
Message from the DVC and Head of College 

T  he year 2015 saw the change of leadership 
from Professor Malegapuru Makgoba to Dr 
Albert Van Jaarsveld. As the College said 

goodbye to Prof Makgoba, it also welcomed Dr Van 
Jaarsveld. Both academic and professional staff have 
spent time interacting with the new VC as he visited 
Schools and the College Office. 

As the first semester comes to an end it is time to 
take stock of what the College has accomplished 
in the last six months. Starting with enrolment, we 
registered a total of 9 208, students which is 99% 
of the total target of 9 322. This is made up of 7182 
undergraduate, against the expected figure of 7 332; 
and 2 026 postgraduates, which is above the planned 
figure of 1990. The College expects to meet its 
planned enrolment in size and shape in the second 
semester. It is worth noting that to date we have 
exceeded our planned PhD and Research Masters 
enrolment by 82 and 24 respectively.

In April the College showed its might by displaying 
the red gowns at the graduation ceremonies. For the 
the first time we broke through the 100 barrier and 
graduated 106 PhDs. In total the College graduated
1 956 graduands, Masters being 255 and 352 Honours. 
We thank and congratulate all our graduands and 
staff for this achievement.

The College is involved in a number of strategic 
initiatives, which includes the recruitment of 
Postdoctoral Scholars. To date we have a total of 
176 with more expected to report in the second 
semester. To support the young academics and 
increase the numbers of South African students 
enrolling for postgraduate studies, 25 PhD bursaries 
were awarded as well as 96 Masters bursaries. In 
2014 a total of R1.3m was invested in supporting 49 
young academics and 91 postgraduates to attend 
both international and local conferences. 

The QPA review of Schools is ongoing. This year, the 
School of Life Sciences underwent the review process; 
this is to be followed by the School of Chemistry and 
Physics.

It has been a busy semester, as such it is important 
to take some time off and spend it with your loved 
ones. 

Deo
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UKZN’s College of Agriculture, Engineering and Science 
(CAES) once again made a significant contribution to 

South Africa’s much-needed brain pool of highly-qualified 
science, technology and engineering specialists, awarding an 
impressive 106 PhDs out of a university total of 264 during the 
2015 graduation ceremonies.

The College’s PhD total of 106 is a noteworthy increase over 
previous years with 98 PhDs being awarded in 2014, 76 in 
2013, 77 in 2012 and 69 in 2011. This steady increase in PhD 
production is in line with UKZN’s strategic imperative to 
become the leading research-based university in the country. 
Marked progress is being made in this regard.

PhD research showcased by CAES at the 2015 graduations 
produced a rich and varied body of knowledge, ranging across 
the agricultural, scientific and engineering disciplines.

Examples include a study of the role of nutrition in preventing 
disease, by newly-capped Dr Keiron Audain of Trinidad; 
research into the use of natural compounds to diminish pain 
killer side effects by Dr Cathryn Slabber; and an examination 
of the reproductive ecology and population status of the Nile 
crocodile of Lake St Lucia by Dr Xander Combrink. 

Not only does the College of Agriculture, Engineering and 
Science aim to increase its PhD graduates; it also supports a 
flourishing post-doctoral research programme. During 2014, 
the College supported 172 postdoctoral scholars. 

Deputy Vice Chancellor and Head of the College, Professor 
Deo Jaganyi, said: ‘The success of the College is due to the 
commitment and hard work of its academics, professional staff 
and its students. It is a pleasure to lead this group of individuals.’ 

In total, the College conferred 1952 degrees out of a university 
total of 9 637.

The College of AES graduated a total of 106 PhDs at its 2015 graduation ceremonies.

Commended for his ability to break down complex issues, 
Savage said the award was humbling.  Savage is one of 
the longest-standing academic staff members on the 
Pietermaritzburg campus, starting in the discipline of 
Agrometeorology in 1977 and being responsible for the 
development of all course content on the subject since then.  
A dedicated teacher who is passionate about seeing progress 
in the science of the discipline as well as in his students’ 
knowledge, Savage emphasised that, in the teaching process, it 
was vital to get to the students’ level to help them understand.

Two eminent College academics were honored with 
Distinguished Teacher Awards during the 2015 graduation 

ceremonies.

The academics are Dr Aneshkumar Maharaj of the School of 
Mathematics, Statistics and Computer Science (SMSCS) and 
Professor Michael Savage of the discipline of Agrometeorology 
in the School of Agricultural, Earth and Environmental Sciences 
(SAEES).

UKZN’s DVC for Teaching and Learning, Professor Renuka 
Vithal, said the awards were designed to recognise innovative 
teachers of a high calibre.

Maharaj and Savage both expressed their joy at receiving the 
awards, thanking the university, students and colleagues for 
their continued support.

Maharaj, who has been at UKZN since 2003, said the award 
brought back a lot of good memories. His approach to 
teaching the sometimes challenging subject of mathematics is 
grounded in his practice of recognising the level his students 
are at, and formulating his teaching accordingly. He advised 
lecturers to teach the students they have and not students 
they would like to have.  Maharaj’s career activities have not 
been limited to teaching only students, as he has played an 
instrumental role in the in-service training of mathematics 
teachers at high school level.

College of AES Scoops Two UKZN Distinguished Teacher Awards

Dr Aneshkumar Maharaj (left) and Professor Michael Savage received 
UKZN Distinguished Teacher Awards.

COLLEGE NEWS
Red is the Colour of Success



UKZN Offered Unique Research Facility by Oppenheimer Family
The Oppenheimer family, owners of the farms Wakefield 

and Umgenipoort, recently entered into an agreement 
with UKZN to make their properties available for research and 
teaching activities.

Situated in the upper Dargle valley, the properties comprise 
mainly grassland over a varied topography, from steep upland 
slopes down to flat riverine areas along the Umgeni River, with 
access to indigenous forests. These farms are currently grazed 
by Nguni cattle, and managed on the principle of focused, 
intensive grazing for relatively short periods with long periods 
of recovery after grazing.

Umgenipoort contains a collection of buildings comprising 
an old nunnery, and these have been made available to UKZN 
as a Research Centre, with accommodation for researchers 
and students. The College  has welcomed the opportunity to 
develop and use this facility for the purpose of research by staff 
and postgraduate students, as well as for field-based teaching 
of undergraduate students.

