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Potsdam, 24 April 2020 

 

Tribute to Prof. Maarten de Wit from the GFZ German Research Centre for 
Geosciences, in Potsdam, Germany 

It is with great sadness and deep regret we have received the news that Professor Maarten 
de Wit, Earth Stewardship Professor at Nelson Mandela University in Port Elizabeth and 
Founding Director of the African Earth Observatory Network (AEON) passed away at his home 
on Wednesday 15 April, at the age of 73. Our thoughts and prayers are with Maarten de Wits’ 
family, colleagues and loved ones.  

The GFZ German Research Centre for Geosciences had a long-lasting cooperation with 
Maarten, most notably with the Inkaba yeAfrica project. Professor Maarten de Wit was the 
heart and soul of Inkaba yeAfrica. It was he who recognised that South Africa’s geologic 
superlatives, its enormous mineral wealth, its position in the “climate engine” of the southern 
oceans and its growing human resource of land use and energy made it an ideal natural 
laboratory and testing ground for innovative science in aid of society. A natural symbiosis with 
Germany’s Helmholtz Association (GFZ in Potsdam and AWI in Bremerhaven) made this dream 
a reality in 2002.  What emerged was a world leading Earth Science initiative bringing 
universities, government agencies and research institutions together. Inkaba yeAfrica was 
both multidisciplinary and intercultural, dovetailing next-generation science and technology 
with a strong training and capacity-building component that was aligned with the R&D 
strategies of both nations. 

Maarten knew that the Earth’s dynamic processes were linked from core to space, and that 
research must be aligned accordingly. The growth of the South Atlantic magnetic hole, already 
a problem for aircraft guidance systems and satellites, came under intense scrutiny. The 
causes and rates of surface uplift were addressed in order to help provide insights into aridity 
and erosion. The causes, mechanisms and consequences of continental break-up and the 
development of the southern Oceans were used for reconstructing changes in ocean currents, 
the conveyer belts of heat that help drive climate, and for modelling the evolution of offshore 
sedimentary basins and their hydrocarbon potential. Ecosystems and climate change were 
brought to the fore, using past archives and present-day records. Soil systems and land use 
linked human habitat with the dynamics of the solid earth. Mineral resources, mining and the 
environment, completed the list of topics that were of fundamental importance to the welfare 
and development of South Africa. 

At the helm of our many joint workshops was Maarten de Wit with his boundless, inspiring 
and contagious enthusiasm, his huge capacity for generating novel ideas, and a willingness 
to go the extra mile. Capacity building was the glue that tied the numerous research groups 
and their joint projects together and it was a key element in South Africa’s involvement in 
Inkaba. “Young people are our future, and Earth’s future” was Maarten’s call. Undoubtedly, 
the seeds of Earth Stewardship Science were sown at this exciting time. 

Inkaba yeAfrica was a huge success. Starting from humble beginnings, the initiative 
accumulated 179 research students by 2012, a testimony to committed capacity building and 
Maarten de Wit’s personal mentorship and enlightenment. Two special research volumes in 
the South African Journal of Geology were published, authored by 66 scientists and including 
16 students. Spin-off projects co-coordinated at the GFZ include the DFG Priority Programme 
“SAMPLE” (2008 – 2016), the BMBF research project “AMREP” (2014-2018) and an up-coming 
ICDP drilling project in the Bushveld Complex of South Africa.  

Maarten’s great enthusiasm, friendship and love of life in general will be sorely missed. We 
are all deeply saddened at the GFZ German Research Centre to have lost a cherished 
colleague and friend and South Africa has lost a great man. 


