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INSTRUCTION 
TheSkyNet is an ambitious distributed computing initiative that aims to raise the public profile of science and 
radio astronomy while simultaneously creating a research grade data processing resource for scientists. 

THESKYNET 
Personal computers around the world have “spare” computing power available for use nearly all of the time. 
Through theSkyNet (www.theskynet.org) the public can now “donate” a portion of this redundant computer 
power to help process radio astronomy data. By creating a network of thousands of computers, it’s possible to 
simulate a single very powerful machine capable of doing real and relevant scientific research.  
 
Using gaming strategies to influence positive behaviour is a great motivator for Internet audiences and in the 
case of theSkyNet the “game” is all about processing as much data as possible, either as an individual or as 
part of a group known as an “alliance”. Data processed and time connected to theSkyNet translates into credits 
for users and a ranking against others, which in turn triggers digital trophies that can be shared with social 
networks. Through theSkyNet forum pages as well as a popular Facebook and Twitter feed, theSkyNet 
provides a social networking hub for a growing community interested in helping scientists and being seen to 
be contributing to a good cause.  
 
Since launching in September 2011, this initiative has already enjoyed significant success with large uptake by 
audiences across Australia, the United Kingdom and the US. In this short time more than 7,500 users have 
signed up to be a play their part in the p[roject with aroundd 2,500 machines online and contributing at any 
given time, day or night. This adds up to a distributed network capable of performing more than one million 
processing tasks per day, placing theSkyNet on par with a supercomputer with 24 TFlops of compute power. 
 
In the first year theSkyNet community made it possible for ICRAR researchers to process over 1.6 billion 
processing jobs, equating to approximately 11 million CPU hours with an average job time of 30 seconds. This 
equates to more than a year of dedicated CPU time for a 1,000 node computer cluster. 
 
To date this resource has been used to search for galaxies in data gathered by the Parkes radio telescope in 
New South Wales, with much of this work being done to help develop a “source finding” algorithm that will 
automatically detect sources in radio wavelength observations. This will be extremely important in the years to 
come when telescopes like the Australian SKA Pathfinder becomes operational, which is expected to collect 
more data in its first six hours of operation than all of the radio telescopes around the world combined over 
the past 50 years.  
 
Recently ICRAR and Johns Hopkins University (JHU) in the US signed a Memorandum of Understanding for 
theSkyNet to process observations of distant galaxies observed by Pan-STARRS1, a telescope located in 
Hawaii. This large volume of data would take computers at JHU approximately 1,000 years to process, 
whereas it’s believed this can be done in 2 years with theSkyNet. 
By harnessing the online community’s idle computer processing power for the benefit of science and driving 
participation with social networking and media, theSkyNet is an innovative ICT science engagement initiative 
demonstrating what can be achieved in this new and evolving space.  
 
TheSkyNet is an initiative of the International Centre for Radio Astronomy Research (ICRAR) with support 
from the State Government of Western Australia. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR(S) 
Kevin Vinsen 
After graduating from City University London in 1982, with a BSc (Hons) in Physics with Electronics Kevin 
Vinsen worked with various research organisations and companies for 30 years, holding adjunct positions at 



 
Sydney, Australia                                                                                                                                                         28 Oct- 1 Nov 2012 

            6th eResearch Australasia Conference 

numerous Universities around the world. In 2009 Kevin joined ICRAR as a founding member of the Data 
Intensive Research Group, which is addressing the issues caused by the huge data sets that modern radio and 
optical astronomy generates. He is currently Research Associate Professor at The University of Western 
Australia. His main research relates to developing methods for the automated classification of galaxies using 
multi-wavelength data and machine learning algorithms. Kevin is a Fellow of the Australian Computer Society. 
 
Pete Wheeler 
After graduating from Leeds University in 2001 with a BSc in Physics Pete Wheeler worked in London as a 
Test Engineer for a company called Electron Tubes. In late 2002 Pete immigrated to Western Australia and 
began working for Scitech, Perth’s Science Discovery Centre, as an Outreach Presenter honing his skills as an 
effective science communicator.  
 
After a series of roles involving the development of education resources for WA teachers, managing Perth’s 
first Planetarium and coordinating state wide education and outreach initiatives, Pete now calls himself a 
Science Communicator, a job type that’s becoming more and more recognised by science based organisations 
seeking to engage the outside world. As such Pete now performs the role of Outreach and Education Manager 
for the International Centre for Radio Astronomy Research (ICRAR), a joint venture of Curtin University and 
The University of Western Australia. 
 
Andreas Wicenec 
During his graduate, post-graduate and post-doctoral appointments, he was involved in the software 
development and reduction of photometric and astrometric Tycho data from the Hipparcos satellite. He joined 
ESO in 1997 as an archive specialist and was involved in the final implementation of the archive for ESO's Very 
Large Telescope (VLT) and the ESO Imaging Survey. Between 2002 and 2010, he was employed as ESO's 
Archive Scientist and led the ALMA archive subsystem development group. Prof. Wicenec is also involved in 
the International Virtual Observatory Alliance (IVOA). His scientific interests and publications include high 
precision global astrometry, optical background radiation, stellar photometry, dynamics and evolution of 
planetary nebulae and observational survey astronomy and the related scheduling and computational 
concepts. In 2010 he became a Winthrop Professor at the University of Western Australia, leading the ICT 
Program of ICRAR. 
 
Vyacheslav Kitaeff 
After graduating from the Urals State University in 1990 with integrated Bachelor/Master in Physics & 
Astronomy Vyacheslav (Slava) joined Pushchino Radio Astronomy Observatory (PRAO) of P.N.Lebedev 
Physical Institute. He defended PhD in radio astronomy instrumentation in 1998 became Head of ICT at 
PRAO. He also directed development of HPC and communications at Pushchino Research Centre of Russian 
Academy of Sciences. In 2000-2003 he lead R&D at software house company Omnixmedia GmbH in Munich. 
From 2003 to 2011, Assistant Professor for Software Engineering at Auckland University of Technology. From 
2011, Associate Professor for HPC at the International Centre for Radio Astronomy Research (The University 
of Western Australia). Member of IEEE from 2003. Member of IAU from 2005. Executive and Founding 
member of NZ SKA R&D Consortium from 2009 to 2011. 
 


