
The SAAO conducts fundamental research in astronomy and  
astrophysics by providing a world-class facility to scientists. The 
SAAO also aims to popularise astronomy, science, engineering, 
technology and innovation in order to promote engagement and  
enhance scientific literacy.

The SAAO’s Science Engagement Astronomer, Dr Daniel Cunnama, 
has taken a lead in these efforts which have been recognised by his 
selection as a finalist for three NSTF-South32 Awards.

The SAAO would like to  
congratulate all 2021 NSTF 
finalists and winners!
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NSTF-South32  Awards 2020-2021
THE National Science and Technology 
Forum (NSTF) has held its 23rd prestigious 
annual NSTF-South32 Awards celebrating 
and honouring South Africa’s outstand-
ing contributions to the world of  Science, 
Engineering, Technology (SET) and innov-
ation.

The NSTF-South32 Awards is the lar-
gest SET and innovation awards initiative 
in SA. It is the first for the sector and is 
dubbed the “Science Oscars”. The gala 
evening was livestreamed from Johannes-
burg and Cape Town, and took place on 

Thursday, September 30. 
This year’s special annual theme award 

was made for an outstanding contribution 
to SET and innovation towards the creative 
economy for sustainable development. This 
is also the NSTF’s theme for 2021, aligned 
with the international year of  creative 
economy for sustainable development, as 
declared by the United Nations.

According to Jansie Niehaus, NSTF 
executive director and spokesperson, the 
NSTF is regarded as the most represent-
ative multi-stakeholder non-profit forum 

in the country promoting SET and innov-
ation. 

“The NSTF-South32 Awards showcase 
the research and development capacity of  
our nation, and the excellent output of  the 
winners and how they support South Af-
rica’s advancement, economic growth and 
the social upliftment of  our people. 

“The awards also includes the year-long 
engagement programme between NSTF-
South32 Award winners and students: 
NSTF Share ‘n Dare Programme. These 
top scientists share their knowledge and 

experiences with young people, “daring” 
them to follow in their footsteps.

“Moreover, the NSTF Brilliants pro-
gramme recognises at least two outstand-
ing Grade 12 performers in physical 
science and mathematics. The top per-
formers with 90% or more for the two 
subjects are selected from each province,” 
said Niehaus.

“It is an honour to be nominated, an 
achievement to reach the finals and an 
exceptional milestone of  excellence to be a 
winner,” added Niehaus.

Winners of SA’s leading science and innovation awards announced

LIFETIME AWARD
NSTF Lifetime Award for the 
application of expertise in 
geophysics and seismology: 
Prof Raymond Durrheim, Wits

TW KAMBULE-NSTF AWARD: 
RESEARCHER
Prof Bruce Mellado, Wits

MANAGEMENT AWARD
Prof Stephanie Burton, 
University of Pretoria

ENGINEERING RESEARCH 
CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT 
AWARDS
Sponsor: Eskom 
Prof Philiswa Nosizo 
Nomngongo, University of 
Johannesburg

ENGINEERING RESEARCH 
CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT 
AWARDS
Prof Michael Claeys, University 
of Cape Town

NSTF-WATER RESEARCH 
COMMISSION (WRC) AWARD
Sponsor: WRC 
Prof Paul Oberholster, 
University of the Free State

FOUNDED in 1820, the South African 
Astronomical Observatory (SAAO) 
is the national centre for optical and 
infrared astronomy in South Africa. 

A national facility of  the National 
Research Foundation (NRF), its pri-
mary role is to conduct fundamental 
research in astronomy and astrophys-
ics by providing a world-class facility 
to scientists. 

The SAAO promotes astronomy 
and astrophysics in Southern Africa 
by sharing research findings and dis-
coveries, and participates in outreach 
activities to enlighten people about 
physics and astronomy. 

The SAAO’s science engagement 
astronomer, Dr Daniel Cunnama, has 
taken a lead in these efforts that 
have been recognised by his selection 
as a finalist for three NSTF-South32 
Awards. Cunnama was a finalist in 
the Communication Award and the 
2020/21 Special Annual Theme Award 
categories. 

The Cosmic Savannah podcast 
that was co-created, produced and 

hosted by him was also selected as a 
finalist in the Communication Award 
category.

Cunnama is driven by his passion 
and commitment to science and com-
munication, coupled with a vision of  
what science engagements in South 
Africa could be. 

