
For the moment the following brief indi­
cations suffice. It is expected that most
of the studentships will be offered in the
Astronomy Group of the Science Divi­
sion at Headquarters in Garching and in
the Astronomy Department at the La
Silla Observatory. In addition, more in­
strumentally oriented students may
work in one of three groups in the Prp­
ject Division at Headquarters, viz. Opti­
cal Instrumentation, Infrared Instrumen­
tation and High Resolution Imaging and
Interferometry. Computer science stu­
dents may find possibilities in the Image
Processing Group of the Science Divi­
sion, and occasionally physics or en­
gineering students can be engaged in
one of the three discipline groups of the
Technology Division, viz. Electronics,
Optics and Mechanics.

On La Silla, the latter interests may
also be served in the department called
Technical Research Support. The just
mentioned technology disciplines are
also practised in the TRS. Finally the
SEST group, running the Swedish-ESO
sUbmillimetre telescope on La Silla, and
the group known as VLT Site Services
provide a good context for a variety of

astronomical, technical and atmospher­
ic research interests.

ESO Motives for the Studentship
Programme

There are many, most quite obvious,
and I mention but a few. ESO is firstly a
service organization for European as­
tronomy. To fulfil this mission there is a
heavy operational, technological em­
phasis in what we do: the reliability of
the service is paramount. All this activity
aims at enabling the best astronomical
research attainable. The quality of this
work requires an acute awareness of
astronomy's requirements. Having re­
search students in our teams in addition
to fellows, to visitors and to staff serves
this purpose: research students, bright,
ambitious, naively demanding, contri­
bute to the research mindedness of an
institution. This needs to be maintained
both in Garching and on the mountain.

Secondly, the studentship pro­
gramme serves to extend the Iinkage of
ESO to Europe's universities, of ESO
staff to the academic staff of the as­
tronomy institutes in its users communi-

ty. Such linkage is indispensible for
the continuous information flow that
keeps our priorities and services attuned
to the research requirements of the
users.

A third aspect concerns the long-term
quality and ambitions of European as­
tronomy embodied in the next genera­
tion. The fellows and students who
spend a year or two within ESO are
better equipped to use its facilities for
their personal research in future. In addi­
tion, and just as important, they will
enable the institutes that employ them
to use ESO telescopes and services to
best advantage. They are the vanguard
of VLTobservers, training now and
set to work for decades in the next
century.

Finally, and related to the preceding
point, these youthful scientists establish
patterns of professional and personal
relations among themselves, relations
that will guide their collaborations and
projects of the future. The result will be a
lowering of national boundaries, the
growth of European excellence in as­
tronomy. And that too is ESO's raison
d'etre.

The Users Committee (UC)
B. MARANO, UC Chairman, Osservatorio Astronomico, Bologna, Italy

Functioning

The Committee meets at least once a year. It is convoked by the Director General.

Membership
The members (one from each member country) are appointed by the Director General

from among the recent Visiting Astronomers for four year terms (not immediately
renewable). The terms are staggered, so that each year two persons are replaced. The
Committee annually selects its Chairman. National Committees are invited to submit
nominations for membership to the Director General.

heard two reports on key programmes
and ESO policy on data archiving.

The atmosphere is always sound and
collaborative, and plenty of time is de­
voted to the discussion of each item.
The effectiveness of the Users Com­
mittee must also be evaluated on

B. Marano (Chairman), Italy, 1986-1989
B. Stenholm, Sweden, 1989-1992
J. Surdej, Belgium, 1987-1990
Chr. Trefzger, Switzerland, 1986-1989

Present Composition of the UC
M. Azzopardi, France, 1988-1991
L. Hansen, Denmark, 1987-1990
F. P. Israel, Netherlands, 1986-1989
J. Krautter, F.R. Germany, 1989-1992

Functions

The Committee advises the Director General on matters pertaining to the functioning
of the La Silla Observatory from the point of view of the Visiting Astronomers. It should
consider the possibility to arrange a Users Conference.

scopes on La Silla, deterioration of the
dome seeing at the 3.6-m telescope,
flight safety.

The agenda is often closed by some
specific items, related to current or
foreseen projects. In the last meeting,
for instance, the Users Committee

THE USERS COMMITTEE

The Users Committee meets as a rule
once a year, in May. Besides the nation­
al representatives, the meeting is
attended by the Director General and by
the ~eads of La Silla, of the Image Pro­
cesslng and Measuring Machines and
of the Visiting Astronomers Office. Other
memb.ers ?f the ESO staff may attend,
especlally If they are directly involved in
some item in the agenda.

The meeting is opened by areport of
the Director General on the present ESO
state and future perspectives. The Head
of La Silla then reports on more techni­
cal subjects, as, for instance statistics
of failures at the telescopes ~nd recent
or foreseen improvements in the in­
strumentation. A similar report on image
processing and measuring machines of­
ten folIows.

