
 

 
 

 

MARINE BIOLOGY STUDENTS RECEIVE CONSERVATION SYMPOSIUM AWARDS 

 

From left Ms Gemma Gerber, Mr Gan Moodley, Dr Deborah Robertson-Andersson and Mr 

Matthew Coote; Ms Bianca Tree (centre) with Mr Gan Moodley and Dr Deborah Robertson-

Andersson. 

Students from the Marine Biology, Aquaculture, Conservation Education and 

Ecophysiology (MACE) laboratory in the School of Life Sciences were recognised for 

the quality of their research and presentations at the Symposium of Contemporary 

Conservation Practice. 

MSc candidate Ms Gemma Gerber won the KZN Premier’s Award, with MSc 

candidate Mr Mathew Coote second for the same award, and honours student Ms 

Bianca Tree winning the prize for best student poster. 

The Conference, held at the Fern Hill Hotel in Howick, attracted MACE 

representatives, including eight postgraduate students, one NRF intern and 

supervisors Dr Deborah Robertson-Andersson and Mr Gan Moodley.  The group gave 

a total of 11 presentations, ranging from topics on diver behaviour and shark 

responses to recreational fishermen’s attitudes to legislation. 

The MACE lab team has made strides in its research on microplastics (plastic 

particles smaller than 5mm) and their effects on sea life, capturing the attention of 

the nation on the TV news feature programme Carte Blanche recently. 

Microplastics were a hot topic at the Symposium and the MACE lab won plaudits for 

its holistic approach to exploring this serious threat to our oceans. 

Presentations from MACE staff and students ranged from the bacterial level to 

effects of microplastics on marine organisms. The MACE team offered novel solutions 

to combatting the issue and there was also a plenary address on how to 

communicate this issue using social media. 

Winning student presentations included Gerber’s on the topic of “Microplastics in 

Mussels: What Should the Consumer Know?” She is also investigating the impacts of 
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microplastic ingestion by indigenous brown mussels, motivated by the organism’s 

importance in marine ecosystems and as a food source to subsistence fishermen in 

KwaZulu-Natal. 

‘This research highlights the potential impact of microplastics on human food 

resources and emphasises the need for further research on toxicant transfer 

mechanisms from microplastics to mussels,’ said Gerber. 

Coote’s presentation was titled: “Microplastics Make Fish Anally Retentive!” Tree’s 

poster was about the uptake of microplastics by sea urchins which are important 

ecosystem engineers. 

All students gave credit to their supervisors, Moodley and Robertson-Andersson, for 

their dedication and extensive input into the research and academic journeys of 

students. 

‘Winning this award just shows how hard work pays off,’ said Tree. 

Gerber, who also thanked Coote for assisting her in this field, said she was honoured 

and surprised to receive the award. The experience of attending the Symposium 

had been energising, especially interacting and exchanging ideas with participants 

from diverse backgrounds. ‘This encouraged the communication of science beyond 

just the research community and emphasised the need for greater integration 

between researchers, policy-makers and conservationists in order to ensure 

livelihoods and environmental health for generations to come. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Christine Cuénod 


