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The ASSA Symposium was held in the 1896 
Building and the Auditorium at the South 
African Astronomical Observatory in Cape 
Town from Friday 12, to Sunday 14 Octo-
ber 2012.

The theme of the symposium, “Look-
ing back, looking forward”, reflected 
the significance of 2012.  On the one 
hand, organised amateur astronomy in 
South Africa turns 100 this year, which 
was duly celebrated at the symposium.  
On the other hand, the decision to host 
the major part of the Square Kilometre 
Array in Africa promises a bright future 
for astronomy on the con�nent.  So the 
symposium focussed on past and future of 
astronomy alike.

Friday 12 October

LRGB Astrophotography Processing 
Workshop
Dale Liebenberg presented this workshop 
in the 1896 Building at SAAO in two parts, 
separated by a lunch break.  The morning 
session was on Data Processing, in which 
Dale discussed and demonstrated the 

typical workflow in processing a RGB raw 
image from sub frames.  This covered;  
dark, bias and flat-field calibra�on, 
dithering and alignment (registra�on), 
normalisa�on, data rejec�on, group 
combine, deconvolu�on and RGB 
combina�on.

The a�ernoon session, �tled Image 
Processing, was a hands-on workshop with 
a�endees par�cipa�ng on their laptops 
using Adobe Photoshop CS 4 or later.  Data 
was provided and the topics included;  file 
formats and bit depth, impor�ng raw data 
and data conversion, working with layers 
and layer masks, non-linear stretching, 
noise reduc�on, colour manipula�on, 
sharpening, finishing and other tools used 
in astro-image processing.

A�er the workshop was completed, 
delegates paid a visit to the Iziko Museum 
in Queen Victoria Street in Cape Town and 
were also treated to a show in the Iziko 
Planetarium. 

The remainder of the Symposium took 
place in the SAAO Auditorium.  Video 
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transcripts of the above men�oned 
workshop and these talks were compiled 
by Auke Slotegraaf and uploaded to 
YouTube and can be accessed at h�p:
//symposium2012.assa.saao.ac.za/
programme/ 

Saturday 13 October 2012

Morning Session.  Chair:  Lia Labuschagne 
(Cape Centre of ASSA)

(09:00):  Brief introductory remarks by 
Chairperson.

(09:05):  General welcome by Ian Glass, 
president of ASSA.

(09:15-09:55):  Jus�n Jonas.  SKA and 
Rhodes University.
The Square Kilometre Array:  Africa has 
been selected to host the mid-frequency 
dish array of the SKA, which will be one 
of the largest scien�fic infrastructures in 
the world.  This presenta�on gave and 
overview of the ac�vi�es of the SKA South 
Africa project, including prepara�on of 

the site proposal, the design 
and implementa�on of the 
MeerKAT, the Human Capital 
Development Programme, 
the African VLBI Network, and 
the C-BASS and PAPER experi-
ments.

(09:55-10:40):  Jasper Horrell.  
Interes�ng Technical Aspects 
of the SKA:  This talk was part-
ly a tutorial in nature and also 

focused on some of the technical chal-
lenges that radio astronomy and the SKA 
brings.  We looked  at parts of the signal 
chain for a radio telescope array, how this 
links to op�cal telescopes, and focused 
on imaging challenges in par�cular.  Also 
addressed were some of the compu�ng/
data rate issues that accompany the new 
instruments.

(10:40-11:10):  Maciej Soltynski.  ASSA 
Scholarship Convenor.
Galaxy Clusters:  Galaxy clusters are the 
largest known gravita�onally-bound ob-
jects in the universe and form the densest 
part of the large-scale structure of the uni-
verse.  Their nature and forma�on were 
discussed, as well as how observa�ons 
involving galaxy clusters have already, and 
will in the future, contribute to our under-
standing of dark energy.

