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This document provides a framework for risk management for AURA as an organization and the 

centers that it manages.  Risk management is aimed at identifying, assessing and mitigating risks 

and determining a response strategy. By identifying and proactively addressing risks and 

opportunities, AURA will create value for our stakeholders, including the community, AURA 

employees and governance, and the funding agencies we serve.  For example, by demonstrating 

a clear comprehension of risks AURA will emerge as a reliable steward of public funds and 

partner for future major projects. 

 

For the purposes of this document, risks are categorized as follows: 

 

• Strategic Risks:  These are not only the risks that threaten the long term viability of 

AURA and its observatories, they are closely linked to their counterparts—opportunities 

for AURA growth.  AURA’s Strategic Plan is aimed at identifying these risks and 

opportunities in the broader context of AURA’s perceived mission, our customer, and 

features of the astronomical landscape that could affect our success. 

• Operational Risks: Each AURA Center is faced with a unique set of risks that range from 

a loss of observing time, to well-known hazard risks.  An important subset of these risks 

occurs during major construction projects in which there is a possibility that performance 

requirements will not be met, that there cost overruns may occur, and most importantly 

that there is an increased risk to life and property during this phase.  A direct objective 

during the early phases of a construction project is to reduce further technical risk and 

minimize mission creep. 

• Financial Risk: AURA and its observatories are exposed to a wide variety of financial 

risks that are inherent in any large organization.  These range from personal misconduct 

and fraud, to externally imposed risks that threaten the financial viability of our 

observatories. 

• Compliance Risk:  Increasingly AURA must maintain an awareness and monitoring of an 

extremely complex set of requirements imbedded in our contracts and cooperative 

agreements, Federal and State law, and OMB guidelines.  In many cases these are 

imprecise, subject to interpretation by our funding agencies, and even contradictory.  

Hence, a risk exists that these interpretations may change over time, and vary as 

individuals change.  A particular case arises in AURA’s compliance with Chilean law 

and our existing policy of proactive compliance—that is demonstrating compliance in 

spirit even if special exemptions might be available. Another set of compliance risks 

occurs during construction projects where the regulations of a large number of other 

agencies with possible site-specific jurisdiction must be factored in. 



 

 

 

From a management standpoint, beyond identifying these risks, AURA and its observatories 

must mitigate risks where possible, and respond when risks evolve into problems.  Inherent in 

this, is the hierarchy of choices we must make to accept some risks that are perceived as tolerable 

or too costly to mitigate, and reduce risks that are deemed unacceptable and plausibly mitigated.  

AURA as an organization must be self-aware of its risk appetite and risk tolerance.  Every 

decision made by AURA and its Center managers will increase, preserve, or reduce AURA’s 

value as an organization.  Thus, the objective is not to eliminate or even minimize risk, but to 

manage these risks in an optimum way to maximize our value. 

 

Finally, this framework is intended to provide an overall view that connects the risks that occur 

at each level in the organization and within AURA’s different observatories with AURA’s 

overall objectives. This framework is intended to encourage all stakeholders, including AURA 

managers, key staff, and the AURA Board and its governance committees to share in the 

ownership of these risks.  That is, these risks will be clearly identified and the disposition and 

mitigation actions well known to all. 

 

This framework document does not detail the mitigation and response actions for each risk since 

these will vary by Center.  For observatories which are obligated to produce program plans, the 

overall framework and the specific response actions will be included in those program plans. 

  

Governance Background 

 

AURA’s policies and procedures specify the responsibilities of the AURA Board, the President, 

the Center Directors, and all other elements of AURA governance.  AURA has included in these 

specific provisions for financial management, business ethics, conflict of interest, and ethical 

conduct of research.  Our cooperative agreements specifically place a responsibility on AURA 

for maintaining a safe workplace and protecting assets under our control. 

 

AURA’s management culture has been to delegate to the Center Directors the necessary 

authority, responsibility and accountability for the management of their own organizations.  

Inherent in this is the flow-down responsibilities to manage the unique risks for those operations, 

and to communicate these to higher levels within AURA. 

