The Building of the Shoalhaven Observatory
A short history
The Shoalhaven Astronomers Association started as a loose arrangement of people with an interest in astronomy during the 1980s. Original meetings were held in the unit of one of the members, John Strang. As the association grew in numbers the meetings were moved to Ian Scott’s Veterinary Clinic at St Georges Basin. 
During the mid 2010s the Association commenced holding 3rd Friday of the month lectures/talk in a lecture room at the University of Wollongong’s West Nowra Campus. During this time membership increased and the association became well known within the community. The association housed its only telescope in a storeroom adjacent to the lecture theatre at the Campus for viewing at monthly meetings.
During the first half of 2021, a Mead Schmidt Cassegrain 250mm ‘goto’ telescope was donated to the association. The telescope was not fully functional, however, Mark Town volunteered to restore the scope. This however created a problem of storage of the new telescope. Hence, at a committee meeting Chair by the then president (Mark Town), it was decided to make enquiries regarding available of space or grants to house the new scope when it became operational. The preferred solution was to build an observatory to house the new telescope.
A Business Case was prepared in June 2021 (see below) by John Gould, to be used for discussion with various organisations and politicians, and research was undertaken to find appropriate grants. Discussions where undertaken with the University of Wollongong’s Chris Hadley, the local member for Kiama Gareth Ward and the Federal member for Gilmore Fiona Phillip’s office. As a result, a grant application was prepared during June 2021 by John Gould and submitted under the State Government’s Stronger Country Communities Program.
The Association was unofficially advised of a successful grant in late 2021.
On the 13 Nov 2021, President Mark unofficially informed the association of our successful grant application, and the email below shows the status and enthusiasm at that time:
“Following the advice from the deputy Premier’s office that we have been successful in our grant application for an observatory here in the Shoalhaven (Yea us!) I took the opportunity to have a preliminary discussion re our next actions with John this afternoon.
 
As members of the Observatory Working Group (OWG) I will be regularly providing you with updates on all aspects of the observatory implementation phase and seeking your assistance from time to time.
 
The outcomes of that initial informal discussion were:
1.       The need to ensure we strictly abide by the confidentiality requirement which extends to the point where the NSW government makes a public announcement of the grants awarded for round 4.  At present the timing of that announcement is not known – however we anticipate it will be a matter of days/weeks rather than months.   Until then please keep the fact that we have been successful in our grant application under close wraps.
2.       Immediate actions:
a.       John will contact Gareth Ward (our state MP) and seek his advice regarding advising the UNSW Shoalhaven campus of the award as a condition of their sponsorship – as the land owner - was involvement in any public announcements or activities.  John will also seek advice on notifying our federal MP (Fiona Phillips) and Shelley Hancock (MP for the south coast), all of whom provided letters of support to the grant application.
b.      Mark will research the available domes and provide the working group with information on their characteristics, features, costs and schedule availability so the working group can make a recommendation of which dome to build to the association as a whole.
c.       John will start preliminary work on the Development Application (DA) for the observatory that will most likely be required by both the UNSW and Shoalhaven council.
d.      Mark will provide and update/maintain the overall Project Plan so we all can maintain an awareness of how we are progressing and the upcoming tasks and events.  A first draft of the plan is attached as a pdf. This draft will likely undergo significant change as the project proceeds so take it with a grain of salt!
e.      John will provide and update/maintain a task list and seek your assistance to take on and manage a task to completion.
3.       Once a public announcement has been made by the NSW government subsequent actions will include:
a.       Endorsement by the Association membership of the actions and decisions of the OWG to date. This will occur at the first meeting following public announcement of the award.
b.      Discussions with the UNSW regarding site selection, access, provision of WiFi, utilities provision, ownership and management of the facility and any other relevant matters.
c.       DA preparation and submission.
d.      Final selection of dome and optional components and placement of orders.
e.      Discussions with contractors for observatory base slab construction”.

The first half of 2022 saw a great deal of work required to move the project forward including:
· Discussions with Council
· Discussions with the Grant administrators
· Submission of a Building Application and associated documentation
· Environmental Impact Statement (July 2022)
· Discussion with Observatory manufacturers
· Discussion with University of Wollongong and Department of Education
· Dialogue with contractors, concreters, design engineers, telescope suppliers
· Legal documents, Memorandum of Understanding, Management Agreement

Unfortunately, the building application could not be approved by the Council because of difficulties in compliance with the Building Code of Australia, which does not have a standard for observatory construction. Hence, the Building Application was withdrawn, and a Development Application was submitted to Council, with associated documentation. During this time of delay, the observatory manufacturer’s building burnt down and the manufacturer was unable to supply an observatory until after the grant was finances expired.

Fortunately, Mark Town was able to source a second hand dome from Nelson Bay, near Newcastle. On 24 November 2022, Mark Town, John Gould and Andrew Wood left Nowra at 5.30 am and drove a hired truck to Nelson Bay, completely dismantled the structure, electrics and mechanicals of the dome and packed all into the truck and drove back to Nowra, arriving at 12.00am the next morning.

