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Report by the Director General
R. GIACCONI

In the first week of December, several
important events will occur in Chile. It is
planned that instruments of ratification
and approval will be exchanged be-
tween the Government of Chile and
ESO for the new Agreement which will
then come into force. A foundation cere-
mony will take place on Cerro Paranal in
the presence of high Chilean authorities,
honoured guests and the ESO Council.
A time capsule will be walled into the
foundations of unit telescope 1. Finally,
the Council will meet and decide on im-
portant budgetary matters regarding the
ESO budget for the year to come.

Taking the last point first, ESO is mak-
ing  excellent  progress  in  carrying  out
the VLT programme within the schedule
and cost anticipated, which have not
changed in the last several years.
Thanks to the outstanding efforts of the
VLT team, led by Professor Massimo Ta-
renghi, and all other elements of the
ESO organisation, we are sufficiently
advanced that we believe there remain
no major technical issues to the suc-
cessful completion of the project except
for integration, commissioning and oper-
ation. The ESO Science and Technology
Committee visited the Ansaldo factory in
Milano during their 41st meeting on Oc-
tober 30 and 31, where they attended a
demonstration of the VLT telescope
structure smoothly pointing under soft-
ware control. Since 1995 we have also
improved on our cash flow situation,
showing a positive balance as early as
2001 rather than 2003, as foreseen at
the end of 1995.

However, the announcement in Au-
gust 1996 by the German Government
of their intention to decrease contribu-
tions to all scientific international organi-
sations in 1997, 1998, 1999 and 2000
has created a substantial problem for
ESO and changes the situation consid-
erably. Since the other member states
did not wish to alter the percentage of
contributions because of a reduced Ger-
man support, the decision was made by
the ESO Council to reduce all contribu-
tions by the same proportional amount
as requested by Germany. This results
in a very substantial shortfall in contribu-
tions in the period 1997–2003, amount-
ing to 7.4%.

In attempting to cope with this finan-
cial crisis we must take into account sev-
eral factors:

The construction and commissioning
of the VLT/VLTI is an activity which ex-
tends over several years. We have
therefore adopted as our operating
guideline  a  detailed  technical,  mana-
gerial, personnel and financial plan for
our activities from 1996 to 2003. Within
this plan, peak VLT capital expenditures
occur in 1997 because of the advanced
state of delivery of contracts and pro-
curements already committed (85%).
Any  attempt  to  substantially  shift  VLT
expenditures results in very severe
damage  to  the  project  and  increases
its costs without substantially improving
the total fiscal profile in the 1997–2000
period.

The ESO Executive has come to the
conclusion that the only feasible alterna-

tive is a multi-year, multi-faceted plan to
reduce ESO costs in this period.

Certain items which have small tech-
nical impact can be deferred to improve
cash flow and interest payments. Small
delays in the VLT/VLTI could be tolerat-
ed (3–6 months) to avoid overtime pay-
ments. Some reduction in activities
could be foreseen at ESO Headquarters
in Garching. However, it is clear that the
bulk of the saving must occur in the area
of personnel cost.

Here, the situation is also quite diffi-
cult since the ESO Council and Execu-
tive had already embarked in a contain-
ment of personnel costs over the last
few years. Some small reduction on
head counts could still be made but most
of the savings can occur only by further
reducing yearly increases below infla-
tion growth levels.

A plan along these lines was dis-
cussed with the Committee of Council in
Basel on October 22, and was proposed
by the Executive to the Finance Commit-
tee which met on November 6 and 7 in
Garching and approved it. The plan, if
approved by Council, will result in an ap-
propriate decrease of expenditures at
ESO over the period 1997–2003. It re-
tains the basic technical content of VLT/
VLTI and La Silla operations. It requires
substantial sacrifices and co-operation
by the staff who will hopefully under-
stand that at the moment, the only alter-
native to salary growth containment is a
reduction in staff complement.

The Executive believes that further
reductions could not be sustained with-
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out irreparable long-term damage to
ESO and the VLT. Containment of per-
sonnel costs, in particular, can only be
sustained till the point where salaries
are no longer competitive and result in
loss of experienced staff and demotiva-
tion of the remainder.

Returning now to a happier subject,
the ratification and approval by the Chil-
ean Government and by ESO of the In-
terpretative, Supplementary and Modify-
ing Agreement to the Convention of
1963 has important consequences for
the scientific communities in ESO Mem-
ber States and Chile.

It gives ESO a certainty of stability for
our future activities in Chile and the op-
erations of the VLT observatory for many
decades. At the same time, Chilean as-
tronomers will have direct access to this
new and powerful tool for astronomical
observations by means of guaranteed
observing time.

Now that the Agreement is coming
into force, it is important that Chilean
and European Scientific Communities at
large are informed of some details of the
Agreement regarding observing time:

To this purpose, some items of Article
11 of the Agreement, which are directly
relevant to the subject, are reproduced
in full below.

