
The Square Kilometre Array (SKA) Project is an

international initiative to build the world’s largest radio

telescope in South Africa and Australia, but the SKA

Organisation also includes representation from

Canada, China, Germany, India (as an associate

member), Italy, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and the

United Kingdom.

In South Africa, the South African Radio Astronomy

Observatory (SARAO), a facility of the National

Research Foundation (NRF), is the responsible entity

for the SKA Project. SARAO co-ordinates the

infrastructure and engineering required and are

responsible for the Africa Very Long Baseline

Interferometry Network (AVN) in the eight SKA Africa

partner countries (Botswana, Ghana, Kenya,

Madagascar, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia and

Zambia)

Presently, precursors to the SKA Project include:

▪ HERA radio telescope - Hydrogen Epoch of Reionisation Array to

answer specific questions about the origins of the universe;

▪ KAT-7 radio telescopes – first seven Karoo Array Telescope (KAT)

antennae installations;

▪ MeerKAT radio telescopes – 64 antennae array, establishing the core

cluster of antennae.

To comply with the National Heritage Resources Act,

1999 (Act No 25 of 1999) or NHRA for short, Digby

Wells undertook a Heritage Resources Management

(HRM) Process for SARAO. This included mobilising a

suite of specialists with expertise in Palaeontology,

Archaeology, the historical built environment and

visual analysis to complete a detailed assessment of

the potential impacts to the cultural landscape.

Through the detailed assessment of the cultural landscape, Digby

Wells and SARAO recognise the SKA Project as a catalyst and key

point for affirming our national South African identity and character

when we consider the landscape as a palimpsest of cultural layers.

It is a privilege to be part of one of the

country's Strategic Integrated Projects. As

daunting as the Projects magnitude was,

working together with SARAO, the

McGregor Museum, Sol Plaatjes University,

the South African Heritage Resources

Agency and the specialist team, is a

testament to the effectiveness of

partnerships. Digby Wells did not only

develop an exceptional tool to manage the

cultural landscape, but truly added value

through developing feasible, pragmatic

solutions. All those involved achieved

something special, and can be proud of

their contribution.
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Prior to construction of the additional 133

antennae, however, the Department of

Environmental Affairs (DEA) required SARAO

complete a Strategic Environmental Assessment

(SEA) to identify and assess possible risks to the

natural and cultural landscape.

The outcomes of the SEA were encapsulated in an

Integrated Environmental Management Plan (IEMP),

which serves as the primary environmental

instrument to manage possible positive and

negative impacts from the Project.
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The SKA Projects’ African component will include thousands of

antennae, majority of these near Carnarvon town within the South

African Karoo Astronomy Reserve. Over time, other dishes will be

installed at outstations elsewhere in South Africa and across the eight

other SKA Africa partner countries.
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The MeerKAT array is part of the first step of the SKA Project, with an

additional 133 dishes planned for imminent installation. The array will

be arranged in three spiral arms across the Karoo and is referred to

as the SKA 1 MID – Phase 1.

As part of this process, SARAO acknowledged the cultural sensitivity

of the landscape within which the SKA Project is situated, as well as

the need for further detailed assessment.

The assessment was required to not only comply with the South

African heritage legislation but develop specific management tools to

conserve the and promote the cultural landscape for future

generations.
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Digby Wells designed the HRM Process as participatory, engaging

with the Sol Plaatje University and McGregor Museum in Kimberley to

upskill and expose local archaeology students to practical training in

the specialist fields.

It also included a Public Participation and Stakeholder Engagement

Process to engage members of the public and government, provide a

platform for individuals to contribute to the process, and include

specific management measures that address concerns raised.

This HRM Process reaffirmed the outstanding universal value of the

/Xam Cultural Landscape within which the Project is situated by

yielding findings of tangible resources including examples of fossil

heritage (i.e. impressions of Calamites, Paracalamites, Glossopteris

leaves and sphenophyte stems), stone tool scatters from the Later

Stone Age, Rock Art and vernacular corbelled houses.

With this in mind, Digby Wells developed a

Conservation Management Plan to:

▪ Ensure SARAO comply with the NHRA by avoiding or

minimising impacts to the cultural landscape;

▪ Enable SARAO to complete proactive planning by

sensitive and considered redesign of infrastructure

footprints that minimise risk to both the cultural

landscape and SARAO; and

▪ Guide SARAOs future development requirements in

the most practical and cost saving manner.
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