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Gemma Dawson
gemmadawson@gmail.com

THE PRESIDENT’S DESK

While there is a lot that I will 
miss about the “old normal”, 
there are many aspects in this 
new world that I have come 
to enjoy. For me, the ability to 
participate in conferences and 

events across the globe with a few simple clicks of my 
mouse is most definitely high on that list.

In terms of connecting with people outside of your 
usual network, I would recommend Meetup (www.
meetup.com) and, in particular, the three groups be-
longing to our Johannesburg (https://www.meetup.
com/Lean-Analytics-ORSSA-JHB), Pretoria (https://
www.meetup.com/Lean-Analytics-ORSSA-PTA), and 
Western Cape (https://www.meetup.com/Lean-An-
alytics-ORSSA-WC/) chapters. They hold meetups 
every few weeks and it is always great to have discus-
sions with familiar faces, as well as meet some new 
ones. All you need to do is sign up and bring along 
a cup of coffee or tea. If you have any OR or related 
topic questions, then that is a bonus!

Earlier this month, we had the opportunity to at-
tend OR62 (https://www.theorsociety.com/events/
annual-conference/), The Operational Research Soci-
ety’s annual conference. I hope you saw the posts on 
the ORSSA social media reminding you to register!  
I would like to congratulate and thank the society’s 
president, Professor Burke, along with the society’s 
Events Committee for what was a phenomenal con-
ference!

In addition to OR62, the second webinar in the IF-
ORS Global Webinar series (https://www.ifors.org/
ifors-global-webinar-series/) will be held on Wednes-
day, 30 September. The webinar will be co-hosted by 

IFORS and the Asia-Pacific Operational Research So-
ciety (APORS) (http://www.apors.asia/), with invited 
speakers from Nepal, India, and China. Registration 
details will be shared with ORSSA members as soon 
as they are available.

By now you should have received an invitation 
to register for the ORSSA 2020 virtual conference 
(https://www.orssa2020.com/). In part, due to our in-
credible sponsors, we are in the fortunate position to 
offer free registration to all attendees. The event will 
be held in the early evening and we intend to record 
sessions, so even if you aren’t able to find the time in 
your schedule to join us during the live event, you will 
be able to enjoy the conference later. I know that many 
of us will miss the in-person event, but I am delighted 
to be able to share this event with those members that 
have not been able to attend an ORSSA conference in 
the past.

Another first for ORSSA is that our AGM will be 
held virtually this year. This is a superb opportunity 
to re-invent the manner in which this meeting is con-
ducted, and a greater number of members will be able 
to participate and have their voices heard.

I thoroughly look forward to “seeing” you at the 
conference!
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FROM THE EDITOR
Annelie Wessels
annelie99@hotmail.com

The September edition of the 
Newsletter is usually dedicated 
to the ORSSA annual confer-
ence. This year the conference 
will be online from 19-21 Oc-
tober. Take a look at the poster 
in the Newsletter and you can 

read more about it here.
In this Newsletter we feature the Western Cape 

Chapter event where Dr. Silal spoke about what is 
happening behind the scenes of Covid-19 modelling.

We also profile an article on ORSSA member       
Margarete Bester and a few members share how their 
lives changed due to the pandemic.

Follow the many links in our Newsletter to read 
more on various topics and news.

I am back in South Africa, - read more about my 
journey on page 15.

Groete uit die Boland
Annelie

NEWS FLASHES

https://www.orssa2020.com/
https://www.journals.elsevier.com/european-journal-of-operational-research/call-for-papers
http://meetings2.informs.org/wordpress/wsc2020/?fbclid=IwAR11hzP2V6dlhoW7ftwkziHbsVf7ynxuLU9iRRJmJE8Cji4iVGEoHZ4Gq6U
https://www.ifors.org/newsletter/ifors-news-march-2020.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1a4Lf39QAGkTguH47EQDRJDX_0Evh9tUT96lIOj6bf3-ynVVNIxUPj3MM
https://www.ifors.org/september-2020-issue/
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BEHIND THE SCENES OF COVID-19 MODELLING

Since the start of the Co-
rona Virus Disease of 2019 
(COVID-19), there has been 
a team of scientists working 
tirelessly to develop a mod-
el which may be employed by 
local governance to provide 

accurate predictions as to the extent of the spread of 
the virus in South Africa.  It so happens that a core 
member of this team, Dr Sheetal Silal, is a well-known 
ORSSA member.

On 25th June, the ORSSA Western Cape chap-
ter hosted a webinar in which Dr Silal shared what 
it looks like behind the scenes – the challenges that 
were faced by the team in modelling the spread of 
COVID-19. It occurred to me that there are many sci-
entists working around the clock to provide both the 
public and government with predictions pertaining 
to the development of the virus, but we, as the pub-
lic, may be ignorant as to what and how much work 
goes into the development of these predictive models. 
It was this thought that led me to approach Dr Silal 
with the idea of hosting a webinar with such a focus. 
Attempting to provide a summary of the webinar is 
somewhat a daunting task, so instead I will mention a 
few personal takeaways from the webinar.

