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National Optical Astronomy Observatory 

The US national research & development center for  

ground-based night time astronomy 
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Cerro Tololo Inter-American Observatory 

Kitt Peak National Observatory 



NOAO facilities from 30,000 feet 

•! Many telescopes (10s) 

–! A few100% NOAO 

–! A few more are 30 – 50% NOAO 

–! Most are tenants supported by NOAO on a charge-out basis 

•! Three mountain tops 

–! Kitt Peak near Tucson/Arizona, USA 

–! Cerro Tololo and Cerro Pachón near La Serena, Chile 

•! Two “sea-level” full-service support facilities 

–! Tucson, AZ 

–! La Serena, Chile 

•! Two countries 

–! Different inflation rates, legal structures 

–! Exchange rate 

–! ITAR 
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Small villages at  

2700-m 



Suggested topics, great but… 
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Common topics 

Facility operators 



…it’s all about the money 
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NOAO base (“unrestricted”) budget 
FY 1993 – 2008 
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Exchange rate 
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Exchange rate 
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•! Exchange rate 

–! FY 2009 Plan A:  

450 CLP/USD 

–! FY 2009 Plan B:  
500 CLP/USD 

–! Yesterday:  

577 CLP/USD 



Chile specific inflation 

•! Inflation rate 

–! Rapid changes 

–! NOAO must 
adjust local staff 

salary on 

quarterly basis 
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Budget cycle challenge 

•! What is this year’s budget? 

•! What is next year’s budget? 

•! What is budget in 5 years? 

•! NOAO budget is about 75% staff costs 

–! Usual challenges: falling behind inflation, unexpected cuts, actual 

budget does not equal President’s Request 

–! All this means firing staff 

–! At some point, you are one-deep in too many places 

–! Have to fire more people to fix the one-deep program or use non-

staff budget which means less science capability 
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Knock-on challenges 

•! Multi-year planning difficult-to-impossible for many things 

•! Aging physical infrastructure, large maintenance backlog 

–! Annual choice: science capability or infrastructure 

•! Aging workforce, hard to manage unavoidable staff 

renewal without cutting other parts of base program 

–! KPNO Director (late 40s) is younger than all his engineers 

–! KPNO has at least one senior engineer older than 70 
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I have a dream… 

•! …a known O&M cash flow over 3 – 5 years (or more) 

•! Many other observatories have achieved this 

–! US-led, minor NSF contribution: Keck, Magellan, MMT (?) 

–! International, major NSF contribution: Gemini, ALMA 

–! International, other: ESO, CFHT (?) 

•! It would also be great if Congress/NSF would help with 

exchange rate issues 

–! Like: let us buy lots of pesos when dollar is strong! 

–! Like: adjust quarterly cash flow to maintain equivalent peso 

buying power 
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Just a thought before I go… 

•! In astronomy, typical to thrust excellent research 

scientists into management roles without training or 

extensive enough professional experience 

•! Not Good 

•! NOAO needs a strong(er) culture of management  

training & mentoring 

–! Personnel, small team, project, program 

–! Shared need across all NSF funded facilities? 
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