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The Square Kilometre Array, or SKA, is place where the world’s biggest 

radio telescope is being built. It is located in the North West of the 

Republic of South Africa, in the Karoo area near the town of Carnarvon. 

The idea of visiting this mega scientific project occurred to us when we 

met Natalia from the European Commission Representation in South 

Africa during our stay in Pretoria. She recommends a number of projects 

which are worth looking at and where the European Union, and hence 

Latvia, is involved in this African country. We instantly become hooked on 

the idea of attending the SKA – the thought of looking into the depths of 

space from the Southern Hemisphere sounds tempting. 

Once we have claimed our bikes back in Cape Town and touched the 

waters of two oceans at the southernmost tip of Africa – Cape Agulhas 

(‘Cape of the Needles’), we immediately head for the north. Our 

destination is located 600 km inland, in an area where the ruthless nature 

has not accepted people and where only a few of the toughest ones – 

mainly shepherds – live. However, this is the ideal place for present-day 

telescopes, because radio-wave interference caused by modern gadgets 

that people use is reduced to a minimum there. In order to arrive in 

Carnarvon at the agreed time, we rush along the shortest route, crossing 

the coldest area in South African region with the temperatures of only + 

10C in the morning, battle the first 300 km without asphalt, get into a 

small fuel crisis on the way.... But happily arrive at the SKA base. 

The SKA team has already given us a warm welcome at its headquarters 

in Cape Town to briefly explain the nature of the project. This time, the 

meeting and greeting is just as friendly. We are treated to coffee and 

asked to leave the motorbikes so that we can travel the remaining portion 

of the road to the telescopes by a diesel SUV. It turns out that diesels 

cause much less radio-wave interference compared to today’s gasoline-

injection engines. Radio waves are the biggest enemy of the local 

equipment. We have to temporarily say goodbye not only to our 

https://europa.eu/eyd2015/en/latvia


motorbikes, but also to our mobile phones, navigation devices and other 

electronics. 

We go 75 km further inland, where a large high-altitude lake once used to 

be. In the course of millennia, the water disappeared, but the plain with 

huge rock islands remained. There is not a single tree around – only a 

harsh desert landscape inhabited by meerkat colonies, other rodents, 

occasional antelopes, a number of birds and, of course, sheep. This 

severe environment is the ideal home for telescopes – there are no people 

and no radio waves, and the telescopes are perfectly hidden from the rest 

of the world with giant rocks and earth ramparts. 

The radio telescope park is a desolate open field with giant-sized 

structures similar to satellite TV dishes. From a distance they look like 

white mushrooms, but as we approach them, it becomes clear that each 

of them is as high as a four-storey house. We learn that the project is 

underway, and from the 80 receiver antennas that have been planned we 

can now see only 16. When the project is completed, the plan for the 

future is to manufacture, install and launch as many antennas as to cover 

about one square kilometre in total. Hence the name SKA, or the Square 

Kilometre Array. So we are witnesses to the creation of the world’s largest 

‘eye’ to look into the space. Who knows, maybe it will help find the 

answer to the age-old question of whether life exists elsewhere in the 

universe. 

The research and development operations under this mega project were 

once financed by the European Union, but at the moment this giant 

investment has been undertaken by several countries, including Australia, 

South Africa, United Kingdom and Germany. Construction involves 

installation of a large number of high precision radio wave antennae, 

equipping them with the state-of-the-art facilities and ensuring all-around 

automation. As we approach the receivers, we can hear them buzzing just 

like menacing giant bumble bees – the sound is produced by the high-

power cooling equipment, whose task is to maintain the normal 

temperature of the facilities in the scorching glow of the desert. The 

receiver antennae and the main command centre are connected by 

dozens of kilometres of optical cables, which is an expensive option, but 

which generate only minimal radio wave interference. Finally, the 

command centre located in an underground bunker in a room isolated 

with huge metal plates is home to the brain of all these facilities – 



numerous processors and servers, whose task is to process the data 

collected and transmitted by the antennae. Considering that the 

construction cost of the entire receiver field amounts to approximately 50 

billion euros, the installation of this computerized super-brain will easily 

cost another 50 billion. 

SKA is a major multiannual project, while the construction of the receiver 

antennae that we can observe here in person is a sub-project called 

MeerKAT. It suits us perfectly well, as the meerkat is also the symbol and 

guardian angel of our biking expedition. We also get to know that it is 

planned to build similar antenna fields in Ghana and Mozambique. When 

this is done, the African continent will be the world’s largest and smartest 

space observer. Already today we meet a number of local young scientists 

and engineers in this place who are proud and delighted to tell us the 

story of how the future of humankind is being created here and now. 

It is already lunch time – the scorching glow of the desert is unbearable 

and we have to flee away from the antenna fields. Time to go back to our 

iron horses, as our itinerary says we have yet to cover hundreds of 

kilometres. We take a farewell photo with the science friends and rush 

further across Africa. 

About the expedition 

Two motorcyclists - Andžs Ūbelis and Mārtiņš Sils – are on the expedition 

from the Cape of Good Hope (Capetown, South Africa) to the farest 

Northern Cape in Europe and then back to Riga. The overall length of the 

expedition is 25 thousand km. During the trip both motorcyclists will 

implement the tasks given by Latvian pupils at the contest ''Discover 

Africa for me'' („Atklāj man Āfriku’’). The contest was one of the main EYD 

activities in order to raise interest and awaranes of Latvian youth on 

global development. Overall 100 applications from 13 Latvian schoold 

were sent in. 
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