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The XXXII AU General Assembly, held for the
first time on the African continent from 6-15
August 2024, marked a historic milestonein
the global astronomy community. Driven by
aboldvision, the event highlighted Africa's
growing scientific capacity, and embodied
the African spirit of Ubuntu, emphasizing
accessibility, impact, and sustainability.

‘It's time for Africa!’ This has been the rallying call since 2018 when
the International Astronomical Union (IAU) announced that its XXXII
General Assembly (GA) would be held, for the first time in the more
than100 year history of the IAU, on the African continent. For the Afri-
canastronomical community and the host organization, the National
Research Foundation (NRF), this presented an exceptional opportunity
toshowcase theincredible scientific capacity within the continent and
to connect like never before with the rest of the world's astronomers.
For the IAU it was an opportunity to bring global attention to Africa
andto pushforwardits goal of being a truly international organization,
having its GA finally taking place on all six populated continents of the
world.Inthe aftermath of this significant event, we reflect onitsimpact
onastronomy in Africa, as well as the impact of Africa on astronomy.

Why did we bid for this?

Over the past three decades, there has been a steady growth of astron-
omy in Africa. Notably, South Africa’s investment in astronomy soon
after the end of apartheid has placed the continent on the world stage,
with projects such as the Southern African Large Telescope (SALT) and
the successful bid to host part of the Square Kilometre Array (SKA).
This achievement paved the way for the MeerKAT radio telescope and
the construction of SKA-mid". The bold and visionary choice of South
Africato place afocus onastronomy during those early years of anew
democracy was driven by a spirit of hope and determination. Though
South Africa's monetary commitment to astronomy was relatively
small, the principle of this investment was significant. This decision was
about inspiring the nation with something far beyond the day-to-day
challenges of poverty, unemployment and inequality. It was about
showing the world, and the citizens themselves, that the country
(and in fact, the whole continent) was capable of producing some of
the best research and best research infrastructure in the world — and
they did. Thisinvestment reached far beyond South Africa, across the

whole continent, playing akey role in building human capital by train-
ing astronomers from various African countries. This collaborative
approachwas evident during the bid for the SKA, with a strong emphasis
oninvolving SKA Africa partner countries. In the same spirit, South
Africaled the bid to host the IAU GA, once again bringing the entire
continenttogether. The bid was presented to the IAU as an African one,
led by South Africa, and it was notable that when announcing the hosts
ofthe2024 IAU GAin Vienna, then-President Ewine van Dishoeck stated
that it would be hosted in Africa — not Cape Town, not South Africa,
but Africa. This announcement in 2018 began six years of rallying the
African astronomy community and setting up what has come to be
referred to as an ‘audacious’ vision for what this single event should
strive to, and, by all accounts so far, did largely achieve (Fig. 1).

Rallying a continent towards 2024

Days after the 2018 announcement that the IAU GA would at last come
to Africa, a small group of astronomers drafted the initial pages of
Vision 2024. A rallying cry to think big about what could be achieved
for Africawiththe IAU GA, this document was circulated openly among
astronomers, students and communicators across the continent and
beyond. The pushfor big-picture thinking went far beyond the GA, and
the community stretched its imagination to what astronomy on the
continent should look like long after 2024. This vision was presented
at many international astronomy meetings and was typically met with
great support. The impact of the IAU GA had begun long before the
official hosting agreement was even signed.

In 2019, the South African Department of Science, Technology
and Innovation (DSTI) funded a pan-African event to bring together
astronomers from across the continent, following initial discussions
in Ethiopia at the 2018 Middle East and Africa Regional IAU Meeting.
The main purpose was to look critically at the state of astronomy in
Africaand, in particular, at the existing African Astronomical Society
(AfAS), which had beenrelatively inactive since its launchin 2011. This
meeting, which was simply called “Astronomy in Africa”, resulted in a
relaunch of AfAS and election of anew Executive Committee, now with
a fully staffed secretariat based in South Africa and funded by DSTI.
Through AfAS and its various committees, the journey towards 2024
now had adriver’.

