
society now are businesses that are going to lose in the long-term,’ 
Thorpe says. 

With Holgate’s Land Rovers piled high with nets, soccer balls 
and vuvuzelas, the 2010 expedition carried South Africa’s World 
Cup spirit to the rest of the continent. Nando’s, which has its own 
sponsored vehicle from Land Rover, took the opportunity save some 
seats for its ‘peri heroes’, sta" members who’ve excelled. 

‘All in all the expedition really was a great success,’ says Thorpe. 
‘You must remember every single net was handed out individually. 
You know what the roads are like, to travel from one village to the 
next to hand out 50 nets here, 100 nets here, 10 nets there – it’s 
quite a process. We don’t just drop the nets and leave. There is 
a whole educational process – how to wash the nets, how to tuck 
the nets in under the bed, how to hang the nets properly, how to 
dry the nets.’ Made mostly in Vietnam, the nets have a lifespan of 
about three years, he says.

Meaning this endeavour must be repeated every three years? ‘Yes, 
and that’s what we have been doing,’ says Thorpe. ‘In the orphanages 
and clinics in Tanzania, the old nets we handed out last time were 
still sitting there. There was lots of praise and singing because the 
nets had started to fall apart. We kind of arrived in the nick of time.’

THE AID DEBATE
Not all economists are convinced aid is the answer for Africa. In her 
controversial book Dead Aid, Malawian-born economist Dambisa 
Moyo presents a compelling argument for making charity history, 
arguing it perpetuates poverty and derails sustainable growth. To 
illustrate the micro-macro paradox of how short-term intervention 
can have few sustainable long-term bene!ts, Moyo cites the African 
mosquito-net maker, who runs a small business, and the Hollywood 
star, who rallies the masses to donate 100  000 nets.

‘With the market #ooded with foreign nets,’ she writes, ‘our 
mosquito-net maker is promptly put out of business. His 10 workers 
can no longer support their 150 dependants (who are now forced 
to depend on handouts), and one mustn’t forget that in 
a maximum of !ve years the majority of the imported nets will be 
torn, damaged and of no further use.’

United Against Malaria logic is that malaria contributes to the 
cycle of poverty and limits economic development, with statistics 
showing the disease costs Africa $12  billion in lost productivity 
a year. UAM campaign manager Christina Vilupti-Barrineau says, 
‘On the entire continent there is only one producer of long-lasting, 
insecticide-treated nets approved by the World Health Organisation 

‘You can imagine what it’s 
like when you hand over that 
little blue bag … you can just 

see the happiness’
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ABOVE UAM’s bracelet 

project has created 

employment for senior 

citizens in townships 

such as Gugulethu  

and Khayelitsha

RIGHT The fund-raising 

bracelets sell for R25

– this is A to Z in Tanzania. The free distribution of nets has been 
studied extensively by a wide range of respected economists and 
it has been found repeatedly in control-randomised research that 
free nets increase the likelihood of pregnant mothers and children 
sleeping under them than charging for same.’

She refers to research done by US nonpro!t Innovations in 
Poverty Action (IPA), which has Yale economics professor Dean 
Karlan as its president. According to an IPA survey in Kenya, ‘We 
!nd that uptake drops by 75 percent when the price of long-lasting, 
insecticide-treated mosquito nets increases from zero to $0.75.’

TEARS OF JOY
Every net drop is an emotional experience, says Thorpe. ‘You can 
imagine what it’s like when you hand over that little blue bag and 
somebody looks into your eyes, you can just see the happiness. It’s 
di'cult for us to ever conceive that a little insect can actually kill you. 
We don’t live with that threat. It’s only when you’re out there…’

The experience made such an impression on regional directors 
from Nando’s’ Australian group that grown men cried (‘and these 
are big okes, you know’). ‘They went back and created a song, 
which was put onto MTV, called Hearts on Fire, and they’ve sold in 
excess of 100  000 bracelets.’

The crew was also privileged to journey with the legendary 
‘Grey Beard of African Adventure’. ‘It’s just so amazing to be with 
a guy – and I’m sure he’ll forgive me for saying this – but, I mean, 
Kingsley is getting on now yet he has more energy than most. 
Being the leader that he is, he is always tremendously positive and 
upbeat. You can’t wait to sit around that camp!re at night because 
he always has great stories to tell. He is just a masterful storyteller.’

BACK TO THE BEAUTIFUL GAME
The UAM expedition ended with the triumphant blowing of  
a vuvuzela atop Kilimanjaro’s Uhuru Peak, six days before World 
Cup kick-o" in South Africa. Tapping into football’s energy was key 
to its success. Players, including teams from Tanzania, Côte d’Ivoire 
and Ghana had starred in adverts and public-service announcements 
broadcast from the expedition Land Rovers’ PA systems.

‘This whole link with soccer has been so important,’ Thorpe says. 
‘Soccer is pretty much a religion in Africa, so if you have a Michael 
Essien or a Didier Drogba standing out there saying, “Listen guys, 
malaria kills, let’s be clever here and sleep under malaria nets,” 
people listen.’ 

UAM’s Vilupti-Barrineau agrees the World Cup link was a hit. 
‘The South African corporate partners were able to raise more than 
$200  000 for the !ght against malaria in Africa,’ she says. ‘South 
African media giants like SuperSport, M-Net and Endemol South 
Africa used their enormous reach to !lm and air compelling public-
service announcements and TV shows dedicated to educating 
Africa on the impact of malaria. Endemol, for example, used its Big 
Brother Africa platform in both 2009 and 2010 – one of the most 
popular TV shows – to spread malaria messages and raise awareness 
on protection and prevention steps that people need to take.’ 

Achieving near-zero malaria deaths by 2015 is still a real 
possibility, Vilupti-Barrineau believes, ‘but it requires Africa to take 
a lead and to educate and protect itself. We need all of corporate 
Africa to take a strong stand and protect its employees and 
customers, and use its means to educate the continent about 
the seriousness of the disease. Finally, we need African political 
leadership to prioritise health and malaria in its budgets and 
actions, and to ensure that the funds are being properly used.’


