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BUYING, SALES, NEW BUILDING, RENAMING AND OTHER TUGS TOWING & OFFSHORE INDUSTRY NEWS 
 

TUGS TOWING & OFFSHORE NEWS SPECIAL 
 

40 YEARS IN SERVICE  

A MARITIME ICON: ’SMIT AMANDLA’ 
 

 
 

The ocean-going salvage tug ‘Smit Amandla’ returned to the Port of Cape Town in 
February after a safe and successful 2361 nautical mile (4400 km) round trip tow 
from Limbe, Cameroon, towing the ‘Zenith Explorer’. Unlike the majority of its jobs 
which involve emergency callout and response to high risk maritime emergencies, 
this was a measured voyage easily within the capacity of the salvage tug, which 
was custom designed for effective use in the most extreme conditions. Still fabulous 
at the age of 40, the tug is a maritime icon. 
 
On contract to the Department of Transport to respond to maritime emergencies on 
the South African coast, and a key part of the State’s pollution prevention strategy, 
the tug is on standby 24/7/365, ready to respond to a callout within 30 minutes. This 
means that the crew onboard devote their attention to proactive preventative and 
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planned maintenance, ensuring that she can deliver an effective response in the 
most hazardous conditions the South African coast displays, which are well known 
to be some of the worst in the world. It’s not called the Cape of Storms for nothing! 
 

 
 
As an essential training platform, the ‘Smit Amandla’ has been home to many 
seafarers who have gone on to become leaders in this field; providing opportunities 
Masters, Officers, Chief Engineers and specialist shore-based experts have moved 
through the ranks on the ‘Smit Amandla’ and her sister tug over the years, and she 
has been a platform for the training and development of seafarers. 
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So just why is this graceful 40 year old still considered to have many productive 
years of service to the State left in her? 
 

Aft control room 
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“With the running hours of a vessel half her age and having been key to preventing 
many maritime disasters, the ‘Smit Amandla’ is not only a South African maritime 
industry icon but a key part of the country’s heritage, having been home to a diverse 
and dynamic team of South Africans since the mid-1970s. It is therefore clear that 
her capacity exceeds her age”, notes Commercial Manager Nomkhitha Mbele, who 
has been with the company since 2007 and manages the Standby Tug contract 
Smit Amandla Marine holds with the Department of Transport. 
 
The tug, previously known as the ‘John Ross’, together with her sister vessel 
‘Wolraad Woltemade’, was built in the 1970’s. These were the first tugs worldwide 
designed and built specifically for the conditions in which they would operate. The 
‘Smit Amandla’ became a critical pollution prevention defence along South Africa’s 
coast; a world first initiative subsequently replicated by other countries such as the 
United Kingdom and France. 
 
Those involved in championing the maritime industry’s ‘Operation Phakisa’ and 
promoting the growth of the Ocean Economy will be interested to know that the 
‘Smit Amandla’ was built in Durban, South Africa - at a time when a tug of this size 
and capability was the most powerful in the world. Then, as now, South Africa’s ship 
building expertise was at the high international standard required to deliver a world 
class vessel, still in an excellent condition, and capable of effective response for at 
least the next few years. 
 
This is borne out by a 2015 survey conducted by the Principal Surveyor at one of 
South Africa’s most prestigious survey companies who is quoted as saying that 
should the vessel remain manned, maintained and operated at the same standard 
as she is now, the tug will be able to maintain station on the South African coast as 
an Emergency Towing and salvage Vessel until at least 2018. 
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Accommodation 
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So just why is this icon of the maritime industry in such a good condition, capable of 
continuing to deliver an effective service to the State? 
 

 The back to back rotation of senior Officers ensures that those managing her 
have many years of service and experience on the tug, and a good 
understanding of the idiosyncrasies of a vessel of this age. Collectively, they 
have a genuine commitment to keeping her in the best possible condition – 
and planned maintenance regimes during standby periods are well executed.  

 The tug’s excellent sea keeping qualities are further enhanced by her large 
displacement (5000 tonnes) and deep draft, especially so in the rough seas 
and heavy swells encountered on the South African coast.  

 The closed stern arrangement on the tug, critical to any salvage operation, 
affords more protection to personnel working on the aft deck but it’s large 
radius profile also assists in protecting the tow wire from unnecessary chafe 
of the wire and tow wire protectors. In the past, anchor handlers have lost 
their tow due to this very reason.  