The first is to start simple. As a result of the novelty 
of COVID-19, there are many unknowns pertaining 
to the dynamics of the spread of the disease as well as 
the effects of the disease on the human body. Adding 
to this problem, there are no previous data that could 
be used to calibrate and validate the developed model. 
Therefore, Dr Silal and her team had no choice but be-
gin with a simple model and take a dynamic approach 
in adding complexity to the model as data become 
available and the relevant microbiology surrounding 
the nature of the virus is revealed. While attempting to 

solve a problem with so many variables and unknowns 
is a challenge in its own right, one has to admire the 
work completed by Dr Silal and her team considering 
the national importance of the results whilst dealing 
with considerable time constraints. 

This leads me to my second take away, the fact that 
sleep was not an option. At the start of the outbreak of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a sense of hysteria 
and a need for information. For Dr Silal, this implied 
that her team would be required to work around the 
clock processing new data and researching in a bid to 
uncover new information in their efforts to adequate-
ly model the effects of COVID-19. Working such long 
hours, devoting their days and nights, to provide ac-
curate predictions as to the extent of the COVID-19 
outbreak was indeed a personal sacrifice for Dr Silal 
and her team, one which I have the utmost respect for.

Finally, the ability to communicate results. Dr Si-
lal spent a considerable amount of time in meetings 
with relevant stakeholders and policy makers, most 
of whom are not scientists. It is a critical skill to be 
able to convey a complex, detailed model to laymen 
to such an extent that they rely on the model output 
in making important decisions.  In her presentation, 
Dr Silal also mentioned that the results they obtained 
were a joint effort and the disease modelling commu-
nity pulled together for the greater good. It is indeed 
encouraging to note how the academic community 
contributed to developing knowledge as oppose to in-
dividuals developing their own career.

The webinar was attended by approximately 60 
people, of which approximately 65% where ORSSA 
members.  I can without doubt say that everyone in 
attendance has the utmost respect for Dr Silal and her 
team in their commitment and sacrifice to provide 
adequate predictions to our government. It makes me 
proud that a fellow Operations Research practitioner 
is making a difference and being an ambassador for 
our society. 

Kit Searle
18268420@sun.ac.za
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HANDBOOK OF MILITARY AND DEFENSE OPERATIONS 
RESEARCH

Operations Research (OR) 
originated during World War 
II and after the war the prima-
ry focus of OR shifted from 
military applications to ad-
dressing problems in both the 
private and public sector. This 

diffusion has been so extensive that today OR appli-
cations can be found in almost every sphere of life. As 
OR developed in these areas the same also happened 
in the military environment. OR applications have 
advanced significantly, addressing an ever-changing 
military and security problem space. The breadth and 
complexity of issues that need to be addressed and at-
tended too, has increased, and expanded considerably. 

The Handbook of Military and Defense Operations 
Research, with contributions from a wide spectrum 
of leading experts, both practitioners and researchers, 
presents an up-to-date view of cutting edge OR work 
in the military and defense area. Research, practical 
applications, case studies and lessons learned in the 
field forms the basis of the contents of the book. What 
is presented is a biased American view, though not ex-
clusive, but this does not distract from the value of the 
book because of the broad similarity of issues faced 
by the military in all countries. The applications con-
tained in the book encompass, inter alia, national se-
curity, policing, cyberspace, foreign policy, terrorism 
as well as homeland security.   

There are twenty chapters divided into four broad 
Sections. Section I, Approaches, or OR techniques, 
has eleven chapters, with two chapters in Section II, 
addressing Soft Skills and Client Relations. In Section 
III, Applications, four case studies, illustrating best 
practices, are outlined while three different topics 
form part of Perspectives in Section IV. Although the 
handbook is aimed at undergraduate students in OR 
and analytics, it will be of value for a much broader 
audience. 

In Section I various approaches to solving prob-

lems are presented. The first approach is a high- level     
narrative of the more useful tools in the data analytics 
tool kit, including several well-established statistical  
methods. An entire chapter is then devoted to Micro-
soft Excel. The motivation being that there are many 
tools that can be used by OR people but when the 
need arises in a crisis, Microsoft Excel is the “univer-
sal tool of analysis”. Most of the functionality of Excel 
is presented. 

It is interesting that the first real technique discussed 
is decision analysis (DA). In the military environment, 
where, for example, a system needs to be acquired or 
the location of a base is at stake, the best course of      
action is not always that obvious. Methods of formal 
DA are most useful in these cases. Eliciting prefer-
ences and values from the decision makers and from 
those with a legitimate stake in the outcome of the de-
cision are required. Various aspects, with applications, 
using multi-attribute decision analysis (MADA), are 
discussed in Chapter 3. Military workforce planning 
and manpower modelling are well suited to be ad-
dressed by OR techniques and is the topic of Chapter 
4. Placing the appropriate and accurate numbers of 
the correct types of people in the right jobs at the right 
time taking aspects such as recruitment, retention, 
promotion, and attrition as well as talent management 
into consideration is important. Various mathemati-
cal model classes, or techniques, that can be used, and 
several case studies are presented.  

