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bloc’s multibillion-euro pot for research and
development.
But the process has been held up by political
negotiations. Late last year, the commission’s
research head, Mariya Gabriel, said that an
association deal would not be inked until the
EU’s disputes with Britain are resolved.
Those tensions centre on the Northern Ireland Protocol, a Brexit agreement between the
two parties designed to prevent any checks on
goods crossing the border between the Republic of Ireland, which remains in the EU, and
Northern Ireland, part of the United Kingdom.
Without an association deal, scientists
based in the United Kingdom will be locked
out of Horizon Europe. Historically, UK scientists have had huge success securing funding
from the European Commission, consistently
ranking among the top beneficiaries.
“Association is being held hostage to the
bigger political impasse of the Northern Ireland protocol,” says Martin Smith, head of
the policy lab at Wellcome, the London-based
biomedical funder. “Patience is wearing thin.”
The stalling negotiations mean that the
UK government has made contingency plans
so that researchers will still be able to access
funding in the event of a deadlock. As early as
2019, the government began drawing up plans
to create its own version of the European funding scheme in the event of a no-deal Brexit.
And last year’s research budget earmarked
£2 billion (US$2.7 billion) per year to either
cover the costs of associating with Horizon
Europe or to create domestic alternatives.
“We have been getting increasingly nervous and that has reached a critical point,” says
Vivienne Stern, head of Universities UK International in London, which represents institutions
in the United Kingdom. The risk is that, despite
their best intentions, British politicians might
run out of patience with the EU and shun association in favour of domestic funding.
It is not only the availability of EU research
funding that hangs in the balance while talks
are in deadlock. Britain’s ability to take part
in other joint science programmes, such as
the European Atomic Energy Committee and
Earth-observation programme Copernicus
are tied to whether it associates.
Currently, workarounds are in place to
ensure that the United Kingdom continues
to participate in most of these programmes.
But researchers do not have any power to make
decisions about some projects.
In June last year, the EU ruled that the United
Kingdom’s data-protection regulations were
adequate. This means that data, including
those from clinical trials, are able to flow
between research collaborators as they did
before Brexit. The EU will review the regulations on a regular basis, and UK data policies
might change in the future. “This is one of
those things that is never going to go away,”
Smith says.

MAJOR AFRICAN RADIO
TELESCOPE WILL HELP
TO IMAGE BLACK HOLES
US$25-million facility in Namibia will be
Africa’s first millimetre-range radio telescope.
By Sarah Wild

A

stronomers across Africa and Europe
have reacted with delight to news that
Africa’s first millimetre-range radio
telescope is to be built.
The Africa Millimetre Telescope
will fill a gap in the coverage of the Event
Horizon Telescope (EHT), a global network of
telescopes that can receive and analyse radio
waves of around 1 millimetre in length and
that, in 2019, published the first-ever image of
a black hole’s edge, known as its event horizon.
The telescope will be located on or near
Mount Gamsberg in Namibia. It will be a repurposed 15-metre telescope, currently located
at La Silla in Chile, which is being donated
by the Onsala Space Observatory in Sweden
and the European Southern Observatory,
headquartered near Munich, Germany.
The project, confirmed at the end of last
year, is “another step toward solidifying
Africa’s position as a globally competitive and
capable player in the field of astronomy”, says
Charles Takalana, head of the secretariat at the
African Astronomical Society in Cape Town,
South Africa. The telescope will “fill a missing
observing window on the continent” and will
be crucial for Africa’s astrophysics communities, adds Roger Deane, who directs the Wits
Centre for Astrophysics at the University of

The Africa Millimetre Telescope in Namibia
will reuse a 15-metre telescope from Chile.

Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa.
The Africa Millimetre Telescope is a collaboration between Radboud University Nijmegen
in the Netherlands and the University of
Namibia in Windhoek. It will be about five years
before the telescope gets to see first light.
The project will cost around US$25 million,
including construction, operations and
outreach projects in the southern African
country. Half of its funding has come from
Radboud University. Other funders include the
University of Namibia, the European Southern
Observatory and the Netherlands Research
School for Astronomy, based in Leiden.
The telescope team is completing what is
called a critical design review, which will help
to determine the observatory’s exact location
on the mountain, or whether it needs to be
adjacent to it or located at another site; and
whether extra funding will be needed.
Telescopes in the millimetre-wavelength
range can image the event horizon of a black
hole, says project manager Marc Klein Wolt,
who is based at Radboud University. At longer
wavelengths, “you only saw a blob, but at the
millimetre wavelengths, you start to see the
edge”.
In 2019, the EHT team published a celebrated image of the supermassive black hole
at the centre of the galaxy M87. It was the first
picture to show the contour of a black hole’s
event horizon. “That image was the start of
a new science, like the first observation of
gravitational waves was the start of a new
science,” Klein Wolt says. Radboud University
astrophysicist Heino Falcke, who announced
the first black hole image, will be the Africa
Millimetre Telescope’s scientific leader.
However, the EHT will require only about
one-fifth of the Africa Millimetre Telescope’s
total observation time, says astronomer
Michael Backes, co-principal investigator of
the project, who is based at the University
of Namibia. “The lion’s share of the time will
be available for Namibian astronomers to
develop their programmes,” he says.
Possible projects in Namibia include monitoring the variations in the brightness of small
and large black holes, in collaboration with optical telescopes and γ-ray telescopes such as the
High Energy Stereoscopic System, which is also
located in Namibia, and the planned Cherenkov
Telescope Array in Chile, says Backes.
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