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The Observing Programmes Office
OPO is in charge of allocating the observing time and
scheduling all ESO telescopes.
It releases the Call for Proposals twice a year.
It recruits and convenes the Observing Programmes
Committee.
It produces the telescope schedule, which is then presented
to the Director General.
It communicates the results to the community and acts as
intermediary between the users and the OPC.
It manages the Director General Discretionary Time (DDT).
It provides time allocation statistics to Governing Bodies and
high-level officials in the Community.
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Simplified ESO workflow
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Generalities/1
■ ESO calls for proposals two times a year
■ Proposal submission is open in September (for

observations in April to September) and in March
(for observations in October to March [following year])
■ In the ESO jargon the observing semesters are

called PERIODS. Next useful period for proposal
submission is P102 (Oct 1st 2018 to Mar 31st 2019)
■ Proposal preparation and submission is indicated as

Phase 1
■ It is possible to apply for Service Mode (SM: queue)

and/or Visitor Mode (VM: classical)
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Generalities/2
The principal investigator (PI) submits the proposal,
possibly with a number of co-investigators (co-Is)
The PI’s affiliation is what counts for the countries
time share statistics
A proposal is considered as a non-member state
proposal if more than 2/3 of the co-Is are not
affiliated to an ESO member state (MS)
All expenses (travel and lodging) will be covered by
ESO for successful MS applicants. No extra funds
are provided (data reduction, students)
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This is the right time to start!
■ Call for proposal for P102 will be open on Feb 28, 2018

■ Deadline:

Mar 28th 12:00 CEST

Starting point:
http://www.eso.org/sci/observing/phase1.html

Useful information:
http://www.eso.org/sci/observing/phase1/p102/proposalsopen.html
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Further information
Selecting and Scheduling Observing Programmes
at ESO
F. Patat & G.A.J. Hussain, 2013, pp. 231-256
In Organizations, People and Strategies
in Astronomy - Volume 2
http://venngeist.org/opsa2_toc.htm
mailto: opo@eso.org

mailto: esoform@eso.org
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Submit a proposal!

There is only one way to be sure you do not get telescope time:

do not submit a proposal!
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The Call for Proposals (CfP)
■ Important document
Ø contains a lot of relevant information
Ø especially important for first-time
users. Reading it is a must!
Ø contains many useful links
to instrumentation and other useful
information
Ø binding document, if proposal is approved
Ø It is the “contract” between ESO and the successful
applicants
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The Call for Proposals/2
Everybody MUST read

Download/upload is done via the User Portal:

www.eso.org/UserPortal
11

The User Portal
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Proposal Types
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Policies
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Important links/1
The CfP is the starting point of proposal preparation. It
provides links to dynamically updated pages. It is a
good habit to start from the IMPORTANT LINKS:
http://www.eso.org/sci/observing/phase1/p102/links.html
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Important links/2
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Setting the stage
■ ESO receives ~900 proposals/period
■ ~700 distinct PIs
■ ~3500 distinct co-Is from ~50 countries (IAU members

~10,000)
■ The request is ~3200 nights/semester
■ The available science time is ~1070 nights/semester
■ A fraction (up to 10%) goes to Guaranteed Time

Observations (GTO)
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Proposal submission stats
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The ESO Community
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Structure of the ESO OPC
■ 13 panels in 4 science categories
Ø A: Cosmology and Intergalactic Medium (2 panels)
Ø B: Galaxies (3 panels)
Ø C: ISM, star formation and planetary systems (4 panels)
Ø D: Stellar evolution (4 panels)

■ 6 members per panel
Ø 1 panel chair
Ø 1 panel co-chair

■ OPC:
Ø 13 panel chairs
Ø 3 panel co-chairs (2 in A, 1 in B)
Ø 1 OPC chair (not a panel member)

■ Total:
Ø 17 OPC members
Ø 72 panel members
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OPC Composition
OPC and panel members are selected on the basis of their scientific
competence
Ø Some allowance for gender balance and for distribution across member states
(but not on a rigid basis)
• Non-member state scientists of sufficient scientific stature can be OPC or panel members
• ESO staff members cannot be OPC or panel members