The next chapter is focussed on military assess-
ments, something typical of the military. For the de-
velopment of a strategy, a campaign, or an operation 
the process is to plan, then assess, to prepare, assess 
again and then to execute with a final assessment. A 
generalized framework for assessments is presented 
with more detailed discussions of campaign, opera-
tions, and training assessments. 

A new phenomenon that has been around for several 
years is the intersection of digital and physical securi-
ty. How to cope and deal with technological advances 
in the form of, for example, cyber-social, cyber-phys-
ical, and cyber-kinetic attacks is becoming essential. 
Visualizing, understanding, and preparing for what 

Hans W. Ittmann
hittmann01@gmail.com

Handbook of Military and Defense Operations Research by Natalie M. Scala, Towson University and James 
P. Howard II, Johns Hopkins Applied Physics Laboratory (Editors), 2020, Chapman & Hall/CRC (Series in 
Operations Research), 1st Edition, CRC Press Taylor & Francis Group, 6000 Broken Sound Parkway NW, Suite 
300 Boca Raton, FL 33487-2742, pp. 479, ISBN-13: 978-1-138-60733-0 (Hardcover), ISBN-10: 1138607339 
(eBook), 161.17 US dollar (Hardcover), 58.64 US Dollar (eBook).
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such a future will hold, and what new threats could 
emerge, is the basis of an analytical process known as 
Threatcasting, presented in Chapter 6.

Discrete event simulation, Markov chains and 
queuing models, with their respective advantages and 
disadvantages, are discussed in Chapter 7. In recent 
years, the intelligence and operational communities 
have been confronted with the activities of terrorist 
organizations, insurgent groups, organized criminal 
enterprises, drug cartels, human trafficking, piracy, 
and cybercrime. These entities utilize a whole range of 
support networks such as money laundering, weapons 
smuggling, etc. and to mitigate, and cope with these 
threats an analytic technique, social network analysis 
(SNA), was developed. A graph theoretic analyses of 
social networks is the focus of Chapter 8. 

Chapter 9 illustrates the use of the well-structured 
8-step problem-solving 
approach to process opti-
mization. The life cycle and 
anatomy of a process is de-
scribed and the approach 
illustrated with the fol-
lowing eight steps: clarify 
and validate the problem; 
break down the problem 
and identify performance 
gaps; set improvement 
targets; determine root 
causes; develop counter-
measures; see counter-
measures through; con-
firm results and processes; 
and standardize successful 
processes. Simulation and 
optimization, both pow-
erful methodologies and 
widely used within the 
military, are two further 
techniques presented in 
the next chapter. Military 
related examples, for both 
methods, are given and 
discussed. The final chapter in this section deals with 
an important function namely scientific testing for 
defense acquisitions, a function that has grown in im-
portance especially as weapon systems have become 
more complex. Typically, a requirement is identified, 
the performance requirements are defined, and these 
are evaluated by the contractor. Finally, the military 
does its own evaluations to ensure requirements are 
met. For this purpose, Scientific Test and Analysis 
Techniques (STAT), were developed to generate the 

data efficiently and effectively for such evaluations. A 
comprehensive outline of these techniques is provid-
ed.  

In Section II one of the aspects highlighted are “soft 
skills”. These are non-technically related issues that 
hamper the adoption of new technologies leading to 
questions such as “what went wrong” and “why won’t 
they (clients) use our model”? This phenomenon can 
be attributed to “social, behavioural and cultural is-
sues, including people’s resistance to change, fear of 
knowing the truth, reluctance to share data or infor-
mation and a “we don’t do that here” mindset. Ways 
to try to prevent such situations are outlined with the 
emphasis on motivating users to move to acceptance 
and adoption. A second issue is addressing client rela-
tions by better team meetings. Suggestions to achiev-
ing this are the use of facilitators, the use of thinking 

aids such as Structured 
Analytic Techniques 
(SATs), etc. This will assist 
the problem-solving and 
decision-making of facil-
itated teams, etc. Several 
additional ways are dis-
cussed, all which endeav-
our to improve teamwork 
and thus contribute to bet-
ter client relations.

Four different case stud-
ies, or applications, are 
presented in Section III. 
The titles of these are:

•	A Model for and In-
ventory of Cybersecurity 
Values: Metrics and Best 
Practices.

•	Applying Information 
Theory to Validate Com-
manders’ Critical Informa-
tion Requirements.  

•	Modelling and Infer-
encing of Activity Profiles 
of Terrorist Groups.

