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DR. MALKA Hello, I'm Dr. Amaleya Goneos-Malka, welcome to ‘Womanity— Women in
Unity’. The show that celebrates women’s milestone achievements in their
struggle for liberation, self-emancipation, human rights, democracy and much
more.

DR. MALKA Joining us today is Dr. Chrisna Steyn who is a lecturer and researcher in plant
sciences at the University of the Free State South Africa. Dr. Steyn’s work
contributes to safeguarding South Africa’s agriculture through research on
soil-borne pathogens like rust and sclerotinia and breeding disease resistant
cultivars mainly for soybean plants. Welcome to the show!

DR. STEYN Thank you Amaleya, thank you very much, it’s a pleasure and a privilege
to be here.
DR. MALKA Dr. Steyn, I really value the work that you do in terms of how it contributes

and has this meaningful impact on society. Starting back at the beginning
though, I know your journey is deeply rooted at the University of the Free State,
you have completed your BSC in agriculture; your MSC; your PhD in plant
pathology in this institution. Tell us how your early interests and experiences
shaped your path towards specializing in plant pathology and entomology.
DR. STEYN Okay, so well I grew up on a farm. So I was a farmgirl, and I was also the
only girl in my family, so I was always among the brothers and the cousins
being outside and it was not like you are a girl so you can’t do this, you
were just part of the team. So, I kind of learned to do everything and I was
always outdoors, and I loved nature and agriculture, and then when I went
to high school, agricultural sciences was one of my subjects and I really
loved it. I had an amazing childhood that kind of grew or stimulated that
whole agriculture feeling that I had, it just awoke it inside me, so I loved
it. And then when I came to university, I knew that I wanted to study
agriculture, but I wasn’t really sure what. When I was young agriculture
was almost like when you study agriculture, you were farming, but that
was not the case. So, in my first year I was introduced into the world of
plant pathology, also by an amazing lecturer who was also a woman and
really played a big role in my life, and at the end of my first year of
university I switched to pathology and my career started.

DR. MALKA Can you just unpack for the audience what plant pathology is, in layman’s
terms.
DR. STEYN Layman’s terms. So just as people get sick and they get exposed to viruses,

bacteria and all of those things, plants get sick as well. So, it is the study of
plant diseases and just as you would cough from the flu, a plant will also
have lesions from a disease, or something like that, and it can eventually
kill the plant, or it can make the plant sick. In some cases, the pathogen
will make toxins which is not good for human consumption, so it is all
about plants and the diseases that plants can get.

DR. MALKA And in the diseases, are there recovery within a plant’s lifecycle and stage so
that it could still be fit for human consumption?
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DR. STEYN Yes, so prevention is better than cure, so we try to prevent plant diseases.
With your crop plants it is kind of difficult to kind of stop the disease once
it has started, obviously you can do it with chemicals and sprays like that,
which is also not always a good option, but in trees for example, it can be
more easily managed because it is a bigger crop and also it has a longer
lifecycle.

DR. MALKA And [ know that your PhD focused on soybean responses to rust and stem rot;
why did you choose this subject and what were the key insights that you
discovered along the way?

DR. STEYN I always say you don’t choose sclerotinia, it chose me. So, I had a really
nice lecturer who was appointed as my honours supervisor and sclerotinia
and rust was one of his passions. So that was the project that I was
awarded to and as I really started to look at this pathogen it really caught
my interest, and yes, at that moment it only started to become a problem
in the agricultural sector, so there was a lot of research needed on it and
everything was kind of new. And as we were researching it, it was really a
fascinating pathogen, to see how it grows, it is really unpredictable and
well, today it is still a challenge after so many years, because of this whole
pathogen growth and distribution and all of that.

DR. MALKA And what does it do?

DR. STEYN So sclerotinia is a soil- borne pathogen, so it stays in the soil, and it can
stay in the soil for up to 10 years, and it is a pathogen to more than 400
plant species. So, it has a tremendously wide host range making it very
difficult, once you plant a host plant, it will infect the host plant and it kills
it, it basically just Kills it. Once it is infected there is no recovery from that
and because it stays so long in the soil, it is very difficult to control, and it
is especially a problem, well like I say in most crops, but especially in your
agricultural crops; potatoes, soybeans, all of the beans, carrots, cabbage,
the list just goes on and on of the hosts for this pathogen.