AfAS would go on to host several pan-African engagements and
activities, including an annual conference, the most recent one being
held in Morocco, just a few months before the GA, which allowed the
African community to consolidate its efforts and finalize prepara-
tions for the IAU GA. This continental professional society not only
brought together the existing African astronomy community in the
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Fig.1|Representative images from the IAU GA. a, Attendees being welcomed
onthe first day by theiThemba Youth Choir. b, View of the physical exhibition
hall, towards the exhibitor booths and meeting areas. ¢, Programme sessions ran
throughout the venue across eight parallel streams covering a broad range of
astronomy-related topics. d, The custom hybrid poster setup enabled scientific
discussion between those in person and online, showcasing over 1,800 posters
across the course of the GA. e, African culture was highlighted and celebrated

throughout the programme, especially in the opening and closing ceremonies.
f,Over 28,000 learners were reached as part of the GA education and outreach
efforts, including about 1,000 learners visiting the venue itself. g, Online-first
events offered as part of the GA included tours, networking sessions and fireside
chats, such as the one pictured here with Brian Schmidt (see also ref. 4). h, The GA
was made possible by alarge, diverse and dedicated organizational effort, some
of whom filled the stage during the closing ceremony.

yearsleading up tothe IAU GA, but pushed forward its growth through
scholarships, research support, prizes, and scores of education and
public engagement events. All of this was fuelled by Vision 2024 and
the eager anticipation of the world’s astronomers convening in Africa.

Organizing the event with an African spirit

The African continentis known for many things, but there are few more
inspiring than the ubiquitous spirit of innovation, determination and
resilience. Underlying this is the foundation of caring for one’s com-
munity and recognizing that we are who we are because of the people
around us —aprinciple rootedin the philosophy of ‘Ubuntu’. As this was
tobe thefirstIAU GA on the African continent, we strived to showcase
this culture alongside the rich scientific aspects of the meeting. Three
pillars guided our organizational process: accessibility, impact and
sustainability. By establishing and reflecting on these pillars, we defined
aseries of key objectives, such asopenaccess, societalimpact, hybrid
conferencing, and more. From the outset, we committed ourselves to
delivering on these objectives, often driving innovation and finding
the necessary resources to achieve our goals.

From a technological perspective, this IAU GA boasted several
‘firsts’, asit forced out-of-the-box thinking (see ref. 4 for more details).
Forexample, it was the first open-access IAU GA, with sessions streamed
live on YouTube for free. We were able to employ a creative solution
to the hybrid poster session that enabled presenters and viewers to
interactonlineandin person. Posters and abstracts remain available on
the GAwebsite andindexed onthe NASA Astrophysics Data System. As
another avenue to foster relationships between online and in-person
participants, a partnership with “The Future of Meetings” (TFOM®)
led to the development of a virtual reality (VR)-compatible immersive
online space using the platform Spatial, offering both structured events
and an online venue for organic social interaction.

Inaddition to the structured conference setting in the Cape Town
venue, there were also spaces available for unconference gatherings

and side activities where participants could hold workshops, hack-
athons, and other unstructured events. From the floor of the exhibit
hall, a live radio broadcast (Radio Astro) streamed for eight hours a
dayeachday of the IAU GA, popularizing the science of the conference
and the contributions of its delegates. Finally, by including an African
craft market called ‘Jabula’ (meaning ‘happy’) on the conference venue
premises, this IAU GA had a positive impact onlocal small businesses,
underscoring the importance of community. The conference also
provided free childcare, and an extensive programme of social events
ensured that participants had opportunities to engage with each other
onaculturallevel. Many participants mentioned the recognition of the
humanity of scientists as a highlight of the conference.

Meeting our objectives was no small task. It required that eve-
ryone — from our core team members to the service providers to the
IAU itself — had to be willing to step out of their comfort zones. We
encountered many barriers within the usual conferencing industry,
such as limited flexibility in conference formats and high costs. These
industry norms often conflicted with our goals, and we were frequently
told that many of our objectives were simply not possible. It sometimes
required drastic measures to overcome such obstacles but above all,
it required the spirit embodied in Nelson Mandela’s famous quote,
“It always seems impossible until it is done.” If one takes a principled
decision that makes something non-negotiable (for example, hybrid
conferencing to ensure accessibility), then the planning and budgeting
must all take shape around that principled decision. The constraints
that the conferencingindustry places on events of this size have to be
challenged, negotiated and addressed to achieve better outcomes
for the sake of the communities that these events aim to serve. In this
spirit, it must be noted that the widespread model of impossibly high
registration fees, especially for those in developing regions, also needs
critical reflection as we try to make future meetings more inclusive.
Were it not for generous sponsorships received, as well as quid pro
quo arrangements with participants to contribute to the organization
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in exchange for registration waivers, we would not have been able to
bring together as many people as we did.