(11:30-12:00):  Dale Liebenberg.  Port 
Elizabeth.
Astrophotography from a backyard 
observatory:  Since the late 1990s, digital 
photography and advances in telescope 
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technology and associated so�ware have 
allowed amateurs to not only take visually 
pleasing images of space, but also contrib-
ute to science.  This talk gave a general 
overview of what is now possible for ama-
teurs to achieve.  Based on the Dale’s own 
experience, topics included data capturing, 
image processing and typical hardware 
requirements.

(12:00-12:30):  Auke Slotegraaf.  Som-
erset West.  Chairman, ASSA Deep-sky 
Sec�on.
Some open clusters I didn’t discover:  
Open clusters are an important species 
of galac�c inhabitants.  Their study sheds 
light on fundamental galac�c proper�es 
and gives insights into stellar evolu�on.  
Before they can be studied, however, they 
need to be discovered.  This talk briefly 
outlined this iden�fica�on process, and 
described the contribu�ons made by 
amateur astronomers in compiling a 
more complete census of galac�c open 
clusters.

(12:30-13:00):  Willie Koorts.  SAAO Cape 
Town.
Geared to turn 
Photons into Paper:  
When visi�ng the 
Sutherland Observa-
tory one is astounded 
by the sheer number 
of domes and hosted 
experiments populat-
ing the plateau today.  
The three domes 
present during the 

official opening of the Observatory on 
15 March 1973 have since grown to 20.  
Although the number of hosted experi-
ments have only increased from two to 
six, they got much more sophis�cated.  
This talk, richly illustrated by photographs, 
was a follow-up of a recent MNASSA ar�-
cle (Vol. 71, nos 5&6, June 2012, p.120).  It 
gave and overview of the facili�es on the 
Sutherland hilltop today, including the 
Sutherland Visitors’ Centre.

A�ernoon session.  Chair:  Logan 
Govender (Chair, Durban Centre of 
ASSA)

(14:00-14:30):  Barbara Cunow.  Pretoria 
Centre.
Doing astrophotography with a DSLR on 
a tripod:  Barbara presented images of 
the night sky taken with a modified DSLR 
on a tripod in urban regions in both the 
southern and the northern hemispheres.  
Her images obtained so far included all 88 
constella�ons, all 110 Messier objects and 
a number of NGC and IC objects down to 
about 10th magnitude.  Each picture is a 

A�en�ve audience listening to a presenta�on, with Auke 
Slotegraaf in the back (with the hat) videoing proceedings!  These 
videos are available on the ASSA website.
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combina�on of a large number of short 
exposures, and she showed the proce-
dures used for taking and processing the 
individual images and how the light pol-
lu�on contribu�on is removed from the 
data.  This project is an example of what 
can be achieved in astrophotography with 
minimum equipment from an urban site.  
The techniques presented are an effec�ve 
tool to get people interested in the sub-
ject no ma�er where they are.

(14:30-15:00):  Johann Swanepoel.  Gar-
den Route Centre. 
The shaping and tes�ng of two 20-inch 
op�cal telescope mirrors:  The purpose 
of the presenta�on was to share Johann’s 
experiences and knowledge gained in the 
making of two 20-inch F/4.3 telescope 
mirrors.  It covered details of a versa�le 
machine which he built for the grinding, 
polishing and figuring of the mirrors.  It 
further included details of the various 
full and sub-diameter tools he made and 
used.  An explana�on was presented 
on the op�cal tes�ng methods used 
throughout the figuring process, including 
an improved applica�on of the Foucault 
test and the corresponding digital data 
reduc�on techniques.

(15:00-15:25):  Allen Versveld.  Pretoria 
Centre.
Astronomy Online:  Astronomy outreach 
is understood to be vitally important, 
both to inspire future astronomers and 
as a popular and accessible means to of-
fer a scien�fic perspec�ve to the general 
public.  The various incarna�ons of the In-

ternet offer a range of new opportuni�es 
to conduct this outreach, le�ng us reach 
larger and more diverse audiences than 
ever before.  The online astronomy space 
is currently dominated by American voic-
es, but there is s�ll plenty scope for local 
writers to speak to South Africans about 
our unique skies, our vibrant amateur as-
tronomy community and big astronomy 
projects in Southern Africa.

