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The fisheries research vessel FRS Africana, commissioned in 1982, provides fisheries
managers with the data required for managing our commercially important fish stocks. She
is nearing the end of service, but her replacement, and that of the Algoa, is still in the initial
stages, and has been for many years.

The Africana can accommaodate 15 scientists and 35 crew and despite her age, still regularly steams
up to 5000 or 6000 nautical miles away (about 10000 km) from her home port Cape Town for
weeks on end.

During this time her crew undertake hydroacoustic biomass surveys which help to determine what
should be the total allowable catch (TAC) for particular species such as hake, horse mackerel or
small pelagic fish stocks. Algoa is an environmental research vessel which is also used by the
Council for Geoscience (CGS) for geological coring.

The history of the ship

The Africana is a 77.85 metre-long, ice-strengthened pelagic and demersal stern trawler. She is the
third vessel with the same name.
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South Africa’s marine research history dates back more than a Century, starting with the steel-
hulled trawler, Pieter Faure, which contributed to laying the foundation for today’s demersal
fishing industry.

After World War 1, the Fisheries and Marine Biological Survey, a body constituted to conduct
marine research, acquired a former whaler, HMS Pickle, to be replaced in 1930 by a 41-metre
steel-hulled steam research trawler, the Africana. She served from 1931 to 1949.

Particularly well equipped for her time with the most up-to-date sounding, trawling and radio
equipment, she contributed valuable research before being replaced in 1950 by the second
Africana.

Serving from 1950 through 1981, the second Africana was a 64-metre, ultra-modern steam-driven
research ship.

Then in 1982 she was replaced by the current Africana, built for the Fisheries Research Institute
by Dorbyl Marine in Durban.

Designed specifically to carry out fisheries and environmental research, the ship is used primarily
for surveys of pelagic and demersal fish stocks around the South African coast.

Of 2471grt, facilities on board include nine laboratories, three container laboratories, deep trawling
equipment and a variety of scientific winches permitting sampling down to a depth of 6000 metres.

Integrated computer systems facilitate the measurement, recording and processing of wide variety
of surface and sub-surface parameters.

During her design great attention was paid to the suppression of electrical and mechanical noise
including keeping hull-flow noise to the minimum.

All machinery is flexibly mounted on a massive raft which in turn floats on multiple rubber
mounts, making for an extremely quiet, vibration-free, ship.

Replacing the current Africana

All was well until 2012 when it was touted that to replace her with a comparable vessel with the
latest high-tech equipment for demersal and pelagic ocean research, the price tag would be a
conservative R1 billion.

At the time envious eyes were turned on Namibia’s Ministry of Fisheries which had taken delivery
of a new R340 million fisheries and multidisciplinary research vessel, MV Mirabilis, delivered by
STX Finland.

A top fisheries source shrugged off the cost as “ridiculous”. But a new line of thinking
subsequently emerged from within industry which found itself contracting out suitable vessels to
undertake critical pelagic and hake and research voyages.



This was that if the well-maintained and immaculate 56.75m Norwegian research vessel, RV. Dr
Fridtjof Nansen, 11 years younger than the Africana came on the market, it would be a good
opportunity to acquire her. Furthermore, her price tag would possibly be only around USD6-7
million.

This in the knowledge that Norway had indeed embarked on building a new 100-metre ice-classed
research vessel (the country’s first such) at a cost of USD250 million. To honour the Norwegian
crown prince, she was named the Kronprins Haakon.

It was later decided to abandon this idea given that the Nansen was already quite an “old” vessel.
Cost of replacing the Africana

The fishing industry has over the years become increasingly concerned about the capacity both
within and outside government to conduct the necessary research to ensure the sustainability of
South Africa’s most economically important fisheries.

While SADSTIA recognises that it is necessary to maintain credible surveys, research and
understanding of the resources harvested, at the same time the Association is on record that “R1
billion is way over the top.”

Former sea fisheries official turned marine consultant, Alan Robertson, with close ties to various
government departments, did not agree.

