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Dave Weaver

South Africa's grasslands have no finer champion than David Weaver. Through his passion,
perseverance and exceptional field skills, he has dedicated himself to protecting one of our

country's most threatened biome and the remarkable birds that depend on it.

His most significant achievement came more than a decade ago when he discovered a previously
unknown population of the Critically Endangered Botha's Lark near Harrismith. This extraordinary
finding reshaped our understanding of the species' distribution and opened new opportunities for
its conservation. Through meticulous fieldwork, he located and monitored nests, providing
invaluable insights into the breeding biology and long-term conservation of this elusive grassland

specialist.

His commitment has never wavered. During the 2025 Botha's Lark Atlas Bash, David once again
demonstrated his exceptional field skills by relocating and confirming a population of Botha's Larks
after more than six years without any records. While coordinating survey teams in the field, he
displayed outstanding leadership, deep ecological knowledge, and an unwavering passion for

conserving this iconic species.

David's contributions extend well beyond Botha's Lark. He has been a dedicated supporter of
Bearded Vulture monitoring in partnership with Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife and has made invaluable
contributions to citizen science through the Coordinated Avifaunal Roadcounts and the Southern
African Bird Atlas Project. His efforts have strengthened the scientific foundations on which

effective conservation depends.

Equally impressive is David's commitment to inspiring others. Through fundraising initiatives,
public presentations, and countless conversations with landowners, local communities, visitors,
and fellow birders, he has become an outstanding ambassador for grassland conservation. He has
mentored emerging birders, encouraged new conservation initiatives, and played an important
role in building support for BirdLife South Africa's work. His willingness to introduce
conservationists to key landowners has also strengthened collaboration and opened doors that

have directly benefited conservation efforts.

David's generosity, humility, and collaborative spirit have earned him enormous respect. Whether
monitoring bird nests during breeding seasons, sharing his knowledge in the field, or quietly giving

his time to support others, he consistently goes above and beyond in service of conservation.



Through his passion, leadership, mentorship, and unwavering commitment to protecting South
Africa's grassland birds, David Weaver has made a profound and enduring contribution to

conservation. He exemplifies the very qualities that the BirdLife South Africa Owl Awards were

created to recognise.

It is a great privilege to present a BirdLife South Africa Owl Award to David Weaver.



Freya Brett

For more than a quarter of a century, Freya Brett has been a driving force behind bird
conservation, environmental education, and the birding community in the Western Cape. Her
unwavering commitment, generosity of spirit, and tireless service have touched countless lives and

left an enduring legacy.

Since joining the Somerset West Bird Club committee in 1998, Freya has served continuously with
remarkable dedication. Now, at the age of 86, she remains as committed and enthusiastic as ever,
continuing to make an extraordinary contribution to birds, conservation, and environmental

education.

Over the years, Freya has fulfilled many important roles within the club, including coordinating
guest speakers, managing the tea roster, and leading the Environmental Education portfolio. She
built on her longstanding involvement with the Eco-Schools Programme at the Helderberg Nature
Reserve, helping to inspire countless young people to appreciate and care for the natural world. As
the club's historian, she has also preserved and celebrated the rich heritage of the Somerset West

Bird Club, ensuring that its achievements and stories are not forgotten.

Freya's influence extends well beyond the bird club. Through her dedicated service to WESSA,
including as Chairperson of the Helderberg Branch, her work with the Friends of the Helderberg
Nature Reserve, and her invaluable support of the Helderberg Environmental Education
Programme, she has touched the lives of countless learners, educators, volunteers, and
conservationists. Her thoughtful assessment of Eco-Schools portfolios and the encouragement she
has provided to participating schools have helped nurture a new generation of environmentally

responsible citizens.

Freya's lifelong commitment, generous spirit, and unwavering dedication to conservation and
education have left an enduring legacy. She exemplifies the values of service, leadership, and

stewardship that the BirdLife South Africa Owl Awards seek to honour.

It is with heartfelt gratitude and great admiration that we present a BirdLife South Africa Owl

Award to Freya.



