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Stephen Boatwright 

 

Although 2020 started with a very successful conference in QwaQwa, hosted by the 
University of the Free State, it quickly became arguably one of the most challenging 
years in our recent history, due to the far-reaching impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The national lockdown in South Africa affected all aspects of our lives, 
and some of us have even regrettably lost loved ones. I would like to commend the 
SAAB community for getting through this year with perseverance and ingenuity, and 
urge us all to remain vigilant while we continue into a somewhat uncertain future. 

 

Council 

The 2020 SAAB council consisted of Prof. JS Boatwright (President), Prof. G 
Goodman-Cron (Vice-President/Incumbent President), Dr S-L Steenhuisen (Hon. 
Treasurer), Ms E Geerts (Executive Secretary), Prof. J van Staden (Editor-in-Chief, 
South African Journal of Botany), Prof. N Ludidi, Dr M Greve (Portfolio: Student 
Council), Dr T van der Niet (Portfolio: SACNASP), Dr AR Magee (Portfolio: 
Conferences), Prof. A Moteetee, Prof. Sjirk Geerts and Prof. J Sebola (SANBI 
Representative). 

The terms of office of Dr Michelle Greve (UP) and Prof. Ndiko Ludidi (UWC) will end 
after the January 2021 council meeting, and they will be replaced by Dr Ida Risenga 
(WITS) and Prof. Adeyemi Aremu (NWU), who were elected following a call for 
nominations during the latter part of 2020. Congratulations to them and welcome to 
council. The SAAB council is grateful to Dr Greve and Prof. Ludidi for their 
tremendous contributions to the Association during their tenures. Prof. Goodman-
Cron will take over as SAAB President in January 2021 and will serve from 2021-
2023, while I will serve as Outgoing/Vice President for 2021. I wish her well in this 
new capacity. 

 

Student Council 

From 2019 we have added to the list of duties for the Local Organising Committee 
(LOC) arranging the conference that a student LOC should be appointed to arrange 
a social event during which students can get together. Such a social event was 
hosted by the LOC for the 2020 conference in QwaQwa, where students had an 



opportunity to break away and network among themselves. It is important that these 
future leaders get to know each other and form bonds that will last into the future. 
There are two active Facebook pages, the main Student Council page and the South 
African Association of Botanists postgrad resource community page. The latter is a 
very important resource for under- and postgraduate students to receive information 
on funding or opportunities from across the world. Thank you to everyone that share 
posts to this page. The portfolio for Student Council will be handed over to another 
council member at the January 2021 council meeting. 

 

Conferences 

The QwaQwa Campus of the University of the Free State hosted a very successful 
conference in January 2020, organised under the leadership of Dr Sandy-Lynn 
Steenhuisen. We are immensely grateful for the hard work that went into making this 
event a success. Sol Plaatje University was scheduled to host in 2021 (under 
leadership of Dr Helga van der Merwe). In light of the challenges being experienced 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, SAAB Council, in consultation with the Local 
Organising Committee (LOC) from Sol Plaatje University, took the very difficult 
decision to cancel the 2021 SAAB conference. The timing of the SAAB conference in 
January 2021 makes it difficult to confidently and responsibly plan an event of this 
size, and the current resurgence in numbers confirms that we made the correct 
decision. Academic calendars of universities will likely be severely affected by 
delayed exams and extended teaching periods while trying to complete the 2020 
academic year, with the result that many academics and students will not be able to 
attend a conference at the beginning of the year anyway. Botanists at other research 
institutions will no doubt also be affected in many ways for the foreseeable future. 
SAAB Council will be putting together a series of webinars during 2021, which will 
feature among others our medal winners, to ensure ongoing interaction and 
engagement in the Plant Sciences community in the absence of a conference. 

Going forward, Sol Plaatje University will now host the SAAB conference in Kimberly 
in 2024, while North West University will host in 2022 on their Mafikeng Campus and 
UCT/SANBI in 2023 in Cape Town. University of KwaZulu-Natal has expressed 
interest to host in 2025. The hosting of the SAAB conferences is therefore secured 
for the foreseeable future, although we will keep an eye on developments around 
COVID-19 going into 2021. I thank these institutions for their willingness to host the 
conference and encourage anyone that is interested in hosting to please contact the 
SAAB Secretary. 

 

SAABNet 

SAABNet has remained an invaluable tool of communication for SAAB members. Ms 
Geerts undertook a clean-up of the mailing list, following a thorough update of the 
membership database during 2019 and 2020. Access to SAABNet is one of the 
benefits of membership and therefore only members that are fully paid up remain on 
the list. This mailing list will now be maintained and updated annually. It has also 
moved to the Google Groups mailing platform and I thank Dr Quenton Kritzinger and 
Elisabeth for ensuring the longevity of this resource. 

