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June to ensure there are plenty of spares.  Many 
mechanical parts—the hexapod, the barrel, the 
new cage assembly, the imager dewar—are be-
ing fabricated, as is a large telescope simulator 
onto which the whole instrument, less the opti-
cal elements, will be mounted for testing, start-
ing in March 2010.  

In parallel, development work on the CCD 
controller electronics has moved into the 
production phase.  The CCD controllers are 
based on the NOAO Monsoon system de-
sign, with boards significantly modified for 
higher density, given the constrained environ-
ment in the prime focus cage.  The Telescope 
Simulator tests will occupy most of the year 
and will culminate in a full systems test of the 
Imager, fully populated with high-quality en-
gineering-grade CCDs, the production CCD  
electronics, and the data acquisition system.  
Important among these tests will be ascertain-
ing that the system for installing and dismount-
ing the f /8 mirror  works safely and efficient-
ly—because we no longer will be doing cage 
flips—with a permanently mounted f /8 mirror.  
The Telescope Simulator Tests will also be an  
opportunity to test the DECam system 
software and to send real camera data as  
opposed to simulated data via the NOAO Data 
Transport System, the DES data management  
system, albeit by a circuitous route. 

As reported by T. Abbott in earlier newsletters 
(“Blanco TCS Upgrade,” September 2008, p. 32 

Dark Energy Camera Update continued

and “Blanco Shutdown 2009,” September 2009,  
p. 25), we are also improving the Blanco tele-
scope: with a new Telescope Control System, a 
definitive repair of the primary mirror radial 
supports, and attention also is being paid to the 
environmental control system.  The coudé lab 
area in the Blanco dome is being converted into 
a large clean room and instrument support area. 

By January 2011, all DECam parts with the 
exception of the Imager and Optical Correc-
tor will be shipped to CTIO, and the Imager 
and the fully assembled corrector will arrive 
in the following two months.  In addition, the 
penultimate data challenge (DC6) will have 
been completed.  Upon arrival, DECam will be 
assembled and tested, and then soon after the 
arrival of the optics and the imager, the entire 
instrument will be fully ready for installation.  
In parallel, the DES and Community pipelines 
will undergo their penultimate acceptance tests 
prior to the start of on-sky commissioning.  
Precise details are still being worked out, but 
we anticipate that on-sky commissioning of the 
full DECam system will begin in October 2011.

More information can be found at  
www.ctio.noao.edu/decam.  We will be putting 
a lot more content at this address over the next 
few months.  Also, see the DES project site at 
www.darkenergysurvey.org.  DECam and DES 
are always prominent at American Astronomi-
cal Society (AAS) meetings, both in posters 
and at the NOAO booth.  There will be a strong 
presence at the June Society of Photo-optical  
Instrumentation Engineers meeting in San 
Diego.  We plan on holding a DECam parallel 
meeting at the 2011 January 2011AAS meeting 
in Seattle and a workshop devoted to DECam 
science later in 2011.  For feedback on any of 
the above, and for more information, please do 
not hesitate to write to the authors.

Figure 1:  The DECam shutter.  At 600 mm clear diameter this 
is the largest “Bonn shutter” (www.astro.uni-bonn.de/~ccd/
shutters/) yet made. (Image credit: Argelander-Institut für 
Astronomie.)

Figure 2:  The multi-CCD test vessel, a full-size prototype of 
the DECam Imager, is shown at Fermilab.  The focal plane is 
partially populated with engineering-grade CCDs.  (Image 
credit:   Fermilab

NSF Funds  
Improved  
Instruments  
for the Mayall  
Telescope
Buell T. Jannuzi & David Sprayberry

We depend on modern instru-
ments to keep our telescopes 
capable of producing first-rate 

science.  The most recent new instrument 
used at the Mayall 4-m telescope has been 
the modern, NEWFIRM wide-field in-
frared imager, producing many exciting 
results over its past two years of use.  We 
are fortunate that the stream of updated 
and new instruments for the Mayall will 
continue thanks to supplemental funding 
being provided by the NSF in response to 
NOAO’s Renewing Small Telescopes for 
Astronomical Research proposal.  Mosaic-1 
will be upgraded during 2010 with new 
CCDs and a modern controller (see the ac-
companying article in this issue) through 
a collaboration of NOAO System Instru-
mentation program and KPNO staff.  A 
new multi-object optical spectrograph for 
the Mayall (see “KOSMOS–a New Spectro-
scopic Capability for the Mayall” in this is-
sue) will be built as a collaboration among 
The Ohio State University, the NOAO Sys-
tem Instrumentation program, and KPNO.  
We are very appreciative to the NSF and 
our collaborators for the opportunity to 
provide these improved capabilities to our 
community.

