
 
 

ALMA BOARD 
 
 
           
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Subject:  Response to ASAC 
 
 

AUTHOR(S): R. Hills 
 

Purpose of Document:  To provide the Board with the project’s response to the 
ASAC report 

 
Status:  For approval at the June 24th 2010 telecon 

ALMA EDM Document AEDM 2010-080-O 
Distribution Ordinary Session 



DRAFT Response to the March 2010 ASAC Report 

The Board and the Project would like to thank the ASAC for an outstandingly clear and 
well thought out report which contains very many helpful comments and 
recommendations.  For simplicity, the appropriate sections of the ASAC report are 
quoted here in italics with the responses following. 

II.1) ASAC was pleased to hear that CSV started in January, with commissioning now 
underway with three antennas at the AOS and the test interferometer operational at the 
OSF.  ASAC would like to continue to follow closely the project's progress in the context 
of CSV activities and other efforts towards Early Science, as these are critical steps for 
the success of ALMA. 
We welcome the suggestion that ASAC keeps in close touch with the Project’s progress 
over the coming months.  Arrangements are being made for ASAC members to join 
some of the regular telecons where progress and problems are discussed and to attend 
the readiness reviews that are planned to take place in October. 

II.3) As described in our last report, we propose that our next meeting be held in Chile, 
so that ASAC members can fully engage in the decision-making process for Early 
Science.  The exact date of the meeting will be determined according to the schedule of 
the readiness review for Early Science and the Board meeting.  
The face to face meeting is planned for 13th and 14th Oct in Santiago with reviews on 
CSV status and on Operations preparations immediately before that (7/8th & 11/12th Oct 
respectively). 

III.1) ASAC was pleased to see a well thought through draft description of the ALMA 
Proposal Review Process and thanks the ALMA TAC subcommittee for its hard work. In 
its broad lines, and also in many of its details, ASAC agrees with the contents of the 
document. In considering possible areas of improvement, however, ASAC concluded 
that it might be advantageous to separate top-level issues related to the distribution of 
time among different partners and different proposal categories (regular, director's 
discretionary, "Open Skies", etc.), which clearly must be in a Board-approved document, 
from lower-level details that could be more naturally worked out in an Implementation 
Plan prepared by the Department of Science Operations (DSO).  
The Board agreed with this suggestion and a new Board-level document “Principles of 
the ALMA Proposal Review Process” is in preparation and plans for the detailed 
implementation are being drawn up.  The Board and the Project were also very 
appreciative of the ASAC’s detailed suggestions and comments on the draft document 
and will be taking those into account in refining the process. 

On the issue of cost savings, the summary comment was as follows.  III.2)… ASAC 
recognizes that the Operations Plan must address the budgetary issues and recognizes 
that science output is likely to be affected due to necessary revisions.  ASAC stresses 
that the purpose of the observatory is to conduct science and thus every effort should 
be made to minimize the scientific losses.  ASAC expects to be further involved in 
reviewing these plans over the next year and hopes to gain a clearer understanding of 
the relative budgetary cuts within all areas of Operations.  Again, ASAC stresses that 



the savings found in the science operations has been marginal considering the overall 
budget situation.  The significant decreases required in other parts of the Operations 
budget are likely to have even more profound effects on the scientific capability of 
ALMA.  
Work on refining the budget is continuing and the need to find ways of making savings 
that minimize the impact on the scientific impact of ALMA is very much in the forefront 
of the minds of the people wrestling with these issues.  ASAC will continue to be 
informed about the process and consulted on any trade-offs which involve scientific 
questions.  Since the Project is under great pressure to meet goals on performance, 
budget and schedule simultaneously, the Board has issued the following statement:   
The Board agrees that budget and schedule are the highest priorities for ALMA.  
Putting performance in the third place in no way suggests that descoping can be 
accepted without a careful and open assessment of scientific losses.  The Board 
stresses the importance of quality and reliability. 

On the Development Fund, ASAC proposed that, “III.4)… The best way forward for this 
is for the JAO to ask the regional Project Scientists to obtain rough cost estimates for 
development items of interest to their regions. On the basis of these numbers, the 
project can then draft a call with further input from ASAC.”  
Work on this is going on in all three regions with the goal of giving the ASAC a picture, 
at their October meeting, of the range of costs and effort involved in the items that are 
presently being discussed. 

The ASAC made extensive comments (III.5) on the readiness of the ALMA software 
system, with emphasis on the Observing Tool (OT) and CASA and mentioning the 
archive and logging tools such as ShiftLog.  All these continue to be very much at the 
focus of CIPT activities and were discussed in detail at the recent software CDR#8.  In 
particular we recognize the criticality of ensuring that the OT is well-matched to the 
requirements for the Call for Early Science Proposals, both in its implementation and by 
thorough testing.  The plan calls for intensive tests of the operations software relevant 
for ES proposal preparation (the OT and other parts of ObsPrep) during the month of 
August and we will ensure that ASAC members are involved in those.  

On progress with AIV/CSV, the ASAC commented that, “III.6)… timely deliveries of fully 
functional pads at the AOS and a higher-bandwidth data link between the AOS and 
OSF have a high scientific priority, as does the elimination of power interruptions at the 
AOS and the OSF, which reduce the efficiency of AIV/CSV efforts and damage staff 
morale.”  
It has already been reported to the ASAC that the pads needed to enable us to move to 
the compact (“phase 2”) configuration were eventually brought into operation by the end 
of March.  We can also report that the improvements already made to the microwave 
link have been providing adequate bandwidth and good reliability in AOS-OSF 
communications and that the installation of the fiber has been brought forward and is in 
now in progress.  Unfortunately the problem of power interruptions is still with us and 
this has become a significant threat to the commissioning schedule.  



ASAC also made the recommendations that  “III.6)… Noting that the consequences of 
any delay in Early Science are severe, ASAC nevertheless emphasizes that the 
technical requirements for Early Science should not be compromised in order to meet a 
pre-determined deadline.  Further, ASAC recommends that an end-to-end 
demonstration of the science verification array with ~8 antennas occur before the call for 
Early Science is made.” 
With respect to the first of these, we agree and would point out that (in response to 
earlier advice from ASAC) we already have in place a set of Minimum Requirements for 
Early Science and a more ambitious set of Goals.  We are at present still striving to 
reach all the Goals and are certainly not expecting to have to compromise on any of the 
Minimum Requirements.  In response to the second, we set a target of having 8 
antennas operational at the high site by mid-August.  On present plans we will miss this, 
but only by a week or two.  Delays to deliveries of antennas, front-ends, and calibration 
devices mean that this can only be done by moving up the antennas in the OSF 
interferometer:  the ASAC already noted that this was undesirable but should be done if 
necessary. 

Finally, on the issue of plans for data processing during Early Science, the ASAC noted 
that there was a danger that the science staff would become overloaded during this 
period and made a number of helpful suggestions to mitigate this, in particular 
spreading the load as widely and in as efficient a manner as possible, which we will 
certainly work into our plans.  The specific request to see (with the next year) examples 
of the scripts for the QA2 procedures is noted. 