Candidates are proposed to the OPC Nominating Committee
Ø Advisory to the DG
Ø 5 members “of notable accomplishment in astronomy”

• ESO Director for Science (Rob Ivison)
• 4 astronomers from the community (including former OPC Chair)
• The nominations come mainly from the User Committee (+)

Term of service:
Ø OPC members: 2 years (4 periods)
Ø Panel members: 1 year (2 periods)

• A fraction of the panel members are invited to serve an extended, 3rd term, to ensure
sufficient continuity

Ø High turnover ensures that, with time, a significant fraction of the community
gains experience of the process from inside
Ø Every semester about 30 members are replaced
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Country and Gender distribution
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OPC Terms of Reference
It is the function of the OPC to review,
evaluate on scientific merit, and rank all
proposals submitted in response to a call for
the use of ESO observing facilities, and
thereby advise the Director General on the
distribution of observing time taking account
of ESO's scientific policy.
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ESO and the OPC
■ The OPC is a body consisting of members of the

astronomical community, who provide a service to
this community
■ ESO facilitates the OPC process, but takes no

active part in the scientific evaluation of the
proposals
■ Time allocation is implemented by ESO based on

the outcome of the OPC proposal review process,
taking into account technical, operational and
scheduling constraints
24

The OPC process/1
Before the OPC meeting
Ø All panel members read all proposals assigned to their panel
(barring conflict of interest) and grade each run of these
proposals
Ø The grades of all referees are normalised so that the
distribution of the grades of each of them has the same mean
and the same standard deviation
Ø A single ranked list per telescope is built from these normalised
grades (excluding Large Programmes, GTO and Chilean
proposals)
Ø The cumulative requested time per telescope is computed
down each list
Ø A “triage” line is drawn when this cumulative time exceeds 70%
of the total requested time on the considered telescope
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The OPC process/2
Triage:
Ø As a rule, proposals below the triage line are not further
considered. However:
• Proposals for which the standard deviation of the individual
referee grades exceeds a certain threshold are brought back
above the line
• Triaged proposals can be “resurrected” upon request of any panel
member

Ø For each telescope, the cumulative amount of requested
time above the triage line must exceed the amount of
available science time by a factor ≥ 2 (avoid under-subscription)
Ø Lists of triaged proposals per panel are compiled from the
lists per telescope
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OPC Feedback
■ The primary referee is responsible for writing feedback

comments to be communicated to the PI

Ø He/she must make sure that he/she gathers all the necessary
information during the panel meetings

■ Feedback comments are based on the discussion of the

proposal at the meeting

Ø For triaged proposals, they should be based on pre-OPC meeting
report cards

■ Primary referees must submit their comment cards via WOT

within one week of the end of the OPC meeting

Ø Each primary referee emails his/her draft comments to his/her fellow
panel members asap after the meeting
Ø Panel members send suggestions to primary referee for corrections
and improvements
Ø After implementing the corresponding modifications, the primary
referee submits his/her comment cards to ESO
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OPC Feedback/2
Ø Identify the strengths and the weaknesses of the proposal
Ø Make suggestions regarding possible improvements
Ø In case of rejection, specify why the proposal was rejected
OPO will add:

■ a note stating that the referee did not know if the proposal

would be allocated time when he wrote his feedback
comment (when applicable)
■ scheduling information including:
Ø the quartile in which the run is located in the ranking of the
considered telescope
Ø the oversubscription factor of the requested telescope
Ø the reason why the run was not scheduled (if it was not scheduled...)
Ø any technical feasibility comment from the La Silla Paranal
Observatory
29

Oversubscription
■ Pressure factor typically high
Ø typical oversubscription for ESO telescopes is >3
• often reaching 5 and in certain periods/RA ranges 8 or higher

Ø Large Programmes have an acceptance rate of about
20% or less
Ø Pressure on ToO proposals is high
• GRBs, supernovae, novae, stellar occultations by TNOs, microlensing, other transient phenomena
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Instrument Demand
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Writing a successful proposal
Make your science understandable
Ø make it as simple as possible for the panel to understand
your science and proposal
• remember there are broad topical panels

Ø get to the point immediately
Ø be explicit, do not assume that the panel will work out
what you meant
Ø it is most likely that your proposal will be the 20th proposal
to be read during that day …
Ø if the referee does not understand what you say you have
lost
• there is no possibility to check the literature
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Writing a proposal/1
Need to have a good idea (“whenever you think you had
a great idea, either somebody else had it already or it is a
bad idea”).