NL
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Kitt Peak Mosaic Upgrade— 
an Imager for a New Decade of Science
Dave Sawyer, Steve B. Howell & Heidi Schweiker

A project to upgrade the KPNO Mosaic-1 Imager is underway due 
to the assistance of supplemental funding from the NSF in sup-
port of NOAO’s Renewing Small Telescopes for Astronomical Re-

search (ReSTAR) proposal (www.noao.edu/system/restar/).  The Mosaic-1 
upgrade is being led by Project Scientist Steve Howell and Project Engi-
neer Dave Sawyer and carried out collaboratively by staff from the NOAO 
System Instrumentation program and KPNO.  The upgrade will focus 
on replacement of the now outdated Arcon CCD controllers.  New CCD  
detectors, new controllers, and new software for improved performance, 
reliability, and serviceability of the instrument are all aspects of the up-
grade project.  New CCDs are on order and are scheduled to arrive in early 
April 2010.  A review of the project plans and design was held 20 January 
2010.  A final design review will occur in late March 2010.

The impact to observing with the Mosaic-1 Imager is being minimized 
as much as possible by scheduling the majority of the upgrade work dur-
ing the summer months and our annual shutdown during the monsoon 
season.  Mosaic-1 will be taken out of service in mid-June 2010 and 
sent to Tucson for about three months for the installation of the new 
detectors and controllers, implementation of new software, and system 
integration and testing.  The upgraded instrument is scheduled to return 
to Kitt Peak 1 October 2010 to start a commissioning phase that is ex-
pected to be completed October 29.  Shared risk observing for visiting 
observers is to be scheduled during the remainder of the 2010B observ-
ing semester.  Unfortunately, commissioning of the upgraded Mosaic-1  
on the WIYN 0.9-m telescope likely will need to wait until a future  
semester, although we are still studying schedules that would allow us  
to have an initial technical and engineering run on the WIYN 0.9-m with 
the new version of the instrument during January 2011.  The Mosaic-1 
Imager will not be available for science programs at the WIYN 0.9-m  
telescope during 2010B. 

The new detectors will be 2K × 4K pixel format devices fabricated by 
e2v Technologies and will be arranged in an 8K × 8K array that is nearly 
identical to the existing focal plane (Figure 1).  The detector format was 
chosen to minimize the impact on science images, such as changes in 
the field of view and gaps between detectors, but current Mosaic-1 users 
will see subtle changes in the data after the upgrade.  The new detectors 
will have reduced readout noise, higher frequency operation for reduced 
readout times, and better quantum efficiency.  These improvements in 
detector performance will reduce both exposure times and readout 
times, thus, the science data volume is expected to increase significantly.  
The e2v detectors offer many coating options, and after soliciting com-
ments from Mosaic users, our review panel, and the KP Users Commit-
tee, a two-layer coating was selected (Figure 2).  The coating was selected 
because it provides a more uniform exposure depth across the UBVRI 
band passes, which is beneficial for surveys, and provides a flatter overall 
response curve, which is generally easier to standardize.  The improved 
blue response of the two-layer coating will also be more complementary 
to other wide-field imagers to be available through NOAO, such as the 
Dark Energy Camera. 

As part of the upgrade, the aging Arcon CCD controllers will be replaced.  
Many components used in the Arcon controllers are no longer available, 
and spare parts have been depleted, which makes the controllers very dif-
ficult to support.  In addition, there has been an increase in failures due 
to the aging components that has adversely affected the reliability and ef-
ficiency of the instrument.  The controllers will be replaced with modern 
MONSOON TORRENT controllers.  TORRENT is the next-generation 
MONSOON controller, which is currently in development and expected 
to reach production readiness in May 2010.  TORRENT shares a lot of 
technology with the previous MONSOON “Orange” controllers in order 
to reduce development risk, while components have been updated to im-
prove parts availability and power consumption. 

