
  

(ESO) Observing Proposals
(Day 07)

(Credit: ESO/Y. Beletsky)



  

Today

1.Basics of ESO observing proposals 

2.The ESO proposal form

3.Some examples

(Credit: The Grants Writer Handbook)

https://www.ifm.eng.cam.ac.uk/research/grant-writers-handbook/


  

First, there was the idea!

(Credit: ESO)

● Get to know your field: read, discuss, go to conferences

● Make connections between your field and other areas

● What are people planning for the future?

Build your knowledge!
Theory, Predictions, Observations

What are the important questions?

How can you
answer those
questions? 



  

Call for proposals

● Observatories serve a certain community 
through calls for observing proposals

● Every semester, year, or continuous

● The “call for proposals” is a binding document 

● Time Allocation Committees rank the 
submitted proposals 

● At ESO:

➢ Calls are issued twice a year

➢ The observing semester is called “period”

➢ Preparation and submission of the proposal 
is called “phase 1”

➢ OPO (Observing Programmes Office) 
manages the process



  

ESO Phase 1



  

ESO P1 Tool



  

ESO Proposals, the basics

● Open, but astronomers in member states have 
priority

➔ It is not about the affiliation of the PI

➔ A Non-Member State Proposal has 2/3 or 
more of the co-Is not in ESO member states 

➔ For two equally rated proposals, the 
member state one has priority

● Host-state (Chile) proposals:

➔ The P.I. is affiliated to a Chilean institute

➔ Up to 10% of time at ESO telescopes

➔ At least ½ of the VLT projects need 
cooperation between Chile and European

➔ Chilean proposals can still be rejected (Credit: ESO)



  

Proposals types

● Proposal types (check per instrument):

➔ Normal program (<100 h in one semester)

➔ Monitoring program (2-4 periods, <100h)

➔ Large program (1-4 periods, >100h, major 
breakthough; requested once a year)

➔ Guaranteed Time Observations (GTO): VM 
only, for consortia that built instruments

➔ Calibration program: up to 3% time; poorly 
calibrated modes or for specialized software

➔ Director’s Discretionary Time (DDT): up to 
5% of the time – unexpected event, highly 
competitive topic, quick follow 

➔ VLT-XMM: ESO awards ~80h w/ XMM-Newton (Seifahrt et al. 2008)

https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2008A%26A...484..429S/abstract


  

Observing modes
● Visitor mode (nights) 

➔ 1 night = 10h (Apr.-Sep.); = 8h (Oct.-Mar.)

➔ Mixed modes possible

➔ VM gets specific nights. 1 person only travels

➔ Backup program for worse conditions

➔ Weather or technical losses not compensated

➔ La Silla – VM only, at least 3 nights per run

● Service mode (hours)

➔ Phase 2 package (OBs, charts, ReadMe)

➔ Priority rank (A, B, C). Conditions as requested

● Designated Visitor Mode: On ESO decision for 
VM requesting < 1 night

(Credit: ESO)



  



  

Targets of Opportunity (ToO)
● To follow-up transient phenomena of great 

scientific interest (see ToO policy here)
● Sudden event, “immediate” observation
● Any program type, except monitoring
● DDT ToO: within 48h (+ emergency procedure)
● Normal ToO: generic OB without target or 

coordinates (but w/ instrument configuration)
● Trigger sent with updated OB when necessary
● Rapid response mode (RRM): observations 

within 4 hours of the event; interrupts non-time 
critical SM or VM observations

● ToO Hard: asap (48h) of trigger (or fixed night)
● ToO Soft: triggered >48h before execution, 

flexibility ±1 day 

(Credit: Jin Ma / Beijing Planetarium )

https://www.eso.org/sci/facilities//paranal/sciops/ToO_policies.html


  

The pressure is high

● ESO receives ~900 proposals per 
semester

● ~3200 nights requested / ~1070 
available

● ~10% goes to GTO

● Pressure per telescope/instrument 
can reach ~5 (or ~8 in certain RAs)

● Large programs ~ 20% acceptance 
rate

● Pressure on ToO proposals is very 
high 

● (and 5% for DDT)
(P109 prediction - Credit: ESO)



  
(Credit: ESO)



  
(Credit: ESO)



  
(Credit: ESO)
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Questions?

