
Oom Gov’s Dream Lives On: 

A Warm Reflection on the GMMDC’s First Quarter Century 

As we gather in 2026 for the Govan Mbeki Public 
Lecture at Nelson Mandela University, we pause to 
celebrate a profound milestone: twenty-five years since 
the quiet spark that gave birth to the Govan Mbeki 
Mathematics Development Centre (GMMDC). What 
began as a heartfelt response to one elder statesman’s 
passionate call has blossomed into a beacon of hope for 
thousands of young learners across the Eastern Cape 
and beyond. This is the warm, deeply personal story of 
how Oom Gov’s vision and the dedication of a small 
team of educators at the University of Port Elizabeth 
(UPE) came together to create something enduring.  

The roots stretch back to a sunny afternoon in early 

2001, when the late Dr Govan Mbeki—teacher, 

scholar, freedom fighter, and ardent champion of 

education—celebrated his 90th birthday at his home 

in Summerstrand. It was an intimate, private gathering 

filled with family, friends, and comrades. Among those 

invited was Mr Flip Potgieter, a colleague in the 

Mathematics Department at UPE and an active ANC member in Port Elizabeth who had long-

standing connections with the Mbeki family through his political and community work. What 

unfolded that day would quietly change the educational landscape of the Eastern Cape 

forever. 

During his birthday speech, Oom Gov spoke with the fire and clarity that defined his life. Three 

times he repeated the same powerful refrain, his voice rising with each utterance:  

“The youth of South Africa must study Mathematics and Science in order for us to 

become a winning nation.” 

 He paused between each repetition, letting the words settle over the room like a solemn 

blessing. As a man who had earned a teaching diploma from Fort Hare University, taught at 

high schools and training colleges (often at great personal cost because of his political 

activism), and even organised political education classes for fellow prisoners on Robben 

Island, Govan Mbeki understood education as the ultimate tool of liberation. His message that 

day was simple yet urgent: Mathematics and Science were not just school subjects—they 

were the gateway to dignity, economic freedom, and national pride. 

Mr Potgieter left that gathering deeply moved. Shortly afterwards he shared the story with his 

colleague, Professor Werner Olivier, who had been quietly working for more than a decade 
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alongside Dr Hennie Boshoff and others in the Mathematics and Applied Mathematics 

Department at UPE. Since the early 1990s they had been running innovative outreach 

programmes: professional development workshops for in-service black Mathematics teachers, 

exciting mathematics competitions to spark interest in all schools, and the creation of much-

needed educational resources for under-served communities across the Eastern Cape. These 

initiatives were already making a difference, but they lacked a unifying name and a public 

champion who could inspire a new generation. 

Professor Olivier and his team immediately recognised the perfect alignment. Dr Mbeki’s 

lifelong commitment to education and his electrifying 90th-birthday call mirrored exactly what 

they had been doing. With the full support of UPE’s leadership, they approached Oom Gov 

with a humble request: would he allow this growing Mathematics and Science development 

work to carry his name? His response was immediate and enthusiastic. At a special meeting 

held soon afterwards in his beloved Summerstrand home, he gave his warm blessing and 

made a public statement affirming that the new initiative would soon be formally launched at 

the university. The Science Faculty at UPE proudly supported the agreement to name the 

project after him, creating a living tribute to his belief in the transformative power of learning. 

Tragically, Dr Govan Mbeki passed away in September 2001, just months after giving his 
blessing. Yet his spirit remained very much alive on campus. In recognition of his 
extraordinary contributions, UPE awarded him an honorary doctorate in law (Honoris Causa) 
in 2001. Because he had already left us, the degree was conferred posthumously in 
December 2001, received on his behalf by his son, President Thabo Mbeki—an emotional 
moment that underscored the deep respect the university community felt for this remarkable 
leader.  

The formal launch of the Govan Mbeki 

Mathematics Development Programme 

(GMMDP) took place early in 2002 in a 

memorable ceremony on the 18th floor 

of the main building on UPE’s South 

Campus. The room buzzed with 

excitement and hope. Special dignitaries 

included the late Rector and Vice-

Chancellor Dr Ralph Stumpf, the 

General Manager of SASOL (who 

provided the first generous 

sponsorship), and the then Deputy 

Minister of Education, Mr Mosibudi 

Mangena. Their presence symbolised a 

powerful partnership between 

academia, government, and industry—

all united by Oom Gov’s dream. 

Professor Werner Olivier and his 

colleagues watched with quiet pride as 

the programme that had been 

conceptualised in February 2001 officially came to life in his name. 
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From that day forward, the initiative grew with remarkable energy. In 2008 it was formally 

upgraded to a community engagement unit (GMMDU) within the Science Faculty of the newly 

named Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University. By 2017 it had evolved into the full Govan 

Mbeki Mathematics Development Centre (GMMDC) we know today—an effective, self-funded 

entity that continues to operate with passion and innovation from the Science Faculty at 

Nelson Mandela University. 

Over the past quarter-century the GMMDC has touched countless lives. It has provided 

innovative, technology-rich solutions to support the teaching and learning of CAPS 

Mathematics and Physical Sciences in secondary schools. Teachers have received 

customised professional training, learners have benefited from structured incubation 

programmes and mobile-device applications covering the full syllabus, and entire schools 

have been equipped with resources once unimaginable in under-resourced communities. 

Since 2017 the Centre has embraced STEAM education, introducing creative problem-

solving, Math-Art competitions, coding workshops, and activity kits that connect Mathematics 

with art, design, and 21st-century skills demanded by the Fourth Industrial Revolution. 

Today the Centre’s vision echoes Oom Gov’s words with striking clarity: to improve the quality 

of teaching and learning of Mathematics and Physical Sciences; to promote the integrated use 

of 21st-century technologies; to raise public awareness of these gateway subjects for higher 

education and economic growth; and to advance transdisciplinary STEAM education that 

nurtures critical thinking and innovative problem-solving. The GMMDC stands as a living 

monument to Dr Govan Mbeki’s belief that when our youth master Mathematics and Science, 

South Africa truly becomes a winning nation. 

As we reflect on this beautiful journey at the 2026 Govan Mbeki Public Lecture, we feel both 

gratitude and renewed purpose. What began with three heartfelt repetitions of a single 

sentence in a Summerstrand living room has grown into a dynamic force for educational 

equity. Professor Werner Olivier, the dedicated team, and every partner who has walked 

alongside the GMMDC have honoured Oom Gov’s legacy in the most meaningful way 

possible—by turning his dream into daily reality for thousands of young South Africans. 

Oom Gov, the dedicated teacher who never stopped believing in the power of learning, would 

no doubt look upon the Centre that bears his name with quiet pride. His wish for STEM 

advancement among our youth lives on, stronger than ever, lighting the path toward a brighter, 

more prosperous future for our country. Twenty-five years on, the story continues—and it is a 

story of hope, partnership, and the enduring belief that education truly can set a nation free. 