Figure 1:  Comparison of imaging area between the current and new Mosaic focal plane arrays.
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Figure 2:  Plot showing the quantum efficiency of the e2v CCD with a two-layer anti-reflection 
coating relative to the existing SITe CCDs in Mosaic-1.

continued
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The user interface and user software will also have to be changed as part 
of the upgrade project.  Currently Mosaic-1 is run with an IRAF Con-
trol Environment (ICE) Arcon package as well as a few independent 
graphical user interfaces that control specific features of the instrument/
telescope combination.  Given the success of the NEWFIRM wide-field 
infrared imager’s user interface and control system (NEWFIRM Obser-
vation Control System, NOCS), we plan to adapt it for the new Mosaic-1 
user interface.  There are many advantages with choosing NOCS, but the 
primary reason is that it has had two years of use at the Mayall telescope 
and users and support personnel now have valuable experience using this 
system.  This has allowed the software to be debugged and optimized.  

Kitt Peak Mosaic Upgrade continued

NOCS also has been well-documented by the NOCS team.  Currently, 
NOCS includes 90% of the functionality required to operate the new  
Mosaic-1 instrument.  The new user interface will contain all of the cur-
rent functionality as well as some improvements, such as the ability to 
try it at home prior to your run and to make and use observing scripts.

If you have questions regarding the upgrade, please contact the proj-
ect scientist at howell@noao.edu.  Questions regarding the scheduling 
of shared-risk programs should be directed to KPNO Director Buell  
Jannuzi (bjannuzi@noao.edu).  For more information on the Mosaic-1 
upgrade project see www.noao.edu/ets/mosaic.

KOSMOS—a New Spectroscopic Capability for the Mayall
Jay Elias

One of the strongest recommendations of the Renewing Small Tele-
scopes for Astronomical Research (ReSTAR) committee report 
(see report and implementation plan at www.noao.edu/system/

restar/) was that the spectroscopic capabilities on the NOAO 4-m tele-
scopes be upgraded.  The initial ReSTAR funding received over the past 
summer has allowed NOAO to start work, in conjunction with The Ohio 
State University (OSU), on a project to adapt the design of the Ohio State 
Multi-Object Spectrograph (OSMOS) for use on the Mayall telescope.

OSMOS is a multi-object, visible-wavelength spectrograph designed 
for use on the 2.4-m Hiltner telescope at MDM (www.astronomy.ohio-
state.edu/~martini/osmos/).  It has a field of view of approximately 
20 arcmin with 0.3-arcsec pixels and is useful over a wavelength range of 
350–1000 nm.  It is nearing final assembly at OSU and is expected to be 
commissioned in the spring of this year. 

The Kitt Peak Ohio State Multi-Object Spectrograph (KOSMOS) is the 
adaptation for the KPNO Mayall telescope.  KOSMOS should in prin-
ciple have a similar pixel scale but a smaller field of view (approximately  
12 arcmin).  This allows the bulk of the OSMOS mechanical design to 
be retained, as the only major design modification is the faster camera 
required to produce a similar pixel scale on the larger telescope.  The ini-

tial design effort is concentrated on verifying that a faster camera, in fact, 
can be designed and built without compromising instrument throughput, 
wavelength coverage, and image quality.  Further details on KOSMOS 
are available at www.noao.edu/ets/kosmos/ (or click through from the 
“Instrumentation” link on the NOAO Astronomers home page).  The 
KOSMOS design should also work for the CTIO Blanco telescope; if 
funding were to become available in a timely fashion, a copy of KOSMOS 
would be built for CTIO. 

The effort on KOSMOS is divided between OSU and NOAO.  OSU 
(principal investigator: Paul Martini) is leading the design work on the 
spectrograph itself, while NOAO will be responsible for the detector and 
controller.  NOAO will provide much of the mechanical fabrication and 
be responsible for ensuring that the telescope will work efficiently with 
KOSMOS.  Scientific direction and program management are done joint-
ly by both institutions.

