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Samora llachel's death and South African radar

~¢ np-o DY Paul Fauvet |
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Onc major unanswered question concerning the crash of President Samora
flachel's Tupolev 134 on 19 October is why South African air traffic control did
not warn the pilot that he was off course and.in danger of entering South
African. airspace.,
The plane had been tracked on South African radar for hundreds of kilometres.

According to the Johannesburg papeg,Business.Day.of'2l October "a top government

source said 'our guys had the plane on their radar even when it was still over

Zimbabwe'l",
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Yet no warning was given to the doomed Tupolev, even as it headed for a
militarily sensitive area, For the corner of the eastern Transvaal where the
crash took place, near the junotion of the Mozambican, Swazi and South African

-borders, is.a total air exclusion zone, .
It .is also where:at least two landmines had exploded in the previqus _
fortnight, and military garrisons.in the region had been strengthened in the
days immediately preceding the crash, | |
‘Only ga'week after the disaster did the South African press adress the problem
of the radars, "South African monitors paid.little heed to Machel flight",

announced a. headline in the Sunday Star of 26 October. According to this story,

when the plane disappeared from the radar screens, officials "thought pothing of
it", since it was not in South African airspace.

But if they thought it was so unimportant, why had the radars been;?
following it from Zimbabwe, The radars must also have detected, while it was
still well inside Mozambigue, that the plane's course was taking it into
South Africa.

On 1 November, South African Foreign liinister Roelof:Botha tried to explain

away tha'behaviout.of South African radar operators in a televis%pn_interview on
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the prosramme "Good morning, South Africa". According to Botha the flight "just .
disappeared irom the scréon; No-one monitoriné.£ﬂat fadar eauié“;;-Qouldlg;;;w
imagined that there was anything stranee about it", .

".very radar station has what we call an horizon beyond which it cannot
see any object", said Mr Botha. "You cannot sce an aircraft‘once it has passed
over a mountain, for instance, and is.on the othar side".

"There are.quite a number of flights inh that wvicinity of the Kruger Park
and so -on", continued the minister. So the radar operators "must be secing
virtually all the flights fading or disappearing at one stage or another".

~In this interview Mr-Botha tries to make out that there is a heavy amoﬁnt

f air. traffic down the Mozambique/South African border at 21.00 on a Sunday -
night (in"fact, as far as is known, the Tupolev was the only flight in the area
that night), and that the radars lost the presidential plane when it
disappeared behind 2 hill,

In other words, the Foreign Jinister would like ws to believe that South
African radar is rather primitive and inefficient.

But in fact South Africa possesses a.highly sophisticated integrated military
and civilian computer-assisted radar system, whose two prime purposes are to
assist in South African Air Force strikes into neighbouring coéuntries, and to
Aetect any plane entering South African airspace.

A good radar system needs to be placed high up so that it can "look" down
and av8id the problem of planes hiding behind hills, .Several radar staticns
.located a good distance from one another will also make it difficult for any
‘plané, whether accidentally or by design, to use the landscape to "disappear"
from radar vision.

This is, naturally, the kihd of system we find in South Africa. Turthermore,
it is not very secret. The South African papers themselves haveiwfitten
openly about it. S ey !

Onc of the main radar installations is at Mariepskop, 2,000 metres up, on
the edge of the Drakensberg mountains. This is whit the Johannesburg Star of

8 February 1975 had’ to say about this installationz "Only metres away.from where
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the Drakensberg escarpment falls to the lowveld, the b1g scamner wh;rls ellently
.

around It can plck up most alrcraft movements from a large chunk of Botswana in
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the west to Rhode51a in the north, to southern Mozamblque and Natal in the east.
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Helght flnders are pos1tioned nearby. They can calculate the height of any
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a1rcraft p1oked up by the scanner" : B v !
Marlepskop is anmea;iy warnlné statlon,ide51éned to glve the alert agalnst
"hostlle alroraft approachlng SouthlAfrica from ouer her borders" |
YAll 1nformatlon gathered by the softly sweeplng scanner - alroraft appear
as tlny plnprlcks of 11ght on the screens Q can be fed in oonputer form to ‘the'