 

Other relevant elements of AURA’s structure that will affect this framework include: 

 

• AURA Board and oversight/governance committees which have purview over all 

programmatic issues related to risk 

• The AURA Audit committee 

• AURA’s Risk manager/internal auditor 

• AURA’s Integrity line 

(https://secure.ethicspoint.com/domain/media/en/gui/32723/index.html)  



 

 

• AURA’s annual external audit process 

• Other external reviews by the funding agencies and their audit functions, such as the 

NSF’s Business Systems Review, and the Defense Contract Audit Agency. 

 

 

Summary of Risks 

 

Strategic Risks (and Opportunities) 

 

AURA’s Strategic Plan articulates AURA’s mission, its long-range goals, and the threats and 

opportunities within the astronomical landscape.  In some cases, strategic risks affect all 

observatories equally.  In other cases, these risks are Center specific. 

 

• Recompetition: the Government’s emphasis on recompeting all expiring awards, especially 

by the NSF, establishes a continuous possibility that AURA may lose some major Center.  

Although this also encourages AURA observatories to maintain their competitiveness and 

their sense of value, it nevertheless opens the process to factors which AURA cannot control. 

 

• Funding reduction: the single most significant, and recurring risk, is a shortfall in planned 

funding.  Each Center operates within a context that must adjust to these reductions and take 

advantage of any funding situation that might also provide an opportunity. 

 

• Succession planning: The AURA President and Center Directors operate on limited (five 

year) terms.  Top managers within each Center also operate on limited terms.  In each case, it 

is necessary and prudent to identify an alternative manager should the need arise.  In most 

cases this requires proactive development of specific individuals. 

 

• Disruption of Government: Increasingly, the political situation has resulted in a recurring 

possibility of Government shutdown.  The magnitude of such disruptions are extremely 

difficult to predict or anticipate.  In addition, within the funding agencies, for example NSF, 

access to funding is sometimes interrupted for other administrative and technical reasons. 

 

• Changes in Government policies towards non-profit managing organizations: As a non-profit 

managing organization, AURA and other sister organizations rely on the Government to 

recognize its public purpose.  AURA and other sister organizations do not amass substantial 

reserves or collect a profit that could protect us against risk.  Increasingly the Government is 

levying the same expectations on non-profit organizations as for-profit organizations that 

have a more diverse variety of revenues.  Any policies that reduce or restrict AURA’s 

management fees, or limit flexibility in allowable spending constitutes a potential 

impediment to AURA’s viability. 

 



 

 

• New Program development (success and failure to achieve): Some of AURA’s observatories 

depend on a constant renewal of observing assets and in some cases must compete for new 

programs to fulfill their missions.  A failure to achieve new programs or technical 

capabilities could lead to a dead end for the evolution of a Center. 

 

• Obsolescence of facilities  (both scientific and technological):  AURA and its observatories 

must constantly anticipate the direction of science and plan for an evolving set of capabilities 

that can maintain our leadership.  A failure to properly anticipate emerging scientific 

priorities, or to achieve the observing capabilities needed could also lead to a dead end. 

 

• Community/customer dissatisfaction:  The astronomy community and its expressed levels of 

satisfaction is notoriously difficult to gauge and satisfy.  The diversity of opinion and the lack 

of clear mechanisms to distill this opinion into a coherent form makes it especially important 

that AURA and its observatories proactively engage the community in every avenue 

possible.  In addition, expectations of stakeholders changes over time and is difficult to 

gauge.  A loss of community satisfaction, although subjective, could undermine the success 

of a Center and of the confidence in AURA itself. 

 

• Loss of agency confidence:  Funding agency confidence can be affected by a number of 

factors, some of which are beyond AURA’s control.  For example, contradictory policies 

between an agency program office and the agency audit arm or Inspector General, can result 

in public criticism of AURA.  Highly public negative reports, whether they are well founded 

or not, can possibly lead to a loss of confidence by top agency managers. 

 

• Personnel issues, retaining and recruiting key personnel: AURA’s observatories must plan 

within an envelope of minimal, and sometimes sub-critical, resources.  This limits our 

management depth to a select set of key individuals.  A failure to retain such individuals, and 

or a failure to recruit new key individuals constitutes a single point failure that can be 

difficult to predict or to overcome. 

 

• Maintaining training for employees:  Employees at all levels must maintain their proficiency 

through training on a continuous basis.  A failure to do so, often because of the pressures of 

the work itself, can erode our core competency. 

