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I did my B Sc in Ecology & Conservation Biology at the University of KwaZulu-Natal in Pietermaritzburg. With the assistance of SAAB I am continuing with my Honours there. My studies are motivated by a desire to understand and conserve the immense plant diversity of the moist grasslands of the eastern escarpment, particularly the sandstone plateau grasslands of the KZN coastal hinterland. I believe we need to conserve the remaining fragments because they have a lot to teach us about plant community ecology and evolution, in addition to more conventional reasons. I am interested in all aspects of ecology, evolution and conservation, particularly as they relate to the plants of these grasslands. My project, supervised by Prof. S.J. Johnson, deals with pollination of the sedge Cyperus obtusiflorus in these grasslands. Its scented, white or yellow flowers and preliminary observations of insect behaviour suggest that it has reverted from wind to insect pollination. This rare transition appears to have occurred a number of times in the sedges but has not been rigorously investigated. I aim to discover whether or not this transition has occurred by determining the relative importance of wind and insect pollination in comparison to related typical wind-pollinated species. I will also use artificial flowers to investigate the role of colour and scent in attracting insects, and test the classic idea that pollen transfer efficiency falls off more rapidly with distance in wind- than insect-pollinated species. This project will address the fundamental evolutionary questions of how and why insect pollination arises, and also equip me to incorporate pollination biology into my future research.
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