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Project update 
On Nov 22, Fengchuan Liu was appointed as the TMT Project Manager.  He has been 
serving as the interim Project Manager for the past year, and is resident in Hilo, Hawaii.  One 
of his main activities there is to listen and learn from members of the community, and he has 
had many opportunities to do this over the past year.  CATAC views this as a very positive 
development and hopes to see other members of the project engaging in a similar way in the 
near future. 
 
TMT has not had a Project Scientist since Jerry Nelson passed away in 2017.  This is a 
crucial role for the project and will surely be necessary to prepare for the upcoming NSF 
reviews.  CATAC strongly recommends that our Board representatives encourage the timely 
appointment of someone to this position.  Should the Board decide to initiate a search, 
CATAC would encourage qualified Canadians to consider applying. 
 
Canada was looking forward to hosting the next TMT Science Forum, in Vancouver in 2022.  
Due to the continued travel uncertainty associated with the pandemic, as well as the delay of 
Astro2020 and the imminent launch of JWST, it was decided to postpone this event until 
2023.   

Site updates 

Mauna Kea 
The Maunakea legislative working group established by the Hawaii House of 
Representatives has been active through most of the year.  Their mandate is to propose a 
new management structure for the mountain.  There is information, including meeting notes, 
available on their web page at 



https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/specialcommittee.aspx?comm=mkwg&year=2021.  Their 
report is anticipated for late December 2021 or early 2022.   
 
The University of Hawaii released a draft plan for Mauna Kea in September, and held a 
period of open consultation after its release.  Among other things, the draft calls for the 
number of astronomical sites at the summit to be reduced from fourteen to nine.  The 
Caltech Submillimeter Observatory  and Hōkū Keʻa decommissioning process is already 
underway, and the VLBA antenna will be decommissioned prior to 2033.   A process is 
outlined to identify the remaining two facilities by the end of 2025.  The sites of the 
decommissioned facilities will not be available for future astronomy use. 
 

Roque de los Muchachos Observatory (ORM) 
First and foremost, CATAC extends our sympathies to the residents of La Palma who have 
been affected by the eruption of Cumbre Vieja.   
 
The site on ORM remains a viable alternative for TMT, and CATAC reiterates that it remains 
scientifically acceptable.  However, the route to securing the public support and legal right to 
construct is not straightforward.  The first ORM land concession, in 2018, was appealed by 
the environmental group Ben Magec, on the basis that there had not been an Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS).  This was done, and the project applied for another land concession 
request, which was granted.  Ben Magec appealed this decision as well, and the Tribunal 
Superior de Justicia de Canarias ruled against the project in late August, rescinding the land 
concession.   An appeal to a higher court has been filed.  The second decision to cancel the 
land concession came as a surprise to CATAC, as we understood that this had not been 
identified as a significant risk by the project.   CATAC is concerned that this stems from a 
continued lack of appreciation by the Project for the complexity of the local environments in 
which the astronomy community operates.   At least, there is a clear need for improved risk 
assessment procedures by the Project.  It is also evident there is opposition to TMT on La 
Palma. 
 
Finally, we note that the Instituto de Astrofísica de Canarias (IAC) decided to place one of 
the dishes of the Cerenkov Telescope Array within the original TMT laydown area.  This was 
unanticipated and means a new laydown area needs to be defined.   This does not affect the 
site of the telescope itself, and has no science impact, but will lead to some logistical 
complexity. 
 

US and Canada Long Range Planning 
The US Decadal report was released in November, after a long delay.  CATAC is pleased 
that the panel recognized the scientific excellence and importance of TMT.  Even more 
welcome is the description of the next steps and milestones the project must achieve.  
Specifically, the report notes that “it will be necessary for NSF to commence with an external 
review with a target completion in 2023, in order to evaluate the financial and programmatic 
viability of both proposed U.S. ELT projects”.  A decision for US federal investment should 
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be predicated on several things, including  final site selection and agreed-upon commitments 
from partners “for all of the necessary capital and operations money, pending only NSF 
investment”.  This is certainly a challenge for TMT, but the clarity is very welcome, and the 
viability of the project is going to come rapidly into focus over the next two years.   
 