Themba Mthembu

BirdLife South Africa’s Owl Awards have a proud history of recognising individuals whose
dedication, leadership, and service have made an exceptional contribution to the conservation of
birds and their habitats. Among those honoured over the years are five of BirdLife South Africa’s
Accredited Community Bird Guides, each of whom has made a lasting impact on South Africa’s

birding and conservation community.

It is fitting that Themba Mthembu now joins this distinguished group. Themba has made an
outstanding and sustained contribution to birding, bird conservation, environmental education,
community development, and avitourism in South Africa, with a particularly significant impact in

KwaZulu-Natal.

For many years, Themba has served as one of BirdLife South Africa’s most respected and
accomplished Accredited [Community] Bird Guides. Based in the iSimangaliso Wetland Park region,
he has become synonymous with birding on South Africa’s Elephant Coast and has played a pivotal
role in establishing northern KwaZulu-Natal as one of Africa’s premier birding destinations.
Through his guiding activities, he has introduced thousands of local and international visitors to the
region’s remarkable birdlife, helping create an appreciation for the region’s biodiversity, being an
ambassador for BirdLife South Africa, and demonstrating the value of conserving South Africa’s

natural heritage.

While his reputation as an exceptional bird guide is well established, Themba’s greatest
contribution may well be the profound impact he has had on developing and empowering a new
generation of nature and bird guides from communities adjacent to protected areas throughout
KwaZulu-Natal. Over many years, he has dedicated countless hours to mentoring, training,
encouraging, and supporting aspiring guides, helping them develop not only the technical skills
required for professional guiding but also the confidence and professionalism needed to build

sustainable careers in tourism and conservation.

His influence extends far beyond those he has personally trained. Through formal and informal
mentorship, leadership within the guiding sector, and his willingness to share knowledge
generously, Themba has helped create a culture of excellence among community-based guides in
the province. Numerous guides operating today in and around protected areas across northern

KwaZulu-Natal can trace part of their professional development, inspiration, or career progression



back to his guidance and support. In doing so, he has contributed significantly to creating

livelihood opportunities linked directly to the conservation of birds and their habitats.

Born and raised in the region, Themba possesses a unique understanding of the area's ecology,
culture, and people. He has successfully demonstrated how birding can serve as a vehicle for
community upliftment, conservation awareness, and economic development. His work stands as a
powerful example of how local knowledge, when combined with passion and dedication, can

transform both individual lives and entire communities.

Themba’s contributions extend beyond guiding and mentorship. As a respected leader within the
tourism sector, he has consistently championed professional guiding standards, and his
contribution to the development and promotion of isiZulu bird names and his participation on the
SANSARB isiZulu working group have further strengthened the accessibility and inclusivity of birding
and ornithological knowledge in South Africa, helping connect more people to birds, birding, and

efforts to conserve them.

Perhaps more than any single achievement, Themba embodies the original vision of BirdLife South
Africa’s Bird Guide Programme. Through decades of service, he has demonstrated how birding can
be a powerful tool for conservation, education, tourism development, and community
empowerment. His impact is evident not only in the thousands of visitors he has guided but also in
the many guides whose careers he has helped shape and whose lives have been transformed

through opportunities in nature-based tourism.

For his exceptional leadership, tireless commitment to mentorship and capacity development,
unwavering dedication to bird conservation, and lasting contribution to South African birding, we

are honoured to present a BirdLife South Africa Owl Award to Themba Mthembu.



S.H. Gumede Primary School

It is a great pleasure to present a BirdLife South Africa Owl Award to S.H. Gumede Primary School in

recognition of its outstanding commitment to environmental education and bird conservation.

Although the school only joined BirdLife South Africa's Environmental Education Programme in 2025,
it has already made an exceptional impact. Learners enthusiastically participate in curriculum-linked
bird conservation activities, combining classroom learning with outdoor experiences that foster a

deep appreciation for birds, biodiversity, and the natural world.

The school's educators have demonstrated remarkable leadership by embracing professional
development opportunities and integrating environmental education across the curriculum. Their
enthusiasm has created an inspiring learning environment that encourages learners to think critically

about conservation and to become active custodians of the environment.