 

• Degradation of the AURA Workplace Culture:  Loss of diversity within AURA, emergence 

of unconscious bias, incidence of sexual harassment, bullying, etc. can produce a toxic 

workplace environment that brands AURA as an unattractive place to work.  This can have 

far reaching effects on AURA’s ability to recruit top talent, and can undermine the support of 

the funding agencies. 

 

• Changes in Chilean treatment of US observatories: AURA has been privileged to operate its 

site in Chile that has been crucial to the development of US astronomy, and enabling new 



 

 

facilities such as Gemini, SOAR, and LSST, which wish to take advantage of the excellent 

night sky.  AURA is recognized in Chilean law which enables AURA to avoid large 

importation taxes and its expatriate employees to enjoy diplomatic immunity.  However, 

these laws can change at any time.  Social or management problems encountered by other 

non-AURA observatories can have a broader impact which AURA cannot control. 

 

 

Operational Risks 

 

Each Center has policies and practices to address the known risks for their facilities and their 

operating site characteristics.  All AURA observatories maintain formal risk management plans. 

 

• Loss of observing time due to mechanical malfunction: AURA’s observatories are 

inherently complex.  Occurrences such as a shutter failure, support structure failure due 

to ice buildup, or in the case of Hubble, a safe hold can interrupt observing time for the 

community.  In protracted cases, astronomers will seek other observing opportunities and 

they may not be recoverable as stakeholders.  In substance, loss of observing time for 

AURA facilities has been relatively small in quantitative terms, but prominent in the eyes 

of the community. 

 

For HST, perhaps the most prominent, loss of observing time from safe-holds has not 

affected scientific productivity thus far, but going forward the gradual degradation of 

essential systems is well characterized and will occur with certainty. 

 

• Hazard Risks 

o Damage to AURA/Government assets:  Human induced damage to 

AURA/Government assets can and has happened (e.g. GNIRS accident, Blanco 

secondary mirror, etc.).  Post-accident assessments can help avoid future 

occurrences but the complexity of the fault tree and the unpredictability of the 

human interface will always constitute a risk. 

o Damage to public: Some Center operations (e.g. laser guidestar operation impacts 

on aircraft and satellites) have enormous risks that can be costly to mitigate, and 

prohibitive to compensate if accidents do occur. 

o Accident and injury to personnel and assets:  AURA unfortunately has experience 

in personal injury and even death.  Construction projects constitute a special risk 

since a large number of contractors not directly controlled by AURA are 

performing inherently risky operations. 

 

• Personnel risks 

o Loss of key personnel to other programs:  The emergence of new programs such 

as LSST and GMT in the South and TMT in the North presents a risk of losing 

key personnel from existing programs.  AURA has instituted a practice to ensure 



 

 

inter-Center moves between AURA units follow a protocol while allowing full 

mobility.  However, non-AURA programs are not bound by any protocol. 

o Burnout of key personnel:  Key personnel mental health can be a major concern.  

This is affected not only by workload, but emotional fatigue due to conflicts 

between organizations and between people.  It is necessary to monitor and 

mitigate these signs even though they are subjective for the most part. 

 

• “Acts of God” 

o Earthquake/tsunami: Chile and Hawaii are earthquake prone.  Although telescope 

specifications are intended to mitigate as much as the hazard as possible, 

extraordinary events can occur which exceed these specifications.  For the most 

part these are static risks for which mitigation was a specific objective of the 

design specifications.  However it is important to understand the actual design 

limits. 

o Fire: Arizona and New Mexico are under annual threat of forest fires.  Fires also 

constitute a threat to AURA facilities and employees in Chile. 

 

• Light pollution at AURA sites:  Increases in light pollution in Chile and Arizona could 

have a deleterious effect on existing science programs, and may discourage future major 

investments. 

 

• Mining incursion at Chilean site: AURA monitors mining claims on a daily basis and has 

seen mining claims with increasing frequency.  Although mining on AURA property 

requires the approval of the Chilean President, experience with other observatories 

demonstrates that the Chilean government may be reluctant to shut down such operations 

if they are well underway.  Thus continued vigilance is necessary.  Mining adjacent to 

AURA property is also a concern and we have worked with new operators to minimize 

their impact. 