The ideal location of these properties and their varied habitats 
create opportunities for research in a range of ecological 
and environmental fields, including grassland ecology, forest 
ecology, applied behavioral ecology, animal behaviour, 
entomology, water related ecological research, veld 
management, environmental research and human/nature 
interactions.

The Centre is also ideally placed for undergraduate field based 

learning, with the accommodation on site allowing cost 
effective options for field trips for students.

These will form important components of the curricula 
for ecological, environmental and agricultural students, 
with opportunities to get involved in ecological surveys of 
vegetation, animals and soils, which are requirements for 
several degree programmes. These, in turn, can form the basis 
of future research projects.

To date, several undergraduate field trips have been held 
successfully, and all students and staff participating have been 
very enthusiastic about the facilities and the opportunities for 
research.

 

College academics visited the Oppenheimer /  Umgenipoort research 
facility situated in the upper Dargle valley.

CAES staff and students at the annual eThekwini/UKZN STEM Career Week.

College Supports Symposium for STEM Careers

More than 2 000 pupils from schools in the eThekwini Metro 
attended the Science, Technology, Engineering and 

Maths (STEM) Careers Symposium on the Edgewood campus. 

The symposium was organised by the Human Settlements, 
Engineering and eThekwini Transport Authority and Trading 
Cluster: Support Services in collaboration with UKZN’s College 
of Agriculture, Engineering and Science (CAES).  The cluster 
was created to groom future engineers by identifying and 
managing the various STEM programmes for disadvantaged 
schools in the eThekwini Municipality region. 

Learners from a wide variety of schools were transported by 
the eThekwini Municipality to the Edgewood campus for the 
official opening which featured speakers from the eThekwini 
Municipality, the Department of Education (DOE) and UKZN, 
who outlined the background, purpose and vision of the 
Careers’ Week. 

UKZN’s science magicians, Dr ‘T’ (Tanja Reinhardt), Dr ‘M’ 
(Megan Govender), Mr Ajay Bissesur, Dr Mathew Moodley 
and Professor Thomas Konrad thrilled the audience with 
their respective science shows.  Said Govender: ‘I was glad 

to see emphasis placed on the 
importance of mathematics 
and science as career choices. 
The positive response to the 
science demonstrations by the 
learners, educators and officials 
clearly indicates that science can 
be cool, fun and intellectually 
stimulating.’

After the formal programme 
the learners were given time to 
visit the exhibits and interact 
with UKZN staff and students, 
drawn from the various Schools 
within the College of Agriculture, 
Engineering and Science. View 
the video on
 http://youtu.be/G5TMbpXbKn4.



SCHOOL OF AGRICULTURAL, EARTH & ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCES

UKZN Named Among Top 200 
Agricultural Universities in the 

World
UKZN has been ranked in the top 200 universities in 

agriculture and forestry in the world, according to the QS 
World University Rankings. 

QS is regarded as one of the three most influential and widely 
observed university measures alongside the Academic 
Ranking of World Universities and Times Higher Education 
World University Rankings. 

Rankings are calculated according to factors such as academic 
reputation and research impact. 

The QS World University Rankings’ methodology includes 
assessment of academic peer review, faculty/student ratios, 
citations per faculty, employer reputation and international 
staff and student ratios. More than 3 000 institutions are 
considered in the process of these rankings, with only three 
other South African universities featuring in the top 200. 

The centre for the university’s agricultural work, the School 
of Agricultural, Earth and Environmental Sciences (SAEES), 
maintains close working relationships with many of the 
institutions in the top 200, including Cornell University, 
Wageningen University, Purdue University and Lincoln 
University. 

There is a regular flow of collaborative research and visits by staff 
and students of these institutions with UKZN, strengthening 
its international standard of research and teaching. 

UKZN’s agricultural research output remains one of its largest, 
with the 14 disciplines in SAEES largely focused on the training 
of students in this area and the advancement of studies related 
to agri-food production, especially as challenges such as food 
insecurity and climate change threaten the industry and 
demand innovative solutions. 

UKZN is regarded as a leader in the agricultural sector by 
international staff and students and has attracted many top 
students and researchers who have contributed to its research 
and to the larger agricultural sector worldwide.

Official Launch of Masters Programme in Plant Breeding 

The new Masters 
Programme in Plant 

Breeding in the School 
of Agricultural, Earth and 
Environmental Science 
(SAEES) was officially 
launched in the presence 
of representatives of 
the Alliance for a Green 
Revolution in Africa 
(AGRA), the College of 
Agriculture, Engineering 
and Science (CAES) and 
staff members of SAEES.
SAEES was selected to 
pioneer this programme 
to train plant breeders 
for Africa on the basis of 
its high concentration 
of plant breeders, 
and because of the success of the African Centre for Crop 
Improvement (ACCI), a centre in the School supported by 
AGRA, which has been training PhD students in plant breeding 
on a similar model for almost 13 years.

Professor Albert Modi, Dean and Head of SAEES where the 
programme is situated, congratulated the students for making 
it onto the programme. Modi spoke about the significance 
of plant breeding in Africa and thanked AGRA for its work 
in ensuring food security on the continent in the context of 

the United Nations’ 
M i l l e n n i u m 
Development Goals, 
which it achieves by 
funding initiatives such 
as the Masters Plant 
Breeding Programme 
with the backing of the 
Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation (BMGF).

‘Africa must lead the 
charge in changing 
its own situation,’ 
emphasised Modi. 

The aim of the project 
at UKZN is to train a 
total of 30 industry-
ready, modern plant 
breeders from at least 

six Southern African countries. Students currently registered 
are from Tanzania, Malawi, Mozambique, Zambia, Zimbabwe 
and South Africa.  According to the programme’s directives, 
the new breeders will impact positively on delivering the 
technology needs of the smallholder farming sector, which 
dominates agricultural production in Africa.

The programme is transdiciplinary in nature, with staff from 
disciplines such as Food Security, Plant Pathology and Nutrition 
also involved in lecturing the students.

UKZN has been named as one of the top 200 agricultural universities 
in the world according to the QS World University Rankings.

Staff of the College of Agriculture, Engineering and Science with representatives of 
AGRA and the students on the Masters in Plant Breeding Programme.



Healthy New Crop of PhDs for ACCI 

The African Centre for Crop Improvement (ACCI) at the 
School of Agricultural, Earth and Environmental Sciences 

(SAEES) at UKZN saw eight of its PhD students graduate with 
their Doctor of Philosophy in Plant Breeding at this year’s 
graduation ceremonies. 