•	 Expert COSYSMO Systems Engineering Cost 
Model and Risk Advisor (COSYSMO is Constructive 
Systems Engineering Cost Model).

What is striking of these case studies are the wide 
variety; the “new” application areas of most of them; 
the complexity of the problem areas; the innovation 
required to address these, and the usefulness of the 
OR approach to problem solving. Not many tradi-
tional OR methods, or techniques, are used in dealing 
with these problems. In depth knowledge and know-
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litary OR. Strategic analytics is characterized by: OR-
based decision support systems; a transformational 
approach to strategic planning; and creative manage-
ment policies. What is required for the future is to 
harness and apply the full power of analysis across all 
supporting institutional enterprise endeavours.

The use of several of the traditional OR techniques, 
as applied in a military and defense environment, are 
discussed in the The Handbook of Military and De-
fense Operations Research. Several divergent areas of 
application, as necessitated by new threats, together 
with the techniques that were developed to address 
these problem areas, form the core of the book. One 
is struck by the complexity, and difficulty to quanti-
fy problem areas. Although the focus is clearly on a 
military audience, many non-military operations re-
searchers will find this book of value. For example, 
cybersecurity is almost a common problem across all 
institutions nowadays. This Handbook gives insight 
and a view into modern military and defense OR.

how of the specific problem areas is a necessity.
Section IV starts with an outline of data science, a 

growing area that spreads across data mining, statis-
tics, computer science, etc. Data science allows prac-
titioners to find “deep patterns” within data and turn 
this into actionable information. Data collection and 
management, data exploration and making predic-
tions using data are some of the aspects discussed in 
Chapter 17. 

Modernizing, and continuously upgrading, military 
OR education is critical to keep pace with the chang-
ing challenges the military face. There is a growing 
demand within the security environment for more 
and improved data analysis, quantitative reasoning, 
innovative modelling and simulation, and improved 
technical and intellectual decision-making. This can 
be achieved by modernizing and enhancing OR edu-	
cation programs. A comprehensive outline of how 
this may be achieved is presented. The final chapter 
is devoted to strategic analytics and the future of mi-

MARGARETE BESTER’S JOURNEY WITH OR

Margarete Bester
mbester@live.com

How did you end up in the OR 
field?

Approximately 20 odd years 
ago, I completed my honours 
degree in applied mathemat-
ics. I discovered the wonderful 

world of optimisation in my honours and decided that 
this is my passion and gift in life to optimise process-
es, resources and so much more. I absolutely fell in 
love with the world of utilising numbers to make life 
better for businesses and people.  After my masters 
were completed, I worked for about 5 years in the 
credit industry.
What journey did you follow to lead you to where 
you are today?

In the credit industry, I spent most of my time de-
veloping predictive models, but my desire to make 
life better for people and businesses kept on burning 
and in 2008 Oprecon (Operations Research Consult-
ing) started. As a “one man show”, my husband and 
I started doing optimisation in the forestry industry. 
In 2012, our business name changed to XTranda and 
we moved into various other industries. Today XTran-
da is still doing OR in the aviation industry as well 

as supporting a variety of business providing insights 
and quick agile solutions to make life better.
What are you currently doing?

In 2018 I left XTranda on a journey to explore cor-
porate life mainly to see why analytics and OR are not 
taken up. I filled the position of head of data science 
and analytics. The corporate world has been challeng-
ing - not being used to all the admin and big wheel 
moving. It was an amazing growth curve and through 
many painful challenges, customer data science has 
been born successfully at Shoprite. I re-joined my first 
employer again six months ago as the head of decision 
science/analytics at Principa. I enjoy the agile and fast 
pace nature of consultation. I am absolutely in love 
with the Principa family that I met many years ago 
and am glad to be back home.
What is the most interesting problem you have en-
countered in the OR world?

There are too many to highlight. As every problem 
is so unique and the joy in OR, for me, is the smile 
on the clients face saying: “This is making my life so 
much easier!”, it is hard for me to single out one prob-
lem. The most recent amazing problem I had the op-
portunity to be part of, was the “customer level next 
best product to buy” optimisation. OR has the amaz-
ing capability to pick up patterns in multi-dimension-
al spaces.
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What do you wish other people would know about 
OR?

I really wish that people will understand the history 
of OR and the differences or similarities between OR 
and data science. Along with this I wish that people 
will understand the true difference between optimisa-
tion with a big “O” versus optimisation with a little “o”.
What would you say to students who are unsure 
about the field?

Listen to your heart. It is sometimes scary to be 
challenged with so many different problems, but there 
is always a solution to any problem. Keep working 
hard and you will find it, but above all, OR taught me 
to think outside the box. To forget about the box and 
create a new container, that is invisible to most peo-
ple’s eyes.
How would you describe Operations Research in 
one sentence?

OR is the scientific transformation of life’s problems 
into solutions.
How does your typical workday look?

