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Abstract 
This contribution is a reproduction of a report submitted to the leadership of the South African Network for 

Coastal and Oceanic Research (SANCOR), in Cape Town, on September 29, 1994, after four days spent ranking 

70 research proposal submitted to that body in terms of both their scientific potential and other their accounting 

for, and helping to overcome the pernicious legacy of Apartheid. 

 
Introduction 
The account below is a complete version of the report the three authors submitted to the leadership of the South 

African Network for Coastal and Oceanic Research (SANCOR; see https://sancor.nrf.ac.za/default.aspx), in Cape 

Town, on September 29, 1994, after four days spent ranking research proposals submitted to that body. 

 

Recall South Africa’s recent history, marred by a century of settlers’ violence against the original inhabitants, 

culminating in the Apartheid that became official policy with the ascent of the ‘National Party’ in 1948, and 

revoked following the first free election in April 1994, which made Nelson Mandela the first democratically 

elected president of South Africa (see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apartheid#1994_election). 

 

Apartheid distorted everything, including science, and how scientific proposals are evaluated, and the leaders of 

SANCOR, thus wisely asked external referees to evaluate the research proposals they received that year. The 

three of us were offered to do this job, although (and also because) none of us had ever been to South Africa. But 

we accepted, as we wanted to help the New South Africa. What follows are the observations we delivered along 

with the evaluation of 70 project proposals of various types. Some of these observations may still be relevant 

today, and in countries other than South Africa. 

 
Our report 
At the outset we would like to congratulate the initiators for devising an innovative and exciting research 

programme, and for attracting a large number of high-calibre proposals from people who took seriously the task 

of doing their research in the context provided by the New South Africa. Also, we would like to thank those who 

invited us to join in your effort to help overcome, in marine research, the legacy of the past and to establish a 

sound ecological, social and economic basis for the sustained benefits of South Africa's living marine resources. 

 

We examined over 70 proposals in three busy days, covering three thrusts: 

A. Communities and Living Marine Resources; 

B. The Coast as a Resource; 

C. Offshore Living Resources and Society. 

 
* Cite as: Pauly, D., T. Pitcher and W.T. Peterson. 2020. Some general observations on the 1994 round of applications to the 
SANCOR Programme, ‘The Sea and the Coast’. Pp103-105 In: Pauly D. and V. Ruiz-Leotaud (eds.) Marine and Freshwater 
Miscellanea II. Fisheries Centre Research Reports 28(2). Institute for the Oceans and Fisheries, University of British 
Columbia. 

mailto:d.pauly@oceans.ubc.ca
https://sancor.nrf.ac.za/default.aspx
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apartheid#1994_election


2020 Fisheries Centre Research Reports 28(2) 

 104 

Thrusts A and C concern fisheries science in the widest sense, including people and their various organizations.  

We perceived Thrust B as referring to the emerging field of Coastal Zone Management. 

 

South African fisheries research has traditionally been world-class, and this is reflected in many of the proposals.  

However, the SANCOR programme rightly expects bold initiatives to broaden, in an interdisciplinary mode, the 

scope of this research to both cover the interest (expressed or not) of the country’s disadvantaged majority and to 

include representatives of this majority at the highest possible level in the proposed research plans. This is where 

we saw the cold hand of the old regime still reaching out, holding back renewal. Three specific problems were 

evident: 

i. There are few or no potential partners for fishery scientists who would like to work with representatives 

from historically disadvantaged groups; 

ii. Some of these same scientists, because of their previous isolation from such groups, have problems even 

conceiving arrangements that would create such partners; and 

iii. Empowering women, one of SANCOR's criteria, was ignored by almost all proposers. 

 

Point (ii) is evidenced by ‘motherhood’ statements, inserted at the end of many proposals, stating that “attempts 

will be made to involve students from historically disadvantaged universities”.  That not even motherhood 

statements were made concerning gender issues suggest that this is perceived as frivolous or arbitrary -- a view 

that the recent U.N. conference in Cairo should help overcome. 

 

Reaching out to the groups in (ii) and (iii) will involve several actions. Concerning involvement and recruitment 

of blacks into South African fisheries sciences, we feel that a range of approaches should be covered (a few of 

these were incorporated into proposals), pending the gradual emergence of fully trained black scientists, notably: 

• Workplace experience schemes such as “open house” for high school-aged children; 

• Twinning arrangements between research institutes and high-schools or ‘teknicons’; 

• Creation of new positions (including on-the-job training) for technicians, observers and others for which 

suitable work may be available. 