Each of the students who graduated, all from countries around 
Africa, focused on developing new varieties of the crops they 
each studied, and through the ACCI’s PhD training programme, 
were equipped with the skills they needed to investigate their 
crops and improve on their resilience in their home countries. 
This focus of the ACCI allows students to improve crops for an 
African environment in order to contribute towards improved 
Food Security in their home countries.

The graduates all spoke highly of the ACCI training programme, 
describing how the initial coursework element, undertaken at 
UKZN before they began fieldwork in their home countries, 
enabled them to approach their research with the necessary 

tools to successfully complete their PhD. Many of the graduates 
are mid-career professionals, and commended the ACCI on its 
administrative support as well as their supervisors, who they 
said followed up with them diligently and visited them in the 
field to ensure that they had the assistance they needed to 
finish their degrees on time.

The graduates included Drs Demissew Ababulgu, Asnakech 
Beyene and Netsanet Hei from the Ethiopian Institute for 
Agricultural Research (EIAR);  Dr Geofrey Lubadde, a plant 
pathologist from the National Semi-Arid Resources Research 
Institute (NaSARRI) in Uganda; Dr Macpherson Matewele, a 
plant pathologist at the National Research Council of Malawi; Dr 
Jane Mbugua, an agronomist and research officer at the Kenya 
Agricultural Research Institute (KARI); Dr Lameck Nyaligwa, a 
senior crop research officer at the Selian Agricultural Research 
Institute (SARI) in Tanzania; and Dr Jean-Baptiste Muhinyuza 
from Rwanda. 

Animal Science Students Set Records at Royal Show

Animal and Poultry Science students from UKZN’s School of 
Agricultural, Earth and Environmental Sciences shone in 

various categories of the cattle competition at the 2015 Royal 
Agricultural Show in Pietermaritzburg.

The top achievement was in the carcass auction at which a 
UKZN entry set a new South African record – this is the first 
time UKZN has produced a champion carcass since 1999. The 
champion steer carcass sold for a record price of R150/kg, with 
the winning bid from the Oyster Box Hotel in Umhlanga. 

In other competitions, Ms Liberty Nkuna was awarded 1st 
place in the Future Farmers Steers class, Ms Nokwethaba Ntuli 
was second in the Commercial Steer Over 450kg class and Mr 
Rhys Boast was third in the Future Farmers Best Handler class, 
where competitors in all classes are assessed on their handling 
skills.

UKZN was placed first and fourth in the un-haltered class 
competition. 

Each year, students from the discipline enter the steer project 
at the Royal Show where they take part in various competitions 
during which entrants display their animals. Preparation for the 
event involves the students weighing their animals weekly and 

recording their feed intake, enabling them to calculate average 
daily gain and food conversion efficiency.

Students who are interested in taking part get the opportunity 
to do so thanks to the work of Dr Nicola Tyler and Dr Marion 
Young in the discipline, who undertook the management of 
this project voluntarily.  Tyler expressed the group’s gratitude 
to staff members at the Ukulinga Research Farm, who were 
instrumental in the care of the animals at the farm.

Dr Nicola Tyler, Mr Rhys Boast, Dr Marion Young and Mr Christof du 
Plessis with the trophy from the carcass competition.

The latest crop of graduates from the African Centre for Crop Improvement (ACCI).



Professor Sivakumar Venkataraman has been at the forefront 
of a variety of efforts to popularise and advance teaching 

and research in the field of atmospheric science at UKZN, 
with his efforts resulting in several achievements for the 
Atmospheric Research Group in the School of Chemistry and 
Physics.

An enthusiastic and active member of the South African 
Society of Atmospheric Science (SASAS), Venkataraman was 
recently re-elected to its council and once again holds the 
position of Vice-President for a two-year period. The position 
requires Venkataraman to advise the society and benefit them 
through his work on their behalf.

Venkataraman has introduced peer reviewed conference 
proceedings to the society and acted as editor for the last four 
years. He aims to increase the number of new members and 
plan for joint ventures with other societies whose activities 
and interests align with those of the SASAS. Venkataraman 
looks forward to contributing towards the society reaching its 
goal of growing Atmospheric Science within the country and 
Southern Africa.

This corresponds closely with Venkataraman’s own goals in 
his research, which aims to understand the structure and 
dynamics of the atmosphere in the context of global changes, 
particularly in the relatively poorly-documented regions of the 
tropical and austral regions of the southern hemisphere.

He focuses much of his research activity on atmospheric 
themes, including remote sensing techniques and atmospheric 
pollution measurements, assisted by the School’s state-of-the-
art equipment which he manages, such as the portable 2D 
LIDAR and the CIMEL sun-photometer.

Quantum Biology Student Named ‘International Rising Talent’ in 
Science World

Dr Adriana Marais, the UKZN postdoc widely known for 
making it onto the final 100 candidates’ list for the Mars 

One mission, has been named as one of 15 promising young 
scientists – “International Rising Talents” - from around the 
world at the 17th L’Oréal-UNESCO “For Women in Science” 
Awards ceremony in Paris.

L’Oréal and UNESCO teamed up in this endeavour to attempt 
to address the shortage of women working in the realm of 
science by celebrating those contributing significantly in their 
fields. Apart from recognizing five established scientists in the 
physical sciences, the ceremony singled out 15 “International 
Rising Talents”– these are women working as postgraduate or 
postdoctoral fellows who demonstrate potential to change 
the world through their innovative work.

Each of the 15 scientists rewarded, including Marais, received 
grants towards their research.

Marais, who was selected for this award after receiving a 
L’Oreal-UNESCO Regional Fellowship for Women in Science in 
sub-Saharan Africa in 2013, featured among the group thanks 
to her research in Quantum Biology, an area which attracted 
her interest because it questions the origins of life and what 
distinguishes living organisms from the inanimate matter of 
which they are made.

‘It is a fantastic honour to be recognised for my research. I 
am driven by curiosity and the pursuit of knowledge. As a 
researcher, I feel extremely lucky to be spending my days 
trying to answer questions I have about the world around me. 
While we have not yet discovered “what life is”, we are certainly 
lucky to be alive during such an exciting time in the history of 
life on Earth,’ she said.