The following 6 months saw a member’s working bee every Sunday morning, undertake refurbishment and construction of the observatory, with final completion on the 9th July 2023. Mark Town acted as the project coordinator for this work.

On the 6th September 2023 the official opening took place at the West Nowra campus of the University of Wollongong, with talks given by John Gould on behalf of Shoalhaven Astronomers, Gareth Ward Member for Kiama and the Vice Chancellor of the University of Wollongong. Most members were in attendance with many members of the pubic also attending.

The first viewing night was held on 16th September 2023. 



Construct and Operate an Astronomical Observatory for Community Benefit.
Business Case
1, Executive Summary
The Shoalhaven Astronomers Association has provided an important and worthwhile service to the Shoalhaven community for many years. These services have included:
· Educational talks to schools, community groups and interest groups 
· Public lectures
· Public viewing nights
· A summer viewing program for tourists at caravan parks
· Advice to school teachers 
· Monthly presentations
· One-off on request demonstrations and lectures for groups, such as the Scouts, youth groups.
However, due to WH&S constraints, working with children requirements and a change in community expectations, the services have been reduced until a better format of observation/viewing at night can be achieved. Also a more updated approach to astronomical education and experience is required to fulfil community expectations.
Shoalhaven Astronomers owns the appropriate viewing equipment such as Robesonian and Schmidt-Cassegrain telescopes for viewing, but the transportation of equipment and the ability to provide a viewing experience for more than one person at a time after dark has become problematic. 
The issues could be solved by the installation of a permanently housed telescope and a wireless transfer of viewing to a lecture room. This would allow the use of the telescopes to be viewed by many people at one time and hence allow community groups access to demonstrations at any time, in a safe environment.
This proposal recommends the purchase and construction of a small observatory to house a remotely operated telescope and associated equipment for remote viewing. The proposal also recommends the purchase and installation of all software and hardware to remotely use the telescope and provide for remote viewing. This would overcome a number of issues currently denying the community access to astronomical services and education. 
Shoalhaven Astronomers intends to make a grant application for the purchase of the appropriate equipment and funding for necessary infrastructure installation.
This proposal will allow Shoalhaven Astronomers to continue to provide quality astronomical education and experience in a form that meets the expectations of the Shoalhaven community.

2. Structure
Shoalhaven Astronomers is a not for profit Association incorporated under the Associations Incorporation Act 2009 and is based in Nowra with an aim to promote discussion and interest in all things astronomical within the community. Shoalhaven Astronomers operates with a constitution and a management committee. 
The Association has been operational since the 1980s and currently holds monthly meeting at the University of Wollongong, West Nowra campus, where a range of presentations are given. School children and members of the public regularly attend.

3. Background/Overview
There is a growing community interest in astronomy and Shoalhaven Astronomers provides a venue for anyone wishing to gain more knowledge and experience.
The Association owns a 305mm Newtonian reflecting telescope and a 250mm Schmidt-Cassegrain go-to telescope and has a library including a catalogue of videos used for presentations.
For many years the Association has provided community viewing events in caravan parks, public reserves, at special events and on meeting nights allowing interested members of the public to see astronomical sights and events which are otherwise beyond the average person’s reach. These events attract a large percentage of school children, who have their first astronomical experience with Shoalhaven Astronomers and may go on to have an interest in science.
Once a year, Shoalhaven Astronomers presents an open public lecture by an invited guest speaker from the professional astronomy ranks to talk on a topic of interest. This provides a rare opportunity for Shoalhaven residents to hear from a highly qualified scientist. These forums are always well attended.
Shoalhaven Astronomers has recently upgraded its web site to provide a more informative interaction within the Association and with the wider community.

4. Business objectives
The aim of Shoalhaven Astronomers is to promote the study, education and enjoyment of astronomy.

5. Issues
There are a number of issues which have led to this proposal to purchase and operate a fixed observatory and utilise computer based astronomical educational tools, and these are as follows:
1. There is a change in community expectation – particularly among younger generations - wanting a more dynamic and interactive, rather than lecture based, presentation of knowledge,
2. Potential problems can occur with respect to assistance to the elderly and disabled while viewing through a telescope in the dark, 
3. Potential problems can occur with respect to assistance of children whilst viewing a telescope in the dark, without parental guidance,
4. Potential WHS problems can occur with respect to assisting people to look through a telescope in the dark, particularly trip hazards and falls,
5. To meet current WHS regulation, Shoalhaven Astronomers has had to curtail its activities after dark where children, the elderly and disabled are involved, which severely restricts its ability to provide the educational outreach for school children and the community generally,
6.  The reduction in outreach activities has reduced the small revenue stream that flows from these operations,
7. Due to the WHS issues with night operations , Shoalhaven Astronomers has been unable to take advantage of a number of opportunities and venues to attract new members from the community,
8. Providing a mobile telescope viewing experience limits the manageable size of telescope. Hence only small telescopes can be used which reduces the viewing experience and number of target objects,
Shoalhaven Astronomers has had to decline many outreach requests by community groups and schools due to the above reasons. 

