
 

 

MSc Project: Grassland forb reproduction in drought-stressed systems 
 
General Problem Statement: After agriculture, the second major threat to grasslands is climate change. Data 
gathered since 1950 has shown an increase in atmospheric CO2, combined with increased temperatures and 
frequency of extreme climatic events (IPCC 2012). It is predicted with moderate certainty that central & southern 
Europe, the Americas & southern Africa will experience more frequent, intense, and longer droughts (IPCC 2012). 
These climatic changes are predicted to cause shifts in species and biome distribution with major range contraction 
expected across the board (Rutherford et al. 1999). As a result many areas will see changes in plant species 
composition and significant loss of biodiversity overall (IPCC 2012). There is, however, little certainty in these 
predictions as many drought studies have been opportunistic and vary greatly in terms of region and biome. In 
addition only limited work investigating the quantifiable changes has been done in South Africa. This study will 
investigate the effect of a field based multi-year drought on the reproductive ecology of focal grassland forb 
species. Drought conditions are known to lower floral resources (nectar production), reduce floral displays in terms 
of the number of floral units produced per plant  pollinator visitation, and reduce overall floral diversity in 
communities (Phillips et al. 2018). This study will compare floral rewards (production of pollen and nectar), floral 
displays, seed set and viability of common grassland forb species in experimental plots subjected to varying levels 
of rain exclusion or addition. Visitation frequency of pollinators and pollinator diversity within the plots will also 
be compared since changes in floral rewards and displays are likely to affect pollinator behaviour and subsequently 
reproductive success of these plant species. This is a collaborative project between the University of KwaZulu-
Natal and the University of the Free State. 
 
Details: 

• Commencing in February 2020 
• The project will run full-time for 2 years 
• NRF Bursary of R90 000 per year for 2 years 

 
Eligibility Criteria: 

• BSc Honours in Ecology/Botany or a related, relevant field 
• Preference will be given to candidates with a valid drivers’ licence held for a period of 2 years or more 
• The following intellectual/experience background will be preferred: 

o Basic taxonomic knowledge of flowering plants 
o A background in plant ecology 
o A willingness to spend significant amounts of time in the field 
o Excellent data analysis and writing skills. 

Application Requirements: 
• Motivation Letter 
• Full Curriculum Vitae (CV) 
• Full transcripts of academic record 
• Copy of degree certificates 
• Copy of South African identity document or Passport (international candidates) 
• Contact details for three academic references 

 
Closing Date: 1 November 2019 
Supervisors: Dr Michelle Tedder (UKZN) and Dr Sandy-Lynn Steenhuisen (UFS) 
Contact Person for applications/queries: Dr Sandy-Lynn Steenhuisen SteenhuisenS@ufs.ac.za 058 718 5330 
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