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BMB IN AFRICA

‘�Science in Africa – we do it well!’

“As an African, as a Ghanian, I care about the 
issues facing us and about trying to come up 
with better ways to solve them, to find better 

ways of helping people.”
Richmond Ateko works remotely as an assistant 

lecturer at the University of Ghana, based in Greater Ac-
cra, where he completed his master’s degree in chemical 
pathology, and simultaneously is completing his Ph.D. 
in chemical pathology at the University of Cape Town in 
South Africa. 

With a science teacher for a dad, Ateko grew up in a 
scientific environment. “From an early age, it was science 
for me — math, English, and the sciences,” he said.

His parents wanted him to be a doctor, but after high 
school, his grades didn’t quite qualify him to pursue 
medicine. Instead, he was put on a biochemistry track.

“Now I know that I wouldn’t have enjoyed pure 
medicine because I find that I thrive better in the health 
sciences or biomedical research,” Ateko said. “I just had 
to find my way along the line.”

In addition to the pandemic exacerbating research and 
teaching difficulties, West Africa faces hurdles that are 
common on the continent, including difficulty obtain-
ing equipment, funding and visas to attend international 
research conferences, Ateko said. “This limits the scope 
and how far we can go when it comes to research.”

Research funding mostly comes from private sources, 
he added. Some scientists are fortunate enough to get 
grants from private institutions, but there’s not much 
government funding for research. 

During his undergraduate and master’s-level research, 
Ateko was focused on diabetes. He learned that for most 
diabetic patients he met in Ghana, the drugs they needed 
were quite expensive. His research team was looking for 
an alternative medication that would be cheaper, safer 
and more readily available. After some initial research 
success, however, they were unable to continue due to 
lack of funds. 

“That is the problem,” he said. “Sometimes we carry 
out research, but it ends up on the shelf.” 

In his Ph.D. work, Ateko now studies the prevalence 
of hyperlipidemia type 3, or dysbetalipoproteinemia, in 
Ghana. Similar research has been done in South Africa, 

Finding ways to help
By Heather Masson–Forsythe

but researchers do not know how common the disease is 
in Ghana. This inherited condition disrupts the break-
down of fats and results in a buildup of large amounts of 
triglyceride-rich lipoprotein remnants in the body. Ateko’s 
research interests are rooted in trying to find effective and 
accessible diagnosis and treatment options for incurable 
diseases.

In addition to his research, Ateko is passionate about 
teaching, which he has been doing since 2005, when 
he completed his B.S. in biochemistry. He’s proud that 
many of his students have gone on to become medical 
doctors and engineers or to pursue Ph.D.s all around 
the globe. But for him, it’s important to stay close to his 
community.

After finishing his Ph.D., Ateko plans to continue his 
teaching and research. “If I get a chance to travel outside, 
it would be good, but I will always want to come back 
home because we need people to help the community,” 
he said. “I want to stay behind and help.”
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Richmond Ateko is a Ph.D. student studying the prevalence of 
hyperlipidemia type 3 in Ghana.
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