(15:25-15:50):  Neville Young.  Pretoria 
Centre.
Lessons Learned in Outreach:  In his 25 
years of ac�ve involvement in the Pretoria 
Centre of ASSA, Neville have thoroughly 
enjoyed interfacing with scholars and the 
general public.  This interac�on has led 
to an understanding of what the public 
wants to know and how to explain as-
tronomy concepts to them.  Capturing the 
a�en�on of students with breath-taking 
views through the telescope and quo�ng 
huge numbers no doubt impresses, but 
leaving the students with a genuine un-
derstanding that they can take away with 
them and use as a base towards a further 
apprecia�on of astronomy and science 
requires par�cular techniques.  He used 
his experience to develop models which 
effec�vely replace 30 minutes of words 
and much confusing arm waving.  This talk 
presented the lessons learned which form 
the basis of his approach to outreach.

(15:50-16:05):  HJ van Heerden.  Univer-
sity of the Free State.
ASSA’s contribu�on to Bloemfontein’s 
Two Observatories’ Project:  Bloemfon-
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tein’s Two Observatories 
Project was launched in 
2011 by the Physics De-
partment at the UFS in 
close collabora�on with 
ASSA Bloemfontein and 
the Free State Depart-
ment of Economic Devel-
opment, Tourism and Envi-
ronmental Affairs (DETEA).  
The aim of the project is 
to preserve Bloemfon-
tein’s two observatories, 
namely, the Boyden Observatory and the 
Lamont Hussey Observatory, and to de-
velop these facili�es for academic, public 
and educa�onal use.  The last 20 years 
have seen a rapid revival of astronomy in 
Bloemfontein.  Boyden Observatory was 
upgraded in several different phases, and 
included the refurbishment of the Boyden 
60-inch telescope.  An ac�ve astrophysics 
research group was established at the 
UFS.  At this �me, a long-held dream to 
establish a planetarium in Bloemfontein 
is about to be fulfilled at the old observa-
tory on Naval Hill.  This talk outlined the 
involvement of ASSA in public and edu-
ca�onal events, including astronomy fairs 
and other outreach events, renova�on 
and improvements of old telescopes, and 
finally, in historical research.

(16:30-17:00):  Keith Go�schalk.  Cape 
Centre, UWC.
Astronaissance – Communica�ng 
Astronomy and Space to the African 
Imagina�on:  Astronaissance neatly con-
ceptualizes the crossover between the 

African Renaissance, the revival of Astron-
omy in Africa, and the rise of Astronau�cs 
and cognate space sciences .  Story-telling, 
pain�ng, engraving, wri�ng, and above all, 
viewing the heavens above, have always 
been amongst the strategies for commu-
nica�ng this excitement and wonder.  To-
day the Internet, learned socie�es, media, 
and public outreach projects are crucial 
when, for the first �me ever, a majority 
of Africa’s people now live under the light-
polluted skies of our con�nent’s towns 
and ci�es.  Space-related products and 
services are woven into the fabric of our 
daily life as never before.  Policy-makers 
and allocators of resources need to see as 
essen�al to their strategy communica�ng 
to Africa’s ci�zens, voters, and taxpayers, 
the necessity of Astronomy, Astronau�cs, 
and the other space sciences.

(17:00-17:45):  John Menzies.  SAAO.
Extrasolar Planets:  Over 800 extrasolar 
planets (planets associated with stars 
other than the Sun) have been discov-
ered by a variety of methods.  This talk 

Cha�ng and mee�ng old friends over a 
cup of coffee.
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gave an outline of the different detec-
�on methods, concentra�ng on those 
techniques employed by several different 
programmes at Sutherland.

