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NASSP Mission and Vision 
 
To empower South African and foreign African students to embark upon PhD studies in 
astrophysics and space science by providing them with the necessary skills, knowledge 
and inspiration. By harnessing national expertise and resources and taking advantage of 
global network, NASSP is committed to produce graduates whose qualifications are 
internationally competitive and locally applicable. The programme will promote diversity 
and transformation while growing the next generation of graduate astronomers and space 
scientists who can enter and contribute to the South African work force, where mathematical 
skills and a command of research methods will be advantageous. 
 
To create human capacity in astronomy and space science, particularly in under-
represented communities, and to build a cohort of scientists at the core of an international 
network of African astronomers, space scientists and citizens, who are bonded by the 
common experience of schooling, interlinked both professionally and personally and able to 
make a major contribution to the transformation of society. 
 

 

  

Welcome to the latest issue of the NASSP newsletter. The aim of this publication is to keep 
all our colleagues and collaborators abreast of NASSP developments as well as creating a 
forum for commentary and discussion from individual nodes. Contributions, news and 
suggestions are most welcome, please forward these to NASSP-UKZN. 
 
This newsletter is prepared by NASSP-UKZN. 
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NASSP Consortium (Partnership) Meeting 2021 
 
 
A NASSP consortium meeting was held virtually on 29 September 2021 to engage with the 
broader NASSP community, invite input into the future of NASSP and encourage 
participation from beyond the three NASSP node host institutions. The meeting was attended 
by approximately 35 participants from across the country. Some background on the current 
status and future plans of NASSP was given by Stefan Ferreira, who is chair of the Executive 
Steering Committee and director of the North West University node, followed by an 
overview of the activities and status of NASSP at each of the three nodes, and a discussion 
on future directions, including the potential of creating new nodes and expanding the reach 
of NASSP to students from other African countries again. 
 
 
Changes to the NASSP constitution were proposed to clarify how NASSP operates and 
facilitate more involvement from institutes outside of the three main nodes in future. The 
collective group of universities and institutes involved in NASSP will be now known as the 
NASSP Partnership Network. Masters degree students can be registered at any of the three 
NASSP nodes (UKZN, UCT or NWU) and receive their bursaries through a partner 
university. However, Honours degree students may need to complete their degree in any one 
of the NASSP node university. Partner institutes are encouraged to contribute to NASSP 
through teaching and student supervision. A chair and deputy chair from outside of the node 
universities will represent the consortium (partnership network), be involved in the annual 
student selection and arrange an annual meeting for the NASSP partnership. During this 
meeting, Rosalind Skelton (SAAO) was elected as the chair and Andrew Chen (WITS) was 
elected as the deputy chair. 
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About the chair of NASSP partnership 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr. Rosalind Skelton is an optical/NIR astronomer on the Southern African Large Telescope 
(SALT) team, based at the South African Astronomical Observatory in Cape Town. Her 
research explores how galaxies form and evolve, with a current focus on how the 
environment around galaxies affects their star formation rates and mass growth. She has 
been involved in NASSP for a long time, having been a NASSP MSc student herself in the 
early years of NASSP at UCT. After spending some time abroad for her PhD at the Max 
Planck Institute for Astronomy in Germany and a postdoc at Yale University, she started 
working at the Observatory in 2013. She has been supervising NASSP students since then, 
and have lectured the NASSP Honours Spectroscopy course at UCT since 2018. Rosalind 
Skelton indicated that she is looking forward to helping shape the future of NASSP as chair 
of the partnership network, and would love to hear any ideas or comments from the 
community. Everyone can get in touch with Ros via email: “re.skelton@saao.nrf.ac.za”. 
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News from NASSP students 
 
 

 Achievements in South Africa Institute of Physics (2021)  
 
At the SAIP 2021 conference current and ex-NASSP (North West University) students did 
extremely well. The MSc student Marcel van der Westhuizen won the best poster prize in 
the Astrophysics stream of Division D: Astrophysics and Space Science, while the MSc 
student Jakobus Vorster shared the best talk by a student in Astrophysics prize. Ex-NASSP 
and current PhD student Jabus van den Berg won the best student poster prize in the Space 
Science stream.   
 

