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tion with respect to discussing the real
science issues in the OPC. Moreover,
institutionalising such a procedure
might contain an incentive to introduce
fake proposals; experience shows,
however, that our community is most
reasonable in this respect, and that
people understand that such an attitude
would rapidly become self-destructive.
Ideally, then, in order to recommend the
highest-quality science, an OPC dis-
cussion should be held on the relative
merits of the proposals in the sub-pan-
els, and the cut-off lines should be mod-
ified accordingly. This final adjustment
of the cut-off lines is not an easy issue,
however. OPC members, who lively re-
member the thorough discussions they
had in their panel, tend to refrain from
reshaping the picture from much short-
er discussions with less involvement
from the experts in the field. Moreover,
with eight sub-panels, any formal voting
procedure which is systematically ap-
plied for each telescope, tends to be
cumbersome, and for this very reason
often hardly influences the result.

But it remains true that OPC mem-
bers should strive, to the extent possi-
ble, towards gauging the quality of the
science in their (sub-)panel to that in the
others. If this did not happen, the sys-
tem might degenerate into four or even
eight independent OPCs, a situation
which should definitely be avoided! It
should be pointed out, however, that
thorough multidisciplinary scientific dis-
cussions occur within the OPC for the
large and ToO proposals, which con-
cern all OPC members. Also, at the
OPC meeting that follows the panel
meeting, each panel presents its high-
lights to the whole OPC. In general, the
very fact of living a full week together
entails  many  opportunities  for  cross-
fertilising. When more nights become
available for regular programmes, be-
cause  of  the  non-selection  of  large
programmes, discussion naturally aris-
es  within  OPC  on  which  panel  pre-
sents the best case for this additional
time. Finally, if a panel definitely feels it

needs more time than the preliminary
amount, it is able to fight for it and thus
to trigger an agreement on some redis-
tribution of time, involving a discussion
within the OPC on the scientific quality
of the cut-off proposals. The latter has
often occurred, but was not felt as a
stringent necessity during the last OPC
meeting, which may reflect that the
broad scope of the new panels also has
a beneficial redistributing effect on qual-
ity. To conclude, my grateful experience
is that the OPC consists of scientists
who are open to abandon any corpora-
tive attitude with respect to the other
panels, but that they are not reluctant to
require specific discussions and formal
voting in order to recommend the best
science.

Concluding Remarks

After the last OPC meeting, several
panel and OPC members expressed
their positive opinion about the proce-
dure, and no dissenting voice was
heard. The dual panel system, which
was adopted with some hesitation,
passed its first test very well. It would be
naive, however, to anticipate that no
new evolution of the procedures should
occur in the future. Quite soon two more
VLT units with new instrumentation will
become available, probably again lead-
ing to an increase of the number and a
widening of the scope of the proposals.

In order to cope with the steady in-
crease of projects and particularly of
data, not only the OPC but also the
community should respond positively to
the challenge of accepting to evolve.
The large programme concept was de-
signed to increase the efficiency with
which the VLT could achieve the funda-
mental science issues for which it was
built. Its success will also rely, however,
on the capacity of the fairly dispersed
ESO community to co-ordinate the exper-
tise which exists in the member states.
Some efforts are clearly needed to fos-
ter collaborations between institutes in
the different countries, and the commu-

nity is large enough to achieve this while
maintaining a healthy competition. It
would be an expression of the strength
of astronomy in Europe if the question
would become actual to increase the
fraction of time to be devoted to large
programmes to more than 30%.

A major way to involve the ESO com-
munity in the rich potential of the tele-
scope park in Chile, is the OPC itself.
Several experts, asked to join a panel,
decline the offer because they fear the
high workload. They are right that the
workload is high, but by declining they
miss an opportunity to be part of a most
inspiring process. There is no reserved
time for OPC or panel members, but
participating in the discussions is a
unique way of enlarging one’s scientific
culture and is very helpful to learn how
best use is made of the ESO instru-
ments. This way, the panel members
can exert a positive feedback on the dy-
namism of research in their home insti-
tutes and contribute to inspire their col-
leagues in their home country. Since
the panel system, involving much more
than before the community in the eval-
uation process, was installed, the aver-
age quality of the proposals has been
increasing significantly indeed.

This is my last Messenger report as
chairman of the OPC. I take advantage
of this opportunity to express my grati-
tude to the many colleagues with whom
it was so stimulating to work: to both
ESO directors general Riccardo Giac-
coni and Catherine Cesarsky, to the
Section Visiting Astronomers and other
ESO staff involved, and of course to my
colleagues in the OPC and the panels.
In particular, we owe much to Jacques
Breysacher, who is the living memory of
the OPC and the practical mind which
guarantees that the job can be done
within one week, to Christa Euler, who
for three decades now continues to pro-
duce logistic miracles before, during,
and after the OPC meetings, to the ever
efficient Elizabeth Hoppe, and to my
predecessor Joachim Krautter, who
made the new OPC system work.
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