Marais’ research was featured in Nature’s Scientific Reports, a 
prestigious online journal with global reach where notable 
peer-reviewed research is published with open access.

Professor Sivakumar Venkataraman at the annual SASAS Conference.

Dr Adriana Marais at the 17th L’Oréal-UNESCO “For Women in Science” 
Awards ceremony in Paris.

SCHOOL OF CHEMISTRY AND PHYSICS

Physics Professor Champions 
Atmospheric Science Research 

and Education



One Step Further Along an Academic Career

Dr Mzamo Shozi became 
the third developmental 

lecturer to graduate with a PhD 
in the School of Chemistry and 
Physics when he was capped at 
a UKZN graduation ceremony.

Shozi, who specialises in 
organometallic chemistry, 
heterogeneous hydrogenation 
and the preparation and 
characterization of supported 
metal oxide catalysts, has 
worked as a developmental 
lecturer in the School of 
Chemistry and Physics since 
July 2012, after completing 
his undergraduate and 
postgraduate degrees at UKZN.

Mzamo’s PhD thesis dealt with 
the conversion of glycerol to value-added products with the 
aim of finding an alternate route to increasing profitability in 
biodiesel production plants. According to Shozi, this important 
topic is current and also falls within the field of renewable 
energy which affects everyone and is growing every year.

Shozi is a member of the Catalysis Research Group (CRG) in 
the School, doing research in the field of reactions catalysed in 
both a homogeneous and heterogeneous medium, which is of 
increasing relevance to the field of chemistry.

Developmental lecturer positions at UKZN occupied by 
aspiring academics such as Shozi have proven to be key to 

providing graduates who have little or no experience in the 
field of academia with the opportunity to both further their 
experience and pursue higher qualifications while gaining 
practical experience as lecturers and researchers.  This increases 
the staff complement in the School and provides interested 
young PhD students with the necessary experience to launch 
their academic careers.

Shozi aims to have as much of an impact as possible on the 
students he teaches and in his area of research. ‘As a young 
academic, I hope to bring new ideas into my field and enhance 
the learning experience for students.’

UKZN Scientists Take Proactive 
Stance Against Xenophobia

Scientists at UKZN are taking a proactive stand against 
xenophobia – by teaching science!

‘We all heard about the xenophobic violence that turned 
Durban into hell on earth for some of its residents,’ said Project 
Co-ordinator, Ms Maria Schuld, a postgraduate student from 
Germany who is registered at the School of Chemistry and 
Physics.

‘Most of us were stunned and alarmed by what happened. 
Furthermore, many of us from UKZN science departments 
are foreigners ourselves so have great empathy with those 
who are less privileged and find their livelihoods destroyed 
by senseless violence,’ said Schuld, who visited some of the 
refugee camps..

‘Red Cross staff said camps in Durban were mushrooming so 
we decided to do something to help. The camps seemed to be 
safe places but are overcrowded with people concerned about 
what is going to happen to them.’

Schuld said her feeling of helplessness spurred her to do 
something constructive. ‘The answer was actually very easy. 

I realized that I can teach science! If the communities drove 
people out of their homes and stopped children from going to 
school, we could bring the school to them!’

Schuld and UKZN staff and students worked in cooperation 
with local school teachers and were supported by UKZN’s 
Science and Technology Education Centre. They taught at the 
camps from 9:30am to 12:30pm daily.

Dr Mzamo Shozi, seen here with his family, is a developmental lecturer in the School of Chemistry and 
Physics, who gained his PhD in Chemistry.

Science lessons for children at an Isipingo refugee camp.



2015 GRADUATION

Chancellor Zweli Mhize with academics from the 
Pitermartizburg Campus.

PhD graduands contemplate the successful end of a long 
journey.

Brinming over with that feeling of 
success.

Graduation jubilation, College of Agriculture, Engineering and Science, 
Pietermaritzburg Campus.

Ms Kimberleigh Govender was the 
top BSc student in UKZN’s School of 
Chemistry and Physics, graduating 

summa cum laude.

Ms Kim Robertson gained her BSc 
Honours degree in Genetics summa 

cum laude.

Dr Sandile Ngcobo with his wife amd children. 
Dr Ngcobo was awarded a PhD in Physics by 
UKZN, based on his ground-breaking laser 

research.



2015 GRADUATION

Graduation jubilation.

Celebrating with style.Engineering graduands feel it is all worthwhile.

Kivanya Naidoo with her family at the 
Pietermaritzburg graduation.

Staff and graduands from the Astrophysics and Cosmology 
Rsearch Unit (ACRU).

The vibrantly dressed  Ismail family await to see Yaseera 
Ismail graduate with her PhD in Quantum Physics.

Seipati Mokhosi, Mum and 
Masters of Biochemistry 

graduate.

Proud family members on hand to record that 
graduation moment.

Xolani Mbuyise is congratulated on 
receiving his BSc by his very proud 

aunty and gran. 

PhD graduate and UKZN statistics lecturer 
Seleshi Melesse with his family.



SCHOOL OF ENGINEERING

Minister of High Education Launches Property Development 
Degree Programme at UKZN

The Minister of Higher Education, Dr Blade Nzimande, 
officially launched the Bachelor of Science in Property 

Development Degree, a three-year programme that will help 
meet a growing demand for more graduates in the Built 
Environment disciplines. 

The programme was made possible through a partnership 
between the Construction Education and Training Authority 
(CETA) and UKZN.

The degree programme was restored at the university last 
year with the support of CETA funding. Of the first intake of 73 
students, 66 received bursaries from CETA. There are currently 
113 students registered for the course.

Delivering the keynote address, Nzimande highlighted 
the important contribution the partnership had made in 
developing scarce skills. ‘This programme was phased out 
earlier because of lack of funding, yet it represents a critical 
need in our country. I am pleased that the CETA has committed 
to support this programme over the next five years.’

Chairperson of the Board of CETA, Mr Raymond Cele, announced 
the provision of new bursary funding. ‘The CETA has approved 
new bursary funding of R3-million for UKZN to implement 
the new degree followed by either an Honours in Quantity 
Surveying or an Honours in Construction Management.’

Programme Co-ordinator, Professor Theo Haupt, said the 
course was unique in its teaching method, preparing students 
for the forms of value creation essential in 21st century 

construction.  Haupt said while other universities offered 
similar qualifications, the instructional approach adopted in 
the programme at UKZN was unique and unmatched.