 

• Physical security at AURA sites: AURA maintains physical security measures (guard 

gates, fences, etc.) at all AURA sites.  However a determined intruder could gain access. 

 

• IT security breach:  AURA has instituted best practices to protect IT systems.  Yet these 

continue to pose a vulnerability as recognized by AURA’s external auditors. 

 

• Labor Relations:  AURA hosts one of the oldest astronomy-based collective bargaining 

units in Chile.  Generally, relations have been good but on rare occasions, strikes have 

been threatened.  In addition, labor problems with the collective bargaining units of other 

observatories and industries in Chile can affect the climate for the AURA union. 

 

 

 



 

 

Financial Risks (avoiding financial losses, anticipating financial challenges) 

 

Managing financial risk is a major function of the corporate office, however some Center 

specific risks are equally significant. 

 

• Personal misconduct/fraud: AURA has established policies to discourage fraud and 

maintains systems to identify wrongdoing, such as whistleblower protection, an 

anonymous integrity hot line and an ombudsman.  However, AURA’s scientific culture 

creates a more relaxed workplace than would be found in other sectors. 

 

• Obsolescence of business management tools and software: AURA core business 

management software is commercially procured for the most part and can be renewed 

and serviced.  However, there are several in house applications that interface with these 

systems to collect data for processing and report results of activity.  These require in 

house software personnel and are subject to obsolescence. 

 

• Financial controls and signature authority: AURA maintains guidelines for signature 

authority and financial control.  However, at present AURA does not carry out 

background checks on all personnel and there may be a risk of abuse. 

 

• Accounting and Budgeting checks and balances: AURA’s new consolidated services unit 

has put in place a consistent set of checks and balances.  However, a comprehensive 

vulnerability analysis has not yet been carried out. 

 

• Financial exigency: Each Center faces the possibility of a budget shortfall so severe that 

it threatens the mission of those observatories.  These risks exist independently, however 

the declaration of financial exigency which would enable deep personnel reductions in 

science staff must be made at the AURA board level, and would inevitably expose 

AURA to legal recourse. 

 

• Cost/schedule overruns for construction projects: NSF maintains a no cost overrun 

policy.  However, changes in vendor costing and performance, and a vast array of 

external factors can affect cost and schedule.  These challenges are in fact inevitable and 

can only be managed, not prevented.  NASA maintains a different level of risk awareness 

in its Joint Confidence Level concept, which is baselined at 70% as a desirable goal.  For 

AURA construction projects, including DKIST, LSST, and JWST risks are distributed 

across hundreds of sub-elements.  Some form of composite risk, comparable across 

programs, will need to be developed. 

 

• Peso exchange rate fluctuations, foreign inflation: Inflation and currency exchange rates 

have posed a major problem for all observatories operating in Chile.  Driven by external 

factors such as the demand for copper, they remain volatile and a source of significant 



 

 

uncertainty in strategic planning for AURA and its facilities in Chile.  AURA has sought 

relief both from the Congress and administratively within the NSF.  Presently, AURA 

adjusts salaries for personnel, but the programs remain at risk. 

 

• Procurement management (including sub-award cost control): sub-awards for cutting 

edge, one off items is notoriously difficult to manage.  Different AURA observatories 

have experimented with various approaches such as fixed price contracts, time and 

material contracts, etc.  Yet none of these provide complete protection to AURA. 

 

• Property Control:  Although AURA maintains a rigorous property controls, losses can 

occur. 

 

• Financial penalties by funding agencies: AURA is increasingly exposed to aggressive 

auditing by a variety of entities.  Although AURA observatories attempt to ensure that all 

charges are allowable under OMB guidance, occasionally these are disallowed in 

retrospect.  Interpretation of the OMB guidance is sometimes imprecise.  In such cases, 

AURA faces financial penalties in repaying these charges.  

  

• Default:  AURA centers, especially construction projects, must structure sub-awards that 

contain binding financial commitments.  Under some circumstances, for example 

Government shut-down, these payments may be interrupted.  Another risk is related to 

long-term loans AURA must secure based on assumed repayments from Federal funds.  

If such funds do not materialize AURA would be in default. 

 

Compliance Risk 

 

For NSF funded facilities much of the compliance risk resides at the Corporate Level.   

