
In an effort to introduce young South Africans to their underwater 
cultural heritage, SAHRA  launched an Underwater Youth 
Development (UYD) Programme in 2009 as part of its Maritime 
Archaeology Development Programme, a multi-year project 
which was funded by the Dutch government and supported by the 
Department of Arts and Culture until 2012.

The initial UYD programme saw high school learners from each 
province invited to Cape Town to participate in four days of activities 
related to different aspects of culture and heritage with a particular 
focus on maritime and underwater cultural heritage. The programme 
highlighted the global context of South African underwater cultural 
heritage resources and included an introduction to the diverse 
scientific and career opportunities which this affords. 

The success of the programme led SAHRA to develop a shorter, 
simpler programme for primary and high school learners based 
within education departments in South Africa’s museums. Since then 
SAHRA has conducted youth programmes through, and developed 
partnerships with a number of heritage agencies and institutions, 
including the Robben Island Museum, Iziko Museums of South Africa, 
the East London Museum, the Amathole Museum in King Williams 
Town and the University of the Witwatersrand.

The programme promotes maritime and underwater cultural heritage 
to primary, high school and tertiary learners through heritage-related 
activities, museum education and public outreach. To be relevant it 
has been built on the South African school curriculum and SAHRA has 
consulted curriculum advisors and museum educators for advice on 
the content and presentation. Being based at, and presented through, 
museums the programme reaches more learners more regularly and 
sustainably. 

In addition to raising awareness of underwater cultural heritage 
among South African youth, the goal of SAHRA’s youth development 
programme is to encourage young South Africans from all 
backgrounds to consider a career in the heritage sector, particularly in 
maritime archaeology and underwater heritage management. 

There are presently no South African tertiary institutions which offer 
undergraduate courses in maritime archaeology and underwater 
heritage management. To pursue a career in this field in South Africa 

students currently have to first obtain a Bachelors degree, with a 
major in archaeology from one of the universities which offer this 
subject. Thereafter they need to specialise in maritime archaeology 
at Masters or Doctoral level at UNISA, the University of Cape Town, 
the University of the Witwatersrand and, potentially, the University 
of Pretoria. Career opportunities include working at SAHRA in 
underwater heritage management, careers at South Africa’s 
coastal museums, and working in development-driven maritime 
archaeology, producing impact assessments ahead of proposed 
seabed development and carrying out mitigation of archaeological 
material found during the course of such development.

SAHRA’s Maritime and Underwater Youth Development 
Programme
SAHRA believes strongly that for people to understand and value 
their cultural heritage they need to be aware of its importance and 
relevance to their own lives. The organisation also belives that when it 
comes to heritage management it is critically important to invest time 
and effort in introducing South Africa’s youth (as the next generation 
of heritage users and managers) to their cultural heritage. 

SAHRA’s Maritime and Underwater Cultural Heritage (MUCH) is 
tasked with the identification, protection and management of maritime 
and underwater cultural heritage resources along South Africa’s 
coastline and in its maritime and inland waters. 

This maritime and underwater cultural heritage is rich and diverse. It 
includes at least 2,400 shipwrecks, one of which is that of the Arniston 
(the 200th anniversary of its sinking will be commemorated on 30 
May this year, and whose loss resulted in the establishment of the 
town with that same name on the Cape south coast). These wrecks 
relate to pre-European, Indian Ocean maritime exploration and trade 
along the South African east coast and provide a tantalising, but as 
yet unproven potential element of South Africa’s maritime heritage.

Large numbers of coastal fish traps and thousands of pre-colonial 
shell middens which reflect prehistoric human exploitation of marine 
resources, have been recorded. Archaeological material recovered 
from the seabed also provides evidence of submerged prehistoric 
landscapes off our shores, dating from periods of lower sea level 
during past global ice ages.

Much of this extensive heritage resource is, by definition, underwater 
and is thus inaccesible to most South Africans. As a result, the vast 
majority of South Africans have, in the past, tended not to engage 
with this fascinating element of our collective cultural heritage.

WHAT IS SAHRA?
The South African Heritage Resource Agency (SAHRA) is a statutory organisation established under the 
National Heritage Resources Act, No 25 of 1999, as the national administrative body responsible for the 
protection of South Africa’s cultural heritage. 

MISSION
SAHRA’s mission in fulfilling its mandate is to promote 
social cohesion in South Africa by:
•   Identifying, conserving and managing heritage resources 

in South Africa so that they can contribute to socio-
economic development and nation building

•   Developing norms, standards and charters for the 
management of heritage resources in South Africa and 
codes of international best practices 

•   Contributing to heritage resources management skills 
and knowledge production and transformation in South 
Africa and beyond.

V I S I O N :  A  n a t i o n  u n i t e d  t h r o u g h  h e r i t a g e

“SAHRA’s Maritime 
and Underwater 
Cultural Heritage 
(MUCH) is tasked 
with the identification, 
protection and 
management of 
maritime and 
underwater cultural 
heritage resources along 
South Africa’s coastline 
and in its maritime and 
inland waters.”
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