 
Marcel van der Westhuizen - won 
the best poster in Astrophysics  

 
Jakobus-Vorster is the one who 
co-shared the best presentation in 
Astro 

 
Jabus - the student who received 
the prize for the best poster in 
Space Science  

 
 

 Golden Key International Honour Society invitation – 2021 
 
During 2021, Damien Cole Ragavan was very privileged enough to receive an invitation to 
join the Golden Key Society.  The Society acknowledges academic achievements among 
college and university students both locally and abroad. So, this invitation to join was most 
welcomed and appreciated by Damien. He was also presented with a digital certificate of 
membership upon joining. The perks of joining the Golden Key Society include exclusive 
scholarships only available to high achievers, career opportunities, seminars and workshops 
to develop skills, and just a “club” platform for academics. 
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 Summa Cum Laude achievement in Honours degree 
 
 

Damien has shared that during his time in NASSP 
(UKZN), he has really enjoyed the learning 
environment and the opportunities bestowed. Damien 
Ragavan started his Honours degree in astrophysics 
with NASSP at the beginning of 2020, and despite the 
unprecedented challenge of COVID-19, he was able to 
complete his Honours in 2020. Furthermore, he said 
he enjoyed many of the modules, and gained some 
valuable skills in computer programming, applications 
to space science and good theoretical knowledge in the 
fields of astrophysics, physics, and mathematics. The 
topic which Damien chose for his research project was 
on “Fossil Galaxy Groups”, under the supervision of 
Dr Khadija El Bouchefry from SARAO, and working 
on his research project was one of the biggest 
highlights for his Honours Degree. He further said that 
this project was extremely stimulating for him, so that 
invigorated him to really put in a lot of effort into it. 

He expressed that “I must admit that I was quite stunned, yet pleasantly surprised when I 
was informed that I achieved Summa Cum Laude”. The cherry on top of it was that Damien 
also received the Merit awards for almost every module, including his research project which 
he achieved a 92% pass on it.  Furthermore Damien said “I honestly could not have achieved 
it all without God and the support of my parents, especially my mom. I’m also extremely 
grateful to NASSP UKZN, especially Prof. Siva, for their support and providing the 
opportunity to further my studies; also I’m also thankful to my fellow peers at NASSP who 
have also been so dedicated to their studies and have created a very welcoming academic 
environment”. He is currently pursuing his master’s degree under NASSP at UKZN. 
Furthermore, Damien indicated that his hope is to one day pursue a career in either 
astrophysics or space science. And he stated that “I know there’s still a long road ahead but 
through hard work and dedication, anything is possible”. Like his favourite quote says: “Ad 
Astra per aspera” which roughly translates to “a rough road leads to the stars”. 
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 NASSP-UKZN Student Research Facility Visit 

 
The NASSP-UKZN students had a research lab visit over Cape Town during April 2022 
with 2 staff members and 14 students in total (includes 6 MSc students and 8 Honours 
students). The trip was facilitated through NASSP & UKZN and was meant to be a field trip 
for the ‘Technique in Astrophysics and Space Science’ Honours module. Due to the 
pandemic, there was 2020 and 2021 students who never had the opportunity to attend, have 
given opportunity to attend. This year, students visited scientific/research facilities based in 
3 locations - Cape Town, Sutherland and Hermanus. 
 
 
 

 
A group shot of everyone at Cape Town International airport. 
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The visit to SALT was both breath-taking and a wonderful experience for everyone. 

 
The first visit was to SALT & partner telescopes in Sutherland. The students were amazed 
by the breath-taking scenery and location of the telescopes. The astronomers operating 
SALT gave them a very friendly and informative talk about the dynamics of observations 
and operations. For many, it was a great opportunity to gain insight into future job prospects 
in observational astronomy. The visitors centre tour was also very interesting and fun, as 
many jumped at the opportunity to take souvenir photographs in front of their favourite green 
screen background. There was also a brief tour of some of the other interesting telescopes in 
the area, including the infamous 1.0 m telescope. 
 

     
 
SALT observed at night.  Credit: Keshav Bechoo               Numerous other optical telescopes are  

also closely operated and situated at SALT.   
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The SAAO Headquarters in Cape Town. 

 
The students travelled back to Cape Town after the amazing Sutherland visit, where they 
visited SAAO Headquarters. There, they attended a research talk by staff and students, and 
informative tour of the different departments, and a tour of the museum. Once again, 
everyone was given a broad spectrum of information on future prospects in astronomy and 
space science. It was also very nice to get a visual aid and practical approach to the different 
components in astronomy, such as the workshop used to make parts for the telescopes and 
satellites. The staff and students were very friendly to interact with and welcomed us with 
open arms. 
 

 
Students visit to SANSA in Hermanus The image on the right displays the observations and data that 

SANSA uses. 
 
The last stop was at SANSA in Hermanus. There, students had a very detailed tour of the 
facility and received an inspiring talk from Prof. Martin Snow. The tour offered a very in-
depth view of opportunities in space science, and more. Once again, the students were 
received with open arms, as the staff were very friendly and hosted them for a tea and coffee. 
 

