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National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF)

Prof Ben-Erik van Wyk — a hampion' of indigenous

plant wisdom
Honouring the International Day of the World’s Indigenous
Peoples

Each year on 9 August, the world observes the International Day of the World’s
Indigenous Peoples, as declared by the United Nations (UN). The day commemorates the
first meeting of the UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations in 1982 and is
dedicated to promoting and protecting the rights of indigenous peoples globally. This
year, because 9 August falls on a weekend, the day is commemorated on 8 August.

At this time, the National Science and
Technology Forum (NSTF) takes the
opportunity to proudly celebrate Prof Ben-
Erik van Wyk, recipient of the Lifetime
Award of the prestigious 2024 NSTF-
South32 Awards, known as the ‘Science
Oscars’ of South Africa (SA).

In SA, Indigenous Peoples’ Day holds profound significance. The country’s indigenous
communities, including the Khoi and San peoples, have made lasting contributions to
sustainable land management, traditional healing practices, and biodiversity
conservation. Their knowledge systems are rooted in centuries of interaction with the
environment and remain vital to national heritage and science.

Prof Van Wyk — Guardian of indigenous plant knowledge: Prof Van Wyk is a globally
renowned ethnobotanist and research professor at the University of Johannesburg (UJ).
He holds the South African Research Chair (SARChI) in Indigenous Plant Use and is
widely recognised for his outstanding contributions to the scientific study and promotion
of indigenous plant knowledge.

With a career span of more than three decades, Prof Van Wyk has authored over 390
peer-reviewed scientific publications and 23 books, including widely used texts such as
Medicinal Plants of the World and People’s Plants. His publications have been translated
and distributed internationally, bridging the gap between academic research and public
education.

Prof Van Wyk has described over 100 new plant species and made significant
contributions to plant taxonomy, chemistry, and pharmacology. Beyond his academic
work, he has mentored over 30 MSc and 25 PhD students, many of whom now hold
leadership positions in science and academia. His contributions have had a major impact
on how indigenous knowledge (IK) is respected, protected, and integrated into scientific
and commercial sectors.

“The botanical and cultural diversity of southern Africa is of importance to all
humanity, as it is associated with the very origins of the use of plants by modern
humans.”

Bridging traditional knowledge and modern science: Prof Van Wyk’s research is
deeply grounded in ethical engagement with indigenous communities. He has worked
alongside traditional healers, documenting plant-based practices in ways that preserve
cultural identity while validating their scientific importance. He has played a key role in
promoting the safe and effective use of medicinal plants and advancing legal protections
for IK holders.

His efforts extend into commercial applications as well. He co-founded Phyto Nova, a
company that worked with traditional healers to produce herbal products and was
instrumental in standardising South African aloe products through the Aloe Council of
South Africa (ACSA). His role as a member of the Presidential Task Team on African
Traditional Medicine reflects his influence on national policy and regulatory frameworks.

Prof Van Wyk also chairs the Indigenous Plant Use Forum and serves on editorial boards
of several respected journals, including the South African Journal of Botany and
Economic Botany. His holistic approach, combining science, culture, policy, and
conservation exemplifies how traditional knowledge systems can thrive in modern
contexts.

“As modernisation creeps into rural areas, traditional plant knowledge is fading
fast... we must preserve this fragile knowledge.”

On this International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples, the NSTF calls on South
Africans and the broader global community to recognise and respect the invaluable
contributions of IK holders. Let us celebrate individuals like Prof Ben-Erik van Wyk, who
have dedicated their lives to bridging worlds between the ancient and the modern, the
oral and the written, the community and the academy.

Protecting IK is not only a matter of heritage, it is a strategy for resilience, sustainability,
and shared prosperity. Through research, education, and ethical collaboration, we can
ensure that indigenous voices continue to inform our future.

About the International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples: This significant day
serves as a powerful reminder of the cultural richness, environmental stewardship, and
traditional knowledge held by indigenous communities, many of whom face challenges
such as marginalisation, loss of land, and erosion of cultural practices. This year’s theme,
“Indigenous Peoples and Al: Defending Rights, Shaping Futures”, underscores
the importance of safeguarding indigenous intellectual property and ensuring that these
valuable knowledge systems are respected, preserved, and integrated into modern
innovations.

