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Astronomy in South Africa: 
Historical Background

South Africa has a long history in astronomy. 
The evidence of the collaborative 
publications in astronomy indicates that 
astronomy is one of the jewels in the crown 
of South African science. 
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McLean Telescope 
buildings SAAO 1897: 

Optical Telescope
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Hartebeeshoek (1961) 
Deep Space Instrumentation 
Facility
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H.E.S.S. Namibia (2002)

The High Energy Stereoscopic System (H.E.S.S.), a highly 
successful gamma- ray telescope built in Namibia is 
being upgraded, with an expected operation date for 
H.E.S.S. II in August 2012. 
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Southern African Large Telescope 
constructed  2005 : Premier 
International Optical Telescope
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Southern African Large 
Telescope (SALT) 

2005

Aerial Image 
of SALT plus 
research 
telescopes in 
collaboration 
with our 
international 
partners
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“Astronomy in South 
Africa: Ushering in a New 

Era”

These achievements have created the possibility for SA and Africa to 
pursue the development of new opportunities in astronomy with a 
focus on a multi-wavelength observatory system.

This possibility is enhanced by South Africa’s geographic advantages of 
a history of leading astronomy research; quiet and clear skies; low 
radio interference; ideal climate and altitude; world class industries 
and expertise;  as well as the enabling legislation of the Astronomy 
Geographic Advantages Act  
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Karoo Array Telescope 
KAT-7 (2010): Radio 

Telescope
Innovative design and data processing features are being successfully 

tested on the 7-dish Karoo Array Telescope (KAT-7).The 
demonstrator for the MeerKat and SKA
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MeerKAT (artist’s impression)

Construction of the 64 dish world-class radio telescope 
MeerKAT is due to start later this year
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Square Kilometre Array Radio 
Telescope - A global infrastructure 
with an African base

• Partner countries with 
South Africa in the 
Africa SKA bid are: 
Botswana; Namibia; 
Zambia; Mozambique; 
Madagascar; 
Mauritius; Kenya and 
Ghana
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Square Kilometre Array Radio 
Telescope - A global infrastructure 
with an African base

The SKA is a 
globally 
significant  
scientific project. 
It will place Africa 
and South Africa 
at the centre of 
this research 
endeavour
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Astronomy in South Africa: The 
consolidation of development in 
Astronomy

• Prominent senior astronomers have been 
attracted to our universities and facilities 
over the last decade, 

• Many young scientists are engaged in the 
very successful training programme of the 
South African Square Kilometre Array 
Project Office (SASPO) and the National 
Astrophysics and Space Science 
Programme (NASSP). 
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Astronomy in South Africa: The 
consolidation of developments

The Portfolio Committee on Science and 
Technology was briefed in August 2010 on 
steps that were to be taken to determine a 
new framework for the development and 
management of astronomy in South Africa

Today’s briefing will focus on the report of 
the Astronomy Desk, its recommendations 
and the DST responses to these.
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Establishment of the 
Astronomy Desk

• October 2010 - Astronomy Desk established in 
the DST

• Headed by Professor Manfred Hellberg (UKZN) 
• Reference team of senior scientists: Professors 

George Ellis (UCT), Renee Kraan-Korteweg 
(UCT), Sunil Maharaj (UKZN), George Miley 
(Leiden University & VP, International 
Astronomical Union) & Harm Moraal (North 
West)
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Astronomy Desk: Brief

To advise the Minister of Science and 
Technology on substantive policy & 
strategic matters relating to the 
development of astronomy & related 
sciences, as well as matters related to 
South Africa's bid to host the SKA radio 
telescope.
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Astronomy Desk: Brief 

In particular, to provide advice on:

• How SA could obtain maximum advantage and 
return on the significant investment being made 
in astronomy;

• The appropriate/optimal relationship between SA 
national research facilities and internationally 
funded projects;
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Astronomy Desk: Brief

to provide advice on (contd)
• The appropriate structural, organisational & 

management relationship between optical and 
radio astronomy and the High-Energy 
Stereoscopic System (which measures gamma 
rays) in Namibia; 

