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Owl Awards

lan Barber

lan Barber has been a steadfast ally of BirdLife South Africa within the Royal
Society for the Protection of Birds (the RSPB) for more than seven years, so
much so that he is considered an honorary member of our organisation. As a
trained engineer-turned-environmentalist with extensive international
experience, lan has dedicated his life to the protection of the natural world. His
strategic thinking, diplomatic approach to problem solving and unwavering
support have been instrumental in strengthening conservation efforts across
the southern African region.

Beyond his professional contributions, lan is widely appreciated for his warm
and approachable nature. His great sense of humour lightens even the most
challenging conversations, making him not only a trusted advisor but a genuine
pleasure to work with. lan’s collegial approach to finding workable solutions
has been a guiding force for the BirdLife Partnership. What sets him apart in
this regard is his enthusiasm and remarkable ability to bring people together,
whether it be across continents via Teams, over a glass of cold beer after a day
in the field or among flocks of waders on an estuarine floodplain.

lan’s affection for South Africa and its avifauna has ensured his interest and
involvement in some of our most pressing challenges. During the recent African
Penguin litigation, lan facilitated the coming together of our team seeking a
ban on commercial fishing in the vicinity of important habitat and foraging
grounds for African Penguins, together with UK-based scientists who have
sought a similar solution to conserve seabirds in England’s North Sea and off
the coast of Scotland. The sharing of ideas and information was immensely
valuable for all involved.

Navigating complex conservation challenges, offering encouragement to
colleagues, and facilitating discussions among diverse stakeholders are just
some of the many ways lan has added value over the years. His guidance has
helped strengthen partnerships and played a crucial role in the success of key
conservation efforts. As he approaches the final leg of his career journey with
the RSPB, it is with total conviction and gratitude that we present lan with an
Owl Award. In the spirit of what that species signifies, lan’s wisdom,



mentorship and encouragement will leave a lasting impact, making him not just
a colleague but a true and lasting friend to BirdLife South Africa.



Steve Davis

Steve Dauvis currently serves as the Honorary President of BirdLife eThekwini
KZN, one of South Africa’s largest and most active bird clubs. In this role, he
provides insightful guidance to the Chair and committee, ensuring continuity
and informed decision-making. His involvement in the club spans four decades,
during which time he has held multiple committee positions and now also
serves as Conservation Coordinator.

A respected authority in the birding community, Steve has chaired the
KwaZulu-Natal Rare Birds Committee and co-authored key publications with
the late Roy Cowgill, including a definitive shorebird identification guide, a
book on KZN reserves, and a detailed provincial checklist. His commitment to
birding education and conservation is evident in the numerous talks and
courses he has given to BirdLife eThekwini KZN and many other clubs and
NGOs, as well as the many articles he has contributed to KZN Birds, the
regional birding magazine.

As part of his commitment to the club and birds, Steve is actively involved in
conservation initiatives. He has led Coordinated Waterbird Counts for years,
ensuring the continuation of this invaluable dataset with 78 cards produced,
covering Durban Bay and the uMngeni Estuary. As a dedicated bird atlasser, he
has submitted more than 259 full protocol and 237 ad hoc cards, significantly
contributing even more to citizen science efforts. He has conducted monthly
bird monitoring for more than two years on a critical restoration offset project
within the Durban Metropolitan Open Space System.

Steve played a pivotal role in establishing and sustaining the KZN Forum long
before regional birding forums were formalised. A long-standing supporter of
BirdLife South Africa, he has been a member for more than 15 years and is a
Conservation League donor. His passion for wildlife extends beyond birds to
butterflies, dragonflies, trees and flowers, and he generously shares his
knowledge with others. As a mentor to many birders, Steve continues to inspire
a deeper appreciation for bird conservation and the natural world.



Peter Divall

Peter has been birding for many years. A longtime supporter of BirdLife South
Africa, he joined BirdLife Free State in 2001 and began contributing as a
Conservation League Donor from 2017.

