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The South African Marine and Antarctic Research Facility was initially proposed 
in the SARIR document in 2016. 

This proposed research infrastructure has undergone a long genesis in terms of 
its conceptual evolution, from a multidisciplinary facility into a coherent 
framework, which can combine the polar infrastructure with an Antarctic science 
strategy into a future national polar institute

SANAP Symposium 2018 - Hermanus

From SAMARF through SAPO to SAPRI

Process: 
• A thorough consultation with the extended community through one-on-

one meetings started in November 2019 and continued with virtual 
meetings in 2020

• Bottom up and top-down approach with DFFE, the other main 
governmental department for Antarctic operations, resulting in the 
proposed DFFE/DSI advisory committee

• Recognition of international relevance through the Letters of Supports 
from main international stakeholders in the Antarctic and marine space 

• Submission to the SARIR panel and recommendation for funding in 
March 2021 

• Business plan submitted and approved by DSI



Marion Island Base – SANAP archive

South African 
presence in the polar 
region
• Antarctica 
• Sub-Antarctic 

islands 
• Southern Ocean



Bay ice (Antarctica) – SANAP archive

The SAPRI objectives
● The ultimate objective of SAPRI is to enable balanced 

research growth across the polar disciplines, and to maintain 
and further expand the world-class long-term observational 
datasets already established

● Polar research is built on infrastructures of various sizes, 
which result from several investment cycles and are custodied 
by different players. SAPRI aims at maximizing the return on 
investment through the concurrent exploitation of 
infrastructures for operational and scientific needs

● SAPRI will transform the access to, and perception of, the 
South African polar regions for technicians, engineers, 
scientists of all disciplines, learners and students, government, 
private business and civil society 

● The SAPRI will directly benefit the governmental strategies 
for Antarctica and the sub-Antarctic islands through enhanced 
science production and international standing 

The SAPRI is designed as a 
consortium hosted at the South 
African Environmental Observation 
Network (SAEON), which has proven 
experience in managing 
infrastructures



Antarctic and Southern Ocean Strategy

• The establishment of the SAPRI speaks to the national strategic 
objectives delineated in the Marine and Antarctic Research 
Strategy [Department of Science and Innovation (DSI), 2016 white paper]
and the Antarctica and Southern Ocean Strategy (ASOS) 
[Department of Forestry, Fisheries and Environment (DFFE), 19 March 2021, 
gazette No. 44293]

• The SAPRI becomes the enabler of the strategies expressed by 
DFFE and DSI, the line departments in charge of Antarctic and 
Southern Ocean



The current 
SANAP landscape

ASOS

MARS

DIRCO

• The SAPRI proposal expounded the underlying 
fragility of the current SANAP organization, with 
unnecessary institutional separation between 
observations, novel research activities and the 
fragmented distribution of logistical support and 
infrastructure availability.

• If the relationship between DSI and DFFE breaks 
down around the SAPRI, the use of the large 
infrastructures (SA Agulhas II and research bases) 
would be heavily compromised with consequences on 
scientific production and international visibility

• Both DSI and DFFE management teams have 
acknowledged this risk and are actively working 
towards a healthy and productive relationship



The SANAP-science components

ALSA
(~R 1 million/year)

The Antarctic Legacy of South Africa is funded on a 
3-year cycle. The project fosters Antarctic 
humanities, develops and administers the SANAP-
science website and runs the outreach components

SANAP call
(~R 18 million/year)

The SANAP 3-year cycle shares the maintenance of long-term 
observations with new science proposals. The integration with 
infrastructure availability is sub-optimal and does not fully 
highlight  the relevance of the national investment

Ship time
(~R 36 million/year)

DSI/NRF contribute 60 days of ship time on the Agulhas 
II on top of the annual DEFF budget. This contribution 
supported unique opportunities for successful polar 
cruises in the winter Southern Ocean into the sea ice

SEAmester
(included in ship 

time)

The SEAmester programme is funded on a 3-year 
cycle and included in the ship time share. Since 
2016, it contributed to the successful training in 
marine science of several students from all South 
African universities, and their uptake as future 
marine scientists



Golden Highway (Gough Island) – SANAP archive

Proposed changes to SANAP-science

● To reorganize the separate line items and integrate them 
following a model like the successful NRF-SAIAB ACEP 
programme

● SAPRI priority project for the implementation phase. 
Proposed steps:

○ SANAP-science ship time transferred to SAPRI for 
supporting SEAmester and dedicated scientific 
expeditions

○ SANAP calls to maintain independent scientific scrutiny 
but be progressively transferred to SAPRI and managed 
by the SANAP coordination committee (joint 
DFFE/SAPRI)

○ ALSA to become one component of the SAPRI



Coordination 
and Logistics
Hub of the consortium 
hosted by SAEON. Runs 
the administration and 
the communication with 
the integrated facilities. 
Users and stakeholders 
access the various 
components of SAPRI 
through the hub. 
Operates in close 
coordination with 
SANAP-Science and 
SANAP-Logistics. 
Handles the logistic of 
the science–driven SA 
Antarctic expeditions 
and the collaboration 
with international 
partners.

