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To: Simon Morris (Departing GSC Chair) & Tim Beers (Incoming GSC Chair) 
From:  Doug Simons 
Date: 11 December 2008 
Subj: Response to October 2008 GSC Report 
 
 

Simon and Tim – 
 

Per the revised GSC Terms of Reference the Observatory is obligated to respond to the GSC’s annual 
report. This report is submitted to the Director and Board during Gemini’s annual November Board meetings. 
Through this letter I offer that response, as well as my on-going thanks to you and the entire GSC for valuable 
guidance provided on many challenging fronts. For the purposes of this response I am only addressing what appears 
in sections 5.3 of the GSC report and beyond as these topics are germane to activities planned in 2009 at Gemini.  

 
5.3 - Scientific Priorities at Gemini from Oct. 2008 GSC Discussions 

 
Red CCDs – Gemini fulfilled its 2008 commitments to thoroughly research emerging options for upgrading at least 
1 GMOS with new CCDs and provide the GSC with information for consideration during its annual meeting. These 
options included the possibility of installing a set of MIT/LL detectors recently offered by the UH CCD consortium 
or deep depletion CCDs made by Hamamatsu or LBNL. Each of these options carries with it performance, cost, 
technical, and schedule risk but the GSC advised that overall the Hamamatsu option is the best approach from a 
science perspective. With that advice in mind the Observatory is now in the process of soliciting bids for new CCDs 
for GMOS-N and we expect to be in a position to upgrade GMOS-N in 2009, giving it vastly higher red sensitivity 
than what is possible with its current set of detectors. In the mean time we have recently taken delivery of 4 MIT/LL 
CCDs. For the time being we will hold these CCDs as backup devices in the event our procurement efforts for 
detectors which offer even better red response are not successful. Assuming we do not use them in 2009, we will 
revisit the use of the MIT/LL CCDs during the 2009 GSC meeting for possible installation in GMOS-S in 2010. It is 
important to note that the Observatory remains committed to performing this upgrade to GMOS-N in 2009 and has 
assigned this project a “Band 1” ranking in our 2009 plans. That said we have made no commitment yet about 
upgrading GMOS-S as we do not have enough resources to also upgrade GMOS-S in 2009. Furthermore I would 
like to understand the science trades associated with upgrading GMOS-S with red sensitive CCDs vs. relying on F-2 
which will be sensitive through the blue end of the J-band before we commit the resources needed to upgrade 
GMOS-S. 
 
Blind offsetting – Improving the offsetting capabilities for GMOS and GNIRS was considered during the 2007 
Santiago planning retreat but demoted to Band 2 due to resource limitations. During the Waikoloa (2008) retreat 
however these projects have been given Band 1 priorities in 2009 hence I expect we will achieve the expected 
offsetting improvements at some point next year. 
 
GPOL – This remains a Band 4 (don’t do) project in our planning system, given years of inattention after receiving 
the GPOL units many years ago. The ranking of GPOL is a direct result of resource limitations in both our science 
and engineering teams and reflects the importance institutionally I have placed on developing “don’t do” lists 
instead of just “to-do” lists. While I have no doubts about the scientific merit of this field of astronomy, the 
polarimetry community is quite small among our vast community and it is difficult to justify diverting resources off 
projects like GNIRS, GMOS CCDs, etc. which support much broader cross sections of our community. 
 
GNIRS – I agree completely with the #1 ranking the GSC has given to the restoration of GNIRS. Since the 
unfortunate accident occurred with GNIRS Gemini has given the restoration of this key capability “mission critical” 
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status within our planning systems. It is absolutely crucial that a premier infrared facility like Gemini have an 
infrared spectrometer like GNIRS. I note that GNIRS was the most popular instrument at Gemini-S just before it 
was damaged and I suspect it will retain this status at Gemini-N once we bring it back on-line. We remain confident 
that GNIRS will be re-commissioned in 2009A at Gemini-N with all of its baseline modes available and soon 
thereafter we will commission its AO fed modes which will provide a totally new capability for our community.  

