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The recipient of the NRF President’s Award (P rating) must be 35 years or younger (at 
the time of his/her application), must have completed his/her doctorate or equivalent 
qualification no more than five years previously and must be someone who is considered 
likely to become a future leader in his/her discipline based on published work or research 
outputs. 

Dr Slippers’ track record leaves little doubt as to why he was selected as this year’s winner. 
Not only has he won numerous national and international awards for his research, but he 
has authored and co-authored more than 50 articles that have appeared in peer-reviewed 
journals or have been accepted for publication. He also contributed four chapters to books 
and was co-editor of Studies in Mycology: 100 years of fungal biodiversity in southern 
Africa.  

Dr Slippers received the NRF President’s Award for work initiated during his master’s 
dissertation on the threat posed by the Sirex wasp to the country’s pine plantations, as well 
as for his doctoral research on Botryosphaeriaceae, a group of fungi that causes disease 
symptoms such as die-back and cankers in trees. His master’s research earned him the 
South African Academy for the Advancement of Science (S2A3) bronze medal for the best 
dissertation and the Junior Captain Scott medal of the Academy for Science and Art, while 
he received an award from the International Union of Forestry Research Organisations 
(IUFRO) for his doctoral research. He continues to work in both these domains. 

He completed his MSc in Microbiology at the University of the Free State in 1999. The 
focus of the research conducted for his dissertation was the fungal symbiont of the Sirex 
wasp, one of the greatest threats to pine trees in the southern hemisphere. Pine trees are 
particularly susceptible to infestation by the Sirex wasp when they are under stress caused 
by drought, hail or fire. Using an ovipositor, the Sirex wasp deposits eggs in holes that are 
drilled through the bark and into the tree. Along with its eggs, the wasp also deposits toxic 
mucus and the symbiotic fungus, which breaks down the wood and feeds the larvae.  

According to Dr Slippers, the Sirex wasp was first spotted in the Western Cape in 1994. 
It has since spread to the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. He says that although it is 
impossible to stop the spread of tree pests, it is possible to control their population growth 
and thus minimise their impact. “The economic importance of the research undertaken by 
FABI cannot be overemphasised,” he says. A survey conducted in 2006 estimated that the 
death of two million trees caused by the Sirex wasp resulted in a loss of R300 million per 
year in the sale of wood and products.  
Using cutting-edge phylogenetic and molecular ecology techniques based on DNA 

sequencing and microsatellites, 
Dr Slippers and his team 
have made several major 
breakthroughs on fungi in the 
family Botryosphaeriaceae 
during the last few years. They 
discovered various pathogens 
that pose a potential threat to the 
health of native and non-native 
trees and characterised their 
biology, ecology and evolution. 
Currently they are involved in 
describing more than 30 species 
of the Botryosphaeriaceae, 
all of which have never been 
characterised. 

His current research focus is 
on molecular ecology and the 
evolution of various fungal 
pathogens and insect pests of 
trees, and their biological control 
agents. Molecular ecology is a field of evolutionary biology and focuses on the application 
of molecular population genetics, molecular phylogenetics and genomics to traditional 
ecological questions. 

Dr Slippers was born and bred in Namibia and fondly recalls family outings into various 
parts of the country, and especially the desert, where his love for nature developed. “I am 
curious by nature and always wanted to know how things work. I remember how fascinated 
I was with things like the animals and plants that managed to survive the harsh conditions 
in the desert, or the mushrooms that developed on the termite mounds once a year. Today 
I work with these same types of questions, albeit in different environments.” 

Dr Slippers and his wife, Jana, have two children, Yvonne and Mia, and are involved in 
the University’s residence life as hostel parents of Boekenhout. Jana obtained her PhD 
in Communication Management in 2008 and lectures in Business Communication on a 
contractual basis. Her research focused on the attitudes and preferences of Afrikaans-
speaking consumers with regard to Afrikaans marketing communication.

FABI researcher wins President’s Award
“Find your passion, pursue knowledge, manage your interests and identify strong role models and 

mentors in your discipline.” These are the main ingredients to his success, says the recipient of 

this year’s National Research Foundation (NRF) President’s Award, Dr Bernard Slippers. Dr Slippers 

is a senior lecturer in the Department of Genetics and researcher at the University’s Forestry and 

Agricultural Biotechnology Institute (FABI).   

Dr Bernard Slippers, winner of this year’s NRF 
President’s Award.  [Photograph: Slippers]

Intellectual Property Law Centre established 
at UP

The Faculty of Law has joined forces with one of the leading intellectual property law partnerships in the country to establish cutting-edge 

capacity in the field of intellectual property law. The establishment of the Adams & Adams Chair in Intellectual Property Law and the Centre for 

Intellectual Property Law was made possible by a contribution of R5 million from this legal partnership. 

The centre will be engaged in the advanced academic programmes offered by the faculty in 
intellectual property law, will present short courses and be involved in community outreach 
programmes. According to Prof Christof Heyns, dean of the faculty, “intellectual property law 
is one of the most dynamic areas in which legal developments are taking place today. If we 
are indeed to move towards becoming a knowledge-based economy, we will have to ensure 
that we are at the forefront of these developments. As a faculty, we take a special interest in 
the development of the law in Africa. Our collaboration with a firm of the stature of Adams & 
Adams will put us in an ideal position to do just that.”

Mr Chris Job, Chairman of Adams & Adams, concurs with Prof Heyns. “The establishment 
of the Adams & Adams Chair in Intellectual Property Law and the Centre for Intellectual 
Property Law occurred in the centenary year of both founding parties, thus concluding a 
historic year for both of them with a significant achievement in this specialised area of law. 
Adams & Adams looks forward to working with the University to optimise the combined 
resources of these two institutions in terms of knowledge, experience and expertise to 
promote this dynamic area of law through continuing education, research and community 
involvement to the ultimate benefit of the country and its people.”