Beyond the classroom, S.H. Gumede Primary School has become a powerful ambassador for
conservation within the Nibela community. Learners and teachers share their knowledge with
families and neighbours, raising awareness of the importance of protecting birds and their habitats

and inspiring others to value their natural heritage.

What makes this achievement particularly remarkable is the school's passion and commitment
despite being a relatively new participant in the programme. In a very short time, S.H. Gumede
Primary School has embraced every opportunity to learn, engage, and lead by example,

demonstrating how environmental education can inspire meaningful and lasting change.

Through its dedication to education, conservation, and community engagement, S.H. Gumede

Primary School exemplifies the spirit of the BirdLife South Africa Owl Awards.

We are immensely pleased to present a BirdLife South Africa Owl Award to S.H. Gumede Primary

School.



Clifford Dorse

Cliff Dorse has made an exceptional and long-standing contribution to bird conservation,

biodiversity stewardship, and the South African birding community.

For many years, Cliff has been one of South Africa's quiet conservation champions.
Characteristically humble and unassuming, he has devoted his career and countless hours of
personal time to protecting the country's biodiversity, often working behind the scenes without

seeking recognition.

As Head of Biodiversity Management for the City of Cape Town, Cliff has played a pivotal role in
safeguarding some of the city's most threatened natural habitats. His vision and determination
have helped secure and expand protected areas, including reserves such as Wolfgat and Witzands
Aquifer Nature Reserve, ensuring that irreplaceable biodiversity will be protected for generations

to come.

Cliff is equally respected as one of South Africa's finest birders and seabird experts. For more than
three decades, he has guided pelagic birding trips from Hout Bay and Simon's Town, sharing his
extraordinary knowledge and infectious enthusiasm with thousands of birders. His greatest
satisfaction has never been adding species to his own list, but helping others experience the thrill

of finding and identifying seabirds.

His dedication to citizen science is equally remarkable. Through decades of field observations and
extensive contributions to the Southern African Bird Atlas Project, including almost 50 atlas cards
from Cape Point alone, Cliff has made an invaluable contribution to our understanding of South
Africa's birdlife. Few people know Cape Point's birds as intimately as he does, and if there is a rarity

to be found, Cliff is often the one to discover it.

Together with his wife, Suretha, Cliff also made a significant contribution to natural history
publishing through their groundbreaking Field Guide to the Fauna of the Fynbos Biome, the first
guide to bring together the birds, mammals, reptiles, and amphibians of this globally important

biodiversity hotspot.

Yet it is perhaps Cliff's generosity, humility, and willingness to share his knowledge that have

earned him the greatest admiration. He has inspired and encouraged countless birders, freely



giving his time, expertise, and enthusiasm to help others appreciate the wonders of the natural

world.

Through his outstanding conservation leadership, scientific contributions, exceptional field skills,
and unwavering commitment to sharing his passion for birds with others, we consider Cliff Dorse

to be a very deserving recipient of a BirdLife South Africa Owl Award.



Andrew Skowno

It is a great pleasure to present a BirdLife South Africa Owl Award to Dr Andrew Skowno in
recognition of his exceptional leadership in biodiversity science and his outstanding contribution to

conservation planning in South Africa.

During his tenure at the South African National Biodiversity Institute, Andrew led the National
Biodiversity Assessment and National Biodiversity Monitoring Framework programmes, overseeing
the development of successive National Biodiversity Assessments. These landmark assessments
provide the scientific foundation for biodiversity policy, conservation planning, and South Africa's
reporting to international environmental conventions. Through his vision and leadership, Andrew

ensured that rigorous science was translated into meaningful conservation action.

As Chair of the National Key Biodiversity Areas Committee, Andrew guided the development of
South Africa's terrestrial Key Biodiversity Area network, which was completed in 2024. This historic
achievement made South Africa the first megadiverse country to complete a comprehensive
national terrestrial KBA assessment under the Global KBA Standard, identifying 263 sites of global

conservation significance.

Andrew has also made an invaluable contribution to BirdLife South Africa. Since 2023, as a
member of the organisation’s Conservation Advisory Committee, he has provided strategic
guidance and helped develop robust measures of conservation impact, strengthening the
organisation's ability to assess, demonstrate, and continually improve its effectiveness. He also
served on the Steering Committee of the Southern African Bird Atlas Project, where his advocacy
helped secure SANBI's long-standing support for one of Africa's most important citizen science
initiatives.

