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Dear IAPT Research Grants Program Committee, 
 
It is my pleasure to recommend Natalia Ruiz Vargas for the IAPT Research Grants. I 
am currently participating in Natalia’s project as her co-advisor because of our common 
interest in bromeliad evolution in the Caribbean.  
 
I met Natalia in 2018 at the Monocots V Conference in Brazil, where she approached 
me to discuss my project on the evolution of berry-fruited bromelias in the Greater 
Antilles and learn about her own ideas to conduct a similar project for her doctorate. 
During our conversation, it was clear to me that she was determined to tackle the 
aspects I found most challenging to study bromeliad evolution in the Caribbean: the lack 
of phylogenetic resolution and the local patterns that likely gave rise to lineages within 
and among islands. Understanding the facilities and support that she has at her 
University, and knowing that she is a Dominican scientist willing to pursue a graduate 
degree by researching the biodiversity of her native land and surrounding countries, 
convinced me to fully support Natalia on her endeavor. 
 
A specific aspect that I found appealing in Natalia’s project is her interest to combine the 
power of genomic data at the species level with a detailed knowledge of the species in 
the field. In this context, I believe that Natalia is greatly positioned to successfully 
achieve this goal. For the genomic component, Natalia can successfully generate high 
quality data as she has all the resources and support from Dr. Roberta Mason-Gamer’s 
lab at the University of Illinois at Chicago, which specifically focuses on investigating the 
genetic framework for divergence among closely related plants. Moreover, Natalia and I 
have collaborated to obtain many samples of bromeliads across the Greater Antilles, 
which will allow her to focus her upcoming efforts on generating a thorough sampling in 
Hispaniola. Finally, for the local component of Natalia’s project, she has the advantage 
of conducting her field work in her homeland: Hispaniola. This aspect is highly favorable 
as her knowledge of the region and experience in the field will greatly facilitate her 
expeditions and sampling. 
  



 
Besides Natalia’s potential to carry out a successful project, I can attest that she has 
outstanding academic and personal qualities to fully accomplish her academic goals. 
Since I met Natalia I have seen her commitment to collaborate with colleagues outside 
her lab. She has also proactively worked since the beginning of her graduate studies to 
obtain samples, carry out preliminary field work, and seek funding for the genomic 
component of the project. Finally, I can tell from my interactions with Natalia that she is 
responsible, a good team player, and a friendly colleague. I have no doubt that Natalia 
will position herself after her doctorate as one of leading Caribbean botanists; a region 
that desperately needs urgent knowledge to understand and protect its biodiversity.  
 
Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have further questions. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Julián Aguirre-Santoro 
Assistant Professor 
Instituto de Ciencias Naturales 
Universidad Nacional de Colombia 
Bogotá, Colombia 
 
 
 
 