The programme is designed to prepare entry-level 21st Century 
Professionals for the disciplines of construction management, 
construction project management, construction health and 
safety, quantity surveying, and property development.

UKZN is now planning to introduce a suite of specialist 
BSc (Honours) degree programmes that will create more 
opportunities for graduates in the built environment 
disciplines.

Solar Car Magicians off to Oz for World Champs

UKZN Vice-Chancellor, Dr Albert van Jaarsveld, who is the 
official Patron of the UKZN Solar Car Project, recently 

visited the team of Engineering staff and students to offer 
support whilst they frantically prepared for the 2015 World 
Solar Challenge.
UKZN’s 2014 solar car, iKlwa came first in the South African 
category and third overall in the epic 2014 Pretoria to Cape 
Town eight-day Solar Car Challenge, covering a distance of        
2 418.3 km and racing against teams from all around the world.  
The UKZN team has since signed up to participate in the 2015 

World Solar Challenge, scheduled to take place in Australia 
from 18-25 October.
Hulamin, the team’s main sponsor, pledged a further R1 million 
to send the team to Australia this year when they saw how well 
the students performed in the South African Challenge.  It will 
be the first time an African team has entered this international 
event.
The solar car is completely UKZN designed and driven, with a 
team comprised of final year and postgraduate mechanical, 
electronic and computer engineering students, who are led 
by academic staff members, Dr Clinton Bemont and Ms Kirsty 
Veale.
The 2015 car, named ‘Hulamin’, has some impressive technical 
specifications, with an asymmetrical design with a highly 
aerodynamic profile.  It has a small frontal area to improve the 
aerodynamic drag.  The theoretical drag of the car is very low, 
which means that less energy will be used, enabling the car to 
go faster.  
The car - lightweight yet rigid and safe with a fully carbon-
composite monocoque chassis - has 6m2 of silicon solar panels 
to harness energy from the sun, which is stored in 21kg lithium 
ion batteries.  
‘Hulamin’ conforms to FIA and WSC (World Solar Challenge) 
regulations.  Follow the team on facebook.com\UKZNsolarcar 
and https://twitter.com/UKZN_SolarCar.

Minister of Higher Education and Training, Blade Nzimande with 
students at the launch of the Property Development Programme held 
at the Howard College campus.

UKZN Vice-Chancellor Dr Albert van Jaarsveld with the 2015 Solar Car 
team.



Gateway to Africa Partnership Gathers Momentum

An exciting Engineering 
partnership between UKZN, 

McMaster University in Canada 
and international Engineering 
giant, Hatch Goba Pty (Ltd), is 
starting to pay dividends. The 
three partners are working hard 
to establish a powerful, long-
term relationship between 
the two universities which will 
create a unique educational 
and research collaboration 
spanning Canada and Africa. 

UKZN’s School of Engineering 
signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding with McMaster 
University’s Engineering 
department in October last year, establishing a five-year 
partnership which aims to unite the two institutions in 
several key areas, including enhancing Engineering curricula, 
encouraging young Engineers, augmenting faculty skills, 
building on pedagogical tools and, ultimately, mentoring and 
inspiring South African Engineering leaders of the future.

‘The vision is to harness the existing excellence we have in 
UKZN’s School of Engineering as well as across our institution,’ 
said Dean and Head of the School of Engineering, Professor 
Cristina Trois. ‘By pooling skills we aim to create a centre of 

excellence at UKZN that fosters 
innovation and best practice 
in curriculum development, 
knowledge production, 
research and scholarship. 
Together we will build the 
African City of the Future!’

‘McMaster Engineering is 
excited to partner with UKZN 
since our values and social 
consciousness are aligned,’ 
said Dr Ishwar Puri, McMaster’s 
Dean of Engineering. ‘Both of 
our institutions place student 
learning in the middle of the 
education process, and are 
committed to discovery and 

innovation.’

The plan is supported by Hatch Goba in South Africa, which 
is a division of the Canadian Engineering giant Hatch. The 
Canada-Africa university partnership was inspired by Hatch 
Goba chairman, Mr Trueman Goba, a UKZN alumnus, who has 
a vision for societal transformation through engineering and 
education. The Gateway to Africa Partnership is designed to 
foster South Africa’s and UKZN’s role in the continent as a hub 
for the movement of people, ideas, opportunities and higher 
education.

UKZN Team Creates Robotic Prosthetics Company
A UKZN Mechanical Engineering graduate and his supervisor 

have opened a robotic prosthetics company following the 
success of an artificial hand they designed.

MSc graduate, Mr Drew van der Riet, and supervisor, Professor 
Riaan Stopforth, won accolades for van der Riet’s robotic 
prosthetic hand design during the student’s Masters degree 
studies at the university.

The company, Touch Prosthetics, aims to drive the field of 
prosthetics technology, making it more accessible to the 
general public through the production of affordable, modular 
advanced prosthetics using innovative 3D printing.

Van der Riet, who graduated with his Masters degree Cum Laude 
in Mechanical Engineering, developed a remarkable design 
for a robotic prosthetic hand, which incorporated a unique 
sensory feedback system enabling the prosthetic to provide 
an amputee with a restored sense of touch.  This was made 
possible using revolutionary research in the area of upper-limb 
electromyography (EMG) prosthetics. Currently van der Riet 
and Stopforth are collaborating on the development of a new 
control system to make using the arm simpler.

With the support garnered from government and business 
after winning recognition in competitions, Touch Prosthetics 
has been launched and has produced its updated prosthetic 
hand model.

The company aims to be on the forefront of cutting-edge 
research and allows for simple and affordable upgrades to its 
accessible models to increase their functionality. Additionally, 

the company is working extensively in the area of sensory 
feedback, which is where modern prosthetics are lacking in 
their ability to engage with their surrounds. Touch Prosthetics’ 
innovative response to this problem is the unique design of 
prosthetics which restore the sense of touch to amputees 
without the need for surgery.

Stopforth and van der Riet have been joined in their ventures 
by Mr Greg Jones, a Masters student in Engineering, who is 
being supervised by Stopforth.

Role players in the Engineering partnership between UKZN, 
McMaster University in Canada and Engineering giant, Hatch-
Goba.

Mr Greg Jones, Mr John Harris and Mr Drew van der Riet fine-tuning 
their prosthetic hand.



