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Disadvantages if the Olson Drift Card,
and Description if a Newly
Designed Card'
C. P. Duncan
Division of Sea Fisheries
Cape T own, South Africa

ABSTRACT
Disadvantages of the Olson drift card are discussed, and a newly designed polythene drift
card (3 mm thick) is described. This card is compact and co mplete. In tests along the South
African coast it has proved to be durable and convenient. The tests indicate that it co mpares
favorably with ei th er drift bottles or the Olson plastic en velopes.

In 1953, the Division of Sea Fisheries began an investigation of surface
currents off the western coast of South Africa, using both drift bottles and the
Olson drift card. The recovery rate for the bottles was less than I 0 /o, presumably because of the high breakage rate on the rocky South African coast, and
their use was therefore discontinued. The Olson drift cards were heat-sealed
in envelopes made of o. I -mm plastic and released in lots of 20. By I 964,
11,000 Olson drift cards had been released, and the results will be published
elsewhere. Preliminary results were discussed by Clowes (1954) after approximately 4000 Olson drift cards had been released.
Disadvantages of the Olson ( 195 1) drift card have been found to be as follows:
i. The envelopes do not remain watertight, and either the card sinks or the
writing on it becomes illegible. This deficiency may result from incomplete
sealing, attacks by birds in search of food, or by puncture on rocks on which
the card may be cast. Cards dropped more than 25 miles offshore are seldom
recovered.
ii. If the card does strand on a beach, then sand abrasion acting through
the polythene envelope can scour off all identification marks and printing.
iii. The envelopes are so light that they may be blown off the surface of
the water and be airborne for varying distances in a strong wind. Thus the
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course of the card may not indicate the actual water movement. A card dropped 50 miles offshore in a strong southeasterly wind was recovered the following day at Muizenberg; the speed of recovery and the agreement of the path
of the card with the wind direction lead to the supposition that the card had
been whipped along by the wind .
In an attempt to retain the advantages and eliminate the disadvantages of
the Olson drift card, a solid plastic card has been designed. It is a red polythene
rectangle, about 93 x 6 8 mm, with the message heat-embossed in English,
Afrikaans, Portuguese, and German. The polythene used is 3 mm in thickness,
has a specific gravity of 0. 921, and its coefficient of mould shrinkage is 2 °/o.
Fig. 1 shows one side of a card recovered at Cape Agulhas.
In South Africa, the initial cost per card was 5.5 cents with a minimum
order of 5000 cards, and 4.5 cents with repeat orders. The cards are supplied
in bundles of twen ty-five.
Since the cards are complete, only the card number and the station must
be recorded at the time of release- a considerable savi ng in labor and time.
The cards have proved to be durable; on the shore they have withstood rough
sea action that would normally break bottles and puncture envelopes, and the
embossed lettering, judging by the cards returned, withstands sand abrasion
well. Being heavier than the Olson card, they are not as susceptible to wind
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One of the t wo sid es of the plas tic drift card, wi th the English and Afrikaans m essages ;
the Portuguese and German messages are on the reverse side.
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Drift-card recoveries in October an d November 1964. So lid dot indicat es position of
release. F igu res indicate number of cards recovered.

action. Since the South A frican coast is sparsely populated, the conspicuous
red color is advantageous in recovery.
In O ctober I 964, 105 0 of these cards were dropped in the area routinely
covered in the hydrological operations of the Division. Their distribution
pattern was that generally followed by drift cards during the season of southeasterly winds-that is, east to west around Cape Point.
Some of the cards dropped inshore demonstrate the presence of a countercurrent setting west to east. In all probability, the two dashed lines in
Fig. 2 do not represent water movements. In October I 964, the Master
of R. S. AFRICANA n reported a southwesterly set in the area I oo miles
south of Cape Point. The cards were probably caught in this eddy effect
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of the Agulhas Return Current and were carried eastward to their stranding places.
It is believed that the efficiency of these cards has bee n proved and that
they may have wide application .
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