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IUSTI Tribute to Dr. Ronald Campbell Ballard (1946-2026)

It is with immense sadness that the International Union against Sexually Transmitted
Infections (IUSTI) shares news with colleagues, in all our IUSTI regions, concerning the
passing of Ron Ballard at the end of March this year.

Ron was born in London, UK, and undertook his early education at Latymer Upper School in
Hammersmith. After attaining an M.1.Biol. in Biochemistry at the Polytechnic of the South
Bank, he commenced work as a Technician at the Medical Research Council’s Trachoma
Research Unit at the Lister Institute of Preventative Medicine in London.

After eight years working at this facility, during which he was promoted to Senior Technician
and then Research Assistant, Ron moved to South Africa in 1974 to take up the role of Senior
Scientific Officer, and subsequently Chief Scientific Officer, at the Department of Medical
Microbiology within the School of Pathology at the University of the Witwatersrand in
Johannesburg, where he was appointed as Head of the Oculo-Genital Diseases Research
Laboratory within the South African Institute for Medical Research (SAIMR). Ron obtained
his PhD from the University of the Witwatersrand in 1982; his thesis focused on the
epidemiology and immunopathology of chlamydial infections in Southern Africa. He
subsequently became an Associate Professor at the University of the Witwatersrand.

This period in his career nurtured Ron’s interest in sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) and
his passion to do something to improve sexual healthcare on the African continent. Ron
founded and was the inaugural President of the STD Society of Southern Africa as well as
Editor of the Society’s journal, The Southern African Journal of STDs. Ron also served as an
Associate Editor for the Southern African Journal of Epidemiology and Infection, later
renamed the Southern African Journal of Infectious Diseases. Ron organized and chaired the
1st International Congress on STDs in South Africa in 1983. In 1999, Ron chaired a successful
IUSTI World Congress on Sexually Transmitted Infections in Sun City, South Africa; this was
the first time IUSTI had held a World Congress on the African continent. Ron regularly
provided expert advice on STD control to the South African Department of Health.



Elsewhere on the African continent, Ron undertook a variety of expert and educational
endeavours in Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, and Eswatini (formerly,
Swaziland).

Ron moved back temporarily to St. Albans in the UK. from 1986 to 1989, where he accepted
the position of Senior Scientific Officer at Farmitalia Carlo Erba Ltd.. His work focused on the
development of antibiotics and the provision of expert advice to the company on tropical
infections. During this period, Ron had a part-time appointment to the scientific staff of the
British Medical Council’s Division of STDs at the Clinical Research Centre in Harrow; he also
undertook teaching as an honorary lecturer at St. Mary’s Hospital, London, for the Diploma
in Venereology of the UK’s Postgraduate Medical Federation.

In 1989, Ron returned to Johannesburg to assume the position of Associate Professor and
Head of the STD Research Unit at the University of the Witwatersrand’s Department of
Medical Microbiology and Infectious Diseases within the School of Pathology and the SAIMR.
In 1993, Ron became the inaugural Director of the newly created National Reference Centre
for STDs established at the SAIMR and the University of the Witwatersrand. During the
following eight years, Ron published a large number of peer-reviewed articles on genital
ulceration and genital discharges in general, with a special interest in chancroid, syphilis,
gonorrhoea, and chlamydial infections, including lymphogranuloma venereum. During this
time, Ron witnessed at firsthand the emergence of the South Africa’s HIV epidemic and the
epidemiological synergy that exists between HIV and sexually transmitted co-infections. He
became a champion for improving STD control and patient care through the introduction of
STD syndromic management. Ron participated in several important studies on novel
diagnostics for STls, for example the use of a molecular multiplex assay for genital ulcers to
compare clinical diagnosis and laboratory-based diagnosis of genital ulcers in Lesotho,
undertaken in collaboration with Stephen Morse and Karina Orle from United States (US)
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). With Richard Steen, Ron contributed to
public health research highlighting the benefit of azithromycin, given as monthly periodic
presumptive therapy, in reducing STD prevalence in both treated female sex workers and
untreated male mine workers working in nearby mines within South Africa.

Ron left South Africa in 2001 and moved to the US CDC to work as Branch Chief in the
Syphilis and Chlamydia branch (2001-2003) and then Branch Chief in the Sexually
Transmitted Infections (STI) Branch, within the Division of AIDS, STDs, and TB Laboratory
Research at the National Centre for Infectious Diseases. In 2010, Ron started the position of
Associate Director for Laboratory Science at the CDC’s Centre for Global Health where he
worked until his retirement in 2015.

The truth is that Ron never really retired. On leaving the CDC, he functioned as a Consultant
to the World Health Organization (WHO) on STDs and neglected tropical diseases. In his final
years, Ron advised, supported, and co-edited the large volume of work that has emanated
from WHO’s PRoSPeRO network which undertook independent clinic-based and clinic-utility
evaluations of point-of-care tests for STls in over 17,000 patients at 30 sites within fifteen
countries (https://bmcinfectdis.biomedcentral.com/articles/supplements/volume-24-
supplement-1).



Internationally, Ron was a member of several societies, including the Executive Committee of
the African Union against Venereal Diseases and Treponematoses. Ron subsequently served
as the IUSTI-World Secretary General (1999-2003) and was a longstanding member of the
IUSTI-World Executive Committee (1997-2003). Ron also served a six-year term on the Board
of the International Society for STD Research (ISSTDR, 1995-2001) and a two-year term on
the Board of the American STD Association (ASTDA, 2003-2005).

Ron worked closely with the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) and
WHO for decades. He was a regular participant in meetings convened by these
organizations, providing research evidence that contributed to the updating of the UNAIDS
and WHO policies and strategies for the prevention and control of STls. Ron served as a
member of the WHO Director-General’s Advisory Panel on STls for 10 years (2004-2014). He
was also instrumental in the first field testing of the dual nonspecific/specific treponemal
rapid tests for syphilis. He contributed to the elaboration of STl surveillance guidance and
laboratory support for improving surveillance systems for STIs (2008) and strategic
responses to the threat of untreatable Neisseria gonorrhoeae and the emergence of
cephalosporin-resistant N. gonorrhoeae (2010). Together with Magnus Unemo, Cathy Ison,
Rosanna Peeling and both of us, Ron co-edited and co-wrote chapters for the 2013 WHO
manual of ‘Laboratory Diagnosis of STls, including HIV’.

Ron’s legacy will live on through the contributions he made to improve sexual health care in
many parts of the world, particularly in southern Africa. As one of the world’s leading
educators and researchers in the field of STls and HIV infection, Ron nurtured both scientists
and clinicians in their early careers and supervised a substantial number postgraduate MSc
and PhD students. Both authors of this IUSTI Tribute worked closely with Ron and will be
forever grateful for support and wisdom they received from him during their careers.

As we reflect on Ron’s lifetime achievements, our thoughts now rest with Joan, Ron’s loving
wife, and Ron’s son, Stuart, and his family at this time of bereavement.

Rest in peace, Ron.

David Lewis and Francis Ndowa, IUSTI-World Strategic Advisers



