
 

Creating awareness of science careers, the many faces of 

carbon, and saving the environment 

NSTF Share ‘n Dare activities, September 2019 

Professor Leslie Petrik, who leads the University of the Western Cape's Environmental and NanoScience Research 

Group, addressed a group of 61 learners at iThemba LABS on 13 September. She was the 2017/2018 winner of the 

NSTF-Water Research Commission Award of the NSTF-South32 Awards. This public talk was sponsored by the 

Department of Science and Innovation as part of the International Year of the Periodic Table (IYPT) activities. The talk 

also forms part of the NSTF’s Share ‘n Dare activities with Award Winners. These events are sponsored by the Carl & 

Emily Fuchs Foundation. 

Professor Petrik addressed the all-women audience from Tuscany Glen High School and KwaMfundo High School on 

science careers, the Periodic Table of Elements, pollution and renewable energy. 

She told them about the possibilities of opening a business as a scientist if you have innovative ideas. There are many 

specialities in science that one can choose from, and hence she advised the young women to consider science as a 

career option. She then explained her journey to becoming a professor, telling them that it takes dedication and hard 

work, but is an interesting journey. 

Prof Petrik told the audience about the history of the Periodic Table, how Dimitri Mendeleev developed it, arranging 

chemical elements by atomic mass, and how he predicted the discovery of other elements. She mentioned that there 

are elements found in nature as well as manmade elements, and she explained how new elements are created using 

a nuclear reactor or particle accelerator.  

The element carbon formed the focus of her talk, from where it is located on the Periodic Table; how it reacts with 

other elements; what compounds it forms; to where it can be found in our daily lives. She referred to the learners’ 

pencils, clothes and more in showing where they can find carbon. The learners were amazed to hear that of all the 

elements found in our body, 18% is carbon. She spoke on the different forms of the element carbon: coal, diamonds, 

graphite, etc., and how all these compounds that we use in our everyday lives contribute to pollution of the 

environment. The chemical pollutants we use end up in the ocean and are taken in by the fish that people eat, and 

therefore, whatever impact pollutants have on fish will also have an effect on the human body.  

In conclusion. Prof Petrik advised the learners to save electricity and start thinking about renewable energy; to stop 

using plastic; and to stop loving chemical products so much (be it a bath soap or a body lotion) to help save our 

environment. 

Interesting reads about Prof Petrik’s work: 

 Washing water clean with waste ash from coal (Mail & Guardian article) 

 Listen to Prof Petrik’s video of her presentation on ‘What is in our water and how to remove it?’ (Prof Petrik 

presented at the NSTF Discussion Forum on Chemical elements for South Africa’s future: Managing elements for 

nutrition and safety, 19 March 2019)  

https://tlabs.ac.za/
http://www.nstf.org.za/awards/about/
https://www.dst.gov.za/
https://www.iypt2019.org/
http://www.nstf.org.za/youth/share-n-dare-programme/
https://www.fuchsfoundation.co.za/
https://www.fuchsfoundation.co.za/
file:///C:/Users/Wilna%20Eksteen/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/675S7QDA/Prof%20Mike%20Bruton%20%20%20Author%20of%20‘What%20a%20Great%20Idea’
https://mg.co.za/article/2018-06-29-00-washing-water-clean-with-waste-ash-from-coal
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0PfrLX8vR8k&list=PL4z1BKAYN2zz4ce35TBZNGVzGRqbRuoG_&index=13
http://www.nstf.org.za/discussion-forum/chemical-elements/
http://www.nstf.org.za/discussion-forum/chemical-elements/
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