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Winter storms called “Kona lows” 
impacted communities across Hawaiʻi
 ~20 inches of rain on Maunakea and ~50 

inches on Haleakalā

 Caused >$1B in damage statewide with 
significant erosion across Maunakea 
Access Road and around several MKOs

Mānoa stream flooded, quickly creating 
flood conditions in Mānoa valley, 
including the IfA-Mānoa office where a 
half dozen staff lost their cars due to 
severe flood conditions 

Recent Flood Events



Incoming Faculty

Ruizhu Chen

Starts at IfA-Maui September 2026

PhD : Stanford University

Currently: Stanford University

Research Interests: Solar Physics 
and Space Weather



Congratulations Fei!

UH News, 2026-02-17: https://www.hawaii.edu/news/2026/02/17/distant-worlds-expert-national-honor/

Fei Dai, assistant astronomer at IfA, has been named a 2026 
Sloan Research Fellow, one of the most notable and 
competitive honors for early-career scientists in North 
America.

His research is focused on helping answer one of humanity 
biggest questions:  How do planetary systems form, and 
could worlds like Earth be common in the universe?

2026 Sloan Research Fellow

Fei joins Mike Liu (2005), Christoph Baranec (2014) and Dan Huber (2019) as 
IfA Sloan Fellows

https://www.hawaii.edu/news/2026/02/17/distant-worlds-expert-national-honor/


Congratulations, Dr. Suzanne Zhang!

November 25, 2025

“The Rising Tide Floats All Boats: Improving Overall Telescope Performance 
With Roboticized Adaptive Optics Systems and Adaptive Secondary Mirrors”

Committee Co-Chairs: Christoph Baranec and Mark Chun



Congratulations Dr. Mitchell Dennis!

Applications of Machine Learning in 
Astronomy and Astrophysics

June 10, 2026

Advisor: Dr. Jeremy Sakstein



Community 
Connections 

Kilauea Eruption



East/West Hawaii Island Science Fairs

Students received the “IfA Astronomy 
Award” in each science fair – will 

expand this award to include Maui and 
State fairs next year



AstroDay at the Hilo Mall



HI STAR on Maui



 IfA organized a dual site tour for a large (~80) 
group of diplomats from around the world 
visiting Hawaiʻi

 Half visited ‘Imiloa Astronomy Center, the rest 
visited HP and then Keck, CFHT, Subaru, IRTF

 Diplomats were all either #2 or 3# in their 
respective US embassies

 “Maunakea has become a model for how 
nations can work together in the pursuit of 
knowledge” – my principal motivation for 
leading this effort

 Mahalo nui loa to the big team that 
supported this visit for our guests including -

 IfA, MKSS, CMS, MKOs, ‘Imiloa, UH Comms, 
Rangers, Paʻakai Comms, and many more…

Diplomat Tour



Angola Greece

Argentina Hungary

Armenia Iceland

Australia Italy

Austria Kenya

Barbados Latvia

Bosnia and Herzegovina Lithuania

Brazil Mongolia

Bulgaria Netherlands

Canada North Macedonia

Canada Norway

Côte d'Ivoire Philippines

Croatia Poland

Cyprus Romania

Czech Republic Senegal

Denmark Slovak Republic

Ecuador Slovenia

Estonia South Africa

European Union Spain

Finland Sweden

France Switzerland

Gabon United Kingdom

Germany United States

Diplomat Tour

Participating Countries



 Third year of the program sponsored 
by Heising-Simons Foundation

 Designed to provide local teachers 
with curricula and training to enhance 
their classroom astronomy education 
skills

 This year the program was held at IfA-
Hilo (normally based at IfA-Manoa)

Teach Astro - 2026



Maunakea Scholars 10 Year Anniversary

Waiakea High School Awards Event



Kamehameha Schools Kapālama 
Maunakea Scholars

Maunakea Scholars and family members at KS Kapālama
campus awards event…



Kapolei Maunakea Scholars Visit Keck and CFHT



Maunakea Forest Reserve (~8000 ft elevation)

IfA In the News



Solar Rain Mystery Cracked by UH Researchers

UH News, 2025-10-01:  https://www.hawaii.edu/news/2025/10/01/solar-rain-mystery/
Read the ApJ paper: https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.3847/1538-4357/ae019d

Luke Benavitz first author on a new paper in 
Astrophysical Journal (Jeff Reep second 

author) about coronal loops and their relation 
to the formation of coronal condensation

“At present, models assume that the 
distribution of various elements in the corona 
is constant throughout space and time, which 
clearly isn’t the case. It’s exciting to see that 
when we allow elements like iron to change 
with time, the models finally match what we 

actually observe on the Sun. It makes the 
physics come alive in a way that feels real.”

https://www.hawaii.edu/news/2025/10/01/solar-rain-mystery/
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.3847/1538-4357/ae019d


 Jeremy Sakstein collaborated on research about the 
potential impact of dark matter in the cores of stars, 
noting the possibility of higher dark matter densities 
in the inner Milky Way, leading to possibly fewer 
Cepheid variables in that region

 Future JWST searches for Cepheids at NIR 
wavelengths in the galactic center region could 
validate this work

 “This work highlights how research at UH Mānoa is 
helping to address some of the biggest unanswered 
questions in science,” Sakstein said. “By combining 
theory and computation, we’re helping to open up 
entirely new ways to test ideas about the universe. 
The next generation of telescopes will tell us 
whether we’re on the right track.”

