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UH Institute for Astronomy – 3 Islands, 1 Program

Maunakea Observatories Haleakalā Observatories

With major facilities on 3 islands the UH Institute for Astronomy 
is among the largest university astronomy programs in the world



299 papers published involving IfA 
faculty and students in 2024

About half include MKO data and of 
those, ~30% involve IfA graduate 
students

Access to MKOs to conduct research 
is one of the key distinctions for IfA 
graduate students, helping them 
succeed in a competitive 
employment arena after graduation

Research Product



IfA Education Program
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Undergraduate and Graduate Programs



 ~200 graduate students educated at IfA over the past ~50 
years, influencing international astronomy

 Graduates now have important roles around the world including 
NASA, National Science Foundation, leadership roles at 
universities, etc. 

 Today IfA has ~170 staff, faculty, and grad-students 
distributed across our 3 sites

 Annual base budget ~$10M generating ~$20M each year in 
extramural funds

50+ Years of Advancing the Future of 
Astronomy Through our Graduates 



IfA Research
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Diverse Capabilities Enable Comprehensive 
& Collaborative Research

MAUNAKEA
OBSERVATORIES

IfA receives 10-15% of observing time on all Maunakea Observatories 



Diverse Capabilities Enable Comprehensive 
& Collaborative Research

MAUNAKEA
OBSERVATORIES
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IfA receives 10-15% of observing time on all Maunakea Observatories 



Haleakalā High Altitude Observatory

Inouye Solar Telescope

Pan-STARRS 1&2

Maui Space Surveillance Complex

ATLAS, LCO, TLRS-4, MEES, ZLO

Home of wide field billion+ pixel cameras, the most advanced solar observatory
in the world, planetary defense facilities, and much more.... 



Fantastic Research...

Exoplanets

Asteroids – Planetary Defense 

Solar System



Fantastic Research...

Stellar Remnants

Pulsating Stars

Large Scale Structure 
in our Universe



IfA Technology Development



35 Years of Infrared Array Development at IfA

1985

Today

4x8 pixels

4096x4096 pixels



SPIRou Being Assembled at CFHT

Applying this Technology 
Around the World & in Space

 SPIRou is CFHT’s latest instrument – a near 
infrared ultra-stable (1 m/s) spectropolarimeter
designed to search for exoplanets in the 
habitable zones of nearby stars 
 It is the first instrument to use a 1-2.5 µm H4RG near-

infrared sensor and infrared transmitting fiber optics 
(transmits out to 2.5 µm)

 SPIRou is being used to conduct a very large scale 
search for exoplanets from Maunakea -
 300 nights via the Large Program CfP out now

 Likely >500 nights of observing time over it’s lifetime

 James Webb Space Telescope - $10B satellite 
probing deeper into the early universe than any 
telescope built to date, searching for 
biomarkers in the atmospheres of exoplanets, 
and much, much more...

James Webb Space Telescope



IfA – Leader in Developing Large Format 
Digital Focal Planes

100 million pixels

1.4 billion pixels

Many petabytes of data Pan-STARRS



Robo AO

Students testing remote control S/W for 88”

Robo-AO 
Fully automated telescope + laser guide star + adaptive optics 



ASM technology being developed at IfA-
Hilo for demonstration on NASA IRTF 
and UH 2.2 m

Lower cost approach to previous ASMs

Actuators

Face sheet

Calibration/control

Intended to serve as tech-demonstrator 
for eventual use on various facilities

Adaptive Secondary Mirror



IRTF Adaptive Secondary Mirror
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The first near-IR diffraction limited image on IRTF!



IfA Community Connections 



Lots of Outreach Programs!

Lucy spacecraft imaged 
by students from Maui!

Maunakea Scholars



Maunakea Scholars at Molokai High



Kapolei Maunakea Scholars Visit CFHT



Maunakea Scholars Awards at Waipahu High

Mila is starting at UH Hilo this fall majoring in astronomy



Hawaiʻi State Astronomy Program

Origins & Future Growth
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In exchange for providing Maunakea and Haleakalā access to various 
governments, the State of Hawaiʻi was provided access to 
observatories sponsored by those governments, enabling the State’s 
astronomy program

Same model used elsewhere, e.g., Chile and Spain

That State program is hosted by UH – the institution tasked with 
creating a program that broadly benefits the State and is part of a 
strategy envisioned decades ago by Gov. Burns to leverage Hawaiʻi’s 
natural resources to increase our global presence and value while 
benefitting the people of Hawaiʻi

The Hawaiʻi State Astronomy Program



Linking Act 255 to Past and Future  



Beginnings

Governor Burns speaking at 
Hale Pohaku in 1964 at a 
dedication to the new 
Maunakea Summit Road and 
observatory test site



Beginnings

Governor Burns speaking at 
Hale Pohaku in 1964 at a 
dedication to the new 
Maunakea Summit Road and 
observatory test site

Hawaii Senate Concurrent Reso 16 (1964)



“Astronomy…is a policy of the State…” is substantially a 
restatement of SCR16 approved decades ago, as part of a 
broader vision for Hawaiʻi engaging and in some cases 
leading the world

Central to this policy is the intended benefit of the State’s 
astronomy program for everyone in Hawaiʻi

To date most of that benefit has gone to residents of Oahu, 
Maui, and Hawaiʻi Island, though more pathways are 
opening…

SCR16 → Act 255



Welcoming Students Across Our Archipelago

Waiakea High

Honokaʻa High

Kalani High
Kapolei High

Nanakuli High Molokai High

King Kekaulike High
Waipahu

High
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Lānaʻi High & 
Elementary

Maunakea Scholar Host Schools
(over 1300 students and counting)

KS Kapālama



 Beyond the enormous logistical, programmatic, and legal challenges of 
consolidating the Hawaii State astronomy program into one site, it seems 
prudent to first ask would such a change be consistent with the vision behind 
the origins of the State’s program?
 A major facility move would require high-level approvals within UH, faculty endorsement 

for change of tenure locus, new facilities, funding, etc. 

 Through various initiatives, the State’s astronomy program has naturally 
expanded across several islands – should we promote multi-island growth or 
consolidation in the future?
 Over its ~50 years as a UH program, IfA has opened base facilities on Oahu (Mānoa), Maui 

(Pukalani) and Hawaiʻi Island (Hilo) and integrated them into one program

 In the end perhaps it comes down to who should benefit and whose vision 
should we follow…

IfA – A Multi-island Program



Mahalo
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