Although Andrew has recently moved on from SANBI, he continues to contribute his expertise to
BirdLife South Africa in a personal capacity, reflecting his enduring commitment to conserving

South Africa's extraordinary biodiversity.

Through his scientific excellence, strategic vision, and unwavering dedication to conservation,
Andrew has helped shape the future of biodiversity conservation in South Africa. His influence will

continue to guide conservation policy and practice for many years to come.

There are few people as deserving as Dr Andrew Skowno to receive a BirdLife South Africa Owl

Award.



Jane Trembath

Jane Trembath has demonstrated exceptional leadership and an unwavering commitment to the

conservation of Korsman Bird Sanctuary, one of Gauteng’s most important urban wetlands.

Jane once reflected, "I fell in love with Korsman when | first went inside to pick up litter — it's a
different world in there." Those words perfectly capture the passion that has driven her remarkable

conservation journey.

When Jane became Chairperson of the Korsman Conservancy in 2014, she was already a pioneer,
having become the first woman pilot in South Africa to command long-range international
passenger flights. Yet, alongside her distinguished aviation career, she embraced a new calling:

protecting an extraordinary sanctuary for birds and people in the heart of Benoni.

Under Jane's dedicated leadership, Korsman Bird Sanctuary has flourished as a model of
community-led conservation. She has worked tirelessly to safeguard its rich biodiversity, protecting
a wetland that supports more than 150 bird species while leading habitat restoration, invasive
plant control, wetland management, and citizen science initiatives. She has also overseen the
removal of invasive carp, the reintroduction of indigenous fish, the construction of a bird hide and
viewing platform, and has led persistent engagement with the Ekurhuleni Municipality to address

the ongoing challenge of sewage pollution.

Perhaps Jane's greatest achievement has been inspiring others. She has united volunteers, local
residents, birders, and conservation partners around a shared vision, demonstrating the
extraordinary difference that committed citizens can make in protecting nature. Through
education, public engagement, and practical conservation action, she has ensured that Korsman

Bird Sanctuary remains not only protected, but deeply valued by the community it serves.

Jane Trembath exemplifies the very best of conservation leadership. Her dedication, perseverance,
and ability to inspire others have left a lasting legacy for birds, biodiversity, and the people of

Gauteng.

For her enormous contributions, we are very honoured to present a BirdLife South Africa Owl

Award to Jane Trembath.



Denise Landau

It is a great pleasure to present a BirdLife South Africa Owl Award to Denise Landau in recognition
of her exceptional contribution to the Mouse-Free Marion Project and her lifelong commitment to

conservation in the Southern Ocean.

Since joining the Mouse-Free Marion Project's Fundraising Committee in 2023, Denise has brought
a wealth of international experience, strategic insight, and unwavering commitment to the Project.
Drawing on her leadership of the Friends of South Georgia Island, she was instrumental in
establishing a fiscal sponsorship agreement that has enabled supporters in the United States to

contribute to the Mouse-Free Marion Project efficiently and transparently.

Thanks to Denise's vision and integrity, the Friends of South Georgia Island agreed to recover only
the costs necessary to administer donations. This generous arrangement has channelled more than
USS$1.3 million to the Mouse-Free Marion Project while saving the Project over US$64,000, more
than R1 million, in fees. It is a remarkable example of ethical partnership and stewardship,

ensuring that more donor funds are directed to conservation where they are needed most.

Denise's contribution extends far beyond fundraising. She has generously shared her time,
expertise, and wise counsel, providing invaluable guidance on fundraising strategy, donor
engagement, and organisational development. Her support has strengthened the Mouse-Free

Marion Project at every stage of its journey.

Her distinguished conservation career includes serving as Executive Director of the International
Association of Antarctica Tour Operators, where she championed responsible tourism and
environmental protection in one of the world's most fragile environments. She also played a
pivotal role in the groundbreaking South Georgia Habitat Restoration Project, helping to build the
support and funding that made possible the successful eradication of invasive rats and mice from

the island—one of the greatest island restoration achievements in conservation history.