As manager of an analytical team I am in meetings 
most of my day. Doing a lot of hours in sales support 
and reviewing analytical solutions as well as training 
and mentoring junior analysts. It is an amazing po-
sition to be in as I can touch analytical problems as 

deep as I wish to. I have a burning drive to train and 
educate and it gets satisfied continuously in my job.
How do you spend your time when you are not 
working?

I have been blessed with three boys and my 
non-working hours I spend with them and my hus-
band mainly, but I also love to read about new OR 
methodologies being born daily.
What would you have done if you had not followed 
the OR route?

I have a passion for people and if not OR I would 
probably have gone into psychology, specialising in 
children and the developmental stages and high func-
tional autism.
Can you pick a career highlight (or two) in your life?

Running a profitable business without an investor is 
probably my biggest highlight.
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HOW COVID-19 HAS CHANGED OUR DAILY LIVES
Lieschen Venter
lventer@sun.ac.za

The conceptual tea room mus-
ings of the future of higher 
learning in an age of massive 
open online courses (MOOCs) 
suddenly became of utmost 
practical importance as the 

2020 Covid-19 crisis closed our classrooms and forced 
our students online. Stellenbosch University was one 
of the first institutions out of the blocks, giving the 
lecturers about two weeks to get all of their remaining 
first semester content online. Staff worked tirelessly 
during this time, fast-tracking their own onboarding 
on the inner workings of Moodle, recording lectures, 
and brainstorming online assessment possibilities.

The change has been, to say the least, challenging 
and life-changing. The hours required to get the con-
tent online was astounding. Like video killed the radio 
star, it was about to kill the physical lecturer. I doubt 
any academics ever imagined themselves in a career as 
a youtuber, yet there we were setting up ring lights and 
procuring better sound equipment and figuring out 
how to sound engineer that hadida call out of the au-
dio recordings. Halfway through the second semester, 
I dare generalise that lecturers at SU are much more 
comfortable with the process. And within this slight 
breathing space, the existential questions arise.    

Universities have to convince students for almost a 
full year that remote education is worth every bit as 
much as an in-person one, and then pivot back before 
students actually start believing it. It’s like only being 
able to sell your competitor’s product for a year. What 
is the value proposition for institutions that have done 
well to transition to online learning when consider-
ing reverting to physical learning again? It has been 
said that the value of the modern university lies not so 
much in the knowledge sharing, but in the networking 
and assessment. Do students pay to learn or do they 
pay to be assessed? Maybe the role of the university 
has moved from being like a driving school to being 
more like a traffic department. Maybe the new role of 
the university is not to teach, but to certify.

And the value of networking cannot be discounted. 
How often did a roommate grow up to become an in-
fluential CEO or politician? How often did leadership 
within student organisations lead to greater career 
opportunities? And how often was interest in post-
graduate study inspired only by a friendship with a 
professor founded on cracking jokes in their office or 
accompanying them to conferences?

Very few people have a fully formed vision of what 
the new normal for higher learning will be. No doubt 
the lack of long commutes and redeemed hours with 
the children at home have changed a large number 
of lecturers’ professional ambitions and priorities. To 
a large extent many lecturers valued the freedom of           
academia highly without realising how much of it 
was trickling away with ever increasingly corporate 
management policies. The sudden disruption seems 
to have reminded at least some of what the old days 
were like.

I expect to an extent for some disciplines physical 
lectures will instead remain in video format online 
with only weekly contact time in the form of tutorials 
or practicals taking place in the classroom. I expect a 
greater push from academics to remain working from 
home, and I expect a much higher research output as 
result. This is a vision of a future in academia that I 
could back, and I am in a way grateful for how this 
strange year forced us into a new approach.

Timothy Mountford
mnttim002@myuct.ac.za

Over the course of this pan-
demic I’ve been working in 
three spheres, namely:

I’ve been studying towards 
my Master’s in Biostatistics at 
UCT, I work as a technician 

for a company doing access control for residential es-
tates, and I work as an analyst at the Red Cross War 
Memorial Children’s Hospital.

Fortunately the changes to working through the 
pandemic and it’s associated lockdown regulations 
have been relatively seamless.

My work as a technician requires that I fix equipment 
like fingerprint readers when they stop working, and 
as security was considered an essential service, this 
work was relatively uninterrupted. Changing only in 
regards to strict sanitation and screening procedures.

With regards to my work with the Red Cross, most 

Do students pay to learn or do 
they pay to be assessed?
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Kit Searle &
Christa de Kock
christadk@sun.ac.za

of my data analysis was done from home before the 
lockdown, with the exception of weekly data team 
meetings which have subsequently been moved to 
Zoom.

The most notable change in my work routine has 
come from the switch to blended learning for my lec-
tures at UCT. All lectures have been switched to Mi- 
crosoft Teams and all testing and examination has 
been taking place in the form of electronically submit-
ted assignments. I believe this has really highlighted 
many of the issues with mainstream testing. I do not 
believe that the short-term, high-pressure environ-
ment of an exam with no access to resources is the 
most realistic way to test one’s hold on learned skills. 
The university has noted improved results for stu-
dents across the institution and the intention to carry 
a blended-learning approach to teaching into 2021 is 
something that is going to be taken seriously.