The KOSMOS design phase will lead to a design review, tentatively  
scheduled for early June of this year.  The modified design will be pre-
sented at the review, along with detailed cost and schedule estimates for 
construction of the instrument.  Our expectation is that the instrument 
will be delivered to the Mayall telescope around the third quarter of 2011. 

NL

Upgrades of the CTIO 1.5-M Telescope Fiber Echelle
Andrei Tokovinin (CTIO) & Debra Fischer (Yale University)

The fiber echelle spectrometer at the CTIO 1.5-m telescope has be-
come a popular instrument among NOAO and Small and Moder-
ate Aperture Research Telescope Systems  users.  One large, ongo-

ing observing program is the search for terrestrial planets around Alpha 
Centauri A and B.  Data obtained in 2009 yield a single-measurement 
precision of 3 m/s.  This precision is achieved by modeling tiny shifts 
in the stellar lines—with a precision of 0.0008 pixels—relative to iodine 
absorption lines (Figure 1). 

In January 2010, the new CCD controller (Monsoon Orange) and 
data-acquisition software (ArcView) were commissioned.  This sys-
tem replaces the old Arcon system that was shared by the echelle and 
the lower resolution R-C Spec.  The read noise in the new control-
ler is slightly higher, 7 electrons compared to 3.4 electrons for the  
Arcon controller.  However, the new echelle controller results in a 
time savings of more than 30 minutes each night that was formerly 

continued

mailto:howell@noao.edu
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Upgrades of the CTIO 1.5-M Telescope Fiber Echelle continued

Figure 2:  CHIRON will use the existing large echelle grating of 375 × 200 mm and a big 
glass prism as a cross-disperser.  The image also shows the new fiber cable with increased 
transmission.  (Image credit:  Andrei Tokovinin.) 

Developing a SOAR Laser Guide Star  
System—an Update on the SAM Project
Brooke Gregory & Nicole van der Bliek

As reported in the September 2009 
Newsletter, the SOAR Adaptive Mod-
ule (SAM) saw first light 6 August 

2009 in its Natural Guide Star mode.  Since 
then, all effort has been devoted to realizing its 
role in a Laser Guide Star (LGS) system.  This 
requires extensions to the functionality of the 
module itself, e.g., a range-gated wavefront 
sensor built to handle the return signal from 
the laser guide star and x-y stages carrying the 
natural tip-tilt guide star sensors.  As of late 
January 2010, these extensions were completed 
or were nearing completion.  Other advances 
in the Module include an atmospheric disper-
sion compensator and completion of the dedi-
cated SAM Imager (SAMI). 

The laser projection system consists of the 
commercial laser (procured and extensively 
tested last year),  a “laser box” with controls and 
diagnostics, and, critically, the launch telescope 
(including a simple, beam transfer mirror).  
The laser box and telescope mechanics have 
received extensive design work and some fab-
rication has begun.  The launch telescope mir-
ror is being fabricated, in Russia, and we have 
recently received a photograph of the mirror 
blank (Figure 1).

The operation of the modified Module will be 
completely tested in LGS mode in the lab, start-
ing immediately.  By the middle of this year, 

spent swapping instruments for queue-scheduled observations.  In 
addition, the readout time with the new controller is faster by a fac-
tor of two to four.  This improves the duty cycle and efficiency of the 
1.5-m telescope by about 10%.  The new data-acquisition system also 
offers some convenient new features.

Work is under way to build the new echelle spectrometer, New  
Echelle CTIO High Resolution Spectrometer, CHIRON, with fund-
ing from the NSF Major Research Instrumentation program.   
CHIRON will have a significantly improved overall efficiency (15% 
peak efficiency, compared to 1–2% with the current echelle spectrom-
eter) and spectral resolution (R = 80,000), which is a factor of two  

Figure 1:  Continuum-normalized spectrum of the Na-D lines for α Cen A obtained with (red) 
and without (black) the iodine cell.   (Image credit: Debra Fischer, Yale.)

improvement.  The high resolution will be achieved with an image 
slicer that provides an effective “slit” of 3 × 30 pixels on the detector.   
A 4K 15-μ-pixel CCD from e2v will replace the current 2K 24-μ detec-
tor.  The fixed spectral format will provide complete wavelength cov-
erage from 420 nm to 880 nm without gaps.  The spectrometer will 
be housed in a hermetic and thermo-stabilized enclosure in the coudé 
room, and the existing fiber feed will be re-used. 