He was elected to the BLFS committee in February 2003 and served as
chairperson from 2007 until he moved to Howick in 2009. While he was in the
Free State, Peter organised many outings for the club and was also involved
with CAR. He remained a member of BirdLife Free State until 2023.

When he moved to Howick, Peter joined the BirdLife KZN Midlands bird club
and brought his wealth of experience to bear, playing a pivotal role.

He is on the Midlands committee and has served two terms as Chairman.
During his term from 2015 to 2020, he was responsible for organising the KZN
Forum, arranging interesting speakers and well-run forum days in Howick.

As Precinct Officer, Peter continues to arrange the eight routes of the Midlands
CAR counts, sometimes doing two of the routes when there haven’t been
enough helpers.

He was the KZN Forum Representative on the Board of BirdLife South Africa,
officiated at the 2017 AGM and remained until the end of 2021, after which the
composition of the Board changed, doing away with Forum Representatives.

Peter is a keen photographer and has travelled extensively. He has entertained
many people during his clubs talks in Howick and Pietermaritzburg, stimulating
interest for members to travel and find birds.

And it’s important to mention that Peter’s work was always encouraged and
supported by Anita, his wife of 60 years, who also assisted the various clubs in
many ways.



EcoSolutions

For more than 25 years, EcoSolutions has led one of South Africa’s most
innovative and impactful owl-conservation initiatives.

The company has been at the forefront of promoting poison-free, nature-based
alternatives to rodenticides, championing the installation and maintenance of
Barn Owl and Spotted Eagle-Owl boxes as a practical and effective biological
pest-control method. Its unwavering commitment and perseverance have
transformed urban, agricultural and industrial landscapes into thriving habitats
for owls, significantly reducing the need for harmful chemical rodenticides.

Dame Jane Goodall, who has expressed her admiration for EcoSolutions’ work,
summarised its contribution in a message to its founder and director, Jonathan
Haw. ‘Together we can make this a better world for all, and save some of the
amazing animals with whom we share this planet. What you are doing is
amazing and | truly look forward to working with you.’

This heartfelt endorsement captures the essence of EcoSolutions’ mission:
combining scientific research, education, habitat restoration and advocacy to
deliver lasting conservation outcomes.

More than 150 owl boxes, made from recycled wood, are currently occupied in
Gauteng alone. EcoSolutions also runs a comprehensive monitoring
programme that includes ringing owlets and tracking their survival, movements
and breeding success. It conducts detailed predator—prey analyses through the
study of owl pellets, providing valuable ecological insights.

In addition, cameras installed outside occupied boxes enable real-time
observation of nesting behaviour, offering an exceptional window into owl life.
These live feeds serve as important educational and research tools, engaging
schools, clients, and the broader community in conservation efforts.

EcoSolutions’ influence extends well beyond urban centres. Owl boxes are now
widely in place on farms, in nature reserves, corporate properties and
municipal landscapes throughout South Africa. Partnerships with major
agricultural and corporate players such as solar power producer SCATEC and
seed producer Starke Ayres demonstrate the organisation’s ability to embed
conservation within operational pest-management frameworks, advocating
strongly for safer, rodenticide-free practices.



Community engagement and education are a cornerstone of its work. Owl
boxes with educational signboards in public spaces raise awareness, while
regular talks and workshops foster positive attitudes toward owls and raptors
more generally.

EcoSolutions truly embodies the values honoured by the Owl Awards.



Libby Hirshon

Currently Head of Environmental Social Governance (ESG) and Sustainability at
ENGIE Africa, Libby Hirshon’s wealth of knowledge of environmental
management processes has been a hallmark of her career. Prior to ENGIE’s
acquisition of BTE in 2024, she was Director of ESG at BTE Renewables. She
previously worked as a social and environmental advisory consultant for the
International Finance Corporation and for Environmental Resources
Management (ERM), gaining experience working on projects throughout Africa.

