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SA takes lead in teles

SARAH EVANS
STAFF REPORTER

SOUTH Africa and Australia are the final two
countries in a bid to host Square Kilometer Array
(SKA) - the most powerful radio astrology tele-
scope on Earth.

As part of South Africa’s bid, plans are in place
to build 80 radio telescopes at a remote destination
80 kilometres outside Carnarvon in the Northern
Cape, in a project called MeerKAT. The site is close
to the proposed site for SKA.

Yesterday the Minister for Science and Technol-
ogy, Naledi Pandor, and Northern Cape Premier,
Hazel Jenkins, joined SKA staff to brief the media
and dignitaries on the latest development in the
MeerKat project — the completion of the first seven
telescopes, which will serve as testers for the cut-
ting-edge technology needed to build SKA.

Two of the seven telescopes have been tested
and are fully operational. This puts South Africa
well ahead of Australia in the race to clinch the
deal. According to information Australia has not
even constructed a single dish.

Both the Northern Cape and the designated
area in Australia are eligible because of their
isolation and little interference from other radio
waves, like those emitted from cellphones.

Due to the faintness of radio waves coming
from outer space, any interference from signals
from earth may render the entire telescope useless.

The area in Australia, however, is far more
sparsely populated than the one in the Northern
Cape, and, to make up for this disadvantage, the
department and its partners have put various
measures in place.

In 2007 the Astronomy Geographic Advantage
Act was passed. The legislation that allows the
minister to protect key astrological sites in the
country like the SALT telescope in Sutherland, as
well as SKA and MeerKAT. Special fibre optic
power lines have also been designed and are in use
at the site in order to ensure as little interference
as possible.

Jenkins explained yesterday that whether or
not South Africa wins the bid, the advantages for
the Northern Cape as a whole will be far-reaching.
Already towns surrounding the site have seen an
increase economically in the tourism and hospital-
ity industries.

Hundreds of jobs have been created as a result
of the construction of the seven telescopes and
local schools are benefiting as well. Carnarvon
High School, for example, has recently seen the
establishment of a new Cyberlab — an initiative
made possible by the SKA South Africa project and
its partners.

Similar plans are in place for other schools in
the Northern Cape in order to spark interest in
astronomy, astrophysics and engineering amongst
youngsters. Similarly, since the project’s inception
in 2003, SKA South Africa has sponsored several
undergraduate science degrees, as well as post
graduate and doctoral degrees for mostly South
African students.

Several of those receiving financial aid from
SKA South Africa are from across the continent —
an inspiring idea according to Pandor. She ex-
plained that the country will partner with several

African countries in funding the enormous
MeerKAT and SKA projects. In doing this, she
hopes that the Northern Cape will become the hub
of astronomical activity in the southern hemi-
sphere.

Pandor went on to say that she would like to see
the Province benefit from a “knowledge based
economy”’, with astrological academics, engineers
and technicians expected to flock to the Province
over the next few years. A “reverse brain drain”,
according to Pandor.

Whether or not South Africa wins the bid, ide-
ally the 80 MeerKAT dishes will still be built. The
facility will then be of a world-class standard and
will put the Province on the map as the centre of
radio-astrological research and development — a
first for Africa, South Africa, and especially the
Northern Cape.
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