
Mossel Bay Slipway, Historic Rejuvenation 

Project On the Cards By FINSA reporter  29 March 2021  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mossel Bay harbour destined for a makeover. 

Rehabilitation of the slipway at the port of Mossel Bay has been completed 

and it is back in operation. But there are plans to rejuvenate the entire ship 

repair facility although exactly when this will start is unknown. 

The slipway was closed for a three-month planned maintenance shutdown to 

ensure the safety and reliability of the facility for slipway users. 
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The Port of Mossel Bay’s slipway was built in the early 1930s and comprises a 

concrete beam structure with two side slips and lead in jetties. 

The operation still uses the original end haul action in which vessels are supported 

on a wooden cradle hauled up the inclined slipway on three rails and supported 

by stacked wooden blocks. Over the years, the wooden elements have 

deteriorated. 

The maintenance contract carried out by Singalakha Technologies, included 

maintenance on the down haul cable wheels (including bushes and shafts) rollers, 

shaving blocks, cross beams and brakes. 

The work began in November 2020 and was completed in February this year. A 

requirement was to keep the slipway compliant with Code 29 inspections. 

Resulting benefits include reduced breakdowns and downtime on the cradle. 

A complete upgrade of the slipway is planned for 2024/25 as part of an 

Operational Phakisa initiative. This is to fulfil the port’s plan to widen support 

services to attract more and bigger vessels. 

“At present, the facility handles 13 vessels with a weight of 200 t/y. However, 

the rehabilitation earmarked under Operation Phakisa will see it being capable of 

handling more than 40 vessels per year with a maximum of 500 each in the next 

three years,” the Mossel Bay Port manager told Engineering News in July last 

year. 

Heritage impact assessment of ship repair facility 
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Postcard-of-old-Mossel-Bay-1920  

The history the port is such that rejuvenating the entire ship repair facility is not 

quite as simple as it sounds. 

In late 2018, TNPA commissioned a heritage impact assessment which confirmed 

that the ship repair facility within the port of Mossel Bay was built in c.1919. 

This was about 25 years after the seawall was built (1895) and resulted in the 

burial under fill of the dunes surrounding Varkens Bay. The current administration 

buildings were erected on this fill. 

The seawall has been assessed and has been found to still be in good condition 

and is largely intact. 

Historic value and protection 

Some elements of the facility older than 60 years are protected by the National 

Heritage Resources Act (No. 25 of 1999) (NHRA). 

It was found that the proposed upgrade will require the demolition and rebuilding 

of the submerged portion of the concrete slipway structure, the repair and 
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upgrading of the slipway and side-slip areas above the waterline. A permit will be 

needed for this before any work can start. 

The work will also entail replacing the wooden ship cradle and winch house 

machinery with new, and the demolition of the corrugated iron buildings which 

house the administration offices for the facility. 

It was recommended that the existing ship cradle and winch house machinery 

that is to be removed is recorded before removal and offered to a local museum 

or provision be made for its retention and display at the ship repair facility. 

The current lead-in jetties were built between 1969 and 1972, replacing the four 

small wooden dolphins erected at the time of the construction of the slipway in 

c.1919. As these are less than 60 years of age they are not subject to the NHRA. 

The heritage impact assessment found that the pre-colonial landscape of Varkens 

Bay, in which the port is located, is highly modified and there is no record of or 

evidence for archaeological sites or material at or in the vicinity of the ship repair 

facility. Mossel Bay’s Port Manager sums up the general attitude to development 

of the port and its precincts: “The Port of Mossel Bay holds a special place in 

South African maritime history as the first recorded harbour used regularly along 

the South African coast by European seafarers journeying to the East. “We want 

to ensure that it continues to take its rightful place in the South African ports 

system.” 

Did you know? TNPA Corporate Affairs Manager for the Port of Mossel Bay, 

Sithembiso Soyaya, was recently appointed as the Chair of the Garden Route 

Maritime cluster.   Sinking boat – The Myth of a Safe Harbour 

                                         ……………………. 
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