Construction programs, however, include additional compliance risks associated with labor laws, 

environmental laws, etc. that are imbedded in the programs themselves.  For STScI much of the 

compliance risk is addressed at the Center level. 

 

• Compliance with AURA policies and procedures: Internal AURA policies are primarily 

aimed at ensuring AURA carries out its core fiduciary responsibilities.  Thus non-

compliance with AURA policy puts the organization itself at risk.  Breakdowns have 

occurred for major sub-award approvals and other areas where Center personnel are not 

as well versed in AURA policy. 

 

• Compliance with Cooperative Agreement or contract: Each cooperative agreement and 

contract is written with certain requirements for reporting, approvals, etc.  Each is, to 

some extent, unique and requires vigilance to ensure that all provisions have a specific 

assigned person for compliance purposes.  AURA now has a policy document that 



 

 

attempts to detail those assignments, however this is relatively new and the observatories 

do not have experience with it. 

 

• Compliance with federal and state law: non-compliance with Federal and State law can 

entail substantial penalties.  Construction programs must deal with environmental laws, 

labor laws, land management issues, etc. 

 

• Compliance with Chilean law: Although AURA in Chile represents several distinct 

NSF facilities (defined by separate cooperative agreements), all AURA installations in 

Chile operate under a single umbrella juridical organization, “AURA Observatory in 

Chile”.  The Chilean government, through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, has granted 

AURA- the status of “Organización Internacional” (OI) with limited diplomatic 

privileges for its staff and certain overall organizational exemptions from taxes.   

AURA’s policy has been to “proactively” comply with Chilean law to ensure that these 

privileges continue to be viewed as necessary for AURA.  Although some limited 

exceptions are possible (e.g. renouncing diplomatic immunity to permit spousal 

employment) every exception that is exercised has the effect of weakening AURA’s 

overall case.  Anything other than proactive compliance represents a long term threat to 

AURA.   

 

• Compliance with OMB guidance: AURA must comply with the guidelines contained in 

Circular A-122.  This is an extensive listing of allowable and unallowable costs for non-

profit organizations.  These are complex and subject to interpretation by the funding 

agency, and individuals within the funding agency. 

 
 

Unique Risks 

 

For some observatories, specific unique risks may be identified which should be included in the 

overall risk plan.  In some cases, a reporting on such risks is desired by the funding agency as 

part of the annual program plan.   

 

For example, for Gemini has a specific list of self-identified risks for the transition plan.  LSST 

has also developed a specific list of risks it is now tracking.  In many cases these are more 

significant and relevant than the cross-center risks.  These should be included in the plan.  

 

 

Risk “Dashboard” 

 

The associated spread sheet and graphics will be used to track and visualize the risks.  It includes 

a matrix for each major risk category which allows a rating between 1 and 5 for both probability 

and severity. The composite probability/severity index serves to call attention to the greatest 



 

 

risks, but does not substitute for the more detailed quantification required for construction 

programs. 

 

Rating Probability Severity 

1 
Highly unlikely to occur, has 

never occurred (0-5%) 
No measurable impact 

2 
Has occurred in the past, but 

with rarity (5-10%) 
Impact at the nuisance level 

3 
Reasonable likelihood of 

occurring (10-25%) 

Mitigation actions deemed 

necessary 

4 
Will occur with high degree of 

likelihood (25-50%) 

Substantial impact on the 

Center 

5 

Will occur with certainty 

based on experience or 

analysis (>50%) 

Threatens the viability of the 

enterprise, including AURA as 

an organization 

 

It is recognized that a composite cross product of probability and severity results in an especially 

subjective metric, but nevertheless useful in guiding AURA decision making on the priority of 

mitigations.   

 

For each major risk category, the dashboard would include a composite ranking showing which 

risks dominate, and a mapping of risks according to probability and severity. 

 

Each Center will also include in its regular reporting, the mitigations that exist, and those that are 

planned.  In some case, the mitigations may be deemed so effective as to completely neutralize 

the risk.  In other cases, neutralizing the risk may be so costly that the risks must be accepted. 

 

Next Steps 

 

The above framework is an initial start on an Enterprise Risk Management Plan.  This will be a 

living document as will the risk database (i.e., the matrices of probability and impact).  The 

AURA and Center managers will review the risks quarterly and update based on evolving 

circumstances, perceptions, and mitigation implementations. The risks captured in this 

framework and the ratings for probability and severity will need to be reviewed and validated by 

the individual Center programs.  