He was deputy project manager for the design and building of the current Africana in 1982 and
project manager for the conversion of a commercial trawler into the environmental research ship,
Algoa, in 1993.

He said research vessels and fishing vessels are vastly different from one another and that the R120
million spend suggested by some for a replacement would not buy a lot of boat.

Commenting that the South African government had paid R1.3 billion for the new ice-strengthened
Agulhas — a lot more ship than what the Africana replacement would be — a 70-metre vessel with
a lot of kit on board, was going to be expensive.

“Between R120 million and USD120 million you are talking two different classes of ship entirely.
For R120 million you may be able to buy something like Ellen Khuzwayo but unlike Africana,
Khuzwayo is unable to trawl, a key element in demersal and pelagic fishing,” Robertson said.

“Africana was very much a benchmark for her time, in many ways a complicated and complex
ship.”

Back to sea

Fast forward to August 2016, when tribute was paid to the Africana by the (then) Department of
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF).



This was ahead of a 45-day sea trip to conduct a long-awaited horse mackerel survey between
Mossel Bay and Port Alfred.

It was the first time she was putting out to sea after being re-commissioned and having completed
sea trails during April and May 2016.

Considerable money had also been spent to revive and refit her following a year laid up at the
Simon’s Town naval base dockyard, during which time she was taken out of Class.

Read the latest article to understand the background... First of Three Multi-Mission Inshore Patrol
Vessels Launched

This included renewing all the electrical systems, dismantling, recondition and reassembling the
three engines, with one engine causing further problems and having to go through the procedure
again to correct spare part inconsistencies.

All this despite a R100 million budget cut to the vessel management fund.

“Even before handover to the Navy, DAFF had requested from Treasury some millions of rand to
refit Africana given her age but that was declined.

“The consequence was that the 2011 maintenance was not done,” said Robertson.

Loathe to point fingers at the Navy for much of Africana’s woes, he said, “I believe Africana took
one helluva knock when she went from DAFF to the Navy but it is not their (Navy’s) fault.

“Anybody in fishing will tell you that if you allow a ship, particularly an old one, to lie inactive
for months, you have serious problems and when things start going wrong. They are often in the
most difficult places and expensive to replace.”

These words have since come home to roost with ongoing repairs upgrades, inability to procure
spare parts including the main engine bearings, and long periods of lost sea time.

The current situation

In 2017, 2018 and 2019 the same message has been forthcoming:

“The DAFF has commenced with a process of sourcing a modern and efficient replacement vessel
which is required to improve South Africa’s fisheries research capacity and capabilities to enable
it to develop and sustain its deep-water research ...

“The replacement vessel can possibly be chartered locally by other government departments,

research and academic institutions as well as in the region by other Southern African Development
Community (SADC) countries to conduct marine and environmental research...”
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... the Africana is currently at sea conducting her routine work on research and today the Ellen
Khuzwayo vessel will set sail. Despite the funding challenges we have undertaken to prioritise this
work given its importance. Furthermore, we have engaged both the National Treasury to explore
alternative funding models....”

From the fishing industry’s perspective, a vessel of at least 60 m in length is needed to ensure that
it is able to conduct surveys to depths of up to 800m.

It also needs to accommodate a full scientific team of fisheries, plankton and environmental
scientists.

The fishing industry has also said it believes that a cost-effective solution may be a joint venture
that could see commercial vessels made available by industry as research platforms and managed
by an independent entity.

The vessel could be used for fishing when it is not being utilised by the Department.

In 2019, the industry hoped to initiate discussions with DAFF on capacity building initiatives
aimed at not only boosting human capacity, but also ensuring that government is able to conduct
fisheries research, especially stock assessment surveys, into the future.

Then there was a change in Minister...the Covid-19 pandemic ... FRAP 2020 /21 ....

To sum up: It is generally assumed that it is unlikely the National Treasury will make the
approximately R1.3 billion available to fund the replacement of FRS Africana.