UKZN Botanists, Professor Steve Johnson and Dr Benny 
Bytebier, have just released a new book titled: Orchids of 

South Africa – A Field Guide.

The book - the first complete field guide to local orchids to 
be published in more than 30 years - covers nearly 500 orchid 
species found in the country as well as in Lesotho and Swaziland. 
Moreover, Orchids of South Africa showcases extraordinary 
photographs by renowned Austrian photographer Herbert 
Stärker, who travelled around 370 000 kilometres to capture 
orchids in their natural habitat.

Johnson and Bytebier’s new book covers almost all local orchid 
species, ‘from the more common to the extremely rare; from 
the less remarkable to the brazenly beautiful’. Said Bytebier: 
‘It includes those that are most secretive and inaccessible – 
flowering ephemerally or clinging to life in remnant habitat 
pockets.’

Stärker’s treasure-trove of images has been combined with 
the orchid expertise of Johnson and Bytebier, both noted 
specialists in the field. Johnson, an NRF A-rated scientist, holds 
the South African Research Chair in Evolutionary Biology, is a 
leading international expert in the field of plant pollination 
biology, and is also a co-author of a previous book, The Cape 
Orchids.  Bytebier holds an NRF C-rating and is curator of the 
Bews Herbarium based on the Pietermaritzburg campus. 
His research focuses on the systematics, biogeography and 
evolutionary history of African orchids.

As a field guide, Orchids of South Africa offers multiple 

photographs for each species; succinct text, enabling sure 
identification; calendar bars showing flowering seasons 
as well as distribution maps and up-to-date science. An 
illustrated introduction discusses orchid structure, ecology 
and conservation status, and a comprehensive key to genera 
is included to reflect the latest taxonomy.

Informative, colourful and easy to use, Orchids of South Africa 
has been hailed as the product of rare and invaluable dedication 
– an essential guide for orchid enthusiasts everywhere. 

School of Life Sciences Gets Cutting Edge Equipment

A Senior Lecturer in UKZN’s School of Life Sciences, Dr Mogie 
Singh, has managed to secure funds from the National 

Research Foundation (NRF) through the National Equipment 
Programme (NEP), the National Nanotechnology Equipment 
Programme (NNEP) and the University Research Office for the 
purchase of Nanosight NS500 equipment.

The Nanoparticle tracking and characterization system is 
the first in Africa and was purchased primarily to visualize, 
characterize, and measure particle size distribution, fluorescent 
labelling and zeta potential. It addresses the needs of a wide 
variety of applications including protein aggregation, exosome 
and microvesicle research, and gene/drug delivery systems. It 
contributes to characterization under the new EU Definition 
of Nanomaterials, and is also suited to the analysis of particles 
labeled with fluorescent quantum dots.

Singh said: ‘In the Non-Viral Gene Delivery laboratory it will be 
routinely used in the training of young scientists adding to the 
development of human resource capacity. Research is being 
undertaken in the treatment of cancers using nanoparticles 
for delivery of genes/drugs. Hence physicochemical 
characterization of these nanoparticle carriers and their 
complexes is crucial for future clinical application.’

Currently the equipment is located in the Non-Viral Gene 
Delivery laboratory in the Discipline of Biochemistry within the 
School of Life Sciences.

Singh emphasised that the instrument had a tremendous 
multi-user capacity and said researchers from the medical, 
pharmaceutical, chemical, biological or engineering fields who 
are undertaking work on nanoparticles would be able to utilize 
the instrument.

Professor Steve Johnson (left) and Dr Benny Bytebier with their newly 
released book: Orchids of South Africa – A Field Guide.

Nanosight Specialist, Ms Clare Hannel,  Senior Technician and PhD 
student, Mrs Nirasha Nundkumar and Dr Mogie Singh.

SCHOOL OF LIFE SCIENCES

New Field Guide to SA Orchids by UKZN Botanists



PhD Graduate’s Lovebird 
Research Featured on BBC

The BBC News Africa page has featured research by UKZN 
PhD graduate Dr Tiwonge Mzumara-Gawa on incidents of 

waterhole poisoning affecting Lilian’s Lovebirds in Liwonde 
National Park in Malawi.

The BBC became aware of Mzumara’s study after results from 
it were published in the African Journal of Ecology in March 
this year. The study, titled: “The Drinking Habits of the Lilian’s 
Lovebird and Incidents of Poisoning at Waterholes”, is co-
authored by Mzumara’s supervisor, Professor Colleen Downs, 
and co-supervisor, Professor Emeritus Mike Perrin.

Mzumara’s study revealed that almost a third of the endangered 
Lillian’s Lovebird population in Malawi was at risk of being 
poisoned annually because of the illegal activity of subsistence 
hunters poisoning waterholes in the region to capture larger 
animals for food.

The Lilian’s Lovebird population in Malawi accounts for about 
20% of the species’ global population. Mzumara’s research 
showed that this poisoning caused the deaths of five to 50 of 
the small, colourful parrots every year between 2000 and 2012.

In her study she acknowledged the recent decline of poisoning 
incidents but called for the Malawian government to put 
further measures in place to prevent the deadly activity in 
protected areas. According to Mzumara, about 32% of the 
lovebird population in Malawi is in danger of encountering a 

poisoned waterhole, some of which are near to their breeding 
areas.

With this increased international coverage, Mzumara hopes 
news of her work will reach people who can assist with the 
problems the park is facing. She says many of the primary 
problems stem from a lack of funding for law enforcement 
activities.

‘My love for nature and Malawi drives my passion for this work,’ 
said Mzumara. ‘I cannot imagine Malawi without its amazing 
biodiversity thus I take it on me to play my part to ensure that 
never happens.’

Renowned Researcher and Scientist Lauded at Memorial Function

Family, friends, colleagues 
and students gathered to 

pay a warm tribute to Professor 
Patricia Berjak who died earlier 
this year.  

Berjak, an NRF A-Rated Scientist, 
was an Emeritus Professor in 
UKZN’s School of Life Sciences. 
Her speciality was research into 
recalcitrant seeds – these are 
seeds which cannot be stored 
dry and therefore lack the 
ability to survive long enough in 
storage thus undermining food 
security in the developing world. 

A recipient of the NRF President’s 
Award for Lifetime Achievement 
and a world leader in her field, 
Berjak’s career at UKZN and 
the former University of Natal 
spanned 48 years.