Article Eleven

1. The Chilean Scientist shall con-
tinue to have access to the instruments
of observing of ESO on the basis of
competitive projects, on equal condi-
tions with the astronomers of the mem-
ber countries of ESO. There are no limits
to the percentage of time which can be
acquired in this way.

2. In recognition of the role of Chile
as the host country and to assist in the
development of astronomy in Chile,
ESO is prepared to make observing

time available to scientifically meritori-
ous Chilean proposals, independent of
the competitive pressure, up to the frac-
tions of observing time specified in this
Article.

3. Consequently, Chilean scientists
who present meritorious projects, shall
have the right to obtain additional time
up to 10% of observing time in each and
every telescope installed or to be in-
stalled by ESO, without prejudice to the
statements in paragraphs four and five
of the present Article.

4. Chilean scientists who present mer-
itorious projects shall have the right to
obtain up to 10% of the observing time of
the VLT/VLTI telescopes (defined in Arti-
cle Two), it being understood that at least
one half of this 10% shall be dedicated to
projects of Chilean astronomers in co-
operation with astronomers of ESO
member countries. This percentage shall
be acquired over a period of five years
starting from the beginning of the func-
tioning of the first telescope as agreed
upon between the parties through an ex-
change of Notes. In case of an increase
in the request for observing time by Chil-
ean scientists for projects of special sci-
entific merit, the Director General  of
ESO may assign additional observing
time for these projects, within the fraction
of observing time devoted to co-opera-
tive projects.

5. The percentage of time indicated
for the telescopes presently functioning,
10%, shall be established on the basis
of total time available to ESO and in ac-
cordance with the distribution by the
Observing Programmes Committee of
ESO (OPC). In the case of telescopes
presently in operation, for which a
Member State of ESO contributed fi-
nancially, in total or in part, in addition
to its ordinary contribution, the Organi-
sation shall make its best efforts to en-
sure that a similar percentage to that

VLT Status Report
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The VLT Programme is now in an ad-
vanced stage. Nearly all major contracts
for the Unit Telescopes have been con-
cluded and the remaining contracts will
be signed in the next few months. Some
of the first parts for UT #1 have already
been delivered and others are in or
nearing their test periods prior to deliv-
ery to ESO. Activities in Europe and on
Paranal are reaching the final stages, in
particular for the first Unit Telescope
(UT #1).

The first enclosure on Paranal is al-
most completed and the acceptance
testing is planned for January 1997. The
remaining enclosures are in an ad-
vanced erection phase, see Figure 1
(cover page) and Figure 2. In parallel,
SKANSKA completed the final adjust-
ment and casting of the embedded
beams and rings within the specified tol-
erances, and in a very smooth operation
the first rotating platform was installed in
the coudé station of UT #1.

The erection of the main structure of
UT #1 on Paranal has started (see
Fig. 3). The azimuth tracks have al-
ready been aligned; the cable wrap,
the oil pumping station and the oil re-
covery system have been installed.
Even though some manufacturing
problems by subcontractors have
caused delays in the delivery of the
base frame, AES is confident that they
will be able to keep to the contractual
delivery date.

mentioned in the second paragraph
shall be granted.

6. Any proposal whose principal in-
vestigator is a Chilean scientist or is a
foreign scientist affiliated to a Chilean in-
stitution included in a list to be approved
by the Joint Committee mentioned in Ar-
ticle Nine*, shall be considered as a
Chilean proposal.

7. The proposals for observation sub-
mitted by Chilean scientists, which re-
spond to the regular calls for competi-
tion, shall be qualified in accordance
with ANNEX A** for all of the telescopes
installed or to be installed.

8. Those proposals from Chilean sci-
entists which have obtained a classifica-
tion higher than 3.0, within the percent-
age specified in this Article, shall be ac-
cepted. The Chilean scientists whose
proposals are accepted shall be subject
to the same rules and shall have the
same facilities and obligations as the
scientists of ESO member States.

9.  It  is  understood  that  the  limiting
value specified as 3.0 is a part of the cur-
rent scheme of evaluation. In case there
are changes in the scale of evaluation,
the corresponding limiting value on the
new scale shall be equivalent to the one
specified here, which shall be deter-
mined by the parties.

10. Meritorious projects shall be select-
ed by the ESO Observing Programmes
Committee (OPC) in which a Chilean
scientist shall be incorporated as a full
member. Similarly, a Chilean scientist
shall be incorporated  as  a  full  member
in  the Scientific Technical Committee of
ESO (STC) and a Chilean scientist as a
full member in the Users’ Committee
(UC).

* This Joint Committee will consist of three repre-
sentatives  of  the  Chilean  Government  and  three
representatives of ESO.

** ANNEX A provides the evaluation system for
the applications.
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