Regarding Gemini

Findings:

1.  Gemini is an important part of the suite of US large telescopes by virtue of the 51% share that the US currently has in Gemini and the significant number of 8-m nights that would consequently be available to the US community. 

2.  The US currently invests significantly in Gemini.  The total US contribution to Gemini is ~$17M per year from the NSF.  Such a large investment is expected to return significant value to the US community.  

3.  In contrast, the ALTAIR survey revealed that there is significant dissatisfaction in the US community regarding the divergence between US community needs and the resources and services offered by Gemini. 

· The Gemini instrumentation suite is seen as (1) not competitive with instrumentation available elsewhere and (2) emphasizing niche capabilities (e.g., coronography) over ”workhorse” capabilities that serve a broad community of users (e.g., basic spectrographs and imagers).   

· Another major concern is the large time investment needed end-to-end (from proposal to data delivery) to obtain science-quality data.  Often no data may be received or the quality of the data may be much lower than expected.

· There is a significant unmet desire for classical observing. 

While the US community remains supportive of Gemini in spite of their dissatisfaction, the extent of the dissatisfaction suggests that US community support may erode significantly if Gemini does not become closer aligned with US community needs in the near term.

4.  The lack of alignment may result, in part, because there is currently no mechanism in place by which the broad US community can provide input to the Gemini Director and the Board regarding the scientific needs and priorities of the US community. 

· Gemini US SAC is an NOAO-appointed committee whose members are veteran Gemini observers.  They provide input based on their personal experiences and are not asked to solicit the opinion of the broad US community. 

· The GSC members are selected by and report to the Gemini Director.  They do not report to the Board or NSF.  They also do not solicit input from the US community.

· The US representatives on the Gemini Board are selected by the NSF (without advice from the GSC or NOAO).  The Board also does not solicit input from the broad US community.  

· There is no pathway for US community opinion to reach the Gemini Board. 

5.  NOAO has no direct authority over nor responsibility for the actions of the Gemini Observatory.  The NSF is the US partner in the Gemini partnership that has such responsibility and authority. 

6.  NOAO is well-positioned to collect and represent the opinion of the broad US community, as evidenced by the work of this committee.  In addition, US Gemini observers receive observing support (Phase I/II, prep, data reduction, etc) from the NOAO Gemini Science Center (as well as the Gemini Observatory).  The NGSC represents the broadest knowledge about Gemini (instruments, operations, etc) outside of Gemini.  The NGSC, through its interactions with the US Gemini community, is therefore aware of specific concerns of US Gemini users and can suggest potential solutions. 

7.  Another concern, which may contribute to the lack of alignment between Gemini and US community needs, is that there is currently no mechanism by which science interests can strongly influence the goals and priorities for the Observatory.  Each of the Gemini scientific communities currently has a limited ability to set scientific goals and priorities for the Observatory.  An alternative working model, which also allows for significant feedback from the community to the Observatory Director and the Board, is that of the Keck Observatory (http://www.ucolick.org/keckssc/charter.html).  In the Keck model, the Science Steering Committee (SSC), which is comprised of astronomers from the partner organizations (UC and Caltech), 

· Sets the scientific priorities for the Observatory (e.g., instrumentation, telescope development and operations).

· Advises the Observatory Director on the preparation of the Observatory budget. 

· Develops the scientific aspects of the Observatory strategic plan.  

· Represents the interests of the scientific community to the Observatory and Board and proactively engages and informs the community regarding Observatory matters.

· Provides the Board with regular assessments of the state of the observatory.

The role of the Observatory Director is to 

· Develop and present to the Board an integrated Observatory budget that addresses the scientific priorities of the SSC.

· Oversee the construction of the approved instruments and report to the Board on budget, schedule, and capability.
(Perhaps need some details on the responsibilities of the Board in this model.)

8.  Another concern is the US representation on the Gemini Board and the GSC.  In the current membership of the Board, only 4 of 11 voting members are US representatives.  This is a smaller fraction than the 51% of the Gemini budget that is contributed by the US.  An even smaller fraction of GSC members (4/13) represent the US community. 

9. The NSF has asked the ALTAIR committee for input on Gemini that may inform the 2012 agreement which is currently in the process of being negotiated.

Goals/Issues/Concerns: 
1.  The overall goal for the US community regarding Gemini is for the US community to get the most scientifically out of its investment in Gemini. 