DR. MALKA Gosh, it must be devastating to the farmers if their crops get contaminated.

DR. STEYN It is a really big problem, it has led to tremendous yield losses, especially
the past few seasons on sunflowers, and it is almost to a stage where the
sunflower industry of South Africa is really facing a challenge, because
farmers plant and currently they are not harvesting anything due to
sclerotinia and there is no way to get it out of the soil, once you have it, it
is very difficult to get rid of it. So, it really is a problem for the agricultural
sector currently, having major yield losses in the country.

DR. MALKA And then this comes into the point of where you were looking at being able to
breed disease-resistant crops so that they don’t experience these types of
pathogens as detrimentally as kind of non-disease-resistant plants would.

DR. STEYN Yes, so the aim of disease resistance is kind of like, it is a multi-approach.
So, first of all, currently I think there is only one chemical spray that is
registered to control this disease in South Africa. It is very difficult
sometimes to spray these chemicals, people are also becoming more
environmentally conscious, not wanting to spray unnecessarily, and it is
also additional costs, and you are not always sure it will work. So, it might
stop new infections, but it will not cure the current infections that you
have. So, the whole aim of breeding for resistance is to stop the plant from
getting the disease in the first place and securing the food industry in the
country.
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DR. MALKA We spoke briefly about food security offline, and the reality is that there are
some areas of the world, and especially in our continent, that experience food
poverty. I know that you are involved in other research projects; can you tell
us about one of the other projects that you are working on with colleagues
around the continent?

DR. STEYN Yes, so we are currently working together on a project with the ARC as
well, on legumes and cowpeas for example, and some of the more, we call
it orphan crops in South Africa, where the small-scale farmers plant it and
we really want to see if we can use these crops and so on, to help them
increase production. Once we are able to increase production of small-
scale farmers and help to them to really produce more, it will start helping
smaller communities to get better and grow bigger and it will then from
thereon go outwards. So, we are really looking into all of the other
possibilities out there that people are relying on in order to stop hunger
and to make sure people have food and availability of food.

DR. MALKA So that speaks to kind of like the real-world impact that your work does.
Thinking about your role in the university; you are a female lecturer, you’re a
researcher in the STEM field; can you share a moment with us in your career
where gender dynamics influenced your professional journey, and also, how
you navigated that?

DR. STEYN I must say in my current position I work with several women in leading
positions. In my current division we have three women here that have
really big leading positions, and there are some male colleagues as well,
but there is a lot of respect, there is equality, and it is really amazing and
I think it is a privilege. I think we experience something that other people
many have never experienced before, but when I was a fellow
undergraduate, there was a class where I was the only woman in the whole
class, and it was a big class, and you can see from the whole programme
setup, it was predominantly male orientated and there was kind of this
outcome thing that, I don’t care if you are a woman, if you want to be in
this class you just have to step up and make it work. And I was just being
like you will not work me out of this class, I will make it, and I just decided
to give it my best and to show them that I want to be here and I need to be
here, and yes, I managed to pass the subject with a distinction, even though
I was only woman. I think that was really one of the things that in my
career was like I am not just going to stand back just because I am a
woman, I really can stand up for myself; I can do things for myself.

DR. MALKA And given that experience, what do you think some of the actions universities
and research institutions can take to help support women, particularly in
agricultural sciences, which is generally a male dominated space?

DR. STEYN Definitely, yes, even after a lot of years yes, it is still a predominantly male
space, but I think people’s heads have kind of shifted a bit. One of the
things that I think is really important is mentorship. It is really nice to
have a mentor, whether it is another woman or whether it is a male figure,
that you can kind of just relate to, or that can help you just to kind of stand
your ground and can help you in those times when you are unsure. So, I
really think that that is something that is really necessary and should be
top of the list. Support, especially for women in professional societies and
so on, so that it is kind of like to give them a space to be here, although it
has been maybe a male space for 20 years, saying but let us give someone
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else a chance. Funding opportunities and so on, it’s starting to change now
where they say that there are more funding opportunities for women and
for people with disabilities, which really helps you to kind of get a foot in
the door. And another thing is, despite the fact that we are women in
professional places, is family friendly policies. We are still women, we are
still moms, we are still wives too, so I really think that something like that
will really take the stress off women and in some cases be able to focus
more on your job when you know you also have a family policy or
something that can assist you.