 Her mobilisation ability and speed remains superior to all other vessels of her 
type through hull design and single propeller configuration, and she is in fact 
still classed as the fastest salvage tug in the world. The tug’s superior speed 
has resulted in many “nick of time” interventions where a slower tug would 
not have prevented certain catastrophe.  

 Her relatively low main engine running hours taking into account her age 
means that she is able to meet performance expectations, as proven already 
this year in both long distance towage and emergency response operations.  

 Due to strict adherence to Flag and Class requirements, the general 
condition of her hull and superstructure is excellent.  

 Her custom design remains well suited for her purpose, as borne out by her 
track record. 



17TH VOLUME, SPECIAL  DATED 21 MAY 2016 

 

7/10 

 

 

Engineroom 

 
        Controle room 

 

 
     Main switchboard 

 

 
         Main engines 

 

 
              Workshop 
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Over the years, the ‘Smit Amandla’s response to and remedying of grounding 
situations has been largely successful, with environmental risk reduced to an 
absolute minimum. Some more successful refloatings include ‘Ikan Tanda’, ‘Kiani 
Satu’, ‘Sealand Express’, ‘Eihatsu Maru’ ‘Nino’ and others.  
 

 
 
However, it is in the effective response to other offshore emergencies such as 
emergency tow operations, and in particular, to tugs losing their tows due to their 
inadequacy in dealing with the harsh South African weather conditions, where the 
capacity of the ‘Smit Amandla’, her Master, Officers and Crew have been most 
tested – to a high success rate. 
 
A recent example in 2015 involved the tug ‘Indus’ and the rig ‘Pentagon 5000’, 
where should ‘Pentagon 5000’ have grounded on South Africa’s east coast, major 
environmental impact would have followed. Fortunately the South African 
Government’s response through a ‘Smit Amandla’ intervention ensured that this 
risk was mitigated. 
 
Preserving the legacy of the ‘Smit Amandla’ is important – but for now, she is 
capable, equipped, ready and suited to continuing to serve the South African people 
and protect the country’s beautiful coastline. 
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++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

History 

 

 
          Photo: Towingline 

 

The tug was built in 1975 by John Brown & Hamer Ltd – Durban under yard number 
29 and on the 27th March launched. Delivered to South African Marine Corporation 
Limited (Safmarine) – Cape Town under the name of S.A. John Ross. South Africa 
registered with call sign ZTOW. In the same year in charter as Emergency Towing 
Vessel (ETV) for South African Maritime Safety Authority (SAMSA).  

 

On the 10th June 1977 to Allamanda Limited – Hamilton; Bermuda and managed by 
Safmarine and renamed John Ross. Bermuda registered with call sign ZCLT 

 

In 1982 brought back under South Africa register. 

 

In 1983 to John Ross Corp Ltd  (“J.R. Tug Pty Ltd”) – Panama and managed by 
Pentow Marine Pty Ltd. Panama registered 

 

In 1996 listed in Lloyd’s Register VCT flag, registered Kingstown with call sign J8FB 

 

In 2000 listed in Lloyd’s Register as owned by Pearl Shipping & Navigation and 
managed by Smit Marine South Africa. 

 

In 2003 to Smit Pentow – Cape town and renamed Smit Amandla with call sign 
ZTUG         
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As already mentioned the Smit Amandla (Imo 7385215) was a sistership of the 
Wolraad Woltemade. 

She has a length o.a. of 94.65 mtr; 85.65 bpp her beam is 15.85 mtrs a draft of 7.52 
mtrs and a depth of 8.62 mtrs.  

The firefighting salvage vessel has a gross tonnage of 2,899 tons a deadweight of 
2,055 tons and a netto tonnage of 875 tons. 

The two Mirrlees Blackstone type KVMR16 diesel engines develops a total of 
14,122 kW (19,200bhp) and results in a free sailing speed of 20 knots and a bollard 
pull of 210 tons. 

Her bow thruster delivers a 800 bhp. 

 

Thanks to Mr. Glenn Käsner for the above report and pictures for this special 

 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

Towingline will congratulate the vessel with this milestone and also congratulate the owners and 

crew for keeping the tug in this excellent, fabulous condition  

 

Towingline/Tugs Towing & Offshore News wish the vessel, the owner and her crew in all-

weather work circumstances safe voyages and another long towing/salvage years 
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