Fortunately all the students in the Statistics Mas-
ters cohort has sufficient resources at home to be able 
to fully engage with the online resources provided. 
Though the university has been trying to aid all stu-
dents that lack these resources in every department, 
from distribution of laptops and data, to selective re-
invitation  for students to return to campus on a needs 
basis.

Personally I have found the move to working from 
home much easier, as I can easily take breaks as need-
ed and plan my day freely. I have found it necessary to 
impose structure to my days with a strict routine as it 
can be easy to take more leisure time than necessary, 
but have been managing to be more productive with-
out the distractions of social interactions.

The COVID-19 pandemic has 
taken us all for a white-knuck-
led ride on an unprecedent-
ed rollercoaster. The ups and 
downs that came along with 

this journey are fairly relatable to many. As a young 
engaged couple, the greatest disappointment during 
this time was the postponement of our wedding, 
merely weeks before the big day. Our home arrange-
ments during the last few months varied from moving 
back to one’s parents and sharing a house with eight 
others, to facing a situation where we had to move and 
merge two houses into our new home during a single 
weekend with no other help.

The idea of working from home seems pleasant, but 
many meetings, classroom engagements and lecture 
recordings were met with dogs barking, grazing lawn-
mowers, or a two-year old’s enthusiasm of wanting to 
join in on the fun. The challenges of lockdown were 
met with some blissful experiences. Our daily com-
mute was replaced by walks with the two French poo-
dles in the fresh air of the winter mornings. Golf chip-
ping competitions were held in the backyard, while 
vigorous aerobic classes took place on the patio. Wine 
rationing, along with cleaning and cooking schedules 
were part of the weekly planning.

Jurie Zietsman
uberziets@gmail.com

I am currently a first-year Mas-
ters student at Stellenbosch 
University. I live in a flat here 
and stayed in Stellenbosch for 
the whole of lockdown so, un-
like many students, I did not 
go home to my parents.

What are some positive or negative aspects of lock-
down?

I feel there was a big initial shock of having to change 
your entire normal routine. No longer could we enjoy 
semi-undistracted office hours and come and relax at 
home afterwards. Having to switch between ‘home 
mode’ and ‘work mode’ proved much more difficult 
than I anticipated. So if I have to sum it up to one pos-
itive and one negative, I did not nearly get the work 
done that I planned and wanted to do, but I think this 
time gave many people a bit of perspective on what 
they value in their lives and what they should or want 
to prioritise. I think many people (including myself) 
now recognise the fact that they can simply enjoy 
their lives more and make time for everything that is 
important, while still producing excellent work.
Do you work more effective from home or do you 
prefer the office?

I prefer the office for its convenience, close proxim-
ity and intellectual stimulus, but if I had to commute 
1-2 hours per day, I think my answer might change.

 Working from home is only as effective as your ef-
fectiveness in blocking out distractions (which, don’t 
get me wrong, can work very well).
Is the traditional office setup still relevant today?

I think society has largely moved away from this and 
I think we will see large corporations making less use 
of massive office buildings, but never entirely. Due to 
differences in how people operate, I think offices will 
always be relevant as some simply need that structure 
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to be productive.
Was there support available for colleagues without 
internet access?

I feel that a shift to remote working is, naturally, 
virtually impossible without internet access. The add-
ed ‘Eskom-factor’ certainly doesn’t help to simplify 
things.
Do you think the working environment will change 
after the lockdown? How?

I think we have already seen a big change with com-
panies renting smaller offices. One strategy which I 
find very interesting is doing away with all corporate 
offices, letting employees work from home and then 
having monthly or bi-monthly weekend ‘meetings’ to 
plan, strategise, criticise and celebrate.
Which changes do you think will survive lockdown?

I think the future will resemble a more secluded so-
ciety with people increasingly keeping to themselves 
and the people closest to them. This is unfortunate as, 
before COVID-19, the world was already engulfed by 
social media and an increasingly sedentary, indoor 
lifestyle.
Do you have any routine that helped you to work 
better or more effectively in your virtual office?

Some things that work(ed) for me are not to wor-
ry to much about a morning routine when you work 
from home – you invariably can’t stick to it as much 
as you like and this causes unnecessary, self-inflicted 
stress. Surprisingly, curfew has lead to an earlier bed-
time and overall increase in energy. I started walking 
5-8km, about two or three times a week, with close 
friends and this has proved very relaxing, physically 
beneficial and gives a break from the things at home. 
Regular workouts (even just 20 mins) is a must if you 
spend most of your time at home (I feel). Then, may-
be the most important, it helped me tremendously 
to minimise physical and virtual clutter. These act as 
distractions and prevent you from going into a state 
of deep work required to produce academic content 
of a high quality. Also, not worrying too much about 
your schedule and sticking to it, but rather focussing 
on getting the work done that you planned for.
How do you experience all the Zoom/Teams/Skype 
and other online sessions/meetings?