DR. MALKA Yes, because then it is not an either/or and I think that for a lot of women that
has been one of the challenges; it’s either career, or it is family.
DR. STEYN That is true, if I can just quickly share. So I was in a, I don’t if it is the

correct word, but in a lower position in my job for quite a few years, giving
my husband a chance to accelerate in his career, because we decided we
wanted children. So I was working with not a really demanding job to give
my time to the children, so now only later we decided the children are a
bit bigger and everything so now I am going to continue with my career,
but being an older woman starting a career now, also has its challenges.
You have to compete with the young people that are just coming into the
field, so it is very difficult sometimes to balance that, as you say, is it the
career or is it the family life. So yes, it would be kind of nice to have family
friendly policies.

DR. MALKA And you said something important there, that I think important, is it’s not just
about a sprint, and a career is a nice straight line that goes up, but you’ve got
control, you can plateau it, you can treat it like a marathon and pause and still
continue.

DR. STEYN Yes, I think that is what we did. So, I really enjoyed my previous work, it
was still pathology, it was just more of a technical position, not so many
responsibilities. So I really had a lot of time to spend with my children, but
I was still in the field, so I was still aware of what is going on, the newest
research, things happening, helping out, and now I am in a higher position
there is more admin, there’s more stress, there’s more things, but luckily
the children are bigger so now I can now focus a bit more on my work
things, and now I am almost more running into my career, yes.

DR. MALKA One of the things that you mentioned is mentorship, but does the university
have any like formal programmes in place to match mentees and mentors?
DR. STEYN Yes, I must say the university really helps us with mentorship and there

are a lot of workshops that you can attend on how to be a mentor and
when you are appointed, they give you somebody from your department
saying listen, I will be your mentor, I will help you. Yes, so the university,
I must really say is all about wellbeing, so there’s a lot of wellness
programmes, but there’s also a lot of workshops and things that you can
do going forward and helping, yes.

DR. MALKA That’s very positive, because sometimes you don’t know where to go, you
don’t know where to look for help when you need it, so having that structure,
knowing that there is someone that you can go to, I think is a really important
achievement for the institution.

DR. STEYN Yes, I really love it, and we are at plant sciences, but plant breeding where
I work is an amazing division. Working together, supporting each other, I

Page 4 of 8



am really, really privileged to be working amongst people that really have
each other’s best interests at heart.

DR. MALKA Looking ahead, how do you foresee the role of women evolving in agricultural
science as a broader discipline, or even limiting this to plant breeding, over the
next couple of years?

DR. STEYN I really think women realize that they are capable of much more. I really
think that there’s kind of a mind shift going on and I started seeing it, and
I think it will be more predominantly over the next years, women leading
research teams. We have companies that we work with in Africa with
women who are national breeding programmes, they are head of the
national breeding programmes and directors of plant health and policies
and so on. So, I really think that women realize that they can do it and
therefore they go for it. So, I have also seen a lot of women who actually
run farms on their own and starting successful businesses from small
farms. It was a small farmstall selling the produce, and now it is a business,
and I think it just shows women are really capable of so much more, and
they are not just participants, they are like drivers of change, if they set
their mind to it, they can do it.

DR. MALKA That’s such a great evolutionary success story of taking one step and moving
up the ladder, as opposed to sideways, and continuing with your trajectory, but
all about growth.

DR. STEYN Yes, I think well, anybody, if you put your mind to it, you can do it, but I
think women see opportunities now and they go for it, they take it and they
go for it, and I think women are really flexible and we are capable of going
with circumstances. You will get a woman who will be out there running
a company the whole day and she will come home, she will cook food for
her family, and she will sew on the buttons of a school shirt, and she is
capable of doing it all, and that is women. We are really capable of so so
much.