About the National Science and Technology Forum: NSTF is an independent
national non-profit stakeholder body and network — a civil-society forum of 150
organisations involved in science, engineering, technology (SET) and innovation in SA.

Join the NSTF’s conversations on social media:
e LinkedIn: National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF)

e Facebook: @NSTFSA
YouTube: National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF)
X @NSTF_SA

Instagram: @nstf_sa

TikTok: nstf_sa
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e https://nstf.org.za/2024/08/29/prof-ben-erik-van-wyk/
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e https://mww.dsti.gov.za/

About the NSTF

The National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF), established in 1995:

is a broadly-representative stakeholder body for all science, engineering and technology (SET) and
innovation organisations in South Africa

gathers stakeholders around burning issues of national and global interest, across the public and
private sectors, including matters of public policy

includes a network of professional societies in SET and STEM education (STEM = science,
technology, engineering and mathematics) - the NSTF proSET membership sector.

recognises, awards and profiles the outstanding contributions of individuals and groups to SET and
innovation through the prestigious NSTF Awards

runs and supports collaborative projects and youth outreach, including recognition of top
performance in mathematics and science, role modelling, bursaryand STEM career information

runs and supports the STEMulator.org which attracts youth and educators to

Explore>Discover>Learn the world of STEM including careers. (Established by NSTF proSET)

For more information

www.nstf.org.za
E-mail: enquiries @nstf.org.za

Disclaimer
The NSTF has taken all practical measures to ensure that the material contained in this newsletter is
correct.

Privacy

Registration details submitted to the NSTF will be treated confidentially and will only be used by NSTF
to communicate with its members and subscribers, as required by the South African Protection of
Personal Information Act.

Non Profit Company Registration Number: 2007/029165/08
NPO Registration Number: 92042
Donations Tax exempt



https://twitter.com/NSTF_SA
https://www.linkedin.com/company/10519564/admin/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCDCeQHBRCf-gAiT9NKxnH5Q
https://www.tiktok.com/@nstf_sa?lang=en
mailto:%20enquiries@nstf.org.za
https://www.un.org/en/observances/indigenous-day
https://nstf.org.za/
https://nstf.org.za/2024/08/29/prof-ben-erik-van-wyk/
https://nstf.org.za/individual-researchers-related-activities-awards/
https://nstf.org.za/awards/
https://www.nrf.ac.za/core-mandate-business-divisions/risa-directorates/research-chairs-and-centres-of-excellence-rcce/south-african-research-chairs-initiative/
https://aloesa.co.za/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/south-african-journal-of-botany
https://link.springer.com/journal/12231
https://www.un.org/en/observances/indigenous-day
https://nstf.org.za/about/
https://nstf.org.za/what-we-do/
https://nstf.org.za/current-members/
https://nstf.org.za/current-members/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/national-science-and-technology-forum-nstf-/
https://www.facebook.com/NSTFSA?_rdc=1&_rdr
https://www.youtube.com/@nationalscienceandtechnolo4971
https://twitter.com/NSTF_SA
https://www.instagram.com/nstf_sa/
https://www.tiktok.com/@nstf_sa?lang=en
https://social.desa.un.org/issues/indigenous-peoples/events/IDWIP-2025
https://nstf.org.za/2024/08/29/prof-ben-erik-van-wyk/
https://www.uj.ac.za/members/ben-erik-van-wyk
https://www.ben-erikvanwyk.com/
https://www.dsti.gov.za/
https://nstf.org.za/
https://nstf.org.za/current-members/
https://nstf.org.za/previous-discussion-forums/
https://nstf.org.za/current-members-professional-bodies-and-learned-societies-proset/
https://nstf.org.za/professional-bodies-proset/
https://nstf.org.za/awards/
https://nstf.org.za/youth/
https://www.stemulator.org/
file:///tmp/www.nstf.org.za
mailto:enquiries@nstf.org.za
mailto:enquiries@nstf.org.za
mailto:enquiries@nstf.org.za

