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The International Astronomical Youth Camp

The International Astronomical Youth Camp
(IAYC) first began back in 1969. The camp was
the first of its kind, with the aim to enthuse,
inspire, and educate the younger scientists of
the future. The only requirement was a passion
for astronomy.

Every year around 60 young astronomy en-
thusiasts from around the world meet for 3 weeks
somewhere in Europe (preferably on top of a
mountain) to undertake various scientific projects
related to astronomy. The IAYC is still going
strong, with the most recent camp taking place in
Klingenthal, Germany between 2015 August 2
and 22. There were 62 participants aged between
16-24 years, of more than 30 different nationali-
ties, sharing meals, stories and the night skies to-
gether. Many of the participants had never trav-
elled abroad before, but by the time they left
they’d made friends for a lifetime.

Globally, there is nothing like the IAYC in
existence. It’s amazing to see the transformation
of the participants over the duration of the camp.
High school students work together with PhD
students, in an environment which provides
ample opportunity for discussion. Like-minded
youths engage with one another, sharing the same
eagerness to learn about the mysteries of the
universe. Some have never programmed, con-
ducted an extended scientific experiment nor
written a report before. However everyone is
more than welcome at the camp, regardless of
prior experience or academic background.

The Moon imaged at last year’s camp by Alejandro
Pertuz.

To accommodate an astronomer’s nocturnal
routine, breakfast is served at midday, lunch at
five, and supper at midnight. The participants
spend most of the day working on their projects
with the help of the leaders, culminating in an
individual report that is published in a book (all
participants receive a copy later in the year).
It’s always hard to decide between the numer-

comes to Somerset

Startrails above the camp in 2015. Photo: Radkd Dancikovd

ous working groups on offer. Last year, there
was a choice between learning to program while
exploring cultural astronomy; constructing a ra-
dio telescope and listening to the sounds of the
Solar System; observing exoplanet transits;
working with optics; practising astrophotogra-
phy; or exploring future technologies. At previ-
ous camps there have also been projects involv-
ing electronics, rocket launching, robot
building, weather balloons, astrobiology,
and much, much more.

By night the telescopes come out. Eve-
ryone has the chance to learn how to set
up and dismantle the equipment, and of
course use it. The IAYC currently owns
8 telescopes: two Dobsonians; an 8" and
a 5" Newtonian; an 8" and a 5" Casse-
grain (each with go-to mounts); and a
Coronado solar telescope. We also have 3
CCD cameras, a Star Analyser diffraction
grating, photometric grade Johnson—
Cousins filters as well as several emis-
sion line filters for astrophotography.

Those who have never looked through
a telescope before are struck with awe
and gaze in wonderment as they peer
back in time at planetary nebulae and
globular clusters many hundreds of par-
secs away. We also provide a dark room
along with plenty of film and analogue
cameras for those who like to indulge in
their nostalgia.

To bring some light-hearted relief to the inten-
sive working group sessions, there is the Non-
Astronomical Programme — NAP for short.
Everyone takes part in a huge variety of activi-
ties, many of which have been traditional for
years. Working groups make a film for the movie
game and compete against each other in a variety

of different tasks. Participants have to think out-
side the box in the construction game, and take a
trip down memory lane playing games like sar-
dines or sleeping lions. Of course the most test-
ing challenge of all is the treasure hunt! We en-
courage everyone to showcase their talents: giv-
ing cultural performances, reading poetry, or sing-
ing together by candle light.

During the IAYC there is always an excursion
day. Despite waking up painfully early com-
pared to the usual schedule it’s great to get away
and have a change of scenery. Last year we vis-
ited the Thuringian State Observatory (TLS) in
Tautenburg, where we learnt (almost) everything
there is to know about radio astronomy. The
TLS is part of the Low-Frequency Array
(LOFAR) which is one of the largest interfero-
metric arrays in the world, probing regions of
the electromagnetic spectrum that have barely
been researched before. We were also given a
tour of the Karl Schwarzschild Observatory,
home to the 2m Alfred Jensch Telescope, the
largest telescope in Germany. Last but not least,
we saw the 30cm Tautenburg Exoplanet Search
Telescope, which, as the name suggests, is used
to discover exoplanets using the transit method.
In the afternoon we headed to the small town of
Jena, tasting traditional German food and ex-
ploring the old town.

If all this wasn’t enough, the participants took
part in a symposium which they organised
amongst themselves. Lectures were given by
anyone who wanted to share their astronomy-
related knowledge. One Bachelor student shared
her experience of working with blazars, which
she had explored during a summer internship. A
PhD student discussed his research studying the
intra-cluster gas between galaxy clusters from
X-Ray observations. Another Masters student
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revealed her fascination with science fiction writ-
ing; how it first began and how it has adapted
and developed over the decades.

The IAYC has inevitably changed a lot since
it first began more than 4 decades ago. We no
longer spitroast an entire pig during our last night
together (although we still do have a bonfire),
the official language is now English, not Ger-
man, and the camp lasts for three weeks instead
of one. But its essence remains the same. The
camp provides something incredibly unique; it
shows that astronomy inspires and captivates,
and is an excellent way of getting younger stu-
dents excited about science.

The experiences of the IAYC have been in-
grained in our memories forever. Images of the
Milky Way dazzling amidst the shooting stars of
the Perseids. The realisation that we are all just
human beings observing the Universe, sharing our

curiosity of its won-
ders. The connec-
tions made during the
IAYC are kept over
the years through
countless reunions
in various parts of
the world. We are
family.

For the first time
in its history, the
IAYC is coming to
the UK. We have
found the perfect
location in the Exmoor National Park - the first
International Dark Sky area in Europe. It will
take place between 2016 July 24 and August 13.
We will be at Nettlecombe Court, Somerset, a
beautiful estate steeped in history since the

Nettlecombe Court on Exmoor — venue for the IAYC in 2016.

Middle Ages. For more information on how to
apply, please visit our website: www.iayc.org.
We look forward to receiving your application!

Hannah Dalgleish, Camp Coordinator
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