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Professor Matsha holds a doctorate degree in Medical Biochemistry from the University of 
Cape Town, South Africa. She also holds a Higher Diploma in Higher Education and a 
bachelor's degree in Medical Technology from the Cape Peninsula University of Technology. 
She has worked at the South African Universities of Transkei (Walter Sisulu University), Cape 
Town, Stellenbosch and now Cape Peninsula University of Technology at various levels and 
capacities in the last decade. Her professional background includes an active involvement in 
lecturing of clinical chemistry, research, administration, and community outreach. Professor 
Matsha's research is closely involved in investigating biochemical mechanisms that impact 
on the pathogenesis of diseases. She has various research interests; currently her primary 
research interest is centered on identification of genetic risk factors in obesity related 
diseases such as the metabolic syndrome, diabetes, insulin resistance etc. Her research in 
oesophageal cancer has led to the discovery of a novel polymorphism in the FTH1 gene and a 
provisional patent filed on the Biomarker for the diagnosis of oesophageal cancer. She has 
published more than 50 research papers and abstracts and has presented at several national 
and international congresses. 

Abstract: 

Oesophageal cancer is one of the most fatal cancers worldwide with a five-year survival 

below 15%. The incidence, histology and aetiology of oesophageal cancer vary remarkably 

between and within countries as well as between ethnic groups. In South Africa the disease 

affects mainly African males and the highest incidence of oesophageal cancer occurs in the 

Transkei region of the Eastern Cape. Risk factors that have been reported to play a 

predominant role in the aetiology of oesophageal cancer include chronic irritation to the 

oesophageal mucosa, poverty, nutritional deficiencies, Human papillomavirus (HPV) 

infections, alcohol and smoking. However, none of them seem to singularly account for the 
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high incidence rates observed in several high-risk areas as well as the dramatic variations in 

the frequency of oesophageal cancer in distinct geographic areas. 

 

Infection by human papillomaviruses was first implicated in the aetiology of oesophageal 

cancer in 1982. We have demonstrated the presence of low-risk HPV type 11 in subjects 

with squamous cell carcinoma of the oesophagus as well as subjects with dysplasia from 

South Africa. The E6 proteins of high-risk HPV contribute to tumorigenesis by interacting 

with wild type p53 and induce its degradation. However, HPV type 11 is known to bind to 

the p53 - carboxyl terminus without inducing its degradation. We have shown HPV positivity 

to directly relate with p73 protein expression as well as being independent of the HPV type. 

These findings were further confirmed by the observation of increased endogenous p73 

protein levels in cells transfected with either HPV 16 (high risk type) or HPV 11 E6 

constructs. Thus it is possible that in oesophageal cancer, HPV E6 proteins contribute to 

transformation and hyperproliferation of cells via inactivation of other genes. 

 

As HPV's have a considerable malignant potential, particularly when chemical or physical 

carcinogens are involved as synergistic factors, a survey of habitual practices revealed that 

drinking was common between males and females, while tobacco consumption was more 

common in males. Consumption of the home-brewed beer which has been associated with 

dietary iron excess and the high incidence of oesophageal cancer in the Transkei region of 

South Africa continues to be a risk factors for oesophageal cancer, particularly in women. 

 

Self-induced vomiting, a practice that has previously been hypothesized, but overlooked in 

the development of oesophageal cancer in South Africa was observed in more than 80% of 

subjects screened and in all HPV infected individuals. Self-induced vomiting was found to be 

significantly and independently associated with oesophageal chronic inflammation The 

continuous introduction of gastric juice and possibly duodenal juices to the oesophagus may 

induce chronic physical damage of the oesophagus, a condition possibly more favourable for 

the development of oesophageal cancer. 
 