Through her leadership, generosity, integrity, and enduring commitment to protecting the unique
biodiversity of the Southern Ocean, Denise has made a profound and lasting contribution to global

conservation.

Denise Landau is a stalwart supporter of the Mouse-Free Marion Project, and for her generous

contributions, we are delighted to present her with a BirdLife South Africa Owl Award.



FreeMe Wildlife

FreeMe Wildlife has been actively involved in bird conservation and research for the past decade.
Apart from the rescue, rehabilitation and release of hundreds of birds of different species each
year impacted by human-wildlife conflict, the organisation was also responsible for coordinating
two separate collaborative rescues of Amur Falcons in 2019 resulting in the combined rescue,
treatment, care, ringing and release of over 2000 falcons. The falcons which did not survive the

hailstorms were donated to the Durban Natural Science Museum for further study and sampling.

The organisation has a long-standing relationship with the Durban Natural Science Museum and
the University of KwaZulu-Natal, and apart from providing carcasses, samples, and data for various
projects, has also worked on owl pellet prey analysis with both institutions as part of the FreeMe
Wildlife Owl Box Project, an ongoing project that involves citizen science, education and outreach

and general owl advocacy.

FreeMe Wildlife works collaboratively with several conservation and research institutions on bird
projects. Ongoing samples are collected for the South African National Biodiversity Institute
Biobank, and the associated GEF7 Project which provides DNA confirmation for enforcement of
CITES contraventions, as well as providing specific samples for research being done on birds both
nationally and internationally. Not only has the organization contributed to global reviews but
received contribution credits on several papers as well as having members contribute to co-

authorship on specific papers.

FreeMe Wildlife is also represented on the SAFRING Steering Committee, supporting SAFRING's
mandate through its own bird ringing and training programmes, as well as on the National Lead

Task Team, supporting ongoing work on the threat of lead poisoning to vultures and cranes.

We are honoured to present an Owl Award to Wade Whitehead, FreeMe Wildlife’s Chief Executive
Officer.
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Mya Zeelie

It is a very special privilege to present the BirdLife South Africa Owlet Award to Mya Zeelie, the
young creator of "Mya in Wild Land", in recognition of her remarkable ability to inspire a love of

birds, nature, and the environment.

At just seven years old, Mya has already become one of South Africa's most inspiring young
ambassadors for the natural world. Through her infectious enthusiasm, boundless curiosity, and
engaging storytelling, she has encouraged thousands of children and adults alike to step outside,

explore wild places, and discover the incredible biodiversity that surrounds them.

Seeing nature through Mya's eyes is a reminder that every walk, every bird, every flower, every
insect, and every animal track has the potential to spark wonder. She shows that appreciating
nature does not require expert knowledge—it begins with curiosity, careful observation, and a
willingness to ask questions. In doing so, she inspires children to become young explorers while

encouraging parents, grandparents, educators, and families to discover nature together.

Birds feature prominently in Mya's adventures, introducing young audiences to South Africa's rich
birdlife while demonstrating how birds are connected to healthy ecosystems and the wider natural
world. Her joyful and holistic approach reflects BirdLife South Africa's belief that conserving birds

means conserving the habitats on which all life depends.

Through her videos, educational resources, and unwavering enthusiasm, Mya has inspired a
growing community of young nature lovers. More importantly, she has shown that conservation

begins with wonder, imagination, and a genuine love for the outdoors.

For someone so young, Mya's impact has been truly extraordinary. She is already helping to
nurture the next generation of birders, conservationists, and environmental custodians, reminding

us all that you are never too young to make a difference.

It is with enormous admiration, and every good wish for the future that we present a BirdLife

South Africa Owlet Award to Mya Zeelie.
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Lorien Pichegru

It is a great honour to present a BirdLife South Africa Eagle-Owl Award to Professor Lorien Pichegru
in recognition of her exceptional scientific leadership and her outstanding contribution to the

conservation of South Africa's marine biodiversity.

Lorien is an internationally respected marine ecologist whose career has been dedicated to
advancing our understanding and protection of the marine environment. Through an outstanding
body of scientific research, the supervision of numerous postgraduate students, and leadership in
conservation governance, she has become one of South Africa's foremost voices for marine

conservation.