DR. MALKA Love your message, and in your capabilities side of things, because obviously
you live an incredibly busy professional life, but beyond the work that you do,
what are you most passionate about, whether it is about outreach or
sustainability or community engagement, or something else completely?

DR. STEYN I am very passionate about family, my own and also other people’s
families. So, when I am at home, I just love doing family things and
cooking and I love crocheting, and I love gardening. So one of my passions
is my vegetable garden which I grow at home, and I can just go pick
something from it and have it for dinner for tonight, and that is also why
I got involved with Professor Adre Minnaar-Ontong, in community
gardens. So we went to a few places already, we went so schools, setting up
community gardens, educating people on what to plant, how to plant it,
how to make their own seedlings, how to preserve seeds and all of that,
and so that is really something that I am passionate about because I love
planting things, seeing them grow and then when you can actually use it,
eat it, and knowing in community gardens what a big difference that
makes. And schools that have these gardens, taking the food and using it
for the school food programme for example, and we really went out to
small communities that are in need of gardens, and now we are getting
feedback of them a few years later, and it is still continuing, people are still
planting the gardens, people are still using the produce and dividing it
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among the community. I love that, it’s really something that I am
passionate about.

DR. MALKA And it has a sustainability element, that they are continuing with it, and to
benefit from it.
DR. STEYN Yes, I think that that is one of the things that when we started this, or when

we talked about it, we are not going to go out and plant the garden for
them, we will go out and teach them how to plant the garden. We compiled
a whole kind of a booklet saying what diseases and how you should
preserve yours seed and making seedlings and things that you can use your
home, egg cartons that you can us to make your seedlings in for example,
things that communities will able to afford and have out there and be able
to use it. So, it was really a passion for us to make a difference with the

gardens.

DR. MALKA And last point on this; do you continue with the programme, are you scaling it
up to other schools, because it seems like such an important initiative.

DR. STEYN We were at a few schools, we try to kind of keep it within the community

and then to kind of go out from there, and we have had a few invites from
schools that asked us, or people that asked us can we come out and go. So
mainly now when a community contacts us, we try to go out and help.

DR. MALK And I think that also speaks to the fact when someone is actively seeking
assistance, that is the value, because they are in the need, as opposed to pushing
something onto someone.

DR. STEYN Yes, that’s the thing, because these people really, by the time that they
contact us they tell us, this is where we want the garden, this is what we
want from the garden. So, they put a lot of thought in it, and we can just
go and make the dream a reality basically.

DR. MALK And lastly, as we wrap up this piece on sort of the education side and work
environment; if you could offer one piece of advice to young women aspiring
to follow your footsteps in science and academia, what would that be?

DR. STEYN I think to tell women that your dreams and your interest in science and
research and agriculture is not only just a possibility, but they are needed.
I think if you are curious about agriculture and you will embrace the
challenges that go with it, don’t be afraid to explore and ask questions,
and go out there and make a difference. I really think women can
contribute and be able to change communities and countries and the
world, if you just really believe in what you want to achieve and what you
want to put out there for the people and for the future.

DR. MALKA It’s a great point, it’s bigger than just you.

DR. STEYN Yes, and I think that’s the thing, women always have a kind of a caring
about others within us, and I think that’s the thing, we don’t want to be in
agriculture to plant a garden or a field for me. We want to do it for the
people, for the community, for out there, for the future, and I really think
that women have the ability to do that and change the future and be active
within all the change that is happening and is going to happen, especially
in the agricultural sector, and we see that with the students as well. When
I was a student women were very, very scarce, and now I have classes
where there are more women than men, because women are starting to get
into these areas and saying I want to do this, I want to go ahead, I want to
make a difference in these areas, and it is really amazing.
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DR. MALKA And education is empowerment; that is the tool that drives progress, and the
fact that you don’t have to limit yourself to just wearing one hat and just being
a family person, it’s about having those opportunities open to you.

DR. STEYN Yes, and something about the newer generation, and especially women
also, is that curiosity and asking questions and saying I want to do this and
speaking up, and that is amazing because that is how they are heard and
that is how they get into getting things done, is by speaking out there and
letting your voice be heard.

