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Feeling in the dark about the BirdLife South Africa  2020 Owl Awards? This year we are doing things a 
little differently! We will be taking time to reflect on the recipients who, during the past 11 years, provided 
our organization with tremendous conservation support. From 2009, the Owl Awards has recognized and 
celebrated individuals, companies and entities who have contributed to the conservation of our country’ s 

birds. 
 

In 2009 we celebrated ten dedicated and worthy recipients who contributed to the conservation causes that 
supported our mandate and efforts. Over the next 10 days, join us for this flight over our Owl Awards 

journey and help us remember and celebrate all of our worthy recipients! 
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In 2010 there were 12 recipients of the Owl Awards and 2 recipients of the Eagle-Owl Award; Jan Fourie 
and Samantha Petersen. 

 
Jan Fourie was a deserving recipient for his active involvement in many aspects of BirdLife South Africa’ s 

work, including as Honorary President of President Ridge Bird Club and as Chairman of BirdLife South 
Africa. Through his senior positions at Sasol, he was able to source funding for the construction of a bird 
hide at President Ridge Bird Sanctuary, the printing of bird field guides, the SASOL e-bird guide, and a 

number of vulture research, monitoring and conservation projects. 
 

Samantha Petersen received the award for her dedication and tireless efforts to conserve seabirds. 
Samantha had a baptism of fire in research when she took over critical seabird monitoring programmes 

under difficult circumstances at Marion Island in 2001. In 2003 she took up her position at BirdLife South 
Africa and was at the helm of the seabird programme until 2007. Samantha moved to WWF-SA  in 2007. 
Her passion for seabird conservation remained undiminished and she continued to play a very important 
guiding role for the fledgling Albatross Task Force (ATF). Her work contributed to the ATF’ s efforts to 

achieve an 85% reduction in seabird bycatch in South Africa’ s fisheries. 
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In 2011 there were 12 recipients of the Owl Awards and 2 recipients of the Eagle-Owl Award; Jon Smallie 
and Peter Sullivan. 

 
Jon Smallie was Programme Manager of the Endangered Wildlife Trust’ s Wildlife Energy Programme 
(WEP). His work mainly involved seeking effective mitigation methods to reduce bird electrocutions on 

electricity pylons and bird collisions with the cables of powerlines as well as initiating the early development 
of mitigation guidelines to minimise the impacts on birds by wind farms. Working with BirdLife South 
Africa, he was critical in forming the Birds and Wind Energy Specialist Group and the Birds and Wind 
Energy Forum. He also played a critical role in the development of the “ Best Practice Pre- and Post-

construction Monitoring Protocols for Wind Facilities in Southern Africa”. 
 

Peter Sullivan served as Chairman of BirdLife South Africa for four years (March 2007 to March 2011). His 
eloquence left an indelible mark on the voice of our organisation and, with his influence, we speak louder 
and clearer. We speak powerfully and with confident authority. We speak inclusively and we speak as a 

team. Peter showed us how to talk to the people of South Africa, how to communicate a powerful idea and 
how to dream big. His considerable experience in the corporate world of business opened up many doors and 
we now call many huge, multi-national companies our “ dear friends”. Still  to this day, his influence taught 

us a great deal from listening to people, whether it be men and women of science, captains of industry, or the 
general public. 
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In 2012 there were 9 recipients of the Owl Awards, 1 recipient of the Owlet Award and 2 recipients of the 
Eagle-Owl Award; Graham Warsop and Gaynor Rupert. 

 
Graham Warsop accepted BirdLife South Africa as a pro bono NGO account for the newly fledged division 

of The Jupiter Drawing Room advertising agency and in the first year of our relationship we received 
invaluable creative and marketing expertise, all beyond our wildest expectations. This expertise and work 
has carried the BirdLife South Africa brand to unprecedented new heights. Some highlights included the 

hourglass campaign and the work provided for the SOS (Save Our Seabirds) Festival which were powerful 
and brilliant. Without, Graham Warsop and the team at Jupiter Drawing Room Utopia, BirdLife South 

Africa would not have the status and recognition it receives today. 
 