He has implemented an array 
of  innovative ideas and projects 
within the field, including the afore-
mentioned Cosmic Savannah Pod-
cast, two full-dome planetarium films 
and a new visitors centre at the SAAO 
in Cape Town. These incorporate in-
formative exhibits and animations 
based on traditional Khoe and San 
star lore.

Much of  his work has focused on 
the fascinating space between arts, 
culture and science. His work on 
indigenous knowledge represents a 
truly unique partnership between 
astronomers, professional linguists 
and artists, as well as remaining 
mother-tongue speakers of  Khoe and 
San languages in Southern Africa.

THE University of  Johannesburg (UJ) 
weaves Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) 
principles into the continent’s journey to-
wards the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), according to Prof  Saurabh Sinha, 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Research and 
Internationalisation. 

“In the last five years, I have had the 
privilege of  leading UJ’s strategy for re-
search and innovation to meet the 4IR 
head-on. Including 4IR creates a sound 
opportunity for attaining the SDGs,” he 
said.

Under Sinha’s leadership, the univer-
sity has prioritised a dedicated programme 
for women leaders in research. In 2020, the 
Times Higher Education Impact Rankings, 
based on SDGs, placed UJ at 75 globally 
and first in Africa.

One such leader in research at UJ is 
Prof  Philiswa Nomngongo, the SARChI 
Chair for Nanotechnology for Water. Her 
research group focuses on clean water, 
which is part of  SDG 6.

Prof  Nomngongo’s group tackles water 
quality monitoring and treatment using 
nanotechnology. In this way, they have 

enhanced the sensitivity of  traditional 
analytical methods, making it possible 
to profile the occurrence of  various pol-
lutants in South African water systems. 
They also investigate ways to remove these 
pollutants.

“Our current focus in water treatment 
is adsorption and membrane technologies, 
and integrated systems. We are working to-
wards future point-of-use or decentralised 
treatment systems,” said Nomngongo.

Founder and director of  the UJ Cen-
tre for Cyber-Physical Food, Energy and 
Water Systems (CCP-FEWS), Prof  Nnamdi 
Nwulu believes that South Africa faces sig-
nificant challenges and constraints in the 
management of  not only water resources, 
but also the security of  food (SDG 2) and 
energy (SDG 7). 

“Of  crucial importance is integrated 
planning of  all three resources, which is 
currently lacking in South Africa,” Nwulu 
said.

The CCP-FEWS’s vision is therefore to 
develop systems and technologies that will 
lead to sustainable management of  food, 
energy and water resources.

THE University of  Pretoria (UP) has made an 
impressive showing at the 2020/2021 NSTF-
South32 Awards with this year’s theme being 
“Creative Economy”. 

UP is a leading research-intensive univer-
sity for which the true value of  creativity 
and innovation lies in how these concepts 
can be engaged to find sustainable solutions 
to problems such as poverty, unemployment 
and inequality. To this end, the university 
has adopted a future-focused transdisciplin-
ary approach to research, working across 
faculties and disciplines, and collaborating 
with business, government, policymakers 
and civil society to co-create new knowledge. 

With its wide academic offerings and 
diverse disciplines, UP is well-positioned 
to conduct transdisciplinary research. The 
university has dedicated transdisciplinary fa-
cilities such as its Future Africa Institute and 
Campus, Javett-UP Art Centre, Engineering 
4.0 complex and Innovation Africa @UP plat-
form that are ready to draw on expertise from 
around the world to find African solutions to 

global problems. 
This can only be achieved at a university 

that is at the leading edge of  research and 
innovation, as demonstrated by UP’s NSTF-
South32 finalists. 

UP FINALISTS
 ¡ Prof Jan Eloff (Lifetime Award) 
 ¡ Prof Marietjie Venter (Lifetime Award) 
 ¡ Prof Lyn-Marie Birkholtz (TW Kambule-
NSTF Award: Researcher) 

 ¡ Dr Vukosi Marivate (TW Kambule-NSTF 
Award: Emerging Researcher) 

 ¡ Prof Ncholu Manyala (Engineering 
Research Capacity Development Award) 

 ¡ Prof Tessa Marcus (Communication 
Award) 

 ¡ Prof Stephanie Burton (Management 
Award)

 ¡ Dr Ellenore Meyer (NGO and Special 
Annual Theme Award: Creative 
Economy for Sustainable Development) 

 ¡ UP’s Sci-Enza (Non-Governmental 
Organisation)

UJ reimagines sustainable development UP nominated for nine awards 
at ‘Science Oscars’ 