The motivation behind these endeavours was not simply to show
the world what Africais capable of but also to demonstrate to the organ-
izers of future astronomy meetings what is possible with some creative
thinking and goals that put the community first. The openness of the
IAU to new ideas and innovation for their GA must be acknowledged,
as their support and trust in the local organizers remained steadfast.
Theincredibly large organizing team comprising staff, volunteers and
partners also have to be acknowledged with the utmost of fervour.
Without their tireless, passionate, dedicated efforts, none of this would
have been possible.

Reaction of the community

Asthe organizers of this event, we can only describe the overwhelmingly
positive reactions of the community as humbling. Although detailed
feedback remains tobe analysed, there have been almost unanimously
positive messages of support and congratulations that flowed in dur-
ing and after the event, with participants expressing appreciation for
the world-class venue, the kindness and support from the organizing
team, the numerous social, outreach and networking opportunities,
the dedication toaccessibility through fully hybrid sessions, childcare,
and many other aspects.

However, there were also significant challenges. For example,
several participants faced frustrations and challenges in obtaining
visas. Most of these cases were addressed through interventions by
colleagues in the South African government. Geopolitics also proved
an obstacle, as some refused to attend due to South Africa’s stance on
the Israel-Palestine conflict. One of the most difficult challenges the
organizing team faced was the high registration fees. We note that the
fees were roughly the same as other IAU GAs and large international
astronomy meetings, but these were simply unaffordable for many Afri-
can astronomers and those from developing regions (another reason
that open access wasimportant). The cost and large carbon footprint of
travel were also restrictive, which made the virtual option an essential
means of participation for many. The demand for fee waivers and travel
grants was extremely high, with over 1,400 requests for support. During
the eventitself, many challenges had to be addressed on the fly. These
included session chairs often failing to acknowledge online participants;
some logistical and technical issues affecting the hybrid poster session;
a handful of positive COVID tests; and criminal activity in some areas
around the venue. In the end, organizers attempted to deal with every
situation quickly and responsibly, with the participantsinmind, and this
wasreflected and appreciated in much of the participants’ feedback.

The high demand for grants, in addition to the baseline costs
of running a large-scale conference, placed a heavy burden on the
budget. About one month before the event, there were far fewer paid
registrations than anticipated, which, if left unchecked, would have
amounted to a substantial deficit. To ultimately balance the budget,
the organizing committee worked hard to increase the contributions
fromoursponsors and negotiate lower costs with suppliers. All of this
was accomplished without sacrificing key elements of the conference.

Intheend, however, the astronomy community’s response to the
first GAin Africafar outweighed any logistical issues. For years leading
up tothe event, we have enjoyed the invaluable support from astrono-
mers worldwide who have been more and more willing to explore
collaborations with African astronomers. The European Astronomical
Society and American Astronomical Society have been particularly
supportive, withboth organizations encouraging asignificant African

presence at their conferencesin the yearsleading up toIAU GA. These
opportunities for engagement, through events like the session on
Africa-Europe Collaborationsin Astronomy (2022) and the Astronomy
Session at the US-Africa Summit (2022), were both key side events
drivenstrongly by AfAS, have not only helped to connect astronomers
in Africawith some of the leading international organizations but have
alsomade the international astronomy community more aware of the
many possibilities for collaboration. This awareness and engagement
undoubtedly contributed to the incredible response to our call for
exhibitors and participants at the first IAU GAin Africa. It also inspired
numerous individuals to contribute to crowdfundinginitiatives such as
the LSST-DA’'sIAU Travel Fund for African Astronomers, and the ‘donate
aregistration’ option for paying participants to support their peers’
attendance. The attendees of the IAU GA also responded in numbers to
acallfor participationin education and outreachinitiatives, with over
600 participants signing up to visit schools and give public talks. There
islittle doubt that the relationships and collaborations sparked before
and during the IAU GA will continue well into the future.

