India joins mega telescope DTOJECt to unravel cosmic mysterles

Astronomical observatory to be
located on Mauna Kea in Hawaii

Kalyan Ray

NEW DELHL India has taken
the first step to become a part-
ner in building a mega Gen
Next telescope, which aims to
unravel cosmic mysteries relat-
ed to creation and death of stars
and galaxies.

On Friday, Union Science
and Technology Minister,
Prithviraj Chavan, inked an
agreement in California to
mark India’s joining in the Thir-
ty Meter Telescope Project

(TMT) as an observer. Observ-
er status is the first step in be-
coming a full partner in TMT
and participating in the engi-
neering development and sci-
entific use of what will be the
world’s most advanced and ca-
pable astronomical observato-
ry. Partnering also involves
large financial contribution
from India.

To belocated on Mauna Kea,
Hawaii, the astronomical ob-
servatory is scheduled to begin
scientific operations in 2018.

For more than three years, Indi-
an astrophysicists were debat-
ing on joining one of the three
global telescope projects to
have better access to world’s
top-quality observation instru-
ments. The three telescopes on
the table were European Ex-
tremely Large Telescope with a
42-m lens, TMT with a 30-m
lens and Grand Magellan Tele-
scope with 24.5-m lens.

After extensive consulta-
tions, scientists from three insti-
tutes including Indian Institute
of Astrophysics, Bangalore, opt-
ed for the TMT because of its
favourable funding pattern.
However, what exactly would

GenNext Telescope

be Indian contribution is yet to
be determined as the total proj-
ect cost may well pass the $1 bil-
lion mark.

“India recognises the impor-
tance of embarking on world-

class, international science col-
laborations. TMT will enable us
to continue and expand our role
as an international leader in
technology development and
fundamental research,” said T
Ramasami, secretary, depart-
ment of science and technology.

“India is well recognised and
respected as one of the top-
ranking countries in the field of
basicresearch. As part of TMT,
India will be an integral part of
the next generation of astro-
nomical research," said Henry
Yang, chairman of the TMT
board and Chancellor of the
University of California, Santa
Barbara.
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The on-site work is expected
to begin late next year and
achieve first light in 2018, at
which time it will be the first of
the next generation of ground-
based optical observatories.
This revolutionary telescope
will integrate the latest innova-
tions in precision control, seg-
mented mirror design, and
adaptive optics to correct for
the blurring effect of earth’s at-
mosphere.

Building on the success of the
twin Keck telescopes, the core
technology of TMT will be a 30-
meter segmented primary mir-
ror. This will give TMT nine
times the collecting area of to-

day’s largest optical telescopes
and three times sharper im-
ages.

TMT has completed its $77-
million design development
phase with primary financial
support of $50 million from the
Gordon and Betty Moore Foun-
dation and $22 million from
Canada. It has now entered the
early construction phase.

Other two Indian institutes
involved in the project are Inter-
University Centre for Astrono-
my and Astrophysics, Pune and
Aryabhatta Research Institute
of Observational Sciences,
Nainital.
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