Need to explain it very clearly. What is THE
question? What will we learn by answering it?
Need to convince your peers your idea is good, it
will lead somewhere and it is worth being pursued
■ Need to justify the request for telescope resources

(time/instrument/conditions)
■ Need to demonstrate what you propose is feasible
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Writing a proposal/2
■ Be aware that you are not the only applicant and

that the referees will have maaaany proposals to
read (60 to 80 each!)
Make your science understandable
Ø avoid jargon
• expressions in your field may not be used in others

Ø avoid acronyms, which may not be clear to everybody
• what was ε Eri Ba again?
• H0 may be understood by most, w needs explanation
• if you need acronyms or special terms explain them

Ø avoid complicated language
• use simple English
• should be correct English – have (senior) colleagues or
collaborators read your proposal
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Keep in mind that:
OPC evaluation of proposals: Proposers should
keep in mind the need for each OPC panel to cover
a broad range of scientific areas. As a result, a
particular proposal may not fall within the main area
of specialisation of any of the panel members.
Proposers should make sure that the context of
their project and its relevance for general
astrophysics, as well as any recent related results,
are emphasised in a way that can be understood by
their peers regardless of their expertise.
CfP 102, p. 9

ESO Proposal Writing Workshop - Helsinki – Feb 27-28, 2018
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The Abstracts
■ Write your abstract first
Ø this is the one paragraph that is guaranteed to be read by
everybody
Ø you have to be able to summarise the excitement in one
paragraph
Ø revisit your abstract several times during the writing and
improve it

The abstract HAS to contain the punch line!
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Consistency
■ Write a consistent proposal
Ø have you selected the best suited instrument for your
observations?
Ø the exposure times and the target sample have to match
your science case
Ø there is a good chance one referee will pick up on any
inconsistencies
Ø exposure times have to make sense, use the ETCs
Ø figures (tables) should help the text and be relevant
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Overheads
Get them from the instrument web pages
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Overheads and Exposure Times
■ They can/should also be verified using the Phase 2

Proposal Preparation Tool (P2PP), by preparing test
Observing Blocks (OBs). This is the most accurate
way of deriving the execution times that need to be
entered in the proposal (and not the exposure
times!!!)
■ Exposure times can be derived from the Exposure

Time Calculators (ETC), provided for each
instrument:
http://www.eso.org/observing/etc/
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Example UVES ETC
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Helpful Tips
■ Take the instructions seriously
Ø any proposal, which does not provide all requested
information, damages itself
Ø read the relevant parts of the Call for Proposals

41

Don’t
… include mostly/only targets outside the nominal RA
range of the period…
Ø … even if you need only a couple of hours of observing time!
Ø … oversubscription of the few hours of visibility of a target at
RA=18h between October and March can quickly reach
several 10s

… include post-stamp size figures…
Ø … or any other type of figures that are not readily legible on an
A4-size printout of your proposal

… submit your proposal at the last minute…
Ø … or even after the deadline (!) …
Ø … errors/oversights are frequent in last-minute submissions

Verify it ahead of time. It does not need to be final!
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Don’t wait for the last minute
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Don’t
… submit more proposals (as PI or co-I) than you can
reasonably deal with in a semester…
Ø … this is not a lottery…
Ø … referees may legitimately be concerned that you will not be able to
bring any project to completion