A significant feature of Libby’s work has been her focus on processes that can
help reduce the risk of bird turbine collisions at wind farm developments in
South Africa.

She was the driving force behind the Excelsior Wind Energy Facility’s Observer-
led Shutdown on Demand Programme, the first comprehensive initiative of its
kind implemented in South Africa. Under her leadership, the programme
placed skilled bird monitors at strategic vantage points across the wind farm.
When these observers spot priority bird species approaching, they immediately
alert the operations team to shut down specific turbines, effectively preventing
bird collisions.

Libby recognised that the success of the programme depended on cultivating a
well-trained, motivated and mentored team of observers. Her passion for
sustainability and her commitment to empowering her team have created a
culture where staff are encouraged to take proactive steps to protect birdlife.

This work built on Libby’s prior experience at the Kipeto wind farm in Kenya,
where she played a key role in the design and implementation of the project’s
Biodiversity Action Plan. This included an innovative Observer-led Shutdown on
Demand Programme system designed, in particular, to safeguard local colonies
of the Critically Endangered Riippell’s and White-backed vultures.

What truly distinguishes Libby is her dedication to continuous improvement
and transparency. She leads by example in openly sharing the team’s
experiences and findings, even the uncomfortable lessons learned, with
industry peers, thereby advancing the sustainability of the entire sector.

Always happy to share her experience in the design and implementation of
OSDoD, Libby provided invaluable advice and insight during the drafting of the
recently published handbook, Shutdown on Demand for the mitigation of bird



collision risk at onshore wind farms in South Africa (BirdLife South Africa, June
2025).

Libby’s contribution to bird conservation through her work on Observer-led
Shutdown on Demand makes her a particularly worthy recipient of an Owl
Award.



Dr Michael Riffel, Rifcon

Rifcon the sole funder of BirdLife South Africa’s Birds and Agrochemicals
Project. In addition to its financial generosity, the company selflessly gives of its
time, actively participating in the project and training the Project Manager. This
project spans many landscapes and bird species, and its impact will be
immeasurable. With Rifcon expertise, we have highlighted the acute and
reproductive toxicity risks of active ingredients used in South African
agrochemical products to farmland birds. These findings will be used to
improve farming practices, sustainability schemes and product registration
processes, and conserve the environment, biodiversity and human health.

Michael Riffel, the Managing Director of Rifcon, receives this award for his
company’s support of BirdLife South Africa’s Birds and Agrochemicals Project,
and also for his exceptional support of the Mouse-Free Marion (MFM) Project.

His generosity is demonstrated by direct sponsorship of more than R1-million
through his Caring for Conservation (C4C) fund. Beyond financial support,
Michael is an active and dedicated member of the Mouse-Free Marion Project
Non-Profit Company fundraising committee, where his strategic insights and
commitment have strengthened our initiatives.

Michael’s impact also extends to furthering the project’s global reach. He has
facilitated the translation of the Mouse-Free Marion Project website into
German, French, Spanish and Japanese, thus increasing the project’s
international footprint and fostering greater awareness.

In addition, he has proactively pursued opportunities to publish articles about
the Mouse-Free Marion Project and the Flock to Marion AGAIN! 2025 voyage in
German publications, stimulating valuable interest in our work among new
audiences.

Michael’s passionate involvement embodies the spirit of conservation
partnership, making him an outstanding recipient of this award.
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Dr Rob Simmons*

One of South Africa’s leading bird specialists, Dr Rob Simmons has worked
extensively in South Africa and internationally on avifaunal conservation issues.

Managing Director of Birds & Bats Unlimited, Rob focuses on the
environmental impacts of renewable energy projects on these creatures in
southern Africa. In addition, as a Research Associate with the FitzPatrick
Institute of African Ornithology at the University of Cape Town and a Research
Fellow at the Institute of Zoology in London, Rob concentrates on the
conservation of threatened birds, with a particular emphasis on the impact of
wind farms on these species. Passionate about raptors, Rob is a Black Harrier
Species Guardian and one of the foremost experts on the species.