Manages the National Antarctic Data Centre (processing and 
archival of essential variables from the different streams, 
relationship with international repositories). Develops new 
communication technologies, digital twins, dashboards and 
products for downstream uptake and impact studies. 

Data and communicationOutreach, training 
and society

Represents the human, 
policy and socio-economic 
component of the 
program. The portfolio 
includes outreach, 
awareness, dissemination, 
human aspects of 
Antarctic research, 
support to ATS policies 
and representation in 
scientific international 
bodies. Manages joint 
capacity building 
programs (e.g.
SEAmester). 

Suite of specialized temperature-
controlled and sub-zero 
laboratories  for sample 
processing, experiments, 
calibration and instrument design, 
with ad hoc equipment/gear for 
ice research. Stores medium and 
long-term specimens and 
geological samples

Polar Lab

Long-Term Observations Ocean (LTO-Ocean) 
Ensures the continuity of the established long-term observation 
networks in the Southern Ocean, sea ice, deep ocean sites and the 
overlying atmosphere. Maintains the scientific oceanographic 
equipment for shipboard sampling and moorings. Develops 
innovative observational devices and communication. Manages 
specialized equipment and technicians for deep-sea, seafloor and 
under-ice exploration, ocean mapping and deep-sea underwater 
research

Long-Term Observations  Land (LTO-Land)

Ensures the continuity of the established long-term observation 
networks on the sub-Antarctic islands and Antarctic continent and 
ice shelves. Maintains scientific equipment/gear for land-based 
observations and coordinates the supporting personnel. Develops 
innovative observational devices and communication. Manages 
logistic equipment for scientific research at SANAE IV and Marion 
Island.

The SAPRI 
integrated 
facilities



Long-Term Observations Ocean (LTO-Ocean) 
Ensures the continuity of the established long-term observation 
networks in the Southern Ocean, sea ice, deep ocean sites and the 
overlying atmosphere. Maintains the scientific oceanographic 
equipment for shipboard sampling and moorings. Develops 
innovative observational devices and communication. Manages 
specialized equipment and technicians for deep-sea, seafloor and 
under-ice exploration, ocean mapping and deep-sea underwater 
research

https://argo.ucsd.edu



Long-Term Observations Ocean (LTO-Ocean) 
Ensures the continuity of the established long-term observation 
networks in the Southern Ocean, sea ice, deep ocean sites and the 
overlying atmosphere. Maintains the scientific oceanographic 
equipment for shipboard sampling and moorings. Develops 
innovative observational devices and communication. Manages 
specialized equipment and technicians for deep-sea, seafloor and 
under-ice exploration, ocean mapping and deep-sea underwater 
research

LTO-Ocean 
Coordinating 

Officer

Interns PIs, PDs and 
PG students

General 
instrument 
technician

Sea-going 
instrument 
technician

Mooring 
instrument 
technician

Seafloor 
instrument 
technician

BGC  
laboratory 
technician

Autonomous 
Platform 

technician

Distributed locations for teams working with LTO-
Ocean

Priority projects: to address the management of 
existing small-medium scale infrastructures hosted by 
partners; 
• to procure and install equipment during the SAAII 

dry-dock period
• SOCCO infrastructure to be integrated in SAPRI.
• Set-up of the novel Seafloor observatory hosted at 

SAIAB in Makhandla, where the coastal facility is 
located

Funded in Phase 2



Long-Term Observations  Land (LTO-Land)

Ensures the continuity of the established long-term 
observation networks on the sub-Antarctic islands and 
Antarctic continent and ice shelves. Maintains scientific 
equipment/gear for land-based observations and coordinates 
the supporting personnel. Develops innovative observational 
devices and communication. Manages logistic equipment for 
scientific research at SANAE IV and Marion Island.

Boot Rock (Marion Island) – SANAP archive



Long-Term Observations  Land (LTO-Land)

Ensures the continuity of the established long-term observation 
networks on the sub-Antarctic islands and Antarctic continent and 
ice shelves. Maintains scientific equipment/gear for land-based 
observations and coordinates the supporting personnel. Develops 
innovative observational devices and communication. Manages 
logistic equipment for scientific research at SANAE IV and Marion 
Island.