 “Pat” - as she was affectionately 
known - was remembered 
for her unique character and 
incisive academic excellence. 
Dr Sershen Naidoo, who was Berjak’s colleague and former 
student, said her memory would live on through her research 

group. Naidoo paid tribute to 
her exceptional ability to teach: 
‘Pat didn’t just teach you, she 
taught you how to approach 
and appreciate science. She 
demanded excellence and saw 
the potential within you.’ 

Current PhD student Ms 
Cassandra Naidoo referred to 
Berjak as, ‘the woman who had 
the most profound impact on 
my life.’ Naidoo said she felt 
privileged to be a product of 
Professor Pat Berjak. ‘Through 
the continued work in seed 
science research, her legacy will 
live on forever.’

Berjak’s husband for more than 
48 years, Professor Norman 
Pammenter, warmly thanked 
people for their tributes and 
commented especially on 
the loyalty Pat engendered in 
people, and her ability to turn 
that loyalty into love.  ‘She had 

a tremendous ability to impact people,’ he said. ‘Loyalty, love, 
impact. She was a remarkable woman.’

UKZN PhD graduate Dr Tiwonge Mzumara-Gawa in the field in 
Liwonde National Park, Malawi.

Professor Pat Berjak.



Professor Delia North of UKZN’s School of 
Mathematics, Statistics and Computer 

Science (SMSCS) has been awarded a 
South African Teaching Advancement at 
University (TAU) Fellowship.  North is a 
past recipient of the UKZN Distinguished 
Teacher’s Award.

The TAU Fellowship Programme is an 
initiative of the Higher Education Learning 
and Teaching Association of Southern 
Africa (Heltasa), which aims to provide 
academics who have been recognised for 
their excellence in teaching to extend their 
knowledge about teaching and learning 
with the support of other distinguished 
teachers at universities around the country.

This is the first year that the programme 
has been implemented and it will consist 
of several contact and training sessions with assignments and 
frequent online contact between the Fellows. Participants in 
the Fellowship programme will be able to execute a teaching 

research or development project during 
the programme, at the end of which they 
will become certified TAU Fellows.

North is delighted to be involved in this 
new venture. ‘Any activity that involves the 
distinguished teachers from other tertiary 
institutions around the country will be rich 
and fulfilling,’ said North. ‘I am sure that I 
will learn a lot from other expert teachers 
in Higher Education.’

North has been teaching for over 25 
years.   She began lecturing at the former 
University of Natal in 1982 with a break 
to complete her PhD, and returned to the 
Discipline of Statistics with a PhD in 1993, 
and is now the Academic Leader.

‘Teaching is my passion and my joy and 
it feels great to be recognised for something that I truly care 
about,’ said North. It is her students, she says, who inspire her 
to go the extra mile in her teaching activities.

Cohort of Northern Cape Teachers Graduate

Fifteen Northern Cape teachers received Bachelor of Science 
degrees at the College of Agriculture, Engineering and 

Science’s graduation ceremony on the Westville campus. 
The teachers, whose studies were funded by BHP Billiton, all 
majored in Physics and Applied Mathematics.

The ‘BSc for Northern Cape Educators’ initiative, launched by 
UKZN and the Northern Cape Department of Education, has 
now reached a successful conclusion after a period of five 
years. 

In 2009, about 25 teachers were selected and enrolled for a BSc 
Degree through UKZN, with the graduation target date being 
set for 2014. One new teacher was selected in 2011, having 
already accumulated credits from the University of Pretoria for 
first year modules.  Of those who started, 15 made it through 
to graduation.

UKZN’s Northern Cape Maths and Science Educator 
Development Programme is a pilot project designed to develop 
deeper competence and confidence in content knowledge 
for delivery of the new Further Education and Training (FET) 
mathematics and physical science curriculum at Grade 12 
level. This initiative came about because of the enormous 
neglect accrued through apartheid in South African schools, 
as evidenced in teacher audits and the school register of needs 
surveys. The results from the audits and surveys showed that 
many areas of the education system needed to be improved in 
a relatively short period of time, in order to improve the quality 
of education for all in South Africa.

The programme is a foundational intervention in the 
development of highly qualified mathematics and science BSc 
teacher graduates and will go a long way towards improving 
matric mathematics and science pass rates, especially amongst 
disadvantaged learners. 

Professor Bala Pillay, UKZN’s Dean of Teaching and Learning 
within the College of Agriculture, Engineering and Science, 
said the impact of the Northern Cape Teachers project on 
educators and learners had been positive.

Fifteen practicing educators from the Northern Cape were awarded 
their Bachelor of Science degrees, majoring in Physics and Applied 
Mathematics.

Professor Delia North.

SCHOOL OF MATHEMATICS, STATISTICS AND          
COMPUTER SCIENCE

Statistics Professor Receives SA Teaching Advancement at 
University Fellowship



Farewell to a Dedicated Educationalist

Former Senior Mathematics Lecturer 
and Deputy Dean on UKZN’s 

Petermaritzburg campus, Dr Paddy Ewer, 
passed away earlier this year.  Known to his 
friends as ‘Mr P’, he had a long association 
with the Pietermaritzburg campus with 
his parents having lectured in Zoology 
in the then Faculty of Science during the 
1940s and 1950s.

Ewer was a mathematician whose 
principal areas of interest were Nonlinear 
Parabolic Partial Differential Equations, 
Heat Conduction, Functional Analysis, 
Dynamical Systems, Nonlinear Difference 
Equations and Mathematics Education.

Ewer taught Mathematics on the 
Pietermaritzburg campus and from very 
early after his arrival as a Senior Lecturer 
developed a reputation for being a tough 
but lovable teacher. Students learned he 
was a high quality and caring educator 
with their best interests at heart and his classes were always 
bursting at the seams. For those modules that were duplicated 
to account for the numbers, several students either rearranged 

their timetable or ‘did’ the other lectures 
by ‘correspondence’ to ensure they got 
maximum exposure to this outstanding 
educationalist. 

Ewer’s other great strength was his ability 
to create a cordial environment within 
which usually onerous administration 
tasks were done with an esprit de corps, 
largely generated from his personality 
and charisma. His administration skills 
were well honed from his time at the 
University of Malawi where he served as 
Dean of the Faculty of Science for seven 
years, overseeing many new educational 
initiatives.