DR. MALKA Now one of the questions that I ask all my guests who have made tremendous
achievements in their respective fields is about some of the factors that they
feel have contributed to their success, could you share with us what do you
think some of your key drivers have been?

DR. STEYN I think one of my key drivers; I was really raised independently. So, I was
in hostel from grade one, I was put in there, coping on my own. So, I was
really independent and knowing how to take care of myself and doing
things for myself and I think that thing of setting your mind to it. So I
think this was my driving force in my educational journey, I was in school
and I wanted to take some extra subjects to open my horizons a bit wider
to ensure more study options, and I talked about it to the teachers, and
then the headmaster of our school at that time said to me he would not
advise it because I do not have what it takes. And I was just like thank you
for your opinion and I walked out and I think I was shocked at that stage,
but that kind of gave me the force of saying that this will not define me,
and I will make it, I put my mind to it and I will make it and I will show
him. And every time in my life I will be like, I will get this degree because
I am capable of it and I will show you, and I think that taught me. I take
the advice, I take the criticism, and I even take the compliments, but I
don’t let it define me. So only I can decide what I want to be and what I
want to do and I think was really one of the things that kind of shifted my
head in saying I will decide what I am capable of and what I am not
capable of and nobody is going to be that driver for me.

DR. MALKA It’s a very powerful thing to have and the more I think about it, is that [ actually
think people who think that others are incapable are the ones that are incapable
themselves, and they are kind of imposing their limitations on you.

DR. STEYN Yes, and I think that is why I really say that people should try to believe
yourself and know, I listen to it or I hear it, but it’s not going to define me
and taking a stand for what you believe in and what you know you are

capable of.
DR. MALK What would you say are some of the pivotal moments in your life so far?
DR. STEYN Shew, pivotal moments in my life, I am trying to think. I think once again

when I applied for a job and I really had a good interview and I didn’t get
the job and I was kind of like doubting myself, because I really felt but
wow, I gave it my best and whatever, and afterwards when I obviously did
not get that job, for a moment I almost kind of felt defeated and like I was
starting to doubt myself, and so on. Just stepping back a bit and just letting
the situation play out and when I did not get the job and then I got the job
here as lecturer, I was realizing that sometimes you want something and
you think it’s going to be the best, but it’s not always the case. And I know
that it wasn’t due to my capabilities, there was nothing wrong with me, it
was not my place to be because I was destined to be here and I am very,
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very happy here, and I think that’s when I really knew that sometimes in
your life things happen and you don’t always see the reason why, but when
you look back later you realize this happened and I’m really glad it
happened, because I was destined for better and bigger things, and that
was really a moment in my life that I was like, I am glad and looking back
I now know it was not me, but I was destined for better things.

DR. MALKA It’s an important story to share, thank you. And have you had any, or rather let
me rephrase this; who would you say have been some of the strong women in
your life?

DR. STEYN My mom, definitely my mother. My mom had a really, really difficult
childhood and even her young adult life was extremely difficult, but she is
the most determined, steadfast woman that I know and the strongest
woman that I know. She just makes everything happen and today still, she
is an amazing mother and an amazing grandmother, she is farming on her
own, living on her own, and she is just always busy and nothing is too much
for her, and still today I know I can phone her and I can rely on her for
guidance or help or love. So definitely my mother, yes.

DR. MALKA And as we close out today’s conversation, please use this platform to share a
few words of motivation or inspiration to girls and women who are listening to
us.

DR. STEYN I think for women, know you are powerful and know your abilities to drive

change and embrace challenges, and surround yourself, I think that is
really important, surround yourself with people that lift you up and really
show you what you are capable of, because every small step that you take
today, and with the help of a mentor or even a family member or whoever
it is that is your driving force or helping you, every small step builds the
path for tomorrow. So, nothing is always lost, there are always bigger and
better things destined, and step forward boldly, because contributions of
women can really change the world, even if it is just your community, you
are capable of doing all that. So, I really think for the women out there,
just know your strength and know that you are powerful and amazing.

DR. MALKA Thank you for that wonderful message, it’s been great having you on the show
today.
DR. STEYN Thank you very much, it was really amazing.
PROGRAMME END
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