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Obituary 
 
Masatoshi Kitamura, 1926 -2012 
 
Professor Dr. Masatoshi Kitamura passed away on 13 July 2012. Since 1989 he was 
affiliated to the Office for Outer Space Affairs of the United Nations and a founding 
father of what was later named the United Nations Basic Space Science Initiative 
(UNBSSI). Professor Kitamura was an internationally distinguished astronomer who 
focused his research on variable stars and in this capacity was a member of Division V 
Variables Stars and its Commission 42 Close Binary Stars of the International 
Astronomical Union (IAU). Early in his professional carrier he felt inclined to make his 
professional achievements available in education of young astronomers, particularly at 
the widest international level for the benefit of development of astronomy in developing 
nations.  
 
Since 1982 Masatoshi Kitamura was among the members of a small group of well-known 
astronomers from Japan, who, on behalf of the Government of Japan, provided 
developing nations with high-grade equipment under the framework of the Official 
Development Assistance (ODA) cooperation programme in order to promote education 
and research in such countries. The equipment donated included university-level 
reflecting telescopes as well as modern planetaria used for educational purposes. Starting 
from the first contact with respective individuals and Governments, Professor Kitamura 
worked through each and every step of search, administration, negotiation, 
implementation, and eventual operation of such telescopes and planetaria supposed to be 
donated to nations. Even the final publication of research results or the development of 
educational programmes was meticulously  accompanied by Masatoshi Kitamura’s 
advice and support, professionally and personally.  
 
In 1989 a level of this effort was achieved that a cooperation with the United Nations was 
desirable in order to involve in a more formal and direct manner Governments and 
scientific communities by taking advantage of already established mechanisms of support 
for the world community of nations at large. This was the time that Japan started 
informing the members of the United Nations (UN) General Assembly’s (GA) 
Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPUOS) about its donation 
programme for astronomical telescopes and planetaria. Professor Kitamura’s efforts 
eventually lead to the donation of seven (7) astronomical telescope facilities and 20 
planetaria to developing nations as recorded in the UN GA document A/AC.105/902 
which also contains the details of the deliberations of a UN/ESA/NASA/JAXA 
Workshop on the International Heliophysical Year 2007 (IHY2007) and Basic Space 
Science, hosted by the National Astronomical Observatory of Japan (NAOJ) in 2007 
(photos attached).  The hosting of this Workshop by Japan was already informally 
discussed at a similar workshop of the UNBSSI at the occasion of the inauguration of the 
astronomical telescope facility at the Arthur C. Clarke Center in Sri Lanka in 1996.  
 
Professor Kitamura was a leading member of the International Scientific Organizing 
Committees of all annual United Nations Workshops on Basic Space Science (UNBSSI) 



in the period of time 1991-2011 and made his presentations on astronomical topics to the 
programmes of the Workshops while also negotiating the support for existing or to be 
established telescope facilities and planetaria. Many astronomers from such developing 
nations were invited to visit and to work at public observatories in Japan and vice versa 
Professor Kitamura visited many countries to explore the conditions for establishing new 
telescope facilities and planetaria, all this coordinated with and in support of the United 
Nations. 
 
The spirit of Masatoshi Kitamura’s knowledge and enthusiasm for widest international 
cooperation for the benefit of education and research in astronomy accompanied with a 
fine personal kindness in human relationship will continue being felt in future activities 
of the UNBSSI. 
 
Prof. Dr. Hans J. Haubold, Office for Outer Space Affairs, United Nations, Vienna, 
Austria, and Centre for Mathematical Sciences, Pala, Kerala State, India, 
hans.haubold@unvienna.org 
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