 

 



South African Journal of Botany 

SAAB continues to be grateful to Prof. J van Staden and the Editorial Board for their 
outstanding management of the journal. In 2020 we saw an increase in the impact 
factor of the journal from 1.504 to 1.792. We remain grateful to the Elsevier, the 
publisher of the journal, and the continued good relationship between them and 
SAAB. The re-negotiation of our contract with Elsevier during 2019 saw an increase 
in the payment SAAB receives from Elsevier in 2020. Annual meetings of the 
Editorial Board with Dr Alrun Albrecht from Elsevier at the January SAAB 
conferences remains an effective way of communication and we are grateful to her 
for making herself available at these times. This ensures effective management of 
the journal and we thank her for taking it upon herself to arrange these meetings. 

 

Website 

Ms Geerts has spent a lot of time updating and improving the website. It looks great 
and is an important communication medium for the SAAB. 

 

Membership 

Membership fees were R250 for ordinary members and R125 in 2020. Members 
could, for the first time, pay their fees as part of their conference registration, which 
worked very well. The Association currently has 269 members (4 Affiliate, 19 
Emeritus, 1 Family, 19 Honorary, 6 Life, 211 Ordinary), along with 138 students that 
are paid up members after the 2020 conference (see Secretary’s report for details). 
Much progress has been made in cleaning up the membership database, and 
increasing the number of members that pay their fees. We thank Elisabeth for her 
hard work in this regard. It is imperative that students are encouraged to pay their 
membership fees in 2021, seeing that there will not be a conference in January 
where their fees will automatically be paid with registration. 

 

Awards 

We received one nomination for the Gold Medal, one nomination for the Silver Medal 
and three theses for consideration for the Bronze Medal. We are, however, only 
awarding the silver and bronze medals this year. I am extremely grateful to Prof. 
Stefan Siebert and his team from North-West University for adjudicating the three 
submitted theses. I am also grateful to council for engaging with the nominations for 
the Gold and Silver Medals and casting their votes. Given that there will not be a 
Gala Dinner, I can announce here that the Silver Medal was awarded to Prof. Timm 
Hoffmann (UCT), and the Bronze Medal to Dr Blair Cowie from WITS, supervised by 
Prof. Marcus Byrne and Prof. Ed Witkowski. The medal winners will be our first 
speakers in the webinar series planned for 2021. 

Despite putting out a call, we were unable to award the Sara Nigro Award for 
Women Achievers in Plant Science in 2020 due to the fact that no nominations were 
received, despite increasing the amount from R2000 to R4000 and extending the 
deadline. This could simply be another casualty of COVID-19, but we will put out the 
call again in 2021 and re-evaluate the way forward should we again not receive any 
nominations. 



Finances 

SAAB remains in a strong financial position, with the reserves in two money market 
accounts growing again during the course of the year (see Treasurer’s report for 
details). The bulk of the financial gains during the year was from Elsevier, the 
publisher for the South African Journal of Botany. The expenditure of funds was, as 
in the past, carefully controlled to maintain a good surplus of funds. It has, however, 
become necessary to revisit our investment strategy in order to ensure maximum 
gains from the available funds, and also to ensure the safety of these funds. This 
was discussed at the January 2020 meeting, but no action taken due to the very 
tumultuous circumstances in 2020. This will be revisited in January 2021. At the 
2020 conference membership fees were payable with conference registration. We 
hope that this will ease payment to members and also increase the number of 
members that pay their fees. SAAB awarded three honours bursaries of R 10000 
each and one M.Sc. bursary of R 20000 (see Secretary’s report for details). It was 
decided during the January 2020 SAAB Council meeting to increase the bursary 
amount for honours students from R10000 to R12000 in 2021. 

 

SACNASP 

Dr Van der Niet represents the interests of SAAB at SACNASP and vice versa. 
There has not been much activity of interest to SAAB members, other than the fact 
that our annual SAAB conference continues to be an accredited conference with 
SACNASP. The majority of members are, however, not members of this 
organisation. 

 

SABSplat 

The South African Basic Sciences Platform was established during 2017 by the 
Department of Science and Technology in order to enhance basic science 
disciplines in South Africa. There was no real activity pertinent to SAAB during 2020. 
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Personal/general 

I have enjoyed my time as President, and it has been an honour to serve the SAAB 
both in this capacity, and as a councillor. I wish Prof. Glynis Goodman-Cron well 
when she takes over the reins in 2021.  