CATAC is aware that if NSF becomes a TMT partner, this will have an impact on Canada’s 
share and opportunity for scientific and technological leadership.  All avenues must be 
explored to maintain a significant share in the telescope, to fulfill our own Long Range Plan 
recommendation that “this participation be at a level that provides compelling opportunities 
for Canadian leadership in science, technology and instrumentation”.  Astro2020 provides a 
clear roadmap and timeline that will help all partners, including Canada, to secure the 
resources necessary to satisfy their own ambitions.     
 
Regarding the Canadian LRP process, both the GAC and LCRIC have significant roles to 
play in guiding our community through the developments of the next few years, as the 
viability of TMT on Mauna Kea becomes more clear.  The Chair of CATAC is an ex-officio 
member of GAC (and has an office across the hall from the current GAC Chair, Will Percival) 
so there is good communication and exchange of information between those groups.  
CATAC looks forward to working closely with GAC as they explore how to fulfill the LRP 
recommendation to ensure Canada has access to a VLOT in case of delays to, or failure of, 
TMT.  TMT construction is also closely tied to the LRP recommendation on “selecting the 
locations of astronomy facilities and infrastructure”.  We look to LCRIC for guidance on this 
and stand ready to help where we can. 
 

ACURA communications 
We note the formation of the ACURA subcommittee on strategic communications, initiated 
and chaired by Kim Venn.  CATAC’s opinion is that this group has been extremely effective; 
they have provided considered advice to CATAC, ACURA and to TIO itself.  The 
professional consultants employed by this group have filled a role that has been sorely 
needed and, in CATAC’s opinion, this has been a most worthwhile investment. 

TMT Instrumentation 
Technical work on TMT continues, with continued production of mirror segments, and 
progress with both IRIS and NFIRAOS, instruments with significant Canadian leadership.  
Perhaps most exciting has been the great progress on the seeing-limited, wide-field optical 
spectrograph (WFOS).   This instrument has a long history and has had several major 
redesigns in the past.  However, the current design is very exciting, and aims to be the most 
sensitive spectrograph ever built.  The instrument is an imaging, multislit spectograph, 
covering an 8.3 x 3 arcminute field of view.  A fold mirror enables a gravity-invariant 
operation at all telescope pointings and all positions of the instrument rotator, minimizing the 
effects of flexure for this large instrument.  With articulated cameras and Volume Phase 
Holographic (VPH) or Volume Binary Gratings, the design achieves high throughput at all 
wavelengths (310-1000nm), with spectral resolution of 1500-5000.  The WFOS team is 



currently preparing for a Phase 3 Conceptual Design Review, scheduled for late-January 
2022. 

 
The high resolution infrared spectrograph HISPEC, being designed for Keck, is seen as a 
pre-cursor to the Multi-Object Diffraction Limited High Resolution Infrared Spectrograph 
(MODHIS) on TMT. HISPEC has secured initial funding for a project kick-off in January 
2022, and could be on-sky by early 2025. Additional HISPEC funding will be sought from 
partners.  A joint HISPEC/MODHIS Science Working Group (SWG) led by Quinn Konopacky 
at UCSD has been meeting for two years already on a monthly or a bi-monthly basis. 
Members from Canada include Artigau, Benneke, Doyon, Lafrenière, Metchev. 
 
As of October 2021, MODHIS design work has officially commenced and is making progress 
in key areas, including front-end instrument concept, operation concepts definition 
document, risk assessment for the On-Instrument Wavefront Sensor configuration and 
Atmospheric Dispersion Correction (ADC). The SWG is also conducting a detailed 
assessment of science priorities, and how they would inform on instrument requirements. 

https://etlab.caltech.edu/instruments/hispec
https://www.tmt.org/page/modhis
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