In my setup it definitely helped to keep producti- 
vity up and connect with my supervisor. I also think 
people realised the potential of how much knowledge 
could be shared through online presentations/confer-
ences/seminars. Especially the possibility to remotely 
present your academic work at a conference you can-
not physically attend is very exciting and, I think, may 
prove to play a big role in academic and non-acade-
mic conferences in years to come.

Do you prefer physical meetings or do you think 
that virtual meetings will stay with us in the future?

I think I still prefer physical meetings when possi-
ble. I think virtual meetings present the opportunity 
to incrementally work on problems and collaborate – 
for example, instead of visiting your financial adviser 
every 6 months or every year, one can conveniently 
re-assess your financial position every month virtu-
ally.

The same goes for many other examples and appli-
cations in a multitude of fields where frequent physi-
cal meetings are not always possible.
How do you think the academic world will change 
after Covid-19?

I think the biggest change we might see is increased 
collaboration – people now realise it is easier than 
they thought. I also think we might see an increased 
interest in ‘disease X’ and research towards strategies 
for the rapid development of vaccines.

I am a 24-year-old and recent-
ly graduated with my degree in 
Industrial Engineering from 
the North-West University. I 
was still trying to find my foot-
ing in the workplace, when the 

pandemic knocked on South Africa’s door. 
The first month of lockdown presented its own set 

of challenges, adapting to a new routine, learning how 
to balance work and private life and staying connected 
with your team via Teams, just to name a few.

In the beginning, it was difficult to stop working 
and being productive was a good distraction from the 
news, however, I seemed to miss the quick coffee run 
with colleagues and the lunch sessions when we need-
ed a break.

Although technology has equipped us to work ef-
fortlessly from home, it does limit our ability to have 
productive brainstorming sessions, create communi-
ty in the workplace and collaborate. I believe that the 
pandemic will have a lasting effect on both social and 
workplace interactions. I hope that companies realize 
the importance of community and find a way to effec-
tively drive company culture whether employees work 
from home or the office.

People inherently do not like change and the pan-
demic has definitely challenged each one of us to re-
group and rethink about business, health, family and 
friends.

Inge Guess
guessinge1@gmail.com
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doing a lot of our work in the evenings when the kids 
were asleep. 
Do you work more effective from home or do you 
prefer the office?

I definitely work more effective at the office, or 
should I rather say especially now when campus is 
quiet. From level 2 onwards we were allowed to return 
to office in a limited capacity, and I booked a slot at 
least two times a week between nine and five. I have a 
lot of quiet and alone time to focus when I am at the 
office in the current setting. At home the opposite is 
true – there are a lot more distractions, and then of 
course the laughing, the crying, the small feet running 
around and the small arms giving the most fantastic 
hugs.
Was there support available for colleagues with 
children?

I won’t say there was extra support available for col-
leagues with children – some of my colleagues really 
had a difficult time with undergraduate teaching in the 
first semester, the expectations and deadlines were at 
times very difficult to handle in the academic context. 
But I do think people in general had more empathy 
with parents than usual. Family life became a reality 
that was hard to ignore behind the Zoom and Teams 

What are some positive or 
negative aspects of lock-
down?

I have mixed feelings about 
the forced working from home 
environment that was necessi-

tated by the Covid-19 pandemic. 
From a family perspective, lockdown with my kids 

was such a privilege – even though I had to work in 
between, they still had the opportunity to have both 
their parents with them throughout the day. We could 
spend a lot more time together, and as a family, we 
needed and appreciated the slow living in contrast 
with the fast-paced modern life before lockdown. I 
hope that some of our new habits will remain after 
lockdown. 

From a work perspective, lockdown with kids was 
a completely different challenge. Especially during 
lockdown level 4 and 5 when there was no extra sup-
port. It was impossible to maintain a full time work 
schedule. During the day, Cobus and I took turns be-
tween work, kids and the household, and we ended up 

Linke Potgieter
lpotgieter@sun.ac.za
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contact. 
How do you think the academic world will change 
after Covid-19?

Online learning platforms will continue to expand, 
and compete with traditional universities. I think tra-
ditional universities will focus more on postgraduate 
students, since their training requires a more personal 
relationship with a study leader than what undergrad-
uate training requires, and one study leader only has a 
limited capacity. 

Undergraduate training might very well become on-
line learning, with students having access to the best 
universities in the world. 

lens. When I tried to thoughtfully discuss the random 
behaviour of simulated agents during an online class, 
my three year old agent decided to help out and gave 
a real life demonstration of this behaviour by walking 
in and playing his heart out on my guitar. 
Do you prefer physical meetings or do you think 
that virtual meetings will stay with us in the future?

