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The VLT Goes to Paranal! 
The Coun '1 of the European Southern 

ObservatoJin session on December 4. 
unanimously decided that the world's 
large3 opticat telescope, the 1 &metre 
equivalent very Large Telescope, shall 
be placed on Cerro Paranal, an isolated 
mountain top at 2664m attitude in the 
central oart of Chile's Atacama desert. 

some 130 kitamres south of the town 
of Antofagasta and 12 kilometres frorn 
the Pacific coast. 

In anticipation of the choice d Cerro 
Parand as the future site of the VLT 
Observatory, the Chilean Government 
has donated a 725 kmz area around Pa- 
mnal to ESO in order to ensure the 

continued protection of the she aggJnst 
all a d m e  influences, in particular light 
pollution and mining activities. 

For more than six years, continuous, 
accurate measurements have shown 
that Paranal is the best continental she 
known in the world far optlcal astronom- 
ical observations, both in terms of 

This a&?/ picture of Gem Paranal was taken In late 1 9 0  frorn the south. The PacMc mast is to the left, at a dlstance of 12 km. The 
constructions at rhe left am the living quafiem for the site survey team, In plm d m  1083. On the top of the rnount8in various imhmet?tS am 
instM%d whleh p m w n H y  monitor the atmmph&c quality and per fm mt&~ieal measurements. 



number of clear nlghts and stsbilb of 
the atmosphere abwe. 

The meteomlo@cal and climatological 
Investigation Incorporated a detailed 
comparison between Paranal and the 
present site of €SO'$ telescopes, La 
Silla, by means of identical measuring 
equipment. Despite La Sitla's world- 
wide reputation for excellent obsewlng 
conditions, Paranal was found to be 
wen better, mainly becauser of its loca- 
tion in a more stab18 and drler clmate in 
the most arid part of the Atamma de- 
sert. (emtinu& on page 6a 

Superseeing 
at Paranal 

The engineers who build the ESO 
16-m equivalent Very Large Telescope 
and its tscisteclated instrumentatim are 
faclng great challenges ahead because 
the sites in the Chilean Atacama desert 
may be even better than originally 
thoug M. 

As the ESO seeing monitors (DIMM) 
have now reached their nominal accura- 
cy, the sltes under study have begun to 
reveal their very best obsetving quaC 
Itlles. It Is Irnperatlve that the VLT must 
be able to take full advantage of h$hts 
of suprb seeing and transpamncy 
which will be used as performance 
criteria for the total error budget of the 
telescope after completion. 

Though hwrly seeing averages better 
than 0 5  mseo are not uncommon at 
Cerro Paranal - this happens during ap- 
proximately 1 6 % of the total obsetved 
time, with a median seeing of 0,6@ am- 
set wer the ym - the longest periods 
of excellent seeing are the easlest to use 
in a semi-flexible scheduling mode of 
operation. In that rwpect, a record of 
excdlenca was hR this September when 
the w i n g  was better than 0.5 amsec 
during a full nlght, including three 
consecutive hours better than 0.3 arc- 
sec. 

The site monitoring will continue after 
We decislon on tbe h a t i i n  of the VLT 
now taken. R will &us on three major 
tasks: 

construdon of a data base for the 
site parameters which wlll be used for 
the development of a prediction 
model for Rexibb scheduling. 
amlysing the effect of 1-1 sources 
of thermal pollution like the wake of 
buildings, of metalllc structures, and 
of electronic units, and 
pursuing m a r c h  and development 
work on the monitoring of parameters 
related to intstferometry, such as 
speckle lifetime and outer =Is of 
turbulence. M. W I N ,  ESO 
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Figure 2: New seeing record at Gem Pafami: Me dots am indivjdcael n temumts  by the 
MMM: horftgntal bars mwqmnd ?o one hour linear blnnlng. Tib w i g  detined as tila 
FWHM at zenith, at wawhgfh  0.5 pm, and Ie memured S metres above g w n d  on ha 
m m B .  


