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Milan Straskraba - Hydrobiologist and Mathematician (1931-2000)

Milan Straskraba was renowned for his research on the Hydrobiology of Resevoirs and admired
as a Science administrator. Throughout the last 15 years Milan had strong contacts with
biologists, engineers and mathematicians in Australia, and valued his experiences here, as we
valued his visits. In July, during his recuperation from a minor stroke, he travelled to Colorado
to visit his brother where he passed away. He is survived by his second wife, Vera, and two
daughters.

It is difficult to imagine meeting or working with a greater person than Milan Straskraba. He
was born the son of pharmacist parents who nurtured in him a love of nature and in particular
of plants. He loved to travel, and by the age of 13 had visited 11 different countries on cycling
holidays. After surviving the second world war as a boy in Czechoslovakia, he attended Charles
University in Prague, graduating in 1955 with a degree in Zoology. He completed a PhD
with a specialization in Hydrobiology in 1961. During his studies he was already lecturing
on limnological methods due to a shortage of academic staff after the war. In this period
he pubished 16 scientific papers on freshwater production and population dynamics of littoral
zooplankton.

In 1960 he joined the Hydrobiological Laboratory in Prague, leading the “Group of Produc-
tivity Processes” from 1965 on. He organized a series of field studies on Slapy and Klicava
Reservoirs that lead to one of his major theses that “retention time has a profound effect on
many basic aspects of reservoir ecology”. It was during this phase of his life that he began to
use mathematical and statistical methods, computers and simulation, in an attempt to quantify
these effects. He was among the first in Czechoslovakia to do so. His interests broadened to
include a range of modelling problems relevant in limnology.

In 1980, Milan moved to Ceske Budejovice (Budweis in German), with his Institute now known
as the Section of Hydrobiology, Institute of Landscape Ecology. Here, he continued his work on
reservoir limnology. In 1983 this became the Biomathematical Laboratory, Southern Bohemian
Biological Research Center, Czech. Academy of Sciences. At this time he developed and began
teaching a course on mathematical modelling and systems theory for Biologists at Charles
University, travelling the several hours from Budejovice to Prague once each week.

During this period he was deeply affected by the political isolation of his country. On several
occasions planned trips to foreign conferences were cancelled or permission was refused. He
later related many of these stories with great humour, but clearly he felt frustrated by this lack
of opportunity. In an attempt to maintain contact with the international research community,
he was often involved in organizing International Symposia. To obtain books for his research
he would write to publishers requesting the opportunity to do book reviews. His publication
record was outstanding by any measure, with 140 scientific articles, one original and several
edited books and symposia volumes, 7 book chapters and more than 150 other foreign language
and Czech publications before 1990. I am not sure of his record after this, but I know that his
productivity rate did not slow. On the day of his departure for the US he told a colleague of
his plans for another book and other research that he hoped to complete.

After the “Velvet Revolution” in late 1989, he became Vice President of the Czech Academy
of Science and oversaw the transition of the Scientific Community to a post-communist con-
figuration. Part of this restructuring saw the Biological Institute in C. Budejovice become
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the University of Southern Bohemia. After his term as Vice President, he returned to Bude-
jovice to run the Biomathematics Group in the University. He continued there as the Head of
Department, and also as a Deputy Rector of the University until his death.

Throughout the last 15 years Milan had strong contacts with biologists, engineers and mathe-
maticians in Australia, and valued his experiences here, as we valued his visits.

He was always a very fit man who loved sport, and in particular skiing, backpacking swimming
and cycling. In 1997 he fought back from a heart bypass operation (due to an accident in his
early teens) and early this year he had a minor stroke. It was during his recuperation from this
that he travelled to Colorado to visit his brother where he passed away on July 26, the day
after his 69th birthday.

This rather analytical resume of his life can never convey what a loved and revered man he
was. Without exception his colleagues admired him, but much more enjoyed his friendship. His
strong anti-Communist stance was respected even by those who should have been his enemies,
and after the revolution in 1989 even they sought solace in his advice. Those who had never
endured a life of political (and to some degree scientific) repression could never understand it,
but his stories, of which there were many, serve as a reminder of both his strength and the
darkness of those years for many people behind the Iron Curtain. He was a man of great wit
and humour, and time spent with him was always to be treasured. Even stories with tragic
overtones were presented as amusing dialogues. In my life I have rarely seen anyone in such a
senior position who was so strongly admired and loved by his staff, who were inspired by his
vision and dedication but mostly by his friendship and respect. It is indeed a lesson to many
modern “managers”.

Milan is survived by his second wife, Vera (Head of the Hydrobiology Institute at C. Budejovice)
whom he married in 1965 creating what he called a “scientific household”, and two daughters.
I know he would like to be remembered for his contributions to science. These are undoubtedly
significant, especially in the context of his own small nation and its long term isolation. However
for me and I suspect for all of those who worked with him and got to know the man, it will be
his inspiration, wonderful personality, love of life and dedication to knowledge that will always
remain. And especially the memory of his friendship.

Graeme Hocking
31 July, 2000
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