6. Options
To resolve these issues, the Association has identified a potential path to move forward, which will meet the objectives of the Association and the community.
 It is proposed to:
A. Move away from “at the telescope” visual night observations where spectators have to move around it the dark, and also wait their turn at the scope. This would be replaced with remote viewing via computer link for real time onscreen observations in a safer, easier and more comfortable forum for the audience – particularly the children and elderly/disabled, (resolving issues 2, 3,4,5 )
B. Provide a more modern, educational and stimulating experience for youth, community and new members enhancing an interest in astronomy (resolving issues 1,6,7,8 ), 
C. Approach the University of Wollongong with a view to establishing a suitable facility on the University’s West Nowra Campus grounds.
When the proposed actions have been taken Shoalhaven Astronomers will be able to:
· provide greater flexibility and mobility for community presentations,
· enhance the Association’s ability to engage with the community, and
· Will allow large groups to participate in viewing at the same time.
7. Product identification
A. To permanently house the clubs telescopes will require the construction of a small observatory. These can be purchased as pre-manufactured kits and are relocatable. There would be associated equipment such as automatic and remote actuation of the observatory dome.
B. To collect an image at the telescope, transfer to a computer which can then project onto a screen indoors would require:
a. A computer controlled telescope mount
b. A specialist astronomy camera
c. A data communications link – WiFi or hardwired
d. A computer and appropriate software
e. A projector
f. All associated peripheral software and hardware
g. An Internet data connection.
8. SWOT Analysis - Advantages and Disadvantages
 Strengths: 
· The Association has two large telescopes and many experienced members from various professional fields (e.g. IT capability) able to operate and maintain the observatory, the telescope and the associated hardware & software. 
· This will allow the Association to continue providing engaging astronomical experiences for the community. 
· The products will provide an enhanced and entertaining astronomical experience for the community and new members, not currently available in the Shoalhaven.
· The purchase of a removable & relocatable observatory will overcome any long term tenure problems,
· The Association currently operates from the University of Wollongong West Nowra Campus, and sees the educational value of astronomy as being in step with the aims of the University. Discussions are ongoing with the University,
· The products will assist the Association in maintaining its current financial stability.
Weaknesses: 
· The weakness with the proposal is that the University will need to approve of the project, and discussions are currently underway. The second weakness is the need to obtain a grant, and this is currently being pursued.
Opportunities:
· It is only during the past few years that the necessary software and hardware have become available at a reasonable cost, so it is timely. The products offer an astronomical experience which is not currently available anywhere in the Shoalhaven, if not NSW.
Threats:
· The Association would not continue.  In mitigation of this treat, the club has been operational since the early 1980s, has solid membership and this proposal will strengthen the Association and its ability to meet the needs of the community,
· Tenure at the observatory site.
· Operation and ownership of the facility. The Association will provide the expertise and personnel to operate and maintain the facility with ownership of the facility being a subject of discussion with the University of Wollongong management.

9. Financial
The Association currently has funds invested to cover all operational Club activity for the next five years (with additional income). The purchase of this equipment will strengthen the Club’s ability to continue well into the future. 
The Association currently has a 305mm Newtonian reflecting telescope, and a 250mm Schmidt-Cassegrain telescope and associated equipment purchased over several years, and these will be used in conjunction with the proposed equipment.
The funds sought for this proposal are as follows:
	Element
	Description
	Funding Sought

	Observatory Facility
	A relocatable astronomical observatory, such as those available from Sirius Observatories, ScopeDome Australia and similar manufacturers - includes utility infrastructure & construction.
	$35,500

	Astronomy Guidance Camera
	A ZWO ASI 290 CMOS astronomy camera or similar and suitable guide equipment
	$1,000

	Image Acquisition Automation
	Telescope focusing and image rotation automation hardware & software.
	$5,000

	WiFi Link
	wiFi access points and stations to link the observatory and the viewing venue.
	$2,000

	Computer Hardware
	Windows PCs to provide observatory, telescope and camera control within the observatory and remote reception and display at the viewing venue.
	$2,000

	Projector
	A widescreen projector to provide a venue visual display.
	$2,000

	Disabled Access
	Concrete path to observatory
	$3,000

	Sub- floor works
	Earthworks/deck/slab, install Dome
	$5,000

	Electrical Connection
	Underground conduit from observatory to existing building
	$5,000

	Totals
	
	$60,500



As the Association is unable to fund the above products, a grant will be sought for the purchase.

10. Conclusion
Shoalhaven Astronomers has provided a worthwhile service to the Shoalhaven for many years. However, due to WH&S constraints, working with children regulation and a change in community expectations, the service provided has been curtailed and is in need of an updated approach to astronomical education and experience.
This proposal will allow the Shoalhaven Astronomers to continue to provide a quality astronomical education and experience which better meets the expectations of the community.
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