Impactand legacy

The formal programme of the IAU GA comprised 6 scientific symposia,
12 focus meetings, 6 working group meetings, 9 division meetings and
Sinstitutional meetings over 8 days. By the end of the conference, 2,648
participants (2,045 in-person and 603 virtual) from 107 countries (28
African countries), of which 647 were students (500 in-person and
147 virtual), joined 211 oral and 16 poster hybrid sessions. In addition,
participants enjoyed social and side events, including 16 ‘online-first’
events, targeting the large number of virtual participants.

Thanks to support from the IAU and generous contributions
from donors such as the Simons Foundation, individual contributions
through LSST-DA's crowdfunding initiative, the South African DSTI,
and several embassies and high commissions, a total of 901 grants
were awarded. These grants enabled many participants to attend from
around the world, with approximately 474 registration fee waivers and
grants specifically allocated to African participants.

There were 20 sponsors and 43 exhibitorsinalarge and engaging
exhibition hall thatincluded an unconference space and side meeting
rooms. The bespoke VR-compatible immersive online conference
venue built on the platform Spatial had over 4,200 views, and there
were over 1,100 active members on Slack, with 262,000 messages
sent from 18 July to 18 August. From 6-15 August, the open-access
streams on YouTube had 17,900 views and 326 new subscribers to the
channel. There were 7,200 unique viewers, with a total watch time of
2,700 hours. Since the channel's launchin February until 22 October, it
hasgained 25,300 views, 418 new subscribers, 10,100 unique viewers,
and 3,400 hours of total watch time. The social media efforts included
a campaign across Flickr, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter/X, Bluesky,
LinkedIn, and TikTok, reaching a total of 1.9 million people, with 44%
ofthat during the GA period. The average engagement rate, excluding
YouTube andFlickr, was around 11%, calculated using reach and interac-
tion metrics specific to each platform. Media coverage was extensive,
withmedia monitoring services reporting a total mediacirculation of
87,993,115 (total media circulation refers to the cumulative reach or
potential audience size across all media outlets that covered the event).

With the help of participants who volunteered to be a part of the
GA'’s extensive outreach and education programme, these activities
reached around 28,000 school learners, 85 targeted educators and
3,800 members of the public. The many outreach activities will con-
tinue, with a large team of astronomy ‘ambassadors’ emerging from
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the IAU GA. One of the first tasks for this group will be delivering the
100 hybrid poster systems (comprising a 40” screen, Raspberry Pi
computer, webcam, mouse and keyboard) to 100 schools, in partner-
ship with the Western Cape Education Department, enabling remote
teaching and further engagementactivities. For a detailed overview of
the outreach activities for this conference, see ref. 6.

Students who assisted with the organization in exchange for a
fee waiver continue to rave about the event, emphasizing how the
opportunity to attend has significantly impacted their careers. For
some, it provided invaluable exposure to leading experts, cutting-edge
research, and networking opportunities that have opened doors to
further study, collaborations, and career advancement inastronomy.

Conclusion

ThelAU GA brought together the largest number of African attendees
forany academic astronomy conference, exposing this community to
thelatest science, the largest astronomy organizations and some of the
bestscientistsinthe world, with several of the scientific symposiaand
focus meetings chaired, or having strong SOC participation, by African
astronomers. For the scientists, students and broader astronomy com-
munity of the world, the resources emerging from this meeting, such as
therecordings oftalks and posters, will remain accessible indefinitely.
AfAS was at the centre of organizing this event, in partnership with the
official host organisation, the NRF, and thus will ensure the legacy of
the first IAU GA in Africa.

Itisour hope, asthe organizers of this unprecedented astronomy
conference, that future large meetings adopt similar principled posi-
tions onissues such as accessibility,impact and sustainability (see ref.
4 ontheinnovation enabled by emerging technologies for this confer-
ence). We hope that we have demonstrated what is possible when we, as
acommunity, are boldin our ambitions to drive astronomy forward and
to push towards abigger picture that may sometimes deviate fromthe
status quo. We hope that we have demonstrated that the challenges we
may face along the way, no matter how insurmountable they may seem,
canbeovercomeinordertorealise ourimpact both onastronomy and
society. Above all, we hope we have shown the importance and benefits
toastronomy in pushing the boundaries of what is considered possible;
not only in our science, but just as importantly, in how we meet and
collaborate. That while itis the science that drives us, it is our human-
ity that unites us. Thatitis our shared skies, shared friends and shared
experiences that bind us together, regardless of distance, and never
is it more apparent, or more important to remember this, than when
planning the largest gatherings of our community.