Potential Impact of Dark Matter on 
Cephied Variables

Dark matter may be answer to why stars near the Milky Way’s core are muted | University of Hawaiʻi System News

https://www.hawaii.edu/news/2026/02/03/dark-matter-silences-cepheids/?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=UH+News+020426


UH Engineers Help Sharpen Our View of Space

UH News, 2025-10-22:  https://www.hawaii.edu/news/2025/10/22/uh-engineers-sharpen-view-of-space/
Read the ApJL article:  https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.3847/2041-8213/ae0739

Sébastien Vievard (SSEI faculty based at IfA 
Hilo) Miles Lucas (IfA PhD 2025) and Aidan 
Walk (IfA graduate student) part of a team 

developing photonic lantern technology 
leading to a first-of-its-kind instrument at 

the Subaru Telescope; the device has 
achieved the sharpest-ever image from a 

single telescope, setting a new standard for 
how scientists observe distant stars and 

planets.

https://www.hawaii.edu/news/2025/10/22/uh-engineers-sharpen-view-of-space/
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.3847/2041-8213/ae0739


UH Robo-AO on Maunakea

UH News, 2025-11-18:  https://www.hawaii.edu/news/2025/11/18/advanced-robotic-optics-on-maunakea/

Christoph Baranec lead a team that 
launched initial science operations 

for Robo-AO-2, a robotic laser 
adaptive optics systems now 

operating at the UH 2.2-meter 
telescope. The milestone marks a 
major leap in how astronomers 

observe the night sky.

https://www.hawaii.edu/news/2025/11/18/advanced-robotic-optics-on-maunakea/


Lake Waiau on Maunakea
Photo Credit – Nour Skaf

Strategic Planning



 Anticipate completing 
design study end of 
2026, seeking funding 
(~$30M) thereafter

 Part of a long-term 
commitment to 
expanding IfA 
instrumentation 
program capacity and 
UH College of 
Engineering to Hawaiʻi 
Island students 

SSEI Building Design Update

Proposed new building and parking lot



 A team from UH Mānoa tasked with 
leading (in collaboration with CMS and 
IfA) the decommissioning of UKIRT 
recently visited the facility on the 
summit

 This is part of the initial planning 
process, the next step of which includes 
hiring a consultant to develop detailed 
decom plans that will be used to hire a 
general contractor to conduct the actual 
deconstruction work

 We will have much better estimates of 
cost, schedule, resource needs, etc. 
when the planning process is completed

UKIRT Decom Activity



2026 Hawaiʻi Legislative Session 



Key Provisions in Act 53

 UH to MKSOA Transition Date: Moves from 7/1/2028 to 12/1/2029

MKSOA to UH Reversion Triggers: If MKSOA fails to complete their 
management plan by 6/30/2028 or administrative rules are not submitted to 
the Governor by 12/31/29, management authority over Maunakea lands revert 
to UH

 New MKSOA Planning Docs: Existing UH management plan and administrative 
rules stay in effect until the MKSOA ones supersede

 Land Ownership: DLNR retains ownership of Maunakea land while MKSOA 
given the "authority to manage, administer, and exercise control," which 
includes granting and managing leases.



Lease Extensions: MKSOA is authorized to extend existing 
(sub)leases for up to a 10-years."All necessary powers and 
authorities to consider and grant lease extensions" are explicitly 
granted to MKSOA before the transition period expires

No need for approvals from Board of Land and Natural Resources or Land 
Use Commission

Process is exempt from environmental review (EIS) 

In practice this means we have ~3 years to complete (sub)lease extensions

Conundrum – MKSOA now has the authority to grant extensions on 
(sub)leases it does not hold, for land it does not own

Key Provisions in Act 53



UH/MKSOA Joint Management Committee now meeting weekly 
(was biweekly) to discuss various issues including process and 
requirements needed for (sub)lease extensions - a complex and 
unprecedented situation

Act 53 reframes matters in important ways but defining a viable 
path forward remains ahead – heavy lift

Litigation and more legislation probably ahead

We have a long way to go to ensure a future for Maunakea 
astronomy, but I left the 2026 legislative session convinced that we 
have strong support in the legislature for Hawaiʻi astronomy, which 
is absolutely essential 

Where From Here?



Mahalo


