
SAMREC  

 

is Port Elizabeth's marine bird rehabilitation 
and education centre situated in the Cape 
Recife Nature Reserve. 
  

The centre's purpose isn't just to rescue and rehabilitate, but 
to also inform and educate the public through their different 
programs. Visitors can experience the hospital and see the 
volunteers in action helping to save our environment, in 
particular the endangered African Penguin. 

In 2000, the South African Marine Rehabilitation and 

Education Centre (SAMREC), a non-profit organisation, 
was formed mainly to care for sick or injured African 
Penguins because of their vulnerability; now we see our 
work as vital, particularly as St Croix Island in our bay is now the biggest breeding colony in 
the world. 

One of the causes of the decline in numbers of 
African penguins is that the cold currents in which 
penguins find their food have been pushed further 
out to sea. This results in them having to swim 
almost 60 kilometres away from their burrows and 
by the time they get back to feed their babies much 
of the food has been digested so the chicks are not 
fed properly and therefore take longer to fledge. 
This has a domino effect: the parents 
start moulting before the chicks fledge, once in 

a moult they can’t swim and find food so the chicks suffer even more. When the chicks are 
left to fend for themselves, they don’t know how to catch fish and in their weakened state 
they can't cope with the elements and so they are washed up on our beaches.  

When we get them, either from finding them ourselves or the public bringing them in we treat 
any diseases they may have, give them a vitamin boost, fatten them up and release them. 
They still have to learn how to catch fish but at least they are now fit, fat and strong and have 
a fighting chance. It is important to try and save every bird we can as there are only 25 000 
breeding pairs left in the world and 21 000 of 
those are mostly right here on our doorstep. 

Another concern is that St Croix is in line with 
the new port of Ngqura which means ships sail 
right past the breeding colony. While pollution 
is strictly controlled and monitored in 
the harbour itself, spillage can occur as ships 
approach and queue to get into the harbour. 
There is also a daily incidence of oiling when 



people clean their boat engines. A penguin only needs to get a spot of oil as small as a 5 cent 
coin on its feathers to render it helpless. 

In September 2009, SAMREC moved into their new premises in the Cape Recife Nature 
Reserve which, thanks largely to a grant from the National Lotto they were able to design 
from scratch and it is specifically for sick African Penguins and other birds, with the architect 
having gone so far as to study prevailing winds so that 
germs and harmful grass spores would be blown away from 
the building. The design incorporates a huge concrete area 
which can accommodate 2000 birds if there is a bad oil spill 
– when this happened in 1998 an emergency area had to be 
set up at the harbour. 

Most of the work at SAMREC is done by our volunteers 

who have received specialised training covering all 

aspects of marine animal rehabilitation. Our volunteers 

are equipped to handle daily incidents as well as oil spill 

disasters or other emergency situations. All our teachers 

who facilitate the Seaschool are volunteers too. 

Becoming a volunteer 

We desperately need  more volunteers, teenagers who don’t mind getting their hands dirty 
and pensioners who enjoy interacting with people are all invited to volunteer. Volunteers who 
work with the animals need to be 16 years old and have a passion for the environment. We 
have volunteer categories – a volunteer having to work their way up to the “Emperor” status 
and this is earned through hard work, dedication and the amount of hours accumulated. Our 
volunteers are supervised at all times and receive on job training as well as the relevant 
learning material. 

 The categories and duties are as follows: 

 Blues (Level 1) 
 
• Introduction  to SAMREC 
• Cleaning of windows, classroom, reception 
• Cleaning and mopping in coffee shop 
• Cleaning of ICU, Intake and General ward 
• Cleaning of pools, floors, walls, fridges 
• General assistance where needed 
 

Rockhoppers (Level 2) 
 
• Cleaning of ICU, Intake and General ward 
• Cleaning of pools, floors, walls, fridges 
• General assistance 
• Preparation of fish 
• Assisting with admission procedures 
• Recording of animals and patients 



African Penguins (Level 3) 

 
• Cleaning of ICU, Intake, General ward 
• Cleaning of pools, floors, walls, fridges 
• General assistance 
• Preparation of fish 
• Assist with admission procedures 
• Recording of animals and patients 
• Feeding of penguins and other birds 
• Rehydrating of birds 
• Preparation of medication 
 

 

Emperors (Level 4) 
 
• Supervising cleaning of ICU, Intake and 
general ward 
• Supervising cleaning of pools, walls, fridges 
• General assistance where needed 
• Supervising preparation of fish, recording of 
animals and patients 
• Supervising feeding of 
penguins, rehydrating of all birds 
• Supervising preparations of medication 
• Assisting with volunteer training 
 
Our mission 

 

RESCUE / REHABILITATE / RELEASE / EDUCATE 

 

 
 

 To form and maintain an effective coastal network to respond to any strandings 
 To rescue and rehabilitate animals in need of help and where possible, return to the wild 
 To be prepared to respond to a major oil spill and rehabilitate any compromised marine 

life 
 To provide research facilities and opportunities to scientists and veterinary experts 
 To create awareness for the need for coastal conservation 
 To educate the public on how to care for our great asset and to save it for the future 

generations 
 

 

 

 



Our needs of volunteers 

 

 To welcome the visitors and to do front desk duty 
 To answer the phone 
 To either guide a tour, or to call a tour guide or to help the group link up with an existing 

tour 
 To help with coffee shop duties if needed 
 To help with control of children especially during 

rock pool and shipwreck lessons 
 To assist with teaching 
 To help with displays, both in the Centre and in 

shopping centre etc. 
 To scrub and clean the hospital 
 Prepare food and medication 
 Feed the penguins 
 
General Guidelines 

 
 We need you to agree to a shift and we rely on you to turn up at the right time on the 

scheduled day. If you are unable to do your duty, you should contact other volunteers and 
arrange for someone to do your shift. If you cannot arrange for a substitute it is essential 
that you let SAMREC know as soon as possible. 

 
 While on duty at SAMREC you may be asked to do a variety of tasks some of which 

might seem to be outside your normal duty. If you feel this is inappropriate please consult 
with your Emperor in charge or consult some senior staff member. 

 
 Please do not instruct other volunteers how work should be done, who should be doing it. 

Constructive suggestions for improving the work environment and which will be for the 
mutual benefit of all volunteers and patients are however 
always welcome. 

 
 There may be times when you have nothing to do. Why not 

take the opportunity of coming to the front or going to the 
pool or Discovery Centre and mingle with the public. They 
would love to hear from you about your experiences and they 
will feel more important because they had a “personal talk” 
with a volunteer. 

 
 If you still don’t have anything to do, wash windows or dust 

displays. They always need a clean.  
 
 Many volunteer duties involve working with the birds and 

outdoor areas and you should dress accordingly for wet and 
dirty conditions. However, we must create a good impression 
and be identifiable to visitors. Please wear your t-shirt and 
your volunteer name tag, as this will help us all get to know 
you sooner. In time you will be awarded an official name 
badge. 

 

 


