
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

2026 Austin Roberts Memorial Medal 

Citation 

Vernon R.L. Head 

Vernon is a volunteer, a birdwatcher, who over the past 25 years has been dedicated to birds, 

their conservation, and the growth of BirdLife South Africa. 

It is no exaggeration to say that Vernon’s story is inextricably woven into the emergence of 

BirdLife South Africa as one of the most successful conservation organisations in Africa.  

Awarding him the Austin Roberts Memorial Medal sends a powerful message to the birding 

and conservation communities across the country and continent – everyone can make a 

significant difference. Don’t just watch birds, look after them too, in your own special way, is 

what Vernon might ask of each of us. 

Vernon served first on the council and then on the board of BirdLife South Africa, a 

contribution uninterrupted for more than 25 years. During this time, he held the position of 

chairman for four years. While he was chairman of BirdLife South Africa, he fulfilled the same 

role on both the Western Cape Birding Forum and the Cape Bird Club. How he presided over 

all three organisations at the same time while simultaneously running his architectural 

practice, writing books, and going birding, is one of life’s little mysteries.   

But Vernon did not just serve. He gave tirelessly of himself, because he genuinely loves 

BirdLife South Africa and its community as much as he treasures the birds. He has dedicated 

much of his adult life to the organisation, and in doing so, he has helped redefine it.  

A modern-day Renaissance man, perhaps his outstanding gift is his creativity. Vernon is an 

eccentric ideas-man. He has been at the forefront of BirdLife South Africa’s marketing work 

for more than 15 years and, during this time, many of his ideas have been successfully brought 

to fruition. 

Vernon has been instrumental in: 

• Evolving the initial BirdLife South Africa logo once the organisation emerged out of the 

Southern African Ornithological Society. He also assisted in developing the logo of the 

FitzPatrick Institute of African Ornithology.  
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• Coming up with the idea of renaming and repositioning the conventional AGM of 

BirdLife South Africa, calling it a ‘Flock’ and turning it into a lively gathering of and 

celebration by members. 

• Formulating the concept of Golden Bird Patrons. 

• Conceiving the idea of chartering an ocean-liner to take thousands of enthusiastic 

birders out to sea for a few days, and calling it ‘Flock at Sea’. This has been a resounding 

success, with four ‘Flocks at Sea’ raising many millions of rands of unrestricted funding. 

• Initiating the Flufftail Festival, an event that highlights the importance of conserving 

water, wetlands and waterbirds. 

• Originating the ‘Save our Seabirds Festival’ and the related ‘Oceans of Life’ marine 

photographic competition. 

 

To encourage birding and local ecotourism across the country, he devised the concept for the 

creation of the South Africa Listers’ Club, so that birders might celebrate the region’s birds.  

Recently he suggested to BirdLife South Africa and Struik Nature that a new book about the 

dedicated people who study and conserve the country’s threatened birds might be the 

appropriate way to re-imagine the Red Data Book of Birds; this resulted in the publication of 

the very successful Birds on the Brink.  

Through his contributions, BirdLife South Africa is now infinitely better known to people in 

our country and further afield, from the general public to captains of industry. As a result, it 

has become easier to fundraise for the organisation, ultimately ensuring that critically 

important bird conservation work can be undertaken. 

Vernon has many other ideas and we all look forward to seeing them emerge as funds and 

capacity allow.  

BirdLife South Africa’s executive team needs to be credited for embracing creativity and the 

need for marketing out-of-the-box thinking, thus allowing people like Vernon to express 

themselves in the name of bird conservation. 

Vernon also has provided his acclaimed architectural skills to BirdLife South Africa pro bono. 

He assisted in the selection of appropriate properties for the organisation in both 

Johannesburg and Cape Town. As the architect for Isdell House, the organisation’s head office 

in Johannesburg, Vernon came up with the idea for its ‘green veranda’ where open-air 

functions are often held, and the ‘bird-photo gallery entrance lobby’ theme. Vernon also 

executed the restoration-design planning for the Cape Town office in Claremont.  
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In addition, he has designed various bird hides around the country, pro bono.  

Intent on spreading the message about birds and conservation, this multi-talented man is 

also an award-winning and bestselling author and poet. Vernon believes in the power of 

words and his books on birds and nature–people relationships have been translated into 

many different languages.  

Perhaps it is in his writing that his true commitment to the natural world is revealed, leaving 

a legacy to BirdLife South Africa in the message of giving bird conservation wings through 

words.  

At the end of the day though, Vernon is just a birdwatcher. May we all be that kind of 

birdwatcher, one day. 

For all that Vernon has done and continues to do for birds and for BirdLife South Africa, he is 

a very worthy recipient of the Austin Roberts Memorial Medal. 

 