It is no secret that Gaynor Rupert has made a massive contribution to BirdLife South Africa since her 
involvement from 2010. This has not only been through her involvement as one of BirdLife South Africa’ s 

most important donors, but importantly as a dedicated ambassador of our organization. She accepted the 
invitation to be one of BirdLife South Africa’ s Honorary Patrons and has taken this role very seriously and 
has been a great ambassador for the organization. Her generous donations, fundraising efforts and overall 

support of BirdLife South Africa’ s work is still to this day unwavering and greatly appreciated. One cannot 
emphasize enough the importance of having someone of Gaynor’ s stature and influence as one of BirdLife 
South Africa’ s Honorary Patrons. It gives our organization significantly more credibility and shows that we 

have the support of influential people behind our organization. 
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In 2013, there were 9 recipients of the Owl Awards, 1 recipient of the Owlet Award and 1 recipient of the 
Eagle-Owl Award: Eve Gracie. 

 
Eve Gracie was for 18 years the Editor of Africa Birds & Birding, editing 99 issues of this magazine. 

This award-winning magazine, which included informative articles about and magnificent photographs of 
Africa’ s birds, made a massive contribution towards promoting awareness about birds and birding. The 

magazine also included a section on BirdLife South Africa. Africa Birds & Birding created greater 
awareness about birds, bird conservation, and BirdLife South Africa. This has almost certainly translated 
into a growth in the numbers of birdwatchers in South Africa, and more BirdLife South Africa members. 
Eve has a wealth of knowledge about birds, and developed a special relationship with the ornithologists, 

conservationists, birdwatchers, photographers and others who contributed material to the magazine. She did 
an excellent job of editing the magazine and each issue was a superbly professional product. Since 

September 2012 she has been the Editor of African Birdlife, BirdLife South Africa’ s own magazine, and 47 
issues have subsequently been produced. 
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In 2014 there were 9 recipients of the Owl Awards, 2 recipients of the Owlet Award and 2 recipients of the 
Eagle-Owl Award: Mike McCullough and Strilli Oppenheimer. 

 
At the time of the 2014 awards, Mike McCullough had been one of BirdLife South Africa’ s stalwart 

supporters for almost ten years. He was the organisation’s Honorary Treasurer, a member of the Audit and 
Investment Committee, and a Council Member since 2005 and was a member of BirdLife South Africa’s 

Executive Committee since its inception in 2009, and a Trustee of the BirdLife National Trust since it was 
established in 2012. He made a massive contribution to BirdLife South Africa and he is a very well-liked 

friend and colleague to staff, volunteers and bird club members. 
 

Strilli Oppenheimer is not only a keen birder, but has tirelessly focussed her energy on promoting and 
supporting the conservation and study of birds in southern Africa. She made a significant contribution to bird 
conservation in South Africa, from the Diamond Birding Route which was the predecessor to the Diamond 

Route, through to funding numerous research projects. She also funded the Oppenheimer Fellow of 
Conservation position at BirdLife South Africa. With funding from Mrs Oppenheimer, bird guides have 
been trained at the Wakkerstoom Centre, many of whom are actively guiding across the country today 

(including at De Beers and Oppenheimer properties). Mrs Oppenheimer has supported articles in various 
media to highlight the plight of birds, including a series in Africa Birds & Birding and African Birdlife, 

numerous popular articles in newspapers and environmental magazines, conservation related programmes, 
and has attended various conferences, including the International Ornithological Conference. 
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In 2015 there were 9 recipients of the Owl Awards, 1 recipient of the Owlet Award and 2 recipients of the 
Eagle-Owl Award: The Charl van der Merwe Trust and Gisela Ortner. 

 
The Charl van der Merwe Trust was awarded the Eagle-Owl award for its generous support, since 2006, of 

BirdLife South Africa’ s African Penguin conservation work. The Trust became a Species Champion for the 
African Penguin in 2009 and has provided very significant financial support over the years. These funds 
have, amongst others, allowed BirdLife South Africa to employ a full-time project manager, something 

which many other donors are reluctant to fund. With this support, BirdLife South Africa has become a leader 
in African Penguin conservation and in driving ecosystem approaches to fisheries, specifically including top 
predator requirements when managing fisheries. Their support towards African Penguin research and other 
seabird conservation work was recognised by BirdLife International and in 2014 the Trust was awarded one 

of five prestigious Conservation Achievement Awards. 
 