SAAO illuminates 
with innovation and 
scientific creativity 

The NSTF and its sponsors congratulate the 2020/2021 NSTF-South32 Award winners

INNOVATION AWARD: CORPORATE 
ORGANISATION
The Biomimicry Diagnostic Verification 
Controls Team, Wits CEO Prof Bavesh 
Kana

INNOVATION AWARD: SMALL, 
MEDIUM AND MICRO ENTERPRISE
Reverse Osmosis/Cooling (ROC) Water 
Technologies, Prof Jannie P Maree

COMMUNICATION AWARD
Prof Carolina Ödman, University of the 
Western Cape

NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANISATION 
(NGO) AWARD
Outlook Foundation, CEO Segomotso 
E Kelefetswe

SPECIAL ANNUAL THEME AWARD: 
CREATIVE ECONOMY FOR 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Dr Tegan Bristow, Wits

TW KAMBULE-NSTF AWARD: EMERGING RESEARCHER 
Prof Sheetal Silal, University of Cape Town and Dr Boitumelo 
Innocent Ramatsetse, Wits

DATA FOR RESEARCH AWARD
School of Geosciences Data Collection and Storage Facility, Wits  
Team Leaders: Professors Raymond Durrheim, Musa Manzi and 
Glen Nwaila
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“Creative Economy”. 

UP is a leading research-intensive univer-
sity for which the true value of  creativity 
and innovation lies in how these concepts 
can be engaged to find sustainable solutions 
to problems such as poverty, unemployment 
and inequality. To this end, the university 
has adopted a future-focused transdisciplin-
ary approach to research, working across 
faculties and disciplines, and collaborating 
with business, government, policymakers 
and civil society to co-create new knowledge. 

With its wide academic offerings and 
diverse disciplines, UP is well-positioned 
to conduct transdisciplinary research. The 
university has dedicated transdisciplinary fa-
cilities such as its Future Africa Institute and 
Campus, Javett-UP Art Centre, Engineering 
4.0 complex and Innovation Africa @UP plat-
form that are ready to draw on expertise from 
around the world to find African solutions to 

global problems. 
This can only be achieved at a university 

that is at the leading edge of  research and 
innovation, as demonstrated by UP’s NSTF-
South32 finalists. 

UP FINALISTS
 ¡ Prof Jan Eloff (Lifetime Award) 
 ¡ Prof Marietjie Venter (Lifetime Award) 
 ¡ Prof Lyn-Marie Birkholtz (TW Kambule-
NSTF Award: Researcher) 

 ¡ Dr Vukosi Marivate (TW Kambule-NSTF 
Award: Emerging Researcher) 

 ¡ Prof Ncholu Manyala (Engineering 
Research Capacity Development Award) 

 ¡ Prof Tessa Marcus (Communication 
Award) 

 ¡ Prof Stephanie Burton (Management 
Award)

 ¡ Dr Ellenore Meyer (NGO and Special 
Annual Theme Award: Creative 
Economy for Sustainable Development) 

 ¡ UP’s Sci-Enza (Non-Governmental 
Organisation)

UJ reimagines sustainable development UP nominated for nine awards 
at ‘Science Oscars’ 

SAAO illuminates 
with innovation and 
scientific creativity 

The NSTF and its sponsors congratulate the 2020/2021 NSTF-South32 Award winners

INNOVATION AWARD: CORPORATE 
ORGANISATION
The Biomimicry Diagnostic Verification 
Controls Team, Wits CEO Prof Bavesh 
Kana

INNOVATION AWARD: SMALL, 
MEDIUM AND MICRO ENTERPRISE
Reverse Osmosis/Cooling (ROC) Water 
Technologies, Prof Jannie P Maree

COMMUNICATION AWARD
Prof Carolina Ödman, University of the 
Western Cape

NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANISATION 
(NGO) AWARD
Outlook Foundation, CEO Segomotso 
E Kelefetswe

SPECIAL ANNUAL THEME AWARD: 
CREATIVE ECONOMY FOR 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Dr Tegan Bristow, Wits

TW KAMBULE-NSTF AWARD: EMERGING RESEARCHER 
Prof Sheetal Silal, University of Cape Town and Dr Boitumelo 
Innocent Ramatsetse, Wits

DATA FOR RESEARCH AWARD
School of Geosciences Data Collection and Storage Facility, Wits  
Team Leaders: Professors Raymond Durrheim, Musa Manzi and 
Glen Nwaila