 
  



NEWS LETTER –  
Vol 10 

 

 

 

 NASSP-UKZN students get together with NASSP-UCT students 
 
Everyone who attended the trip were also privileged enough to be hosted by the NASSP in 
Honours degree UCT for a get together dinner and social event with their students. Once 
again, the students from UCT were very pleased to have us (NASSP UKZN students), and 
it was refreshing to exchange their respective experiences so far. Many new friends were 
made, plus talks of possible collaborations. Everybody was very grateful for the meals 
provided, and for the opportunity to meet everyone. 
 

 
Students enjoyed interacting with fellow peers from NASSP UCT 

 
Venu Prayag and Kira Hammer (Honours degree student from UCT) have expressed 
gratitude and said the UCT 2022 NASSP Masters and Honours cohort are thankful for the 
opportunity they received to meet other classmates, lecturers and most importantly, the 
UKZN cohort. “It is a breath of fresh air for all of us after the two years of hiatus. We are 
also grateful for the thoughtful gifts given to us and for the delicious food organised by 
Rushana” said Venu Prayag and Kira Hammer. 
 
The remainder of the time was spent in Cape Town, where the students were given free time 
to explore the city. Most of them spent time at the wonderful V&A Waterfront and some 
decided to go on a hike up Table Mountain to enjoy the scenery. 
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The social gathering hosted by the NASSP node at UCT. 

 

Online Public Lecture in Celebration of National Science Week 
 
In August 05 2021, Ms Tankiso Moso who is now the 
former NASSP UKZN student gave the online Public 
Lecture which was in in Celebration of National 
Science Week. The topic which she was presenting 
was “Mysterious Marion Island - Developing and 
Testing Radio Astronomical Equipment in the Cold” 
via the online zoom platform. She has shared research 
experience in Marion Island and provided mindful 
lectures and thoughts on how she has managed in an 
isolated facilities for months.  Tankiso is currently 
working as a Graduate Engineering (Trainee) by South 
African Radio Astronomy Observatory (SARAO). 
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Call for Applications for the National Astrophysics and Space Science 
Programme (NASSP) Honours Degree 2023 
 

Application deadline: 31 August 2022 
 
The National Astrophysics and Space Science (NASSP) at Honours level is currently offered 
at three university nodes in collaboration with other partner universities. The three nodes are 
at: University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN), University of Cape Town (UCT), and North-
West University (NWU) 
 
Student Bursaries 
 
NASSP offers bursaries to students who have graduated with a B.Sc degree in one of 
Physics, Astronomy, Astrophysics or Cosmology. To be considered, students must have 
completed at least Physics and Mathematics / Applied Mathematics up to second year level. 
NASSP funding will continue to support successful students for Master’s degrees which 
may be completed at any university in South Africa with suitable a project in one of the 
fields mentioned above. In order to be eligible for a NASSP bursary students must be South 
African citizens or South African Permanent Residents. 
 
Non South African citizens or residents are welcome to apply to be part of the programme, 
but if accepted, must show proof of external funding when registering. 
 
Application Procedure 
 
Eligible students are invited to apply to NASSP online at https://www.star.ac.za/application-
procedure . 
 
Students provisionally accepted will be advised no later than mid-October 2022 and will be 
required to confirm their acceptance by then registering their application on the NRF Online 
Application System. Details of that process will be included in the provisional acceptance 
letter. Further information on the course can be obtained at:  www.star.ac.za . 
 
Step 1: Apply directly to the University node/s of your choice for Honours (you can apply 
at more than one) 
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Step 2: Complete the online NASSP application form at:  
https://www.star.ac.za/application-procedure  
and email requested documents to applications@nassp.uct.ac.za  
 
If successful in the NASSP application (you will be notified) then: 
 
Step 3: Apply to the NRF online funding system using the instructions in your NASSP 
acceptance letter.  
 
NASSP application details: 
 
The application form (link at:  https://www.star.ac.za/application-procedure ) requires 
contact and demographic information, education history up to the present date, employment 
history (if any) up to present date, a detailed motivation outlining why you have applied for 
NASSP, and the names and contact details of 2 academic referees who can comment on your 
academic ability and suitability for postgraduate study. 
 
In addition to completing the online application form, applicants must also submit their 
 
1.   Full CV 
2.   Electronic copy of academic transcripts (official with university letterhead) 
3.   Copy of passport or SA ID document 
 
To applications@nassp.uct.ac.za . 
 
Please address any queries and/or any problems you may experience in the application 
process to  
nassp-admin@nassp.uct.ac.za (UCT) or nassp@ukzn.ac.za (UKZN) or nassp@nwu.ac.za 
(NWU). 
 
The deadline for applications is 31 August 2022. 

 

Contact us!!! 
 
We look forward to receiving contributions and feedback from nodes and partners for  
our next newsletter. Please email: nassp@ukzn.ac.za or nassp.ukzn@gmail.com 