 

Arrangements for drawing women (both from historically disadvantaged groups and others) into the type of 

activities covered by the SANCOR program may include: 

• A certain percentage of funds and/or positions reserved, on a competitive basis, for female applicants; 

• Explicitly addressing gender-specific issues whenever “communities” are studied (e.g. what roles or 

activities are seen for females if males are involved  in ecotourism development); 

• Checking how working conditions for female scientists or technicians may subtly discriminate against 

females. For example, to what extent do medical benefits include maternity leave? 

 

There is a large body of respectable science in Europe and North America addressing these issues and South 

African researchers will have to acquaint themselves with it. The general lack of emphasis on these issues, 

despite the SANCOR guidelines, forced us as reviewers to give extra weight to those proposals that showed 

evidence of a concerted effort having been made to think this problem through, and to establish the relevant 

contacts before submission of the proposals. 

 

However, these problems are not only due to the old racial legacy. Biologically-trained fisheries scientists over 

the world have problems conceiving collaborations with social scientists and community representations which 

does not compromise the quality of their science (although they routinely interact with industry representatives 

who sometimes do compromise the neutrality of their science). Fisheries scientists in South Africa, as elsewhere, 

will have to learn to deal with new clients and fishery stakeholders, if the discipline is perceived to be relevant, 

and thus funded. 
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We now turn to more technical aspects of the proposals. Most of them were strong scientifically, and most 

anticipate generating products consisting mainly of scientific publications in peer-reviewed journals. We believe 

that these outputs are necessary, but not sufficient to assess the aims of a project that is part of an 

interdisciplinary programme designed to extend social equity by outreach and training. For example, scientific 

papers alone would not suffice for projects supported by European or North American development agencies. 

The SANCOR projects are implicitly of this type. 

 

Criteria for evaluation of projects in a research programme of this type such as proposed here may include:  

• Adoption/implementation of techniques/approaches by intended clients; 

• Number of persons trained; 

• Levels of training achieved; 

• Fraction of targeted community reached through various media; 

• Social footprint of awareness of the project across the interest groups and stakeholders; and 

• The evaluation of results by all interest groups including stakeholders. 

 

In addition to formal evaluation of projects, almost no one mentioned the need for interim evaluation of progress 

and what criteria might be used either for self-evaluation or for a progress report. Due to the interdisciplinary 

nature of this SANCOR programme, we recommend that continuation of funding be made contingent upon a 

rigorously evaluated interim report. 

 

An extensive literature on project evaluation has been produced by the bilateral and multi-lateral aid agencies 

and others. We recommend that SANCOR incorporate these in their project monitoring guidelines. Failure to do 

so may lead to:  

• A number of SANCOR funded projects failing for lack of timely corrective measures, and 

• Outside criticisms by political groups with high expectations for the program, leading to the long-term 

danger of curtailment of funding. 

 

Another problem with the biologically-orientated proposals is the ‘tag-on’ nature of their socio-economic 

components, and conversely, the non-consideration of biological elements in projects proposed by economist, 

sociologists, or other social scientists. We believe that proposals should be jointly articulated by the 

biologists/oceanographers and economists/social scientists that are to work on a project, with co-leaders of high 

calibre representing both sides of the project, and in which both sets of disciplines illuminate different 

perspectives of the same object of study.  Good science can be done in this mode, but this requires open-minded 

scientists, not those that prefer to hide behind disciplinary smokescreens. 

 

Also, we noted that numerous proposals consisted of a ‘star’ principal investigator and his or her students, but 

very few postdoctoral or entry-level scientists. We recognize the advantages of this type of arrangement: cheap 

and versatile labour with no commitment to future employment. We fear that there are some hidden costs 

because the principal investigator may not devote enough time to the project, and that among students, the blind 

will lead the lame. Also, the students may lack a role model, and an obvious career path. 

 

SANCOR provided a fixed format for proposals, but many proposers chose (apparently) to not read these 

instructions. Thus, many proposals were difficult to evaluate in a comparative mode because they were only one 

page long, lacked detail, and had grossly incomplete (or even missing) CVs. This may have resulted in unfairness. 

Finally, we hope that these comments will be taken in the same spirit that they are offered: as collegial advice 

from three scientists who feel honoured by being associated with this ambitious programme.  We took our job 

seriously, and thus emphasized those items which we felt would most benefit from being rethought.