I dislike the online meetings and presentations – I 
find it very impersonal, especially when people turn 
of their videos. On the one hand, I feel disconnected. 
On the other hand, it was exciting to be able to easily 
take part in international conferences, which is some-
thing that was not so easy before, and more expensive.

The opportunities to learn via webinars and online 
conferences were endless. I hope that this level of vir-
tual connectivity remains with us after the pandem-
ic, as an add-on, not a replacement of more personal 

What seemed to be only a 
shooting star wish, came true 
much quicker than I anticipat-
ed. I never considered studying 
abroad, but when the oppor-
tunity presented itself, I just 
could not say no.

I did all the research, all the administration, filled in 
numerous forms and did all the planning with a lot of 
excitement, but never really thought of actually going.

I did a semester exchange in Tilburg, Netherlands. 
At Tilburg University I took Professional Business 
Analytical Skills, Supply Chain Dynamics, Statistics 
and Dutch. The classes itself were not that much dif-
ferent from what I am used to. The students are very 
interactive and the lecturers were always happy to as-
sist. The timetables changed almost weekly and classes 
consisted of two periods of 45 minutes each with a 15 
minute break in between.

The campus is really pretty with lots of trees, foun-
tains, beautiful lawns and benches. And of course, an 

uncountable number of bike stands that were always 
full. Finding a space for your bike is like finding park-
ing in Stellenbosch.

Sadly, I did not experience much of campus life, as 
the university closed middle March and I only attend-
ed six weeks’ worth of classes. Luckily, Tilburg Uni-
versity has a orientation programme for internation-
al students in the beginning of the semester, so I was 
able to meet a lot of international students.

My favourite part of my studies (except for the Dutch 
classes which I absolutely loved) was the Profession-
al Business Analytical Skills where we had to solve a 
capacity optimisation, together with financial output, 
for a Dutch company. Although the actual problem 
did not interest me that much, it was a group project 
and mostly about your presentation and selling your 
solution to the client with actual interviews and pre-
sentations with and for the firm. I do not think I have 
ever enjoyed group work as much as I did with that 
group. There were two Dutch students in my group 
and two students from Turkey.

I stayed on campus, one kilometre from the univer-
sity and biked to campus every day. I lived with four 
other students, two Dutch and two German girls, 

EXPERIENCING LOCKDOWN ABROAD
Annelie Wessels
annelie99@hotmail.com

HAVE YOUR SAY
The ORSSA Newsletter is an excellent medium for 
showcasing one’s work or interests to the Operations 
Research community, not only in South Africa, but 
around the world.
Contributions of any nature are welcomed. If you 
would like to submit material to the Newsletter, 
please send your article, review, photo or any other 
contribution to the editor at annelie99@hotmail.
com.

It was exciting to be able to 
easily take part in international 

conferences
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which I really enjoyed. There was a bus stop one kilo-
metre from our flat and a train station one and a half 
kilometres away, so transport was quite easily acces-
sible and I could comfortably travel to any city in the 
Netherlands. Travelling to other countries required a 
bit more administration, but was also relatively easy.

During the semester, before lockdown started, I 
managed to visit Brussels and Antwerp in Belgium as 
well as a few cities in the Netherlands.

Our lockdown was not as strict as others and we 
called it a “smart lockdown”. We were not allowed to 
travel, trains only operated at 30% capacity and we 
were asked to only visit the shops when necessary. 
We were however allowed to move freely outside our 
houses.

Most shops were closed and large gatherings and 
groups outside with more than five people were 
banned. For approximately two months, I was stuck 
inside my flat. All four my flatmates went home for 
that time as everything at the university was online.

After two months, I slowly started traveling again 

with only short day trips and hiking outings in the 
woods. In July I caught the first student trip after lock-
down to Switzerland and we visited the Rhine Falls, 
Lucerne and Zürich.

After the semester ended, and my lease expired, I 
went on a 10 day trip with a Greek girl I met in ori-
entation week, to Bratislava (Slovakia), Vienna and     
Salzburg (Austria), Prague (Czech Republic) and 
Frankfurt and Cologne (Germany). After my trip I 
stayed with friends (a Dutch family that lived in my 
town in South Africa for nine years) until I managed 
to get a repatriation flight back home.

Some of my highlights were our Switzerland trip as 
well as visiting Prague and Salzburg. I really enjoyed 
taking the train everywhere and I thoroughly enjoyed 
everything being clean, on time and always working.

Altogether I visited seven countries, 28 cities in the 
Netherlands, 10 cities outside of the Netherlands.

During my whole exchange programme I felt like 
I was living in a dream. An above average dream, I 
would say. I would go back in a heartbeat.

We took a canoe through the waterstreets of                      
Giethoorn, Netherlands.

The windmills at Zaanse Schans (Zaandijk), Nether-
lands.

Prague, Czech Republic. Sunset in Zürich, Switzerland.