At the heart of her work has been an unwavering commitment to the conservation of the Critically
Endangered African Penguin. Her pioneering research into the species' foraging ecology has
transformed our understanding of the impacts of declining fish stocks, fisheries, industrial
activities, and underwater noise on penguin populations. This work has provided the scientific
evidence needed to inform conservation action and has played a vital role in efforts to secure the

future of one of South Africa's most iconic seabirds.

Professor Pichegru's influence extends well beyond academia. As Chair of the Department of
Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment's African Penguin Biodiversity Management Plan Working
Group, a member of the IUCN Penguin Specialist Group, and a trusted advisor on marine
conservation policy, she has helped shape national and international strategies for protecting

penguins and their marine habitats.

Her work has also been of immense value to BirdLife South Africa. Having previously contributed to
the organisation's Seabird Conservation Programme, she continues to strengthen its conservation
impact by providing the rigorous scientific evidence that underpins advocacy for ecosystem-based
fisheries management, marine protected areas, and the conservation of African Penguin breeding
colonies. Her ability to bridge world-class science with practical conservation and policy has had a

profound influence on seabird conservation in South Africa.

An internationally recognised scientist, an inspiring mentor, and an exceptional conservation
leader, Lorien Pichegru has devoted her career to ensuring that science serves conservation and

that conservation is guided by the very best science.



Professor Lorien Pichegru has contributed a huge amount to seabird conservation and provided
invaluable assistance and support to BirdLife South Africa’s Seabird Conservation Programme and

she is therefore a very deserving recipient of a prestigious Eagle-Owl Award.



Pippa Parker

It is a great privilege to present a BirdLife South Africa Eagle-Owl Award to Pippa Parker in
recognition of her extraordinary contribution to natural history publishing and, in particular, to the

advancement of birding and bird conservation literature in South Africa and beyond.

Over a publishing career spanning some four decades, Pippa has established herself as one of the
world's foremost natural history publishers. From her early days as a junior editor at Struik, she
rose to become Publisher of the renowned Struik Nature imprint, where her vision, courage, and
exceptional leadership transformed it into one of the most respected natural history publishing

programmes anywhere in the world.

Under Pippa's guidance, Struik Nature expanded to encompass virtually every field of natural
history, from birds and mammals to reptiles, insects, astronomy, and geology. She possessed a
remarkable ability to identify important gaps in the market, recognise emerging opportunities, and
bring together leading scientists, naturalists, photographers, and illustrators to produce books of

enduring quality and international significance.

Throughout her career, Pippa has combined editorial excellence with a rare gift for nurturing
people. She has mentored new authors, championed projects that others considered too
specialised or commercially risky, embraced new publishing technologies, and built lasting
relationships founded on trust, respect, and collaboration. Her warmth, generosity, and infectious

enthusiasm have inspired generations of authors and publishing colleagues alike.

For BirdLife South Africa and the wider birding community, Pippa's contribution has been truly
exceptional. She has worked alongside many of the country's leading ornithologists, publishing
countless bird books and some of southern Africa's best-selling and popular field guides and
reference works. Her commitment to making bird knowledge accessible has inspired thousands of

people to discover, appreciate, and conserve our remarkable avifauna.

Pippa is very supportive of BirdLife South Africa, with our organisation benefiting from copies of
books for our community bird guides and education initiatives, advertising in African Birdlife,
magazine subscription prizes, royalties from the sale of the Southern African bird checklist, our

recommended logo on the back cover of bird books, and much more

Despite her remarkable achievements and international reputation, Pippa has remained humble,

generous, and quietly dedicated to excellence. Her vision, integrity, and unwavering commitment



have helped shape an indigenous natural history publishing culture that is recognised and

respected around the world.

Through her outstanding leadership, editorial excellence, and lifelong commitment to natural
history publishing, Pippa has left an enduring legacy that continues to benefit conservation,

science, and countless readers, birders, and naturalists.

There are few more deserving than Pippa Parker to receive a BirdLife South Africa Eagle-Owl

Award.