(17:45-18:05):  Magda Streicher.  Polok-
wane.
Collec�on of Pencil Sketches of 
Astronomers:  Twenty-three original pen-
cil sketches of astronomers who have le� 
their mark in astronomical history, were 
hand-drawn for Magda by Kathryn van 
Schalkwyk to be used in her recent book.  
A brief remark were made about every 
figure.  These included people such as 
Barnard, Benne�, Herschel, Abell, Over-
beek, Messier, Farell, etc.  During the pro-
ceedings, Magda presented this collec�on 
to the President of ASSA, Ian Glass, as a 
contribu�on to the Observatory Library. 

Evening session.

(20:00-20:45):  Ian Glass.  President of 
ASSA.
Public talk:  Nicolas-Louis de La Caille at 
the Cape:  In 1751-53 Nicolas-Louis de La 
Caille of the Royal Academy of Sciences in 
Paris was the first important scien�st to 
visit the Cape.  At the age of 39 he came 
to the Cape and built an observatory 
close to Rogge Bay, near the present-day 
Strand- and Heerengracht streets.  From 
this he surveyed the southern sky through 
a telescope:  the first systema�c survey 
made in either hemisphere.  He named 
fourteen new constella�ons a�er the 
scien�fic instruments of the �me, except 
for one, Mensa or Table Mountain.  Other 
scien�sts in France had just found that 
the Earth is not round, but is fla�ened 
towards the North Pole.  La Caille de-
cided to measure its shape in the south by 
means of astronomical observa�ons and a 
ground-based survey from Cape Town to 
the Piketberg.  He was astonished to find 
that the planet seemed to be slightly pear-
shaped.  La Caille kept a most interes�ng 
journal of his stay at the Cape containing, 
besides scien�fic notes, many comments 
on the colonists, the natural surroundings 
and other ma�ers.  His precise wri�ng 
avoided the sensa�onalism of earlier visi-
tors.

This talk was followed by telescope viewing 
and a tour of Observatory, McClean 
telescope and Astronomical Museum 
un�l about 21:30.

Past ASSA president, Magda Streicher (right), 
presented current ASSA president, Dr Ian 
Glass, with a copy of her book for the SAAO 
library.
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Sunday 14 October 2012

Morning session.  Chair:  Case Rijsdijk 
(Chairman, Garden Route Centre and 
Editor of MNASSA).

(09:00-09:30):  Chris de Coning.  Histori-
cal Sec�on, ASSA.
Cape Astronomical Associa�on:  
Origins of ASSA:  The Cape Astronomi-
cal Associa�on was formed 100 years 
ago, in October 1912.  As far as we 
know, this was the first astronomical 
associa�on in South Africa.  The ini-
�a�ve resulted from public interest in 
astronomy a�er the re-appearance of 
Halley’s comet the previous year.  From 
the beginning, the society was a close 
co-opera�on between amateur and 
professional astronomers.  In fact, the 
founding mee�ng held by amateurs, 
was postponed in order to invite profes-
sional astronomers to join.  SS Hough, 
Astronomer Royal at the Cape of Good 
Hope, became the first Honorary Presi-
dent.  Ten years later this associa�on 
gave rise to the Astronomical Society 
of South Africa (ASSA).  The talk also 
discussed the ASSA archives housed in 
Cape Town.

