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by Josh Walawender1 (WMKO) 

Global climate change presents a serious threat to humankind.  Combating climate change will 
require action by governments, organizations, and individuals. WMKO can and should be a 
leader in this effort.  
 
Our strategic plan must include a detailed and actionable plan for reducing or mitigating 
greenhouse gas emissions from operations for it to be seen as legitimate.  Our users2, funding 
agencies, and donors will expect no less.   
 
This is important both to reduce our direct greenhouse gas emissions, but also to serve as a 
model for other observatories and for our local community.  WMKO should be seen as a leader 
on this issue both among the astronomy community, but also within the broader community on 
the Big Island.   
 
In addition, WMKO and the Maunakea Observatories wish to be seen as credible stewards of 
Maunakea. The activities proposed here would demonstrate that we are good stewards of the 
global and local environment.  This is an important step in building credibility regarding the 
stewardship of Maunakea. 
 
I propose that our strategic plan commit us to the idea that greenhouse gas emissions should be 
as prominent in our decision making as factors such as cost and scientific return are now. 
 
To effectively factor in greenhouse gas emissions in decision making, we must first know what 
those emissions are and how those emissions change based on the choices we make.  WMKO 
should begin greenhouse gas audits to track emissions associated with our operations and 
repeat the audit on at least an annual basis.  Many of our peer institutions including CFHT3 here 
on Maunakea and those in Europe45 have already begun. 
 

                                                       
1 jwalawender@keck.hawaii.edu 
2 As evidenced by the over 2750 astronomers who have signed the open letter2 by Astronomers for Planet Earth 
which calls for “Astronomical departments, institutions, and societies across the globe to adopt sustainable 
practices.” 
3 “Estimating carbon emissions at CFHT: a first step toward a more sustainable observatory” Flagey, et al. 2021, 
JATIS 7, 1 (doi: 10.1117/1.jatis.7.1.017001 ) 
4 https://www.eso.org/public/announcements/ann21016/?lang 
5 “The carbon footprint of astronomy research in the Netherlands” van der Tak et al. 2021, Nature Astronomy 5, 
1195 https://www.nature.com/articles/s41550-021-01552-4 
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This annual audit would break down greenhouse gas emissions by activity and future 
operational decisions should be evaluated on how they will affect the total emissions.  For 
example, if our current UNO project were proposed in this new era, it would include estimates 
of how the proposed changes would affect emissions.  In the UNO example, the project would 
evaluate the effect of reduced travel to the summit, perhaps offset in part by increased power 
usage due to new equipment as part of the initial project plan. 
 
While greenhouse gas emissions are probably the most important factor, these principles 
should also be applied to other environmental factors such as waste production.  With limited 
landfill space available on this island67, this will be an important consideration in the future if 
we are to play a positive role in our community on environmental issues. 
 
 

                                                       
6 https://bigislandnow.com/2019/05/12/hilo-landfill-has-reached-capacity/ 
7 https://www.hawaiipublicradio.org/local-news/2020-01-09/hawaii-island-has-decades-of-landfill-space-but-still-
faces-challenges-in-dealing-with-its-waste 
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