A member of the Birds and Renewable Energy Specialist Group, Rob brings
enthusiasm and fresh perspectives to the group. He has been the driving force
behind the recent research into the use of blade patterning in South Africa to
enhance the visibility of fast-moving wind turbines and so reduce the risk of
bird collision fatalities. Of particular note is his research collaboration with
Umoya Energy to trial blade patterning on a set of turbines at the Hopefield
Wind Farm in the Western Cape. This trial has been running since April 2023
and preliminary results, published in April 2024, indicate a likely significant
reduction in turbine collision fatalities at patterned turbines.

Implementing blade patterning trials necessitated overcoming considerable
obstacles, but Rob was persistent in his quest for solutions. He worked
extensively with BirdLife South Africa and the South African Wind Energy
Association, in 2023 co-authoring a paper on ‘Considerations for Blade
Patterning as a Mitigation Measure to reduce Avifaunal Collisions with Wind
Turbines in South Africa’, and leading the drafting of the 2024 ‘Blade Patterning
Guidelines: A guidance note for avian specialists recommending blade
patterning as a mitigation to reduce avian impacts at South African wind farms’.

His success can be measured in the high level of interest being generated
around blade patterning and its adoption by major wind developers who are
now ordering pre-patterned blades at the fabrication stage. As a result, blade
patterning is expected to become an increasingly common feature on the next
generation of South African wind farms.

Rob’s contribution to bird conservation through his work on blade patterning
makes him particularly worthy of this honour from BirdLife South Africa.
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Tsawule Farmers’ Association

Tsawule Farmers’ Association, located in the uMzimkhulu Municipality in
southern KwaZulu-Natal, is recognised for its remarkable contributions to
sustainable agriculture, environmental stewardship and rangeland restoration,
as well as an unwavering commitment to community development.

Tsawule is a rural farming community with a proud history rooted in traditional
agriculture and pastoralism. For generations, people have lived closely
connected to the land, relying on both farming and livestock to sustain their
livelihoods. However, in the recent past, the village faced increasing challenges
as a result of land degradation, climate change and diminishing rangeland
productivity. In response, in 2015 visionary local farmers formed the Tsawule
Farmers’ Association to restore ecological balance and economic opportunity
to the area. Today, from the 22 initial members the association has grown to 52
farmers and it is a beacon of hope and a catalyst for change within the villages
that border Ntsikeni Nature Reserve.

The association has significantly enhanced farmer resilience through
agricultural practices, and this improvement has been as a result of the Herding
for Health initiative presented by BirdLife South Africa since 2022.

The community has seen an increase in livestock productivity as a consequence
of restored rangeland, better extension services, herd health, and land and fire
management.

Recognising the intrinsic link between ecology and agriculture, the association
has prioritised conservation through rangeland restoration and grazing
management that improve the grass and plant biodiversity. This has resulted in
the return of bird species, such as the Southern Ground-Hornbill, and
traditional medicinal herbs in the area. Invasive plants in the rivers have been
eradicated, and the whole village has been involved in environmental
awareness programmes.

Through a combination of indigenous knowledge and the Herding for Health
initiative, 1 850 hectares of degraded rangeland have been restored and, as a
result, winter fodder availability has been significantly improved for more than
380 cattle, 150 sheep and 80 goats, directly benefiting 70 households. This has
reduced seasonal livestock stress, improved milk and meat production, and
boosted household incomes and food security during the most vulnerable
months of the year.
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The achievements of the Tsawule Farmers’ Association are inspiring. Through
unity, innovation and stewardship, the association has transformed both land
and lives, ensuring that future generations inherit a more sustainable and
prosperous landscape.
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Ester van der Westhuizen-Coetzer

Ester van der Westhuizen-Coetzer has been contributing to bird conservation
since 2001. Beginning by providing input to the International Working Group
for Blue Swallow Conservation, she continues to advise in workshops aimed at
the conservation of White-winged Flufftails and Southern Bald Ibises. Since
2016, she has been a passionate advocate for the conservation of Kamfers Dam
in Kimberley and, more recently, is fighting for the protection of the dam
against pollution. Ester has played a significant role in the conservation of
African White-backed Vultures and Secretarybirds in the Dronfield and greater
Kimberley region, and she is also a champion of the ‘Turn Kimberley Green’
citizen science project for SABAP2.

