
Caithness Astronomy Group - Public and Schools Solar Observing Activities 
 

During the International Year of Astronomy, Caithness Astronomy Group held numerous public and 

school events, engaging the local population with the varied science and technology associated with 

Space and Astronomy. 

 

Thanks to funding from the IoP in Scotland and the Dounreay Communities Fund in 2010, 

Caithness Astronomy Group (CAG) were able to purchase solar observing equipment that provided 

a new avenue for engaging with the local population and would complement our night time 

observing events. 

 

The funding was used primarily as follows: 

 purchase of solar observing equipment (hydrogen alpha telescope and associated equipment) 

 solar educational material and display materials 

 venue hire for public events 

The remaining funds were used to part fund a visit by Solar Physicist Dr Lyndsay Fletcher who 

spoke to pupils studying physics from 3 local High Schools and gave a free evening public talk on 

“The Sun and Space Weather”. 

 

In the 6 months since receipt of the funding, CAG have been able to undertake the following 

activities. 

 Public observing events were held at Bettyhill and Thurso during the summer months. An 

observing event was also held in Kirkwall as part of the family day activities at the Orkney 

International Science Festival. 

 The solar observing equipment and educational materials were loaned out to 3 local high 

schools for extended periods to use during class time at their convenience. 

When not being used for the above, the equipment was utilised for solar observing by CAG 

members. CAG intend to continue to make use of the equipment in this way and for any other 

suitable public and school engagement activities that may arise. 

 

Having the opportunity to observe the Sun using specialised equipment and gain a better 

understanding of our nearest star is something that has been possible thanks to provision of the 

funding for the solar observing equipment. We estimate that during the short period of use thus far, 

observation of the Sun has been brought to: 

 in excess of 250 members of the public  

 around 200 pupils of all ages from 3 local high schools 

We hope that this unusual observing opportunity will have been memorable to all and may have 

sparked or re-kindled an interest in STEM subjects and the universe in which we live. 

 

Gordon Mackie 

Caithness Astronomy Group 

 

 



The following pages further illustrate how the funding was used. 

 

Public Events 

We were fortunate enough to have good weather at two of the three public events we organised this 

summer. The event at Bettyhill fell foul of thick cloud and rain, but the events at Thurso and in 

Kirkwall saw the clouds part just in time for observing to take place. 

 

Caithness Horizons and main shopping area, Thurso 

 

 

 



Orkney International Science Festival – Kirkwall 

 

 



Learning about the Sun....... 

 

Hosted by Caithness Astronomy Group, Solar Physicist Dr Lyndsay Fletcher gave a free public 

talk on “The Sun & Space Weather” 

 

 

 

 

During her brief visit to Caithness, Dr Fletcher was also kind enough to speak to pupils from 3 local 

High Schools who were studying Higher and Advanced Higher Physics. By the time of Dr 

Fletcher's visit some of the pupils had already used the solar telescope funded by the IoP in 

Scotland and Dounreay Communities Fund, meaning they could relate some of the solar features 

discussed to things they had personally observed. 



 

School Usage 

Below is an article that appeared in the local press following a training session held for local high 

school teachers and CAG members that would be supervising the safe use of the solar telescope at 

observing sessions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above to the right is an example school loan agreement and feedback form. The equipment has 

been out on loan to the 3 local high schools almost continuously since the end of August when the 

school year commenced. It is currently on loan to Wick High School where pupils studying physics 

and GCSE astronomy are making use of it. 

 

 

 

CAG Members Usage 
 

When not out on loan to local high schools, 

members of Caithness Astronomy Group took 

advantage to observe the Sun on the few occasions 

during the summer that it made an appearance 

from behind the clouds. 

Interested passers by were always encouraged to 

come and “see the sun in a different light”. 