‘headquarters of South Afr1ca's radar defence system at Devon. Vlrtually 1nstant
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computer feedback from Devon can supnly Mariepskop w1th the informatlcn needed to
1dentify an alrcraft“ x

”Beszdes Devon and ﬂarlepskop there are two other stations in the northern
radar system, coverlng each other. The zones covered by the four stat;cns
overlap so each base can ‘ses the one next door" |

In other words, 1t should have been qulte 1mposs1b1e for the presldential
Tupclev to escape radar survelllance. | . |

These padar defences are no Joke- accordinﬂ to the Star of 29 November
1975, the Devon computer centre is "bur1ed under relnforced concrete capable of
withstanding ale kiloton nuclear ex;iosion".

The computers at Devon.try to work out whether anybintruding aircraft is
"friend or foe", If they think 1t may be host11e, "the controllers at Devon can
call on a whole range of defences, 1n01uding leages and other Jet flghters,
surface-to—air n1ssiles and ant1-a1rcraft cannon", h -

This was what the South Afrlcan radar defence system was like over a decade
) agoe Now it is even more sophist1cated pwrtlcularly through South Africa's
acqulsltion of the Plessey AR~3D oonputerlsed radar ystem, which was integrated
1nto its air defences in 1982, -

The 1979 South African Defence White Paner had stated that "modernisation

of the static air defence radars to_ensure a better airspace control is being
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plenned. At the same time the mobilc system is being cxpmnded conoideribly to
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proﬁecf mobilc forces clurincr deployment and to supplment tho twtic SJctﬁm"

Th° Plessey oystem flts thc bill It 1s fully mobilo, and 1ccord1ng to the

* Plessey company 1tse1f the syttem "cqn b\ geographically arrwnged as necdcd to

oporate under command of the stritegic HQ" | It can be uqed for both offenuive
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and surveillance purposes, Its 1nputs, boxst~ Pleseey "prov1de a complcte
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picture of the air situn tion for the ccntril comnand stwff"
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A complefe picture, Not a partlal picture from whlch oomething 28 1irgc as

a Tupolev 134 can mysteriously disappear.

The 1979 Defence Whlte Pepcr also madc it cleer that there ware to bc no
S - S RIS o
‘"holcs' 1n the nadar system. It said "the South African Air Force is constintly

carrying out air reconnaissance. Virious sensors are used 1n this process to
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obtain maximum information. Recannalsaance eystems are constintly being ,

modernised in order to keep 1breaot of operationﬂl requlrementﬂ“
Thus, from aocuments that 1re 11re dy public knowledge 1t is ev1dent that

South Africa can keep 1ts entire boruer area under 24 hour radar surveillenCe,
and the chance of any aircraft evadinﬂ this is vanlshlngly small.

The conclu51on to be drawn is that the Tupolcv was on the radar screens up

until the moment of 1fs crash. The ridar operatore knew it was off course, knew
‘ o S : R
it was entcrinﬁ South African iirepacc, knew the Pequenos Libonbos mountilns

1 <sented a serious threat to the 11rcrift and yet no warning was given, no

preventive action was t.ken.

-

The computer centre at Devonldoubtiese identified the plane as Samora

“achel's Tunolev. After all, there was nothinv socret Wbout the Pre51oent's trip

to Zambia, and tne radars would havc followed 1te Journey from D puto toAZambla

earlier in the day. No other plane was expected 1long that route.

Thc bouth African authorities knew whosc plinc 1t was, thcy kncw exactly

when and where it crashed - vet they dic not 1nform the ﬂozxmbican authorities

for another ten and a half hours. The first message vas eent to liaputo at 00.50
the following morning.
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