Telescopes and Instrumentation

ALMA Antenna Contract Signed

On December 6, ESO signed a contract
with the consortium led by Alcatel Alenia
Space and composed also of European
Industrial Engineering (Italy) and MT Aero-
space (Germany), to supply 25 antennas
for the Atacama Large Millimeter Array
(ALMA) project, along with an option for
another seven antennas. The contract,
worth 147 million euros, covers the design,
manufacture, transport and on-site in-
tegration of the antennas. It is the largest
contract ever signed in ground-based
astronomy in Europe.

The ALMA antennas present difficult tech-
nical challenges, since the antenna sur-
face accuracy must be within 25 microns,
the pointing accuracy within 0.6 arc sec-
onds, and the antennas must be able to
be moved between various stations on
the ALMA site. This is especially remark-
able since the antennas will be located
outdoor in all weather conditions, without
any protection. Moreover, the ALMA an-
tennas can be pointed directly at the Sun.
ALMA will have a collecting area of more
than 5600 square metres, allowing for
unprecedented measurements of extreme-
ly faint objects.

The signing ceremony took place on De-
cember 6, 2005 at ESO Headquarters

in Garching, Germany. “This contract rep-
resents a major milestone. It allows us

to move forward, together with our Ameri-
can and Japanese colleagues, in this
very ambitious and unique project”, said
ESO’s Director General, Dr. Catherine
Cesarsky. “By building ALMA, we are giv-
ing European astronomers access to

the world’s leading submillimetre facility at
the beginning of the next decade, there-
by fulfilling Europe’s desire to play a major
role in this field of fundamental research.”

Pascale Sourisse, Chairman and CEO of
Alcatel Alenia Space, said: “We would like
to thank ESO for trusting us to take on
this new challenge. We are bringing to the
table not only our recognised expertise

in antenna development, but also our
long-standing experience in coordinating
consortiums in charge of complex, high-
performance ground systems.”

ALMA is an international astronomy facili-
ty. It is a partnership between Europe,

North America and Japan, in cooperation
with the Republic of Chile. The European

contribution is funded by ESO and Spain,
with the construction and operations
being managed by ESO. A matching con-
tribution is being made by the USA and
Canada, which will also provide 25 anten-
nas. Japan will provide additional an-
tennas, thus making this a truly worldwide
endeavour.

ALMA will be located on the 5000 m high
Llano de Chajnantor site in the Atacama
Desert of Northern Chile. ALMA will
consist of a giant array of 12-m antennas
separated by baselines of up to 18 km
and is expected to start partial operation
by 2010-2011.

The excellent site, the most sensitive re-
ceivers developed so far, and the large
number of antennas will allow ALMA to
have a sensitivity that is many times better
than any other comparable instrument.
“ALMA will bring to sub-millimetre astron-
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omy the aperture synthesis techniques of
radio astronomy, enabling precision imag-
ing to be done on sub-arcsecond angular
scales, and will nicely complement the
ESO VLT/VLTI observatory”, said Dr. Hans
Rykaczewski, the ALMA European Project
Manager.

A prototype antenna has already been
built by Alcatel Alenia Space and Euro-
pean Industrial Engineering and thorough-
ly tested along with prototype anten-

nas from Vertex/LSI and Mitsubishi at the
ALMA Antenna Test Facility located at

the Very Large Array site in Socorro, New
Mexico.

For more information on the ALMA proj-
ect, see http://www.eso.org/projects/
alma/

(Based on ESO Press Release 31/05)
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