Ewer’s razor wit, plethora of appropriate 
jokes or stories and his willingness to 
participate in every fun-run, dressed 
as ridiculously as possible to honour 
the theme, will stay with all who had 
the privilege of working with him.  His 

willingness to listen made him friend and colleague to 
administrative, technical and academic staff across the 
university.   He will be sorely missed.

Dr Paddy Ewer.

Sutherland Telescope Arrives at UKZN

UKZN’s School of Mathematics, Statistics and Computer 
Science proudly took delivery of its first telescope, which 

coincides with the 2015 introduction of the School’s first 
Astronomy module. It is hoped to have the telescope up and 
running by 2016 so that students can do observational projects 
on it.

Donated by the South African Astronomical Observatory 
(SAA0), the 0,75 metre telescope was off-loaded on the 
Westville campus, having arrived safely from Sutherland in the 
Northern Cape where it had been handed over.

UKZN and the University of the Free State 
were the two universities chosen from various 
applicants to receive a telescope each.  SAAO’s 
clearly laid out requirements of ensuring that 
the telescopes would be used for student 
training, advancing scientific research and 
public engagement, were met by the two 
tertiary institutions.

Dr Matt Hilton of UKZN’s Astrophysics and 
Cosmology Research Unit (ACRU), who travelled 
to Sutherland to help pack up the telescope for 
transportation along with Physics Lecturer Mr 
Mbuso Cele, said the School planned to build a 
housing installation for the telescope.

‘UKZN has never before had a telescope of this 
size,’ said Hilton. ‘We will use it to give students 
hands-on experience of conducting simple 
observational astronomy research projects. 
There is a need for this in the country, and 

we hope future UKZN graduates will be leading scientific 
investigations using facilities like the Southern African Large 
Telescope and the Square Kilometre Array.’

Hilton said that once operational, members of the public 
would also be able to look through the telescope on public 
observing evenings. The telescope was previously used for 
various infrared and visible light studies of stars, including the 
supernova that exploded in 1987 in our nearest neighbouring 
galaxy, the Large Magellanic Cloud.‘This is a major undertaking 
that is the first for the province,’ he said.

UKZN’s new telescope being unloaded on the Westville campus.



Mid-year Milestones

The winds of change are breezing through
A new VC, and DVC too
Deo’s firmly in his spot

And general consensus is that Albert is hot.

So how has the College fared this year to date?
To be the best is still our fate.

Red gowns coming out our ears
To our Distinguished Teachers we say, ‘Cheers!’

In the Top 200 is Agriculture’s rank
For Royal Show wins our farmers we thank.

Our Mars baby is an ‘International Rising Talent’
Our science lessons to refugees are just as gallant.

Steve and Benny are the Orchid kings
Top notch equipment gives us wings.

Telescopes are multiplying at a gratifying rate
Our Northern Cape teachers reached the graduation gate.

Our Engineers still hog the limelight
Their Solar Car continues to show its might
Having chewed up all the local competition

The Solar Worlds is their next ambition.

We’re sad to say goodbye to Paddy and Pat
No longer there for a friendly chat.

Two giants are gone but we remember them still
For staff and students they were always a thrill.

And so it’s on to another Semester
The second half is always a tester.

But since we have our ducks in a row
We will succeed, of this we know!

With mid-year wishes from the 
College of Agriculture, Engineering and Science

INSPIRING GREATNESS

Dr Tanja 

Reinhardt

Mr Ajay 
Bissesur

Dr ‘G’ – 
Megan

Govender

In celebration of 
National Science Week

Date:  Thursday, 6 August 2015
Venue:  G5 lecture theatre, Westville Campus, UKZN

Time: 5:30 for 6:00 pm

A fun and entertaining show for the whole family.

 Featuring some of UKZN’s top scientists

ENQUIRIES: Dr Tanja Reinhardt on 031 260 2524 or 
e-mail stec@ukzn.ac.za. 

Website: www.stec.ukzn.ac.za 

THE GREAT UKZN 
SCIENCE 
SHOW-OFF

SYNOPSIS
Urbanization is arguably one of the most 
damaging, persistent, and rapidly expanding 
form of anthropogenic pressure on ecosystems 
and global biodiversity. Urban environments 
mean an endless series of challenges for 
organisms, including noise, crowds, pollution, 
and lack of green spaces. The effects of 
urbanization on mammals are not well-studied 
compared to the effects on birds for example. 
Bats play very important roles in ecosystems, 

acting as primary predators of nocturnal insects, dispersers of seed, 
and pollinators of plants so knowing how they respond to various forms 
of habitat disturbance is critical. Many bat species have found ways 
of surviving the stresses of urbanized landscapes, yet they’re not all 
necessarily thriving.  In this talk I will give an overview of research in 
my lab on the ability of bats to handle life in Durban. I will show that 
there are species-specific differences between insectivorous bats 
concerning their adaptability and vulnerability to urban stresses such 
as pollution from wastewater treatment plants and light pollution. I 
will argue that the local risk for bat species that can’t adapt to urban 
environments may be high and special conservation measures should 
be considered for them.

BIOGRAPHICAL PROFILE:  Corrie Schoeman 
Corrie Schoeman was born in Johannesburg, 
and then spent most of his childhood growing up 
in Holland. He returned to South Africa where he 
completed his high school and studied Law and 
Economics at WITS. After completing his national 
service, he spent 5 years in South-East Asia 
teaching English and travelling widely. He returned 
to South Africa in 1998 to study Zoology at the 
University of Cape Town and completed his PhD 

in 2006. He joined UKZN as an academic in 2007. He has authored ~ 40 
journal publications and 2 books, including Bats of Central and Southern 
Africa: a Biogeographic and Taxonomic Synthesis. He has worked on small 
mammals and insects in Africa, Madagascar, South-East Asia, and Central 
America. He is currently Senior Lecturer of Terrestrial Ecology at UKZN, and 
vice-president of the Zoological Society of southern Africa.

In celebration of National Science Week 2015
The College of Agriculture, Engineering and Science

cordially invites you to attend a

Public Talk
HOW DO URBAN BATS COPE WITH 

ENVIRONMENTAL STRESSES?
by 

Dr Corrie Schoeman 
School of Life Sciences, UKZN

Date:  Monday, 3 August 2015

Venue:  Science & Technology Education Centre (STEC),
Westville Campus, UKZN

Time: 17h30 for 18h00

The lecture will be followed by light refreshments

INSPIRING GREATNESS