The optics and detector for CHIRON have been secured (Figure 2), and 
the mechanical design is under way.  Instrument integration should 
start in August and commissioning is planned for December 2010.

Figure 1:  The light-weighted M1 blank produced by the  
laboratory of S. Potanin.  (Image credit:  S. Potanin.)

at the end of that process, we expect to install 
the laser projector on the telescope, and sub-
sequently, we will mount the Module back on 
the telescope to test the operation of the laser 
projector on the sky in the complete system.  At 
that point, scientific commissioning will begin.

NL
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SIFS—the SOAR Integral  
Field Spectrograph
Sean Points (CTIO), Steve Heathcote, Luciano Fraga (SOAR) 
& Bruno Castilho (LNA)

The Southern Astrophysical Research (SOAR) Integral Field Spec-
trograph (SIFS) was delivered to SOAR 10 December 2009.  The 
Brazilian instrument team (Bruno Castilho, Flávio Ribeiro and 

Márcio Arruda) from Laboratório Nacional de Astrofísica Brasil (LNA) 
was helped by the SOAR technical and science staff to remove the  
1.2 tons of equipment (including test and handling material) from the 
boxes and to assemble the spectrograph.  The instrument consists of 
three subsystems:  fore-optics, fiber cable, and bench spectrograph.  All 
parts were tested on the telescope for mechanical assembly and to make 
final adjustments in the fiber cable path.  All in all, the instrument arrived 
in great shape, and the off-telescope integration engineering of SIFS was 
completed 18 December 2009.

Once the opto-mechanics were assembled, the team worked on the elec-
tronics and software, solving most of the problems as they came up.  The 
team then performed a first-order optical alignment and prepared the 
spectrograph for the second engineering run/integration test.  Just before 
the end of January, the fully functional spectrograph was located in the 
SOAR instrument receiving area in anticipation of this second integra-
tion test, which took place at the end of January.

In this second integration period, the team completed the optical  
alignment, installed the spectrograph at the telescope, and began integra-
tion of the instrument control software with the SOAR telescope control 
system.  When this software integration is completed, SIFS will be ready 
for the on-sky commissioning to take place in February/March.

We would like to congratulate the current and former SIFS development 
team members for the accomplishment.

The SIFS team after the off-telescope integration:  (left to right) Flávio Ribeiro, Bruno Castilho, 
Steve Heathcote, Marcio Arruda, Luciano Fraga, Tina Armond, and Sergio Scarano, Jr.  (Image 
credit:  Luciano Fraga, SOAR.)

SMARTS Update: Small  
Telescopes Going Strong!
John Subasavage

The small telescopes at CTIO continue to operate smoothly 
under the management of the Small and Medium Aper-
ture Research Telescope System (SMARTS)) consortium.  

During the past year, there have been a number of changes to the 
administrative structure of SMARTS as well as to onsite opera-
tions.  Unlike previous years in which the consortium’s involve-
ment was evaluated and renewed every three years, SMARTS is 
now on a quasi-permanent, one-year renewable schedule.  This 
schema allows for more accurate projections of operational costs 
and currency fluctuations, and minimizes the potential for a 
shortfall of funding prior to the renewal period.  It also allows 
private partners whose scientific or financial horizons are shorter 
than three years to join the consortium. 

On site, the echelle spectrograph on the 1.5-m telescope has 
received significant upgrades to enhance performance (see  
accompanying article “Upgrades of the CTIO 1.5-M Telescope 
Fiber Echelle”) and provide additional capabilities for users.  In ad-
dition, the first CTIO/SMARTS Postdoctoral Fellow (this author) 
arrived at CTIO in late 2009 (see also September 2009 Newslet-
ter, p. 26), a position jointly funded by SMARTS and CTIO to 
provide improved scientific support and on-site management for 
the small telescopes.  Operations have become more efficient as 
on-the-spot scientific insight is coupled with the engineering and 
mechanical expertise already in place.  Also, communications 
between the US-based SMARTS management and local staff on 
the mountain have been streamlined to better and more quickly 
address problems as they are encountered.  There are a number 
of lingering inconveniences that have surfaced in recent years at 
the small telescopes, to which the observers have largely adapted, 
but which are in need of correction.  With a specific individual 
delegated to keep track of situations and continue to push toward 
resolutions, more progress is likely.