 

With a fully validated description of risks, there will need to be a corresponding set of mitigation 

plans.  Many such plans already exist in great detail, but will need to be summarized for the 

purposes of this document.   

 

For each risk there are two possible dispositions which should be explicitly recommended by the 

Center Director.   



 

 

 

Acceptance:  Accepted risks will be tracked in the risk database but no further action will 

be taken.  A risk may be accepted because the impact of the risk is low, the probability of 

occurrence is low, the risk is too expensive or time consuming to mitigate, or the risk is 

outside the control of AURA. 

 

Mitigation: Mitigation strategies could address the probability, severity, or transfer the 

risk altogether.  For example, for the operation of laser guide star systems, a mitigation 

plan might simply be to buy insurance to minimize the financial exposure--that is transfer 

the risk to a third party. If such insurance is not available or too costly, the mitigation 

might entail employing special observers--that is, reduce the probability.  A third option 

might be to reduce the laser power—that is, to reduce the severity.   

 

If AURA elects to do no mitigation, it should be a considered decision, not a lack of decision.   

 

To minimize the work related to the written mitigation plans, a standard format will be 

developed which will include: risk description, impact description, current probability rating, 

current impact rating, time phased mitigation milestones, and the expected evolution of the 

probability and impact ratings over time.   

 

Attachment I provides a proposed format for each risk description and some illustrative risk 

reports.  It is recognized that mitigation plans can take a wide variety of forms.  Attachment I 

includes two examples of well quantified risks, earthquake risk for DKIST and loss of observing 

time for HST.  The first is a static risk and would not be updated under normal circumstances.  

The later includes a time phased mitigation plan which would be tracked and updated.  Next are 

two example of more subjective risks, recompetition for Gemini and financial exigency for NSO.  

These would also would be tracked and updated.  Finally is included a subjective risk, personnel 

burnout for Gemini, which is under development.  That is it would be more fully described at 

some later defined point.  In order to avoid an excessive workload for staff, it will be allowable 

to simply state the risk and make a commitment for a fuller development later.  All of these are 

only placeholder examples.  

 

Every risk in the matrix should have a corresponding risk description narrative.  There will be 

close to 200 risk descriptions in a complete Enterprise Risk Management Plan.  These will be 

reviewed by the Management Councils and summarized for the Board on a periodic basis, e.g. 

biannually. 

 

  



 

 

Attachment I 

 

Risk Identification and Tracking 

 

Risk Category and Identification:  Operational Risk/Earthquake Risks for DKIST 

 

Organizational Lead: NSO 

 

Rating: Probability 3/Severity 2   

Based on a “system survival level” earthquake 

 

Description: Hawaii is a known earthquake risk.  DKIST structural specifications (MIL-STD 

882) were set in anticipation of a range of possible earthquake scenarios. 

 

Seismic Event 
Description 

Applies to DKIST 
Environmental 

Condition 

Damage Level 
DKIST (MIL-STD 
882) Hazard level 

Maximum 
Considered 
Earthquake 

(MCE) 

[Not mapped as 
this level of event 
is occurs only 
once every 2,475 
years] 

Considerable damage, no 
imminent collapse of structures.  
Shall be “life safe” 

Critical Severity, 
Negligible 
Probability   

System Survival 
Level 

Earthquake 
(SSLE) 

Survival 

 

Primary structure and optical 
support structure shall not suffer 
damage.  Systems and 
subsystems must be 
recoverable for < 10% of initial 
cost and within 6 months of 
event. 

Marginal Severity, 
Remote Probability 

[Occurs every X 
years] 

Operating 
Maximum Level 

Earthquake 
(OMLE) 

Operational 

 

No more than minor system 
damage that can be repaired 
within 20 working days by 
operational staff using 
observatory held spares. 

Negligible Severity, 
Occasional 
Probability 

[Occurs every Y 
years] 

Operating Level 
Earthquake 

(OLE) 

Performance 

 

No damage.  No impact on data 
quality. 

Negligible Severity, 
Frequent 
Probability  

[Occurs every Z 
years] 

Status: DKIST structural specifications were intended to mitigate seismic risks within the 

guidelines above.  Although catastrophic earthquakes are possible, the probability is remote 

within the lifetime of DKIST. 