The second recipient for an Eagle-Owl award in 2015 was none other than Gisela Ortner who has given 
selflessly of her time and effort to support BirdLife South Africa in its work. This has included recruitment 
of members, volunteering of time at events, and fundraising. She has also sacrificed her own personal time 

to not only develop and maintain a booking system for Flocks and LABs, but also to manage incoming 
bookings for some of these events, and to liaise with reservation staff at SANParks. 

Gisela continues to support BirdLife South Africa today by fulfilling this role for various BirdLife South 
Africa events, which, without her assistance, would have placed untold pressure on BirdLife South  Africa 

staff. 
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In 2016 there were 9 recipients of the Owl Awards, 1 recipient of the Owlet Award and 2 recipients of 
Eagle-Owl Awards: Jonathan Haw and ZEISS South Africa. 

 
Jonathan Haw was awarded an Eagle-Owl Award for his commitment to owl conservation and to creating 
awareness about owls. He was selflessly involved in setting up bird and bat boxes across Gauteng for two 
decades, as well as pioneering a programme to use township schools as reintroduction sites for owls. This 

project got children involved in the rearing of captive owls for release back into the “ wild”    and has done a 
huge amount to de-mystify owls in these communities and to teach people about the tremendous value that 
owls provide. Jonathan has been a long-standing friend of BirdLife South Africa and we are grateful for his 

efforts in this area of conservation. 
 

ZEISS South Africa, represented by Gail Giordani, was recognised by BirdLife South Africa for its 
significant support in several areas and was particularly recognised for some of the following: (a) 

Sponsorship of the annual “BirdLife South Africa Checklist of Birds of South Africa” between 2010 and 
2016, (b) Sponsorship of binoculars for BirdLife South Africa’s conservation staff and senior managers, (c) 
Exhibiting at the annual Sasol Bird Fair, and The African Bird Fair, (d) Sales of ZEISS binoculars through 

BirdLife South Africa’s website, (e), Sponsorship and partnership with BirdLife South Africa during the 947 
Cycle Challenge in 2016, (f) Support of BirdLife South Africa at events, including at the IBA fundraising 

dinners., and (g) Advertising in African Birdlife, and this contributes significantly to the sustainability of the 
magazine. BirdLife South Africa and ZEISS South Africa continue to have a very strong and supportive 

relationship. 
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In 2017 there were 9 recipients of the Owl Awards, 1 recipient of the Owlet Award and 2 recipients of 
Eagle-Owl Awards: Melissa Fourie and Vernon Head. 

 
Melissa Fourie, a practising attorney, served as the Executive Director of the Centre for Environmental 

Rights (CER) since 2010. The Centre has been an exceptional partner to BirdLife South Africa for many 
years, advising on countless legal issues and leading on a number of projects. The Centre has achieved many 

victories under Melissa’ s leadership, including successfully instituting the first climate litigation against 
new coal-fired power stations in South Africa, exposing the ongoing violation of environmental rights in 

Mpumalanga as a result of mining, and securing the criminal conviction of the director of a mining company 
for causing damage to the environment. Melissa’ s dedication to the advancement of environment rights and 
conservation in South Africa is unparalleled and the CER is an invaluable partner not only to BirdLife South 

but to the entire South African NGO conservation community. 
 

There are few people who have done as much for BirdLife South Africa during the history of the 
organisation as Vernon Head. His most important involvement however is almost certainly his massive 
contribution to the marketing of BirdLife South Africa. He has served on the organisation’ s marketing 

committee and many of the clever, creative, out-the-box ideas have been his. This includes “Flock”, “LAB”, 
and a seabird voyage (Flock at Sea). Vernon is also one of Africa’s top birdwatchers and he is always 

willing to impart his knowledge. His book, Search for the World’ s Rarest Bird, has become an international 
best seller, and has contributed to raising of awareness both in South Africa and internationally about the 

world’s birds. 
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In 2018 there were 9 recipients of the Owl Awards, 1 recipient of the Owlet Award and 2 recipients of 
Eagle-Owl Awards: Prof. Derek Engelbrecht and Eskom. 