It is encouraging to note that the oversubscription rate for 
2010A for the 1.5-m telescope (3.0 for NOAO users) is at its 
highest since SMARTS began.  Demand for the 1.3-m and  
0.9-m telescopes remains strong as well.  These statistics show 
that the small telescopes continue to provide the astronomical 
community with important resources for cutting-edge science.  
The consortium is always interested in forming new partnerships,  
particularly using less-oversubscribed telescopes such as the  
1.0-m telescope.  The current cost structure is $1,100 per night for 
user time and $1,650 per night for a service observer to perform 
the observations.  Interested parties should contact Charles Bailyn  
(charles.bailyn@yale.edu) for more information.

For more information and a list of the consortium members,  
see www.astro.yale.edu/smarts.

mailto:charles.bailyn@yale.edu
www.astro.yale.edu/smarts
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Future Observational Capabilities and Instruments for Gemini:  
Viewpoints from the US and Partner User Communities
Timothy C. Beers (Michigan State University; Chair, Gemini Science Committee) & Verne V. Smith

The Access to Large Telescopes for Astronomical Instruction and 
Research (ALTAIR) committee (organized by NOAO) polled 
the US community in 2008 concerning their usage of and future 

aspirations for instrumentation on 6.5- to 10-m-class telescopes.  Their 
final report was issued in March 2009 (www.noao.edu/system/altair/files/
ALTAIR_Report_Final.pdf).  Some 600 users responded to the Web-
based survey on telescope usage, thus the ALTAIR report represents a 
significant source of data with which to gauge US user desires regarding 
access to and instrumentation for large-aperture telescopes.

Open-access observing time on the two Gemini 8.2-m telescopes repre-
sents the single largest portion of 6.5- to 10-m aperture time available to 
US users, as can be seen in the accompanying figure in which the total 
number of open-access nights for 2009 are plotted for each of the large 
telescopes: Gemini (North and South combined), Keck (I and II com-
bined), Magellan (Baade and Clay combined), and the MMT.  Gemini 
nights are thus a significant asset in terms of aperture size combined 
with the amount of time.  One important question in the ALTAIR survey 
asked users to identify the most important capabilities they needed on 
large telescopes in the long term.  This was question 14b, which asked, 
“What instrument capabilities will be important for your research in the 
longer term?”  There were 27 general observational capabilities listed af-
ter this question, and users were asked to rank this list in order of im-
portance.  Because the US nights on Gemini contain, by far, the greatest 
amount of available large-telescope time, it is of interest to see how well 
capabilities on Gemini map into these community desires, as well as to 
see what capabilities might be the most logical to develop and deploy in 
the future.  

As the Gemini Observatory is an international partnership, the Gemini 
Science Committee (GSC), which is a Gemini committee, was tasked by 
the Gemini Board to obtain information from the non-US partners that 
paralleled some of the data obtained by ALTAIR from the US communi-
ty.  In particular, one of the questions was the same as the one mentioned 
above.  In the case of the GSC survey, which was conducted during De-
cember 2009, some 202 responses were collected from the other Gemini 

US Ranking Non-US Ranking Capability Current Gemini Instrument?