2.  To achieve this, it is important for Gemini to become more closely aligned with the needs of the US community.  Specific areas where closer alignment is needed include:

        - instrumentation suite 

        - time burden to acquire scientifically useful data

        - increased support for and ease of classical observing (remote or in situ)

3.  It is also important to put in place mechanisms for regular feedback from the US community to the Gemini Observatory and the Gemini Board in order to achieve the above.  

4.  It is highly desirable for the scientific communities of the Gemini partnership (both the US, and all other partner countries) to have a more direct role in setting scientific goals for the Gemini Observatory (i.e., regarding instrument selection, operations modes, etc.)

Recommendations: 

1.  Role of the Gemini Scientific Communities in Setting Science Priorities.  

The Gemini scientific communities currently have a limited ability to set scientific goals and priorities for the Observatory, as well as little opportunity to provide feedback to the Observatory Director and the Board.  The Keck model is a working alternative model.  Gemini may benefit greatly from an organizational structure more similar to this (with the GSC fulfilling the role of the SSC) that allows its scientific communities to play a more direct role in setting scientific goals.  We encourage NOAO to work with the NSF and the Gemini Observatory to explore a change in this direction. 

2.  GSC and Gemini Board

A strong, well-informed GSC and US contingent of the Gemini Board would be of significant value to the US community.  Possible actions that could be taken in this direction: 

· NOAO might be charged with soliciting and representing US community opinion that will be communicated to the GSC and the Gemini Board. 

· NOAO might play an active role in selecting US community members (possibly including NOAO staff) who are knowledgeable about Gemini, the US observing community, and the US System of observing resources for service on the GSC and the Gemini Board.  Ideal members would interact with a broad cross-section of the US community and be knowledgeable and articulate about their needs.

NOAO is advised to work with the relevant bodies (NSF, Gemini Board, Gemini Director, etc) to explore changes to the governance structure that allows for increased communication between the US scientific community and the Gemini Director and the Board.

3.  2012 Transition

The committee advises the NSF to negotiate a new Gemini partnership that gives the US expanded influence in decision making (regarding instrument selection, operations modes, high level observatory priorities) that is directly proportional to its financial contribution to the Gemini budget (e.g., the fraction of US representatives among voting members of the Board or the GSC should be in proportion to the US financial contribution). 

The committee also advises the NSF to put in place governance structures that ensure that the needs and priorities of the US scientific community are heard and that the Gemini Observatory is responsive to US community needs to an extent that is proportional to the US investment in Gemini. 

Looking forward to 2012, the committee recognizes that the current US majority share in Gemini is attractive from a strategic point of view.  This should be maintained as much as possible.  However, the committee cautions the NSF against investing more significantly in Gemini unless the current situation is altered so that Gemini becomes more responsive to the needs of the US community (e.g., by altering Gemini governance and/or the roles of the GSC and the Gemini Director).

4.  Gemini Cost

The cost of Gemini to the US community is significant.  A rough estimate is that the operations costs of Gemini are approximately twice that of Keck.  (Obviously we need to have the right numbers if we say this.)
The higher Gemini costs arise in part from operating sites in two hemispheres, the cost of operating predominantly in queue mode, as well as software development and achiving.  The ALTAIR survey shows that the US community values access to both hemispheres.  However, queue scheduling, archives, and data reduction pipelines were valued less than improvements in instrumentation and a larger number of nights for observing.  

This suggests that the Gemini budget might be reallocated in this direction.  Cost savings that would be realized from implementing an increased fraction of classical observing nights may be redirected toward improved Gemini instrumentation.  Alternatively, it may be advantageous from a US perspective to advocate for a “cheaper ops” model for Gemini; the US cost savings could be used to fund greater access to non-federal facilities, a US community priority that emerged from the ALTAIR survey. 

5.  Instrumentation 

On the specific issue of instrumentation, there may be a need for additional organized input from the US community to the Gemini Director and Board.  Currently the broad US community has the opportunity to comment on future instrumentation at international workshops held by Gemini every ~6 years (1997 in Abingdon; 2003 in Aspen?).  These workshops have a mixed record in providing instruments that are aligned with the needs of the US community.

The outcome of the Aspen process, for example, thus far, is the construction of a niche instrument (GPI) rather than other “workhorse” capabilities, e.g., (the single object mode of) the high resolution IR spectrograph (HRNIRS) which was highly ranked at Aspen.  While the decision to build GPI would make sense in a funding climate that allowed for multiple instruments to be built, as the only instrument to come out of Aspen thus far, this decision does not well serve the broad US community.  This experience suggests that it would be useful for Gemini to receive more frequent input from the US community regarding instrument priorities, perhaps on a 3 year cycle. 

