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Uniting European Astronomy

In his speech, the Portuguese Minis-
ter of Science and Technology, José
Mariano Gago, stated that “the acces-
sion of Portugal to ESO is the result of
a joint effort by ESO and Portugal dur-
ing the last ten years. It was made pos-
sible by the rapid Portuguese scientific
development and by the growth and in-
ternationalisation of its scientific com-
munity.”

He continued: “Portugal is fully com-
mitted to European scientific and tech-
nological de velopment. We will devote
our best efforts to the success of ESO”.

Catherine Cesarsky, ESO Director
General since 1999, warmly welcomed

the Portuguese
intention to join
ESO. “With the
accession of
their country to
ESO, Portu-
guese astron-
omers will have
great opportu-
nities for work-
ing on research
programmes at
the frontiers of
modern astro-
physics.”

“This is in-
deed a good
time to join
ESO”, she add-
ed. “The four
8.2-m VLT Unit
Telescopes with
their many first-
class instru-
ments are near-
ly ready, and
the VLT Inter-
ferometer will
soon follow.

With a decision about the interconti-
nental millimetre-band A L M A p r o j e c t
expected next year and the first con-
cept  studies  for  gigantic  optical/in-
frared telescopes like OWL now well
under way at ESO, there is certainly no
lack of perspectives, also for coming
generations of European astronomers!”

Portuguese Astronomy: 
a Decade of Progress

The beginnings of the collaboration
between Portugal and ESO, now culmi-
nating in the imminent accession of that
country to the European research or
ganisation, were almost exactly ten
years ago.

On July 10, 1990, the Republic of
Portugal and ESO signed a Co-opera-
tion Agreement, aimed at full Portu-
guese membership of the ESO organi-
sation within the next decade. During
the interim period, Portuguese astron-
omers were granted access to ESO fa-
cilities while the Portuguese govern-
ment would provide support towards
the development of astronomy and the
associated infrastructure in this country.

A joint Portuguese/ESO A d v i s o r y
Body was set up to monitor the devel-
opment of Portuguese astronomy and
its interaction with ESO. Over the years,
an increasing number of measures to
strengthen the Portuguese research in-
frastructure within astrophysics and re-
lated fields were proposed and funded.
More and more, mostly young Portu-
guese astronomers began to make use
of ESO’s facilities at the La Silla obser-
vatory and recently, of the Very Large
Telescope (VLT) at Paranal.

Now, ten years later, the Portuguese
astronomical community is the young-
est in Europe with more than 90% of its
PhD’s awarded during the last eight
years. As expected, the provisional ac-
cess to ESO telescopes – especially
the Very Large Telescope (VLT) with its
suite of state-of-the-art instruments for
observations at wavelengths ranging
from the UV to the mid-infrared – has
proven to be a great incentive to the
Portuguese scientists.

As a clear demonstration of these
positive developments, a very success-
ful Workshop entitled “Portugal – ESO
– VLT” was held in Lisbon on April
17–18, 2000. It was primarily directed
towards young Portuguese scientists
and served to inform them about the
ESO Very Large Telescope (VLT) and
the steadily evolving, exciting research
possibilities  with  this  world-class  fa-
c i l i t y.

Signing of the Portugal-ESO Agreement on June 27, 2000, at the ESO
Headquarters in Garching. At the table, the ESO Director General,
Catherine Cesarsky, and the Portuguese Minister of Science and
Technology, José Mariano Gago.                        Photographer: H.-H. Heyer