Recommendation: Acceptance—Include in Risk plan as a static risk. 



 

 

 

Risk Identification and Tracking 

 

Risk Category and Identification:  Operational Risk/Loss of Observing Time for HST 

 

Organizational Lead: STScI 

 

Rating: Probability 3/Severity 5 

Based on STScI and NASA engineering analysis 

 

Description: HST has suffered safe-holds and instrument loss on an intermittent basis.  Its 

systems are reasonably well characterized at this point.  It is essential that HST maintain 

functionality until the launch of JWST in 2018. 

 

 
Critical subsystem and instrument capabilities are now assessed at ~85% out to 2020.  Orbit 

decay predictions indicate re-entry into the atmosphere no earlier than 2027 (worst case) or 2036 

(best estimate). 

 

Anomalies will likely become more common and severe as Hubble ages. Pressure to resolve 

these anomalies quickly will need to be balanced by the decreasing resources at GSFC and 

STScI. Proactive risk mitigation strategies and lifetime extension initiatives developed for many 

subsystems have already proven useful. In the coming 2-4 years, GSFC and STScI will be 

completing similar initiatives for several key areas, which will mitigate risk in the mission’s out-

years. 

 



 

 

 
 

Recommendation:  Mitigate and Track   

 

Mitigate risks as above.  Revise risk estimates as risks are retired. 

 
  



 

 

Risk Identification and Tracking 

[Corporate Proprietary: Do not Release] 

 

Risk Category and Identification:  Strategic Risk/Recompetition of Gemini Cooperative 

Agreement 

 

Organizational Lead: Gemini Observatory 

 

Rating: Probability 5/Severity 5 

Based on AURA assessment that there will be competitors 

 

Description: NSF has invited proposals for the operation and management of the Gemini 

Observatory, with a due date of February 27, 2015.  A loss would seriously impact AURA’s 

entire suite of observatories and enterprise. 

 

In order to develop a winning proposal, the AURA and the Gemini Observatory will need to 

address, not only the solicitation criteria, but also the unique strengths of the Observatory and of 

AURA in order to emphasize “win themes” and distinguish ourselves from competitors. 

 

Recommendation: Mitigate and Track 

 

The mitigation strategy is based on adopting a rigorous project management system for the 

proposal development itself.  It would ensure that staff input is properly coordinated early on and 

that full proposal drafts will be produce in time to allow for adequate external review by a Red 

Team and by AURA Governance including AOCG and the AURA Board.  Experience has 

shown that such external review is important in identifying weaknesses and potential strengths 

that should be emphasized. 

 

 

  



 

 

Risk Identification and Tracking 

 

Risk Category and Identification:  Financial Risk/budget shortfall and financial exigency for 

NSO 

 

Organizational Lead: National Solar Observatory 

 

Rating: Probability 2/Severity 4 

 

Based on the fact that the ten year budget for NSO, which includes the minimum funding for 

personnel moves, is included in the Proposed Cooperative Agreement.  However, any shortfall 

from this would impose substantial challenges to NSO. 

 

Description: Recently, the National Science Board has recommended an award for the renewal 

of the cooperative agreement for NSO "...for a period of 10 years, with funding for the 

second 5 years of the award to be contingent upon the successful completion of 

a comprehensive mid-term review.“  Although the award appears to provide the necessary 

funding for the personnel moves and building leases in Boulder, any shortfall will be 

problematic.  AURA has made firm commitments to make these moves and would be 

exposed if we cannot honor our written agreements.   

 

Recommendation: Mitigate and Track 

NSO has received approval from the AURA Board for a post-tenure review process.  This could 

provide a firebreak against budget shortfalls that could compel AURA to declare financial 

exigency. 

 
  



 

 

Risk Identification and Tracking 

 

Risk Category and Identification:  Operational Risk/Burnout of Key Personnel 

 

Organizational Lead: Gemini Observatory 

 

Rating: Probability 4/Severity 3 

 

A key risk which was recognized at the outset of the Gemini Transition Plan was the burnout of 

key personnel and possible disengagement as the transition project matures. 

 

Recommendation: Under Development.  This page will be updated by the third quarter of 2015. 

 

 

 