• The most appropriate governance model for 
astronomy facilities in South Africa;
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Astronomy Desk: Brief

to provide advice on (contd)

• A suitable site for  placement of the MeerKAT 
operations centre & advise on any strategic or 
urgent matters that might impact on SA’s bid to 
host SKA;

• Other pertinent matters to ensure continued 
health and functionality of the national 
astronomical facilities & SKA project.
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Astronomy desk: 
Hellberg Report

The Report was received in March 2011 and:
• Reiterated the importance of significant 

investments in astronomy over past decades;
• Emphasised the context of the exciting 

developments including imminent full operation 
of SALT, construction of MeerKAT, KAT-7, 
upgrade of H.E.S.S. in Namibia, astronomy 
attracting young scientists & the fact of top 
international researchers being attracted to SA.
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Hellberg Report – Key 
Recommendations

1. Endorsed the report on Decadal Strategy for 
Human Capacity Development in astronomy and 
astrophysics, prepared by Krish Bharuth-Ram in 
2009.
All aspects of human resource pipeline (science 
awareness, growth of university sector, career 
paths for young researchers & support to senior 
astronomers) should be addressed.
Accepted that report will inform work of DST
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Hellberg Report – Key 
Recommendations

2. The management of all of astronomy should be 
brought under a single umbrella body through 
establishment of a South African National 
Astronomy Agency (SANAA), reporting directly 
to DST, and which would: 

• Oversee management of all facilities, funding for 
research & astronomy-related HCD and outreach 
work;
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Hellberg Report – Key 
Recommendations

• Be governed by a Board with representation from 
universities, facilities, industry & international 
experts;

• Have a CEO who should be a scientist of stature;
• Take over current roles and obligations of NRF  

with regard to Astronomy once established.

This overarching recommendation is 
accepted in principle. DST will investigate the 
modalities required to give effect to this
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Hellberg Report – Key 
Recommendations

3. Directors of optical and radio observatories 
should be experts in field  supported by business 
managers.

Firmly supported

Advisory Boards should be appointed for the 
observatories

The process of developing the mandate and 
powers for these Boards is under way
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Hellberg Report – Key 
Recommendations

4. SASPO and HartRAO should merge into single 
SA National Radio Observatory (SANRAO)

This supports a decision already taken to establish 
SANRAO.  However, implementation of this will 
be addressed in the medium-to-long term, given 
the priority for SASPO to focus on the SKA bid 
process.



2727

Other 
Recommendations

5. Ongoing funding for maintenance & upgrade of 
facilities.
This is supported will but depend on the 
availability of resources

6. Enhance international collaboration, especially 
with African states.
Collaboration with African states has been 
strengthened considerably, especially with the 
eight SKA partner countries
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Other 
Recommendations

7. Strengthen National Astrophysics & Space 
Sciences Programme (NASSP) (for training of 
postgraduate students) with a second hub in the 
north.

DST has initiated a review of NASSP, which should 
be finalised in December 2011.  In the interim, 
continued funding secured for NASSP for 2012.

28



2929

Other recommendations

8. Explore possibility of South or Southern African 
bid for Cherenkov Telescope Array (CTA), 
successor to H.E.S.S.
DST has decided to support Namibia’s bid for 
CTA since this is complementary to H.E.S.S..

9. Retain Astronomy Desk to implement proposals 
for new governance & management systems for 
astronomy
Agreed that the Desk will be retained on the 
basis of a three year contract appointment
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Other recommendations

10. SASPO, in conjunction with Minister and DST, 
to strengthen international lobbying for SKA bid 
and increase local awareness. 

Ongoing, with growing support from the rest of the 
Continent and beyond.

30
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Next Key Steps

• DST in conjunction with the Desk will work on the 
implementation plans to give effect to the 
recommendations.

• Prof Ramesh Bharuthram (DVC Academic) at 
UWC will be the new chair of the Desk. He will 
be assisted by a Director of Astronomy to be 
appointed in the DST, as well as by a Reference 
Group of prominent SA astronomers.
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Thank you
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