
   

 

   

 

Gill Memorial Award citation: Professor Colleen Downs 

Professor Colleen Downs needs to be in the line-up for the Gill Memorial Award. Her contributions 

to ornithology and zoology are immense. She played important roles in organizing the 

International Zoological Congress and International Ornithological Congress this year (2022), 

demonstrating her service to the field of Science, Zoology and Ornithology. Her contributions have 

been remarkable: she is author of several academic books and >400 papers, and is a greatly loved 

and respected personality in academia. It has been an immense pleasure to work with her under 

trying global circumstances.  

Prof Colleen T. Downs (BSc Hons, MEd, PhD, Pr Nat Sci) has been at the University of KwaZulu-

Natal (UKZN) since mid-1994. She is a Professor in the School of Life Sciences, UKZN, 

Pietermaritzburg campus and is a University Fellow. Downs holds a NRF SARChI Research Chair in 

Ecosystem Health and Biodiversity in KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape. She is a terrestrial 

vertebrate biologist with broad and interdisciplinary research interests. These include 

conservation, ecology, physiology and behaviour of terrestrial vertebrates (herps, birds and 

mammals) in unpredictable environments and with changing land use. Another interest is science 

education (particularly problems experienced by Biology students and the development of 

strategies to address these). Her other contribution has been developing research capacity, 

particularly at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels.  

 Prof Downs has been recognised nationally and globally for her work in biology, particularly in 

terrestrial vertebrate ecology, having conducted research on animals from Nile crocodiles to Cape 

parrots. Her more than 420 international peer-reviewed publications reach a wide audience, 

helping her meet her goal of furthering and communicating science. She has also been featured on 

popular platforms such as BBC Earth. Downs is the subject of a chapter in the book Female Heroes 

of Bird Conservation (2020) by British ornithologist Rosemary Low. Invasive Birds, edited by Downs 

and L.A. Hart, was the winner of The Wildlife Society (USA) 2022 Wildlife Publication Award in the 

Edited Book category. 

Prof Downs is consistently named the top-published female academic at UKZN, and has supervised 

more than 120 postgraduate students. She is a Fellow of the International Ornithologists’ Union 
and Honorary Fellow of the American Ornithological Society. She is a member of the Academy of 

Science of South Africa. She was the 2017 winner of the highly acclaimed National Science and 

Technology Forum (NSTF)-South32 Award for Research Capacity Development. She was also 

awarded the Zoological Society of Southern Africa Gold Medal in July 2017 for her outstanding 

achievements in Zoology in southern Africa over a number of years. Downs was the BirdLife South 

Africa’s Honorary President for 2016-2020.  

In summary, Prof Downs has reached heights that few other SA scientists (and indeed players in 

the international arena) have accomplished. We can unreservedly nominate her for an award that 

recognized global excellence and stature. Prof Downs, her research, her standing amongst her 

peers, and her dedication to conservation and education makes her the perfect recipient of the 

Gill Memorial Award. 