(09:30-10:00):  Anthony Lellio�.  Wits 
University.
Astronomy and the School Curriculum 
in South Africa:  The presenta�on pro-
vided an analysis of the current South 
African school curriculum in terms of 
astronomy content.  When the curricu-
lum was revised in the 1990s and early 

2000s, astronomy was moved from the 
geography curriculum into the natural 
sciences.  At the primary and junior sec-
ondary school level, basic astronomy 
content is rela�vely well covered in 
terms of the solar system and ‘space sci-
ence’, with rela�vely li�le reference to 
current issues that occupy astronomers 
and cosmologists.  Further there is a 
paucity of astronomy in the FET level of 
schooling (grades 10-12) so that there 
is no sequence of conceptual develop-
ment of astronomical topics from upper 
primary school to matric level.  The pres-
enta�on considered the issues raised by 
Adams and Slater (2000), Sadler (2001) 
and Pasachoff (2001, 2002) in the USA, 
regarding the sort of astronomy that 
should be taught at school and early 
ter�ary level.  In view of the posi�oning 
of South Africa as an astronomy ‘hub’, 
the consequences of the current status 
of astronomy in the school curriculum 
were discussed, and recommenda�ons 
for its development made.

(10:00-10:30):  Case Rijsdijk.  Chair-
man Garden Route Centre and Editor, 
MNASSA.
Analogies in Astronomy and Physics:  
Both astronomy and physics o�en have 
to deal complex concepts and one way 
to address this problem is by using 
analogies.  However, many of these 
frequently require a high level of prior 
knowledge, reducing, or even nullifying, 
the analogy’s effec�veness.  In addi�on 
it needs to be understood that any anal-
ogy serves a limited purpose:  it cannot 
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be extended beyond its intended objec-
�ve.  This talk used some well-known, 
not so well-known and new analogies 
in astronomy and physics, using usually 
understood prior knowledge.

(10:30-11:00):  Lia Labuschagne.  Chair, 
Cape Centre.
Talking about astronomy in the Internet 
era:  In a world where busy people com-
plain about informa�on overload, it is a 
challenge to communicate effec�vely 
about any topic – and that includes sci-
ence in general and astronomy in par-
�cular.  People’s communica�on needs, 
habits and preferences are changing 
rapidly – and at the same �me there 
is a constant flow of useful data and in-
teres�ng informa�on about astronomy 
from a myriad of sources.  Lia looked 
at the context of communica�ng about 
science and touch on some of the ways 
in which we can ensure that our com-
munica�on is interac�ve, integra�ve 
and imagina�ve.  She also touched on 
the poten�al of e.g. social media and 
mobile technologies to integrate with 
more tradi�onal channels of communi-
ca�on and outreach.

(11:30-12:15):  Reneé Kraan-Korteweg.  
Professor of Astronomy, UCT.
Large MeerKAT Survey Proposals:  
MeerKAT is South Africa’s SKA precursor 
telescope and will consist of 64 SKA-
ready radio dishes.  This array of tel-
escopes is currently under construc�on 
near Carnarvon in the Northern Cape 
and is expected to start full scien�fic 

opera�ons in 2016.  A�er a few words 
on the main science goals of the SKA, 
Reneé presented an overview of the 
large legacy survey projects that have 
been defined for MeerKAT, and gave 
more details on the ones that are UCT-
led.  This included some of the observa-
�ons that have been performed to-date 
with KAT-7, the MeerKAT technology 
demonstrator.

(12:15-13:00):  David Buckley.  South-
ern African Large Telescope.
What’s Up with SALT?  This talk gave 
a review of SALT, the issues that were 
dealt with in ge�ng it going, the first 
science results and the future possibili-
�es.

A�ernoon session.  Chair:  Maciej 
Soltynski, ASSA Scholarship Convenor.

(14:00-14:45):  Bruce Basse�.  African 
Ins�tute of Mathema�cal Sciences, 
Muizenberg.
Observa�onal Cosmology: a 30 year 
window.  Bruce reviewed the amazing 
progress that has been made in obser-
va�onal cosmology over the past 15 
years, discussed the big open ques�ons 
and looked forward to the incredible 
changes that we can expect in the next 
15 years.

(14:45-15:15):  Berto Monard.  Klein 
Karoo Observatory.
Observing programmes at the Bronberg 
and Kein Karoo Observatories:  Two ob-
servatories and their environment were 
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