 
Professor Derek Engelbrecht is employed as a zoology lecturer at the University of the North. Here he is actively 

involved in the training of young biologists, especially ornithologists. He is involved in creating awareness about birds 
at the university. This includes a monthly bird walks on the campus, and several ringing demonstrations a year. He 
also presents an annual beginners’ bird identification course and each participant receives a certificate at an awards’ 

ceremony. Derek has trained a young colleague, Peter Mokumo, to assist with creating awareness in birds amongst the 
students. One of Prof. Engelbrecht’s students had the following to say: “he goes the extra mile for his students”, “he 

inspired me and instilled in me the love and devotion to the conservation of birds”, “he is always working at educating 
and inspiring young black biologists”. “I am who I am and where I am because of him. He’ s a hero.” He is a great 

friend of BirdLife South Africa and always available to provide advice and assistance. For all he is doing for 
ornithology in South Africa, and especially the training of black ornithologists, he was a very deserving recipient of an 

Eagle-Owl Award.  
 

Eskom, BirdLife South Africa and the Middelpunt Wetland Trust established the Ingula Partnership in 2003 with the 
common conservation objective of managing the Ingula Pumped Storage Scheme as a sustainable conservation site. 

This is a classic example of how an industrial undertaking can be   integrated within a conservation area, and provides 
a model for future conservation initiatives. Situated  on the watershed between the Orange River in the eastern Free 

State and the Tugela River in KwaZulu- Natal, Ingula and its surrounding nature reserve provides a core conservation 
area and acts as a catalyst   to encourage conservation-based management principles by surrounding landowners. The 

conservation of the White-winged Flufftail has always been of vital importance to all three of the partners. Eskom has, 
over the past decade and a half, invested substantially into research and conservation of the White- winged Flufftail, 
including the work undertaken at Berga wetland in Ethiopia. Eskom’ s massive environmental contribution to habitat 

and species conservation over the past 15 years through the Ingula Partnership is commendable, and Eskom is 
therefore a very deserving recipient of an Eagle Owl Award. 

 

BirdLife South Africa Owl Awards: 2009 - 2019 
 



 

 
 

In 2019 there were 10 recipients of the Owl Awards, 1 recipient of the Owlet Award and 2 recipients of 
Eagle-Owl Awards: Kimberly Ekapa Mining-JV and Swarovski Optik. 

 
Kimberley Ekapa Mining-JV was recognised for its exceptional contribution to Lesser Flamingo conservation both in 
the past, through the construction of the Kamfers Dam breeding island, and during the flamingo crisis in early-2019. 

Due to both failing municipal infrastructure and lower rainfall, the water level at Kamfers Dam started to drop 
dangerously low during mid-January 2019. This event ultimately led up to mass abandonment of nests/chicks by 

breeding adults during the last week of January. KEM-JV played a crucial role, often at significant expense of 
resources (time, expertise and finance), during the entire process that spanned five months. KEM-JV has historically 
proven their commitment to flamingo conservation during the successful construction of the first artificial breeding 
site for Lesser Flamingos, but during this crisis demonstrated that their commitment and willingness to promote the 
persistence and conservation of this species knows no bounds. The safeguarding and successful recruitment of more 
than 5000 chicks are sufficient evidence thereof. KEM-JV has further expanded this commitment to conservation by 

sponsoring the BirdLife South Africa KEM-JV Fellow of Conservation position, which contributes to the conservation 
of more than 14 threatened species nationally. 

 
Swarovski Optik, one of the most respected optics brands on the globe, has provided much needed support to BirdLife 

South Africa’ s Bird Guide Training Programme. The Austrian-based company has provided funding which has 
enabled a number of BirdLife South Africa trained bird guides to attend key events across South Africa in order to 
market themselves. The most significant impact that Swarovski Optik has had on the careers of our guides has been 
through the generous provision of loan pairs of their flagship binocular model, the Swarovski Optik 10x42 EL, to 

several of the senior bird guides. The use of these optics has profoundly transformed the careers of these guides. In the 
words of Sakhamuzi Mhlongo, a beneficiary of a pair of these binoculars, “ I am now a professional guide”. In 

addition to the guide training programme, Swarovski Optik has also been a supporter of The African Bird Fair and 
advertiser in African Birdlife magazine. BirdLife South Africa is exceptionally fortunate to have the support of 

Swarovski Optik, as well as that of Andrew Whysall of Whylo distributors, the national distributor of Swarovski Optik 
products in South Africa, and looks forward to this relationship continuing well into the future. 
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