But no news is also just not good news.
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The fisheries research vessel FRS Africana, commissioned in 1982, provides fisheries
managers with the data required for managing our commercially important fish stocks.
She is nearing the end of service, but her replacement, and that of the Algoa, is still in the
initial stages, and has been for many years.

The Africana can accommodate 15 scientists and 35 crew and despite her age, still regularly
steams up to 5000 or 6000 nautical miles away (about 20000 km) from her home port Cape
Town for weeks on end.

During this time her crew undertake hydroacoustic biomass surveys which help to determine
what should be the total allowable catch (TAC) for particular species such as hake, horse
mackerel or small pelagic fish stocks.

Algoa is an environmental research vessel which is also used by the Council for Geoscience
(CGS) for geological coring.

The history of the ship

The Africana is a 77.85 metre-long, ice-strengthened pelagic and demersal stern trawler. She is
the third vessel with the same name.

South Africa’s marine research history dates back more than a Century, starting with the steel-
hulled trawler, Pieter Faure, which contributed to laying the foundation for today’s demersal
fishing industry.

After World War 1, the Fisheries and Marine Biological Survey, a body constituted to conduct
marine research, acquired a former whaler, HMS Pickle, to be replaced in 1930 by a 41-metre
steel-hulled steam research trawler, the Africana. She served from 1931 to 1949.

Particularly well equipped for her time with the most up-to-date sounding, trawling and radio
equipment, she contributed valuable research before being replaced in 1950 by the second
Africana.

Serving from 1950 through 1981, the second Africana was a 64-metre, ultra-modern steam-
driven research ship.

Then in 1982 she was replaced by the current Africana, built for the Fisheries Research Institute
by Dorbyl Marine in Durban.

Designed specifically to carry out fisheries and environmental research, the ship is used
primarily for surveys of pelagic and demersal fish stocks around the South African coast.

Of 2471grt, facilities on board include nine laboratories, three container laboratories, deep
trawling equipment and a variety of scientific winches permitting sampling down to a depth of
6000 metres.



Integrated computer systems facilitate the measurement, recording and processing of wide
variety of surface and sub-surface parameters.

During her design great attention was paid to the suppression of electrical and mechanical noise
including keeping hull-flow noise to the minimum.

All machinery is flexibly mounted on a massive raft which in turn floats on multiple rubber
mounts, making for an extremely quiet, vibration-free, ship.

Replacing the current Africana

All was well until 2012 when it was touted that to replace her with a comparable vessel with the
latest high-tech equipment for demersal and pelagic ocean research, the price tag would be a
conservative R1 billion.

At the time envious eyes were turned on Namibia’s Ministry of Fisheries which had taken
delivery of a new R340 million fisheries and multidisciplinary research vessel, MV Mirabilis,
delivered by STX Finland.

A top fisheries source shrugged off the cost as “ridiculous”. But a new line of thinking
subsequently emerged from within industry which found itself contracting out suitable vessels to
undertake critical pelagic and hake and research voyages.

This was that if the well-maintained and immaculate 56.75m Norwegian research vessel, RV. Dr
Fridtjof Nansen, 11 years younger than the Africana came on the market, it would be a good
opportunity to acquire her. Furthermore, her price tag would possibly be only around USD6-7
million.

This in the knowledge that Norway had indeed embarked on building a new 100-metre ice-
classed research vessel (the country’s first such) at a cost of USD250 million. To honour the
Norwegian crown prince, she was named the Kronprins Haakon.

It was later decided to abandon this idea given that the Nansen was already quite an “old” vessel.
Cost of replacing the Africana

The fishing industry has over the years become increasingly concerned about the capacity both
within and outside government to conduct the necessary research to ensure the sustainability of
South Africa’s most economically important fisheries.

While SADSTIA recognises that it is necessary to maintain credible surveys, research and
understanding of the resources harvested, at the same time the Association is on record that “R1

billion is way over the top.”

Former sea fisheries official turned marine consultant, Alan Robertson, with close ties to various
government departments, did not agree.