LTO-Land 
Coordinating 

Officer

Interns PIs, PDs and 
PG students

General 
instrument 
technician

LTO-Land
instrument 
technician

4 x Overwinter
Marion team 

members

Distributed locations for teams working 
with LTO-Land

Priority projects: 
• integration of the marine mammals, bird 

and space observation networks;
• identification and eventual hand-over of 

existing terrestrial equipment acquired 
through SANAP-Science funding;

• collaboration with SMCRI for the Prince 
Edward Islands Sentinel Site 

Funded in Phase 2



Suite of specialized temperature-
controlled and sub-zero 
laboratories  for sample 
processing, experiments, 
calibration and instrument design, 
with ad hoc equipment/gear for 
ice research. Stores medium and 
long-term specimens and 
geological samples

PolarLab



Suite of specialized temperature-
controlled and sub-zero 
laboratories  for sample 
processing, experiments, 
calibration and instrument design, 
with ad hoc equipment/gear for 
ice research. Stores medium and 
long-term specimens and 
geological samples

PolarLab

The Polar Lab will be in Cape Town, close 
to the ship infrastructure. 

UCT has offered land on campus and joined it 
to a project for a Digital and Polar Lab. Seed 
funding made available for the Project 
Implementation Committee.
SA universities have ringfenced 80M from the 
DHET next infrastructural fund cycle to build 
the laboratory.

Priority project: coordinate UCT, DSI, DHET 
and partners to design and build the Polar 
Lab; establish the national integrated facility
Implementation of a temporary mobile facility 
for training in sub-zero sampling and analysis

Attract scientific 
interests beyond 
polar sciences and
possible commercial 
partnersPolar Lab 

Coordinating
Officer

General
Technician

Interns

PIs, PDs and PG 
students

Project Manager 
during Polar Lab 
Build (3 years)

Funded in Phase 2



Manages the National Antarctic Data Centre (processing and 
archival of essential variables from the different streams, 
relationship with international repositories). Develops new 
communication technologies, digital twins, dashboards and 
products for downstream uptake and impact studies. 

Data and communication

Outreach, training 
and society

Represents the human, 
policy and socio-economic 
component of the program. 
The portfolio includes 
outreach, awareness, 
dissemination, human 
aspects of Antarctic 
research, support to ATS 
policies and representation 
in scientific international 
bodies. Manages joint 
capacity building programs 
(e.g. SEAmester). 



Outreach, training 
and society

DPS 
Coordinating 

Officer

SAPRI 
Data Centre

System 
administrators

Data 
scientists

Data 
curators

System 
developers

InternsTechnical officer 
+ Outreach

PIs, PDs and 
PG students

Distributed locations for teams 
working with the DPS,

stemming from the SAEON data 
center at the uLwazi node in Cape 

Town, and the Antarctic Legacy 
of South Africa in Stellenbosch

Priority project: integration of 
ALSA and SANAP communication / 

website administration;
engagement with the ACEP 

Phuhlisa transformation program to 
design the training program in polar 

science

DPS will incubate Digital Antarctica, 
the joint projects to fast-track digital 
twins and advanced communication 

in the polar space

Manages the National Antarctic Data Centre (processing and 
archival of essential variables from the different streams, 
relationship with international repositories). Develops new 
communication technologies, digital twins, dashboards and 
products for downstream uptake and impact studies. 

Data and communication

Outreach, training 
and society

Represents the human, 
policy and socio-economic 
component of the program. 
The portfolio includes 
outreach, awareness, 
dissemination, human 
aspects of Antarctic 
research, support to ATS 
policies and representation 
in scientific international 
bodies. Manages joint 
capacity building programs 
(e.g. SEAmester). 

Funded in Phase 2



The SAPRI 
organigram



Coordination 
and Logistics

Hub of the consortium 
hosted by SAEON. Runs the 
administration and the 
communication with the 
integrated facilities. Users 
and stakeholders access 
the various components of 
SAPRI through the hub. 
Operates in close 
coordination with SANAP-
Science and SANAP-
Logistics. 
Handles the logistic of the 
science–driven SA 
Antarctic expeditions and 
the collaboration with 
international partners.

Project Manager 
during Polar Lab 
Build (3 years)

SAEON 
Management

NRF Board

Advisory structures 
to the SAPRI

Located in the premises of the 
Egagasini Node of the SAEON in 

Cape Town, close to DFFE 
management

Priority projects: to establish 
consortium and service level 

agreements with partners;
to integrate the NRF-SANAP 

component

Funded in Phase 2



Proposed SAPRI Advisory Structures

Consortium Partner reps,
Governmental Depts, SAPRI 

Manager

Scientists of high international standing, 
international experts, other RIs reps

Terrestrial, ocean, 
cryosphere, social, space 

and atmospheric 
scientists and users

SANAP-Logistics, SAPRI 
MT, COMNAP rep, PEIAC 

rep, technical members 
(ship, helicopters, base 

management, etc.)

Custodian departments



Total Capital Costs: R 385 712 497 
Total Running Costs: R 594 650 159 
ICRR: R 116 022 937 
Total Project Cost:    R 1 096 385 593

Proposed Budget overview over 15 years



SAPRI
Transforming, 
consolidating 

and 
strengthening 

polar sciences

Marion Island – Credits: NASA Earth Observatory

The champions and the SAEON hosting team are 
grateful to the scientists and stakeholders who 
contributed to shape the SAPRI concept
(all images are public domain or from SAPRI contributors)
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