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UCT-hosted institute celebrates a decade at the forefront of South
Africa’s astronomy revolution

Deputy Vice-Chancellor for Research and Internationalisation Professor Thokozani Majozi, during the
10-year anniversary of IDIA.

Photo: Luigi Bennett.

The Inter-University Institute for Data Intensive Astronomy (IDIA), hosted at the University
of Cape Town (UCT), has marked its tenth anniversary, celebrating a decade of building the
infrastructure, expertise and partnerships that are enabling South Africa to play a leading
role in the Square Kilometre Array Observatory (SKAO) era of data-intensive astronomy.



https://idia.ac.za/

The ten-year celebration event recently held in Cape Town brought together leadership from
partner universities, national research facilities and the Department of Science, Technology
and Innovation (DSTI) to also mark the signing of IDIA’s third funding cycle (2026-2030).
This milestone reinforces a long-standing collaboration between UCT, the University of
Pretoria and the University of the Western Cape.

Established in 2015 and based at UCT, IDIA was created in response to a defining problem
in modern astronomy: the ability to process, visualise, analyse and interpret vast volumes of
data generated by next-generation telescopes. This challenge had already become central to
scientific discovery with South Africa’s world-leading MeerKAT radio telescope, built and
operated by the South African Radio Astronomy Observatory (SARAQ). It is set to intensify
even further in the coming decade with the SKAO. The country’s ability to lead scientifically
in the SKAO era depends critically on its MeerKAT-enabled experience in building research
workflows that turn data into discovery.

For UCT, IDIA forms an important part of the university’s broader strategy to strengthen
capacity in data science, artificial intelligence (AI) and interdisciplinary research.

“IDIA represents the kind of environment in which scientific and technological excellence
reinforce one another,” said UCT Vice-Chancellor Professor Mosa Moshabela.

“The scientific ambition of MeerKAT and the SKAO demands new technical capability; in
turn, those technical advances open new questions for science. That cycle — between
advancing discovery, technology and human expertise — is where universities can make a
distinctive, long-lasting contribution.”

Over the past 10 years, UCT has played a leading role in developing IDIA into a nationally
significant research platform, whose importance lies not only in its scientific output but also
in its broader societal impact through the development of critical technological and data
science skills, particularly as Al transforms the world we live in.

The institute’s impact has extended beyond astronomy, expanding the university’s high-
performance computing capability, fostering cross-faculty collaboration and reinforcing UCT’s
position as a leading hub for data-intensive science in Africa.

Reflecting on this anniversary, IDIA Director Professor Roger Deane noted that the
institute’s success lies in the system it has built around computing infrastructure. “The first
decade has shown that the decisive capability is not simply high-performance computing,”
he said. "It is the research ecosystem around that hardware — the workflows, software,
technical expertise, visualisation tools, training and partnerships that allow scientists to carry
out world-leading research with MeerKAT right now, which best equips our community for
the SKA Observatory era.”

A key pillar of IDIA’s work is the ilifu Research Cloud, a national-scale distributed computing
platform that supports data-intensive research across astronomy and other scientific fields.
Alongside ilifu, UCT-based initiatives such as the IDIA Visualisation Laboratory (VizLab) have
contributed to the development of globally used tools, including Cube Analysis and
Rendering Tool for Astronomy (CARTA) and immersive Data Visualisation Interactive
Explorer (iDaVIE).



https://www.ilifu.ac.za/
https://vislab.idia.ac.za/

These tools enable researchers to analyse complex, multidimensional datasets from leading
international observatories. More than 640 users from over 140 institutions worldwide have
registered on the ilifu platform, with more than half based at South African institutions.
Through these capabilities, IDIA has supported a substantial share of South Africa’s
MeerKAT science output.

Professor of Computer Science and IDIA Associate Director Professor Rob Simmonds
explained that the ilifu design is based on an “infrastructure as a service architecture” to
provide a flexible way to support the multiple computational environments needed to
support South African MeerKAT Science. “These include batch environments for processing
computational pipelines, and interactive environments supporting tools such as CARTA and
JupyterHub,” he said. “This is used by South African and international collaborators to
produce world-leading science.”

IDIA technologies and support have also directly contributed to at least a quarter of all
MeerKAT-related scientific publications globally, underscoring its role in enabling high-impact
research. That work spans everything from observations of our own Sun to distant black
holes and cosmological surveys that provide unique views of the universe’s evolution. It also
extends beyond astronomy, with ilifu supporting data-intensive research communities in
fields such as Al and bioinformatics.

Crucially, much of this research has been led by early-career scientists. Over the past
decade, IDIA has supported more than 500 graduate students across astronomy,
bioinformatics and related data-intensive fields, while also contributing to training schools,
workshops and collaborative programmes across South Africa and the African continent.

At the celebration event, the vision and leadership of IDIA founding Director Professor Russ
Taylor and interim Director Professor Patrick Woudt was acknowledged, as well as the
contributions of colleagues who played a key role in shaping the institute, including the late
Professors Carolina Odman-Govender and Tom Jarrett.

Looking ahead, IDIA will play a central role in preparing South Africa for the next phase of
global astronomy. This includes supporting the expansion of the MeerKAT telescope,
contributing to the international SKA Regional Centre Network, and advancing the use of
artificial intelligence and machine learning in scientific discovery.

“As the SKAO era approaches, the challenge is to scale what has worked,” said Deane.
Through IDIA, UCT and its partners have demonstrated that South Africa can build the
capabilities required for frontier astronomy. The focus for the next decade will therefore be
on deepening that expertise, expanding participation and continuing to deliver scientific and
societal impact at scale.
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