 
ALTAIR LGS – As noted in the GSC report increasing the FOV for ALTAIR is a major project requiring effort on 
several fronts including optics, mechanical, electronics, software, and sci-op’s. We have not committed to do this in 
2009 but we can reconsider this project in 2010. The low ranking (#9) of this project is appropriate compared to all 
of the other projects these FTE’s could be used on that have a greater urgency. Performing an extensive error budget 
analysis for ALTAIR in 2009 remains TBD. I suspect this will require the addition of a post-doc (or similar level of 
expertise) and due to budget concerns I have just implemented a hiring pause at Gemini, restricting recruitments 
through at least mid 2009 to essential staff needed for core operations or to develop a handful of new capabilities 
(GMOS CCDs, GNIRS, MCAO, and F-2).  
 
MICHELLE – Implementing dual beam chopping (ranked 6), increasing the chop throw (ranked 7) and 
spectropolarimetry (ranked 8) in MICHELLE are appropriately prioritized given the modest demand for 
MICHELLE and the aforementioned emphasis on other projects at Gemini. Accordingly none of these MICHELLE 
upgrades have been assigned Band 1 rankings in our 2009 plans. 
 
NICI – At the time of this report I am pleased to note that the NICI science campaign has begun, consistent with the 
GSC’s strong recommendation that we start by January 2009. NICI’s performance is excellent. In fact, based upon 
recent on-sky tests, no other facility currently (with or without a coronagraph) offers better high contrast imaging 
than NICI within ~2 arcsec of bright stars. While the GSC has ranked NICI #1 on their priority list, I expect that as 
we proceed with steady-state operations with NICI we can remove this from our list of future projects and finally 
begin to reap the rewards of an enormous investment of effort over the past ~decade to provide such a powerful 
capability to our community.  
 
FLAMINGOS-2 – Ranked #2 behind NICI, with the completion of NICI this instrument effectively has become 
our number 1 priority for development at Gemini-S in 2009. At the time of this report the final on-site acceptance 
tests for F-2 have begun. Assuming all goes well, we anticipate receiving F-2 at Gemini-S in early 2009 but will not 
have it fully tested on the sky in time for the 2009B CfP. We therefore anticipate offering it to the community on 
some other basis (e.g. demo-science) in 2009 to make maximum use of this important new instrument leading up to 
its broad release in 2010A.  
 
MCAO – This project was broken into 4 phases as part of the 2008 planning process which together take it from 
completing all components, then installing them on the telescope,  and finally through commissioning. All of these 
MCAO project phases received Band 1 ranking in 2009 during the Waikoloa retreat (though several are essentially 
done now). This project was recently dealt a setback when LMCT announced a delay in the delivery of the MCAO 
laser to mid 2009. I therefore cannot see offering MCAO for science (in any form) until mid 2010 at the soonest as 
it will take at least a year to go from initial laser system propagation on the sky to achieving the level of system 
stability and reliability we need to conduct science observations. In any event, MCAO remains a high priority 
project within Gemini and beyond limitations posed by the laser slip, MCAO receives the bulk of the resource 
“margin” (~10 FTEs) from our engineering team. Even at this level of effort MCAO remains consistently starved of 
what it needs to proceed at the desired (faster) pace. With the completion of NICI and F-2 in 09A, I hope to free up 
more effort at Gemini-S to work on MCAO but, until then, when resource conflicts arise our priorities are consistent 
with what the GSC has recommended.  
 
5.3.4 - NICI Campaign 
 

Since the GSC meeting in October 2008, the PFWG has endorsed proceeding with the NICI science 
campaign using the latest on-sky test results, which as mentioned above are extremely encouraging. The NICI 
science campaign has therefore been started and the possibility exists that time will be biased toward NICI in 2009A 
as we await the commissioning and usage of F-2 and MCAO. 

  



5.3.5 - GAOSWG Short Term Recommendations 
 

 The Observatory also thanks the GAOSWG for an insightful and comprehensive strategy for AO 
development at Gemini. As mentioned above, the near term objective of better characterizing the baseline 
performance of ALTAIR as an initial step in determining how to improve strehl performance is wise but is also 
limited by expertise currently available at Gemini-N. This project has not been included in our 2009 plans. Instead 
we are considering a subset of upgrades proposed during the 2008 Waikoloa planning retreat which are intended to 
improve the reliability of the laser AO system, which we feel would more directly improve the scientific 
productivity of this system given the resources available.  