1 1 Optical/Multi-object spec. (R < 15,000) GMOS
2 2 Optical/Wide-field imaging  
3 4 Optical/Single-object spec. (R > 15,000)
4 3 Optical/Multi-object spec. (R > 15,000)
5 12 Optical/Single-object spec. (R < 15,000) GMOS
6 9 Near-IR/Single-object spec. (R > 15,000)
7 5 Near-IR/Multi-object spec. (R < 15,000) FLAMINGOS-2 (F2)
8 7 Near-IR/Diffraction-limited imaging NIRI, MCAO/GSAOI & F2
9 14 Near-IR/Single-object spec. (R < 15,000) GNIRS, F2, NIRI

10 8 Optical/IFU imaging & spec. GMOS

Total number of open-access nights for 2009A + 2009B by telescope.

partners: Canada, Australia, Brazil, Argentina, Chile, and the University 
of Hawai'i.  The UK responses were not included in the results presented 
here, as future capabilities will only arrive after 2012, when the UK al-
most certainly will no longer be a partner (see accompanying article in 
this issue, “The November 2009 Gemini Board Meeting and the Status of 
the UK in the Gemini Partnership”).  The top-10 ranked responses from 
the US community for desired observational capabilities are tabulated 
below, along with the ranking from the other Gemini partners.  These 
rankings were based on weighted sums of the number of respondents 
who ranked each capability as one of their first, second, or third choices.  
After each capability, in the last column, the Gemini instrument that cur-
rently fills a particular “capability niche” is noted.  The blanks indicate 
capabilities that are not currently available on the Gemini telescopes, but 
are highly ranked as important.

At least two points can be taken away from the table below:  (1) The cor-
relation between ranked capabilities from the US community and the 
other partner communities is excellent, with strong agreement among 

continued

http://www.noao.edu/system/altair/files/ALTAIR_Report_Final.pdf
http://www.noao.edu/system/altair/files/ALTAIR_Report_Final.pdf


NOAO/NSO Newsletter   March 2010   17   

System
 Science Capabilities

the most desired capabilities on 8.2-m telescopes; (2) There are obvious, 
highly-ranked “capability gaps” that can be filled by so-called workhorse 
instruments that could be built on relatively short timescales with mod-
erate budgets.  It should be noted that neither Gemini telescope is pres-
ently configured for wide-field imaging; hence, this capability (which 
ranked second in both surveys) will need to be filled by creative time 
swaps with large-aperture telescopes that do have this capability.  The 
GSC has encouraged the Gemini Board to seek commitments from the 

Future Observational Capabilities and Instruments for Gemini continued

NSF and Gemini partners to begin design and construction of instru-
ments capable of filling the missing capabilities—such as Optical/Single-
object spec. (R > 15,000), Optical/Multi-object spec. (R > 15,000), or 
Near-IR/Single-object spec. (R > 15,000) as soon as possible.

Interested members of our user community who have comments or 
questions about this article should not hesitate to contact the authors  
(beers@pa.msu.edu; vsmith@noao.edu). NL

The November 2009 Gemini Board Meeting  
and the Status of the UK in the Gemini Partnership
Verne V. Smith

The Gemini Board held its most recent semi-annual meeting 
11–13 November 2009.  One action item concerned an “Assess-
ment Point” for the International Gemini Agreement.  At this As-

sessment Point, all of the parties within the Gemini Agreement (US, UK, 
Canada, Australia, Brazil, and Argentina) were to state their intentions 
to remain or withdraw from the partnership after the current agreement 
expires 31 December 2012.  At the Board meeting, all parties except the 
UK stated their intentions to remain in the partnership after the end of 
2012.  The position of the UK at the Board meeting was that it had not 
completed its process of review, but that it was almost certain not to con-
tinue in the partnership post 2012.  

Not long after the November Board meeting, the UK Science and Tech-
nology Facilities Council (STFC) posted a report 16 December 2009 
titled “Science Programme Prioritisation 2010–2015.”  Within this 

report, the STFC noted that “the programme includes the managed 
withdrawal from a number of projects and programmes including the 
Gemini telescopes, the NLS, and UKIRT.”  This report can be found at  
www.scitech.ac.uk/PMC/PRel/STFC/CouncilNews161209.aspx.

As part of the assessment process, the Board, in keeping with the Interna-
tional Gemini Agreement, established another Assessment Point to occur 
no later than 19 March 2010, at which time the parties will restate their 
intention to continue or withdraw, with the UK making its final position 
clear.

Interested members of our user community should keep an eye on the 
NOAO/NSSC Web site (www.noao.edu/nssc/) for recent developments.  If 
you have any questions or comments about this issue, do not hesitate to 
contact me (vsmith@noao.edu).
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