National representatives are then
called to speak. They have collected
from their colleagues complaints, im­
pressions, suggestions. Their reports
can span from the description of prob­
lems pointed out by a single observer or
group to very general matters. A few
examples of general issues raised in the
last two meetings can better give the
spice of the discussion: introduction of
service observing, future of small tele-
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All meetings will take plaee at ESO in
Garehing.

back to a not-very-interesting "safety
valve for disgruntled astronomers". The
choice is mostly up to uso

Tentative Time-table of
Council Sessions and
Committee Meetings in
1989

another ground: does action follow the
discussion? My experience is that,
when specific technical problems are
identified, they are solved by ESO in
relatively short time. When a long-term
action or a change in ESO policy are
required, or when budget problems are
involved, the Users Committee repre­
sents only one of a number of steps in
the process, and things are obviously
not so simple. In my opinion it is widely
feit that the role of the U. C. in these
circumstances could be better clarified.

In the past, some efforts have been
made to improve the work of the U. C.
and its effectiveness. It has become
customary to have an informal gathering
of the national representatives the day
before the annual meeting. The issues
raised by various members can be com­
pared, and common and general prob­
lems can be more easily extracted and
presented in the meeting after deeper
consideration. Furthermore, it has been
realized that pointing out a general
problem in a wide, multinational com­
munity is often a slow process. Solving
the problem can take a long time as

weil. The overall process can barely be
followed if its typical timescale is longer
than the turnover time of the members
of the Committee. For this reason it was
proposed, and approved by the Director
General and by the Council, to extend to
four years, that is to four meetings, the
term of the members of the U. C.

Looking to the near future, one can
foresee several changes in our way of
working at the telescopes: key pro­
grammes imply a different way of
scheduling and using them; the availa­
bility of both the 3.6-m and the ND will
permit more flexibility in the instrumen­
tation; remote observing is becoming a
real possibility; flexible scheduling is
currently proposed, in various obser­
vatories, as a way of better exploiting
optimum sky conditions. These exam­
pies, only a few from a longer list, show
a strongly evolving situation. The users
can play a critical role in it, providing
essential inputs and acting as a feed­
back. The Users Committee could be an
important link in this process. Or, in
absence of a continuous pressure from
the community of users, it could slip
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ESO'S EARLY HISTORY, 1953-1975
11. SEARCHING FOR A SITE IN SOUTH AFRICA*

A. BLAAUW, Kapteyn Laboratory, Groningen, the Netherlands

"- - - observers are on duty fram sunset till sunrise - - -. "
From Andre Muller's instruetions for the site tests, Deeember 1960.

Introduction

Over a time span of more than seven
years, with several interruptions from
late 1955 to the middle of 1963, young
European astronomers and their assis­
tants have been engaged in the search
for a site in South Africa. By the end of
that time, it became clear that the ob­
servatory would not be built on this con­
tinent; the South American Andes
Mountains offered superior observing
conditions.

Does it make sense, then, to devote a
full chapter to the South African explora­
tions? It does - not only because we
want to do justice to the large effort
made by many young astronomers and
their assistants, but also because the
South African venture was ESO's first
exercise in European collaboration.

First Impressions

Already in January 1954, at the sec­
ond meeting of the ESO Committee
(henceforth to be denoted by EG), the

• Article No. I appeared in (he Messenger of Oe­
cember 1988.
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question of the best site for the observa­
tory was taken up. As I explained in the
previous article, the southern part of
Africa seemed a natural choice. How­
ever, the major observatories in South
Africa were all located in, or near, major
cities er communities: the Cape Obser­
vatory, the Union Observatory - origi­
nally only at Johannesburg but later
having its field station at nearby Har­
tebeespoortdam -, the Boyden Obser­
vatory near Bloemfontein, and the
Radcliffe Observatory near Pretoria.
This latter observatory had been created
rather recently, in the early 1930's, as a
result of the transfer of facilities from
Oxford; yet also in this case proximity to
a major city had been chosen, even for
the planned 74-inch telescope [1].

For ESO, vicinity of a major centre of
civilization was not an important crite­
rion, and so, the EC decided to start
from scratch. Needed was, of course, a
place with a minimum of cloudiness and
as free as possible from smoke and sky
illumination. Moreover, astronomers

want good "seeing". By this they mean,
that the image of a star as observed in a
telescope should show minimum distor­
tion due to turbulence in the earth's
atmosphere. This question of "seeing" is
explained in some more detail in the box
accompanying this article.

Apart from the experience collected
over the years by the existing obser­
vatories, there was little the EC could go
by. There was an interesting report by
B. J. Bok of August 1953, dealing with a
comparison of conditions at Harvard
Observatory's Boyden Station in South
Africa and its Agassiz Station in
Massachusetts [2], in which Bok drew
attention to what seemed to be a gener­
al characteristic: "All over the High Veld
of South-Africa, with its remarkably
clear and pure skies, the seeing de­
teriorates often about midnight or short­
Iy after, with no recovery before
dawn - - -. The after-midnight deterio­
ration of seeing happens as weil at the
Union Observatory in Johannesburg, at
the Radcliffe Observatory near Pretoria


