
Scientific Curiosity,  Commitment to Social Justice and turning Challenges into 

Opportunities. 

These  are the virtues that define the NRF 2018 Lifetime Achievement 

Awardee, Dr Bernard Fanaroff. 

Bernie, as we affectionately know him,  is one of those rare individuals who has 

dedicated his life to the scientific project, activism against apartheid and an 

unwavering commitment to public service. Very few people can, rightfully, claim 

to have made significant contributions, in the sphere of scientific enquiry, trade 

union and civic organising, helping shape – in the highest office of the land –  

the programme of a newly formed democratic state, defining the values 

informing a nation’s management of firearms and successfully managing the 

bid to host the world’s largest scientific project, the Square Kilometre Array 

Telescope, and overseeing the design and development of its precursor, the 

MeerKAT.  

That he was meant to make significant contributions to the scientific world and 

society in general must have been quite apparent during his undergraduate 

years at Wits and even more so while completing his PhD at Cambridge 



University working in the Cavendish Laboratory with the One Mile Telescope 

and Five Kilometre Telescope. There, working with British astronomer, Julia 

Riley, they made a breakthrough in the classification of radio galaxies and 

quasars when they identified two classes of radio sources which now bear their 

names – Fanaroff-Riley class I and class II sources, or FR-I and FR-II as they 

are now universally known.  

Forgoing, at the time, a career in scientific research, Bernie returned to South 

Africa, and in accordance with his commitment to social justice dedicated 19 

years to the struggle against apartheid as an organiser and national secretary 

for the Metal and Allied Workers Union, which became the National Union of 

Metalworkers of South Africa, NUMSA. In this capacity he made significant 

contributions to the building of non-racial trade unions in the country at a time 

when the apartheid regime was at its most brutal. However, of his days during 

the struggle, Bernie remains modest, acknowledging the contributions of other 

individuals to social justice in South Africa who are not necessarily recognised 

today. 



After the first democratic election in 1994, Dr Fanaroff was appointed as a 

Deputy Director-General in the Office of President Nelson Mandela, and as the 

Head of the Office for the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP). 

He also served as a Deputy Director-General in the Department of Safety and 

Security, the Chairperson of the Integrated Justice System Board and the Inter-

Departmental Steering Committee for Border Control. 

When we made the decision to bid to host the Square Kilometre Array 

Telescope, Bernie was a natural fit to lead this effort. As the Director of the 

SKA SA Project, he led the conceptualisation, development and initially the 

construction of the South African SKA precursor MeerKAT. Despite his 

retirement at the end of 2015, Dr Fanaroff has continued to work as an advisor 

to the SKA SA project. 

He has been appointed co-chair of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and 

South Africa) Working Group on ICT (Information and Communication 

Technologies) and High Performance Computing, and as member of the Advisory 

Committee of the Breakthrough Listen project.	  

He is a founding member of the Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAf); a 



Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society; and is a Visiting Professor at Oxford 

University. 

 

He has been awarded honorary Doctorates from six South African Universities, 

received an award for science diplomacy from Minister Naledi Pandor, and was 

named Ambassador of the Year by the Cape Chamber of Business and Die 

Burger in 2012. 

 

In 2014 he was awarded the Order of Mapungubwe; conferred by the State 

President, the order is one of the highest honours in the country and was 

awarded to Dr Fanaroff not only for his tremendous contribution to radio 

astronomy, but also for the pivotal role he played as an activist, trade unionist, 

and public servant. 

In 2017, Dr Fanaroff was awarded the USA’s Karl G Jansky Lectureship for his 

unparalleled leadership in astronomy and public service. 

He also received the Science for Society Gold Medal from the Academy of 

Science of South Africa in 2017. 



It is a singular privilege for me to call to stage the 2018 NRF Lifetime Awardee, 

my colleague and friend, Dr Bernie Fanaroff. 

 

 

 

  

 