A water scientist holding an MSc, she has lent her expertise to the Department
of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment and the Department of Water
Affairs, advising on water quality issues and disease outbreaks that affect bird
conservation. A Species Guardian for Lesser Flamingos, Ester has played a
critical role in the conservation of the species in the greater Kimberley region,
monitoring the population and its breeding success She has used her skills to
highlight the pollution of the Kamfers Dam system that has led to its
abandonment as one of only four main breeding sites for Lesser Flamingos on
the continent. She has practical bird conservation skills, holding ringing and
egg-collecting permits, and has also contributed her wealth of conservation
experience to educational institutions.

Ester embodies the values of BirdLife South Africa through dedicated,
consistent and passionate advocacy for the conservation of South Africa’s birds.
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Owlet Award

Gabby Sykora

Young birders are few and far between, and those who actively work to involve
their peers in birding and conservation are even more uncommon. Seventeen-
year-old Gabby Sykora is the exception and her passion for wildlife
photography, birds and conservation shines through every initiative she
undertakes.

As the founder of Young Wildlife Photographers of Southern Africa, Gabby has
generated a thriving platform that empowers youth through nature,
storytelling and photography, and in so doing is building a new generation of
birders, conservationists and citizen scientists.

What began as a small idea has grown into a vibrant community that reaches
from South Africa, Namibia and Zimbabwe to Botswana and beyond. Through
Young Wildlife Photographers of Southern Africa, Gabby has created a space
where young people are inspired to engage meaningfully with conservation.
The community fosters connections between individuals of diverse
backgrounds who share a common love for nature. Under Gabby’s guidance,
YWP has evolved into far more than a photography group —it’'s a movement
rooted in environmental action, peer mentorship, skill development, and
accessible education. Members are encouraged to share their stories,
participate in conservation initiatives, and contribute their voices to a growing
body of young leadership in conservation.

In addition to her work with birds and photography, Gabby is involved in
outreach efforts, including a self-funded project in which she donates hand-
knitted beanies to those in need across South Africa.

Fast becoming a respected figure in the youth birding community, Gabby plays
an active role in helping to manage the various networks. Her leadership has
made her an invaluable connector within these groups, encouraging
participation and nurturing a sense of belonging among members,
demonstrating that conservation is not only about data, but also community
and kindness.

Gabby is a talented photographer, often using her work to advocate for
threatened species and to tell compelling stories of nature and youth
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involvement. With current life list of 577, her birding knowledge is already
respected by both peers and mentors.

With young individuals such as Gabby involved in birding and encouraging
others to participate, the future of birding in South Africa is bright.
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Eagle-Owl Awards

Brent Coverdale

Brent Coverdale’s dedicated service at Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife (EKZNW) has
made him an outstanding champion for bird conservation in South Africa. His
expertise in avian conservation has been instrumental in protecting KwaZulu-
Natal's diverse bird populations and their habitats.

Brent started at EKZNW as a District Conservation Officer for the Richmond and
Ixopo areas in 2007, and in 2013 was appointed as an Animal Scientist for birds
and mammals. During the past 18 years, Brent has consistently demonstrated
exceptional commitment by implementing practical conservation measures. His
willingness to mentor emerging conservationists further amplifies his impact.
His collaborative approach has strengthened partnerships between EKZNW and
other organisations, as supported by the following testimonies...