He was deputy project manager for the design and building of the current Africana in 1982 and
project manager for the conversion of a commercial trawler into the environmental research ship,
Algoa, in 1993.

He said research vessels and fishing vessels are vastly different from one another and that the
R120 million spend suggested by some for a replacement would not buy a lot of boat.

Commenting that the South African government had paid R1.3 billion for the new ice-
strengthened Agulhas — a lot more ship than what the Africana replacement would be — a 70-
metre vessel with a lot of kit on board, was going to be expensive.

“Between R120 million and USD120 million you are talking two different classes of ship
entirely. For R120 million you may be able to buy something like Ellen Khuzwayo but unlike
Africana, Khuzwayo is unable to trawl, a key element in demersal and pelagic fishing,”
Robertson said.

“Africana was very much a benchmark for her time, in many ways a complicated and complex
ship.”

Back to sea

Fast forward to August 2016, when tribute was paid to the Africana by the (then) Department of
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF).

This was ahead of a 45-day sea trip to conduct a long-awaited horse mackerel survey between
Mossel Bay and Port Alfred.

It was the first time she was putting out to sea after being re-commissioned and having
completed sea trails during April and May 2016.

Considerable money had also been spent to revive and refit her following a year laid up at the
Simon’s Town naval base dockyard, during which time she was taken out of Class.

Read the latest article to understand the background... First of Three Multi-Mission Inshore
Patrol Vessels Launched

This included renewing all the electrical systems, dismantling, recondition and reassembling the
three engines, with one engine causing further problems and having to go through the procedure
again to correct spare part inconsistencies.

All this despite a R100 million budget cut to the vessel management fund.

“Even before handover to the Navy, DAFF had requested from Treasury some millions of rand
to refit Africana given her age but that was declined.

“The consequence was that the 2011 maintenance was not done,” said Robertson.
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Loathe to point fingers at the Navy for much of Africana’s woes, he said, “I believe Africana
took one helluva knock when she went from DAFF to the Navy but it is not their (Navy’s) fault.

“Anybody in fishing will tell you that if you allow a ship, particularly an old one, to lie inactive
for months, you have serious problems and when things start going wrong. They are often in the
most difficult places and expensive to replace.”

These words have since come home to roost with ongoing repairs upgrades, inability to procure
spare parts including the main engine bearings, and long periods of lost sea time.

The current situation
In 2017, 2018 and 2019 the same message has been forthcoming:

“The DAFF has commenced with a process of sourcing a modern and efficient replacement
vessel which is required to improve South Africa’s fisheries research capacity and capabilities to
enable it to develop and sustain its deep-water research ...

“The replacement vessel can possibly be chartered locally by other government departments,
research and academic institutions as well as in the region by other Southern African
Development Community (SADC) countries to conduct marine and environmental research...”

... the Africana is currently at sea conducting her routine work on research and today the Ellen
Khuzwayo vessel will set sail. Despite the funding challenges we have undertaken to prioritise
this work given its importance. Furthermore, we have engaged both the National Treasury to
explore alternative funding models....”

From the fishing industry’s perspective, a vessel of at least 60 m in length is needed to ensure
that it is able to conduct surveys to depths of up to 800m.

It also needs to accommodate a full scientific team of fisheries, plankton and environmental
scientists.

The fishing industry has also said it believes that a cost-effective solution may be a joint venture
that could see commercial vessels made available by industry as research platforms and managed
by an independent entity.

The vessel could be used for fishing when it is not being utilised by the Department.

In 2019, the industry hoped to initiate discussions with DAFF on capacity building initiatives
aimed at not only boosting human capacity, but also ensuring that government is able to conduct
fisheries research, especially stock assessment surveys, into the future.

Then there was a change in Minister...the Covid-19 pandemic ... FRAP 2020 /21 ....
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To sum up: It is generally assumed that it is unlikely the National Treasury will make the
approximately R1.3 billion available to fund the replacement of FRS Africana.

But no news is also just not good news.
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