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                                  The Eagle nebula. Credit NASA

                                  Stars and planets are born in the

                                  Eagle Nebula

The year 2009 has been declared International Year of Astronomy by the General Assembly of the United Nations. South Africa played a significant role, together with other countries, to lobby the United Nations until the General Assembly declared 2009 International Year of Astronomy (IYA). The IYA is a global celebration of astronomy lead by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). The purpose of the International Year of Astronomy is to celebrate the 400th anniversary of the use of the telescope by Galileo and, among others, the promotion of women in astronomy, to prevent light pollution and to educate and explain the workings of our wonderful Universe.

Of great importance for South Africa is to address the shortage of skills in mathematics, physics and science in general. The purpose of the IYA is to create awareness among learners and students of the importance to qualify in these fields to alleviate the critical shortage of these skills in South Africa. It is a challenge to make schools in particular aware of the importance of the role that science, mathematics and technology can play in the development of our country.

Nationally “developing astronomy globally” is being run from the offices of the Astronomical Society of Southern Africa in Cape Town. But there are centres of ASSA in all the major centres in South Africa. The centres will play an important role in realising the goals of the IYA. The local centre of ASSA is located in Pietermaritzburg and covers the Midlands of Kwa Zulu Natal. The observatory at World’s View (close to the Girl Guides Hall) will be open to the public (weather permitting) and learners and students in particular are very welcome to visit the observatory. Times when the observatory will be open to the public will be advertised in the press. The Kwa Zulu Natal Midlands Centre of ASSA hold regular meetings in the Girl Guides Hall, World’s View every second Wednesday of the month and everybody is welcome to attend the meetings.

To learn more about the IYA, the South African Large Telescope (SALT) or Meerkat/Square Kilometre Array – go to the following sites:

http://astronomy2009.saao.ac.za 

http://www.ska.ac.za 

http://www.salt.ac.za
Frikkie de Bruyn

Director: Cosmology Section, Astronomical Society of Southern Africa          
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