… include co-I’s in the proposers’ list without their explicit
agreement
… falsify parameters in the proposal form so as to get
unsupported configurations through the proposal verification
Ø Exceptions with compelling scientific justifications may be possible in
a “clean” way: seek advice from OPO well ahead of submission
deadline
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DO
… read (and understand!) the relevant parts of the Call
for Proposals, in particular:
Ø Important recent changes
Ø Foreseen changes in upcoming periods
Ø Figures on expected RA distribution of proposed targets and
time allocation of on-going Large Programmes
Ø Section(s) on the instrument(s) that you are planning to use

Keep in mind that you are applying for time at one of the
most demanded scientific facilities on the planet
q… check the GTO target protection lists for the
instrument of interest
Australia – Tour de Force – September 2017
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DO
… put your science into context, so that its relevance for the
broader picture, its potential impact, and its timeliness can
be appreciated by referees who work in the same general
area of astrophysics but who are not experts of the specific
subject of your proposal
Ø Remember: probably no one has more expertise of your science than
yourself!

… be specific about the expected outcome of the
project
Ø What is the quantitative information about the target that
should be obtained?
Ø Which physical processes will this information constrain, and
how?
Ø Will the data be compared to theoretical models? Do these
models already exist? If not, when and how will they be
developed?
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DO
… in case of resubmission of an unsuccessful proposal
from a previous period, take into account the feedback
that you received…
Ø … but don’t take for granted that this guarantees success!

… carefully justify the required parameters of your
observations
Ø Choice of telescope/instrument
Ø Signal-to-noise ratio
Ø Spatial/spectral resolution
Ø Size of the sample to be observed
Ø Selection criteria of the proposed targets
(Note: “statistical significance” needs to be qualified)
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DO
… fill as accurately and completely as possible all
required fields of the proposal form
… test-submit your proposal for technical compliance
verification as early as possible
And once the time allocation process is completed…
… read carefully, and understand, your webletter(s)
… send queries for further information to OPO…
Ø … if you do not understand why your proposal was
unsuccessful…
Ø … if you wish more feedback information…
Ø … if you feel that an error was made…

• … on technical ground:
• … science evaluations are not subject to revision!
• Note: this is not an opportunity to rewrite your proposal!
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The Web-letters
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P102 Timeline
Call for Proposals: Feb 28, 2018
Proposal submission: Mar 28, 2018
Proposal review: ~ Apr 9-May 11
OPC meeting: May 22-24
Telescope Scheduling: May 24-Jul 1
Schedule Review Meeting: Jul 2
Planned date for web-letters release:
July 4, 2018
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Resubmissions/1
■ >35% of the proposals are resubmissions
■ We all have had proposals rejected
Ø and yes, sometimes it really hurts

■ Address comments from a previous submission
Ø be clear what has changed and how the proposal has
improved

■ Why did the panel not understand your proposal?
Ø this is not only their fault
Ø be more explicit, more direct, crystal clear
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Resubmissions/2
■ Continuation of programmes
Ø address the new goals
Ø explain why you need a bigger sample
Ø what has changed since the last proposal
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What makes a proposal successful
If I had a recipe for this I would probably not be here.
■ Exciting science

Ø providing a clear progress in our understanding of some
phenomenon
■ A neat idea

Ø unusual method, new idea, new approach,
unique observation or experiment
■ Clear language

Ø presentation of an exciting story, which is interesting for
many people
Ø cover all questions somebody may have
Ø information to the point
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WMAPS/2
■ A consistent story
Ø the proposal is complete and provides all information
Ø quantitative arguments for the amount of time requested

■ Good Luck!
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Proposals and ESO Archive
■ The ESO data archive
Ø is a rich source of excellent data
Ø abstracts of previous proposals available
Ø data public one year after they have been delivered to the
PI
Ø great way to compete with your competitor, if they got
observing time
Ø easy retrieval and selection of calibration data
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Get involved!
■ Participate in OPC and Panels (get in touch with

your UC representative!)
■ Participate in other ESO activities
Ø get to know the organisation better
Ø active interactions with ESO people

■ Have a lively scientific exchange with ESO’s

astronomical community
Ø conferences, workshops
Ø regularly publish your results

57

58

Time to apply for time…

opo@eso.org
esoform@eso.org
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