 
6 - Progress on the Aspen Program 
 
 The Observatory shares the GSC’s frustrations with the cancelation of PRVS as we believe the technical 
and science cases for the instrument were strong and if for some reason WFMOS does not go forward, this leaves 
Gemini with only GPI during the current 5 year budget cycle as a new instrument from the Aspen program. While 
GPI stands to yield exciting science, it is nonetheless niche science compared to what was possible with a high 
resolution NIR spectrometer like PRVS. In any event, funding constraints and a desire on the Board’s part to direct 
that limited funding toward the higher priority WFMOS left us unable to pursue PRVS.  
 
6.1 – GAOSWG Longer Term Recommendations 
 
 The ambitious AO development plan suggested by the AOSWG reflects an on-going evolution of Gemini’s 
AO systems that would keep Gemini at the forefront of AO capabilities through the next decade. The Observatory 
applauds the overall plan suggested by the GAOSWG but, like the GSC, notes that it is reasonable for this plan to 
be factored into Gemini’s long range planning activities as it will be tightly coupled to other instrumentation (new 
and old). The thrust of the observatory remains the same near term with effort focused in the north on increasing the 
reliability and ultimately performance of the GN laser AO system and, with NICI entering its steady state operations 
phase, even more emphasis being placed on completing MCAO in advance of the arrival of GPI. With the Mauna 
Kea site testing program now complete and the results looking extremely promising for GLAO performance  at the 
Gemini-N site, a decision to proceed with GLAO at Gemini-N awaits a Board decision to fund a rigorous design 
study and engineering effort being freed up as MCAO transitions from a construction phase to a commissioning 
phase.  
 
7 – User Issues 
 
 One of the functions of the GSC under the new Terms of Reference is to also serve as a User Committee 
and provide the Observatory with feedback from the community at large on a variety of issues. Accordingly, below 
I have provided feedback on the most recent (2008) issues, with an eye toward Observatory responses in 2009 and 
beyond. 
 
7.3 – User Issues from 2008 (received from OpsWG) 
 
 The Observatory acknowledges the frustration in the community over the investment of effort in generating 
Phase 2 proposals with only a <50% chance of receiving data. Through consultation with the OpsWG Gemini is 
seriously considering adopting a “guaranteed data” policy that, through the more judicious use of the existing roll-
over program, will substantially alleviate this frustration in the community. This more aggressive queue based 
model will require the development of additional software for defining and managing the queue, not to mention 
careful consideration of a number of policies to optimally execute this new paradigm in Gemini’s science 
operations.  
 
 The Observatory concurs with the GSC about the utility of updating the user feedback forms and processes 
used to ensure that these forms are completed. Having regular feedback from the community is crucial to define 
issues of broad impact/concern to the community. While the polls that have been run (or are about to be run) are 



very helpful, a more regular and consistent approach to tracking community perspectives should be in place to guide 
Gemini in the allocation of its resources to meet the needs of its community. 
 
8 – Recommended Science Time Fractions for 2009B 
 
 As noted by the GSC these fractions reflect the Observatory’s philosophy of offering as much science time 
as possible while focusing engineering and commissioning efforts to minimize their impact on scientific access to 
Gemini by our community. Long term, given maintenance trends, we expect that being able to offer ~90% science 
time each semester will be feasible. 
 
9 – Long Range Plan 
 
 The Observatory thanks the GSC for their contributions to the LRP which were an integral part of what 
was presented and discussed during the recent Gemini Visiting Committee’s evaluation of Gemini. The next 
important step in this process is the Kyoto science/user’s meeting during which an updated draft should be 
presented to the participants to get initial feedback that will inform the next draft, which should be a foundational 
document in the anticipated Gemini 2010 Future Science Workshop. In 2009 I will seek input from the GSC about 
organizing the 2010 workshop and whatever preliminary national-level meetings will be needed before we meet in 
2010.  
 
 
 
 

Aloha, 
 

 
      
 
  

 
Douglas A. Simons 

    Director, Gemini Observatory 