Kevin Govender ® 2/, Charles M. Takalana ® 34,
Vanessa McBride®, Ramasamy Venugopal ® 2, Vanessa A. Moss ® %7,

Kelly Blumenthal?, Joyful E. Mdhluli® "2, James O. Chibueze®,
Sally A. Macfarlane ® **°, Zouhair Benkhaldoun® "', Glen Rees ® *®,
Alick J. Le Jeune® ", Sumari Barocci-Faul', Anton Binneman®,
Hannes Breytenbach?', Daniel C. Cunnama?,
Andrea Girolamodibari®", Rika Kobayashi®,
Duduzile V. Kubheka?**", Moleboge Lekoloane?*",
Prospery C. Simpemba'™®, Dominic G. Vertue ®'?, Lara van Zyl" &
Mthuthuzeli Zamxaka'
"International Astronomical Union Office of Astronomy for
Development, Observatory, Cape Town, South Africa. ?South African
Astronomical Observatory, Observatory, Cape Town, South Africa.
3Stellenbosch University, Matieland, Stellenbosch, South Africa.
“4African Astronomical Society, Observatory, Cape Town, South
Africa. ®International Science Council, Paris, France. °CSIRO Space
& Astronomy, Epping, New South Wales, Australia. ‘Sydney Institute
for Astronomy, School of Physics, University of Sydney, Sydney, New
South Wales, Australia. 8International Astronomical Union Office for
Astronomy Outreach, National Astronomical Observatory of Japan,
Osawa, Mitaka, Tokyo, Japan. °Department of Mathematical Sciences,
University of South Africa, Florida Park, Roodepoort, South Africa.
OInter-University Institute for Data Intensive Astronomy, Department
of Physics and Astronomy, University of the Western Cape, Bellville,
South Africa. "Oukaimeden Observatory, Faculty of Sciences
Semlalia, Cadi Ayyad University, Marrakech, Morocco. ?Laboratory of
High Energy Physics and Astrophysics, Faculty of Sciences Semlalia,
Cadi Ayyad University, Marrakech, Morocco. ®Freelance, Sydney, New
South Wales, Australia. “University of Cape Town, Rondebosch, Cape
Town, South Africa. ®South African Radio Astronomy Observatory,
Mowbray, Cape Town, South Africa. ®Australian National University,
Acton, Canberra, Australian Capital Territory, Australia. "BRICS
Astronomy, Observatory, Cape Town, South Africa. ®Copperbelt
University, Kitwe, Zambia. ®Cape Peninsula University of Technology,
Cape Town, South Africa.

e-mail: kg@astro4dev.org

Published online: 23 December 2024

References

1. Buckley, D. A. H. Nat. Astron. 3, 369-373 (2019).

2. Povi¢, M. et al. Nat. Astron. 2, 507-510 (2018).

3. Leeuw, L. L., Govender, K., Takalana, C. M., Randriamanakoto, Z. & Mamo, A. (Poster).
In Proc. 356th Symposium of the International Astronomical Union (eds Povic, M. et al.)
379-382 (Cambridge Univ. Press, 2019).

4. Moss, V. A. et al. Nat. Astron. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41550-024-02448-9 (2024).

5. Moss, V. A. et al. Nat. Astron. 5, 213-216 (2021).

6. Kubheka, D. & Macfarlane, S. Commun. Astron. Public J. 35, 4-5 (2024).

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

nature astronomy


http://www.nature.com/natureastronomy
http://orcid.org/0009-0005-2930-5232
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5835-3878
http://orcid.org/0009-0002-6555-295X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3005-9738
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9745-0504
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7923-8262
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6285-9847
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6356-3626
http://orcid.org/0009-0008-3413-031X
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3135-6846
http://orcid.org/0009-0009-2326-9452
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0672-833X
http://orcid.org/0009-0004-9065-3968
mailto:kg@astro4dev.org
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41550-024-02448-9

	A historic XXXII IAU General Assembly for a lasting African legacy

	Why did we bid for this?

	Rallying a continent towards 2024

	Organizing the event with an African spirit

	Reaction of the community

	Impact and legacy

	Conclusion

	Fig. 1 Representative images from the IAU GA.




