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1. Introduction and Context

Good evening Colleagues. Welcome to the University of the Western Cape, and to the 70th Annual Conference of the South African Institute of Physics. Seven decades is a considerable achievement for any scholarly community. Throughout that time, the Institute has provided a forum for physicists to share new work and strengthen the partnerships on which the discipline depends.
UWC is pleased to host the conference this year. It gives us the opportunity to place the investment we have made in the sciences over the past two decades alongside the wider national effort. More than 500 delegates will take part in the conference, with students making up the majority of participants (SAIP, 2026a; UWC, 2026). I also bring these words on behalf of our Rector and Vice-Chancellor, Professor Robert Balfour, who is unable to attend this evening.
2. A Discipline Practised Across Institutions
Our Faculty of Natural Sciences and the Department of Physics and Astronomy developed the conference programme with iThemba LABS and colleagues in data-intensive astronomy. The South African National Space Agency also contributed to the public events alongside the scientific programme (SAIP, 2026a). This partnership shows the way physics is increasingly undertaken, with universities and national facilities combining their expertise to address complex scientific questions.
One example lies a few hours north of us. MeerKAT and the Square Kilometre Array have established the Karoo as a leading centre for radio astronomy. The project is also helping to train the next generation of scientists and data specialists. That future continues to unfold. In June 2026, astronomers using MeerKAT detected a record-breaking signal from a galaxy more than eight billion light-years away. It is one example of how research undertaken in South Africa continues to expand our understanding of the universe (Manamela & Deane, 2026).
3. Physics in the Fourth Industrial Revolution
The conference theme asks where physics belongs in the Fourth Industrial Revolution, and how it can help build a future that is sustainable and inclusive (SAIP, 2026a). The question also speaks to today's global conversation about artificial intelligence. In that debate, physics offers rigorous evidence, and a willingness to question assumptions.
The programme treats these issues as practical challenges. A full day on physics and the just energy transition sits alongside sessions on astronomy and nuclear science (SAIP, 2026b). That matters because energy is no longer only a scientific issue. It affects households and the economy across South Africa.
What I have appreciated most is the Institute's commitment to reaching people outside the discipline. Nearly seven in ten participants are students, and the "Science in the Home" expo brings low-cost experiments to learners in under-resourced communities (SAIP, 2026a). We are pleased to see that emphasis. It is an approach we value at UWC, where research is expected to benefit society.
4. Closing Reflections
Internationally, physics continues to advance in remarkable ways. One example is CERN's proposed Future Circular Collider, which is intended to help scientists explore some of the biggest unanswered questions about the universe. If built, it would become the largest scientific instrument ever constructed (Feresin, 2026). It shows that scientific progress depends on the willingness to invest in ambitious ideas and long-term discovery.
Hosting a conference like this also strengthens an institution. It encourages collaboration and shows what is possible when we work together to advance knowledge for the public good.
Our sincere thanks go to the South African Institute of Physics, the Local Organising Committee, and the many partners and volunteers whose work over many months has made this conference possible.
I wish you a rewarding conference and a memorable stay in Cape Town.
Thank you.
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