‘Brent’s input into the Bearded Vulture Recovery Programme, as well as the
Breeding Programme, has been invaluable as chair and committee member’
Dr Sonja Krueger, EKZNW

‘By assisting with tracking White-backed Vulture juveniles, Brent continues to
make significant contributions to BirdLife South Africa’s lead research.
Dr Linda van den Heever, BirdLife South Africa

‘Brent assisted with White-winged Flufftail research, which helped reveal KZN
as a core area for the species and a focus for conservation efforts.’
Dr Kyle Lloyd, BirdLife South Africa

‘Instrumental in undertaking the first telemetry study of Yellow-billed Kite
migration, Brent has taught me methods for raptor handling and telemetry
studies’

Dr David Ehlers-Smith, BirdLife South Africa

‘I have worked with Brent for more than 20 years and his contribution,
particularly to crane, vulture and Blue Swallow conservation, is immeasurable.
Steve McKean, Conservation Outcomes
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‘His passion and commitment to conservation led Brent to play a key leadership
role in bird and mammal conservation. Much of his dedication to extension
work is why Wattled Cranes were recently downlisted.

Kevin McCann, Conservation Outcomes

‘Brent has helped, advised and trained individuals, including me, on general
conservation, ringing and tracking. He has supported anyone who shares his
passions and he appears to have endless patience and respect for everyone.
Dr Lara Fuller, Endangered Wildlife Trust/International Crane Foundation
partnership

‘From getting his hands dirty in the field to shaping conservation strategies and
inspiring collaborative action, Brent’s unwavering dedication has played an
instrumental role in advancing bird conservation/

Chris Kelly, Wildlife ACT

Brent exemplifies the dedication the Eagle-Owl Award celebrates and is highly
worthy of this recognition.
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Azwianewi Makhado

Dr Azwianewi (Newi) Makhado deservedly receives an Eagle-Owl Award in
recognition of his significant contributions to seabird conservation and his
support of BirdLife South Africa's strategic objectives, particularly through the
Seabird Conservation Programme and the 2025 Regional Red List assessment
process.

Newi is a leading seabird ecologist and a dedicated conservation scientist with
the Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment, where he leads the
Top Predator programme. In this role, he has made extensive contributions to
the understanding and protection of South Africa’s marine top predators,
notably seabirds such as penguins, albatrosses and petrels.

In 2024 and 2025, together with Rob Crawford, Newi co-authored 11 Red List
assessments, applying his in-depth knowledge of long-term monitoring data,
particularly for species breeding at the Prince Edward Islands. His technical
input ensured that population trends and threats were accurately documented,
and that conservation statuses were grounded in the best available evidence.
He also provided guidance on broader seabird assessments, demonstrating his
commitment to collaborative and rigorous science.

Beyond his formal duties, Newi has played a significant role in supporting
BirdLife South Africa’s Seabird Conservation Programme. He has facilitated
access to data, engaged meaningfully in scientific dialogue and represented
South Africa in international policy arenas such as the Commission for the
Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources and the Agreement on the
Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels. His ability to bridge science and policy
has advanced regional and global conservation efforts for seabirds.

His passion for seabirds is captured in Birds on the Brink, where he reflects on
decades of gruelling yet purposeful fieldwork at Marion Island and on the
Antarctic Peninsula. His research has illuminated the complex interactions
between fur seals and seabirds, chronicled the alarming declines in Macaroni
and Rockhopper penguins, and highlighted the multiple pressures faced by
marine predators in changing ecosystems.

Since 2023, Newi has voluntarily contributed his time and expertise as a
member of the BirdLife South Africa Conservation Advisory Committee, further
supporting the organisation’s conservation efforts.
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Newi’s contributions extend far beyond field surveys: he is a champion of
conservation, a mentor to young scientists, and a powerful advocate in
international forums. His support of BirdLife South Africa has been
instrumental to our work and mission. For these reasons, he is a worthy
recipient of an Eagle-Owl Award.