(Credit: Shutterstock)



  

So you want to apply?
● You have an idea, you chose the targets, and 

know the type of data you need

● Read the call for proposals! Read the 
instrument manual!

● Check instrument modes and calibrations. Play 
with the Exposure Time Calculator (exposure 
times and saturation limits).

● Check if your target has been observed: 
archive.eso.org

● Check the list of protected targets:

➔ GTO targets

➔ Survey targets (all completed now)

● Do not forget about overheads!
(Credit: ESO)

http://archive.eso.org/cms.html
https://www.eso.org/sci/observing/teles-alloc/gto/109.html
https://www.eso.org/sci/observing/teles-alloc/public-surveys.html


  

Writing
● Make it understandable to non experts

● Be clear and explicit

● The referees spend a short time in each 
proposal. If it is confusing, you lost

● What is the question? What you will learn? 
What if the data does not show what you want?

● Avoid generic statements, be specific

● Justify what you are requesting (telescope time, 
instrument, conditions)

● Show that what you are proposing is feasible

● Avoid jargon specific to your area

● Choose figures that are relevant and support 
your case



  

The abstract

● Make a good first impression

● This is THE part that everybody will read 

● Here you have to sell the exciting idea you had!

● Make sure it includes the most important information

● Revisit and rewrite it many times, until it is perfect

● Include the purpose, the relevance, the key hypothesis, the expected outcome



  

Define the run(s)
● Different runs for: different instrument, 

observing mode (VM, SM, pre-imaging), 
observing conditions (seeing, sky)

● VM: different epochs split in different runs

● Runs can be evaluated separately 

● /alt: alternative run (?)

● Fractions of time: 0.5h or 1n=2H1 or 
1n=2x1H2 

● Time is the total time (including overheads 
and extra calibrations)



  

Observations
● OB: “Unit” that contains the procedure to observe a target (prepared in phase 2)

● Includes overheads (pointing, acquisition, additional calibrations, reading detector) and 
exposure time

● Recommended maximum of 1 hour

● In SM, if conditions degrade within the 1 hour, your OB will be repeated

● >1 hour possible with waiver request (in phase 2)

● Conditions for OB >1 hour are guaranteed in the first hour only



  



  

Overheads and exposure time

● Overhead is the time used for 
telescope and instrument 
configuration and other technical 
needs (e.g., detector reading) 

● Overhead must be taken into 
account in the total time you will 
request

● See online table

● Use the P2-demo tool to create a 
test OB

● Estimate the exposure time with the 
ETC of your instrument

● See here

https://www.eso.org/sci/facilities/lpo/cfp/cfp109/overheads.html
https://www.eso.org/p2demo/home
http://www.eso.org/observing/etc/


  

Lunar phase and time justification



  

Telescope and mode justification



  

Calibrations
● Check the calibration plan for your instrument

● Standard calibrations are provided by the observatory

● Extra calibrations have to be included in the time requested



  

Data in the archive / GTO



  

Target list
● The online form is now different and resolve targets using Simbad

● Need: Run, target/field, coordinates, total time on target (in hours with overheads and 
calibrations), magnitude

● Diameter if relevant, can be empty



  

Other fields of the form
● Time constraints: time-critical / need to be done at a certain time (otherwise, comment 

the macro)

● Links: coordinated observations of different runs (comment if not needed)

● Unsuitable time or time critical (comment if not needed)

● Instrument configuration: must be chosen from the list (uncomment what is needed)

● There are special macros for interferometry and ToO towards the end



  

ToO Macro (Latex form)
● Change proposal type to TOO

● And uncomment ToO macro

● Give the run ID

● Is it RRM, ToO-hard, or ToO-soft?

● How many targets do you expect?

● How many times you will trigger the ToO 
per target?

(Do you want to observe it more than 
once?)

● And notes can be added if needed
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Questions?

(Credit: Shutterstock)
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