17 September 2007

For the UC administration to continue to support participation in the TMT, we need to have the Chancellor’s on each campus hear from their astronomers about the importance of the TMT to the future of UC astronomy. 

BACKGROUND: Having a dedicated UC share of the first of the next generation of giant telescopes would continue a long tradition that started with the Lick 36-inch refractor in 1888 and today is manifest in the Keck 10m telescopes. This access to the best facilities has attracted outstanding astronomers and astrophysicists to the University of California. The combination of outstanding scientists and forefront facilities has made UC one of the few best research centers for astronomy in the world for more than a century.

The TMT started as a collaboration with Caltech to design, fund, build and operate a 30m telescope. Via an organization called ACURA, the project was joined by Canadian astronomers and for a period of 18 months, AURA was a partner. The project has received ~$75M dollars for the Design Development Phase which will be completed in April 2009. $50M has been via the Moore Foundation with this funding split between Caltech and UC. The money flows through these two institutions directly to the TMT project office.

FUNDING SCENARIOS:  The ultimate UC share in the TMT will be set by the fraction of total costs (capital plus 20 years of operations and upgrades) that UC contributes to the project. The total capital cost of the project is estimated to be ~$750M (year 2006) for the telescope, dome, associated facilities, first-generation adaptive optics systems and three instruments. The barebones operations costs are estimated at $25M/year with an additional $20M/year for next-generation instruments and upgrades.

The UC aspirations in the funding area have been to split a capital request to the Moore Foundation with Caltech. The total amount of this request has not been determined but it will likely be in the $250--$300M range (UC + Caltech). UC is also in the business plan to provide $11.25M/year (Y2006) in operations.

Assuming a maximum Moore Foundation gift of $300M the project comes up short of the necessary capital to build the telescope:

Capital:


operations

UC:   …..$150M

$11.25M

CIT:  …..$150M



ACURA: $175M

$11.25M

This leads to a $750M - $475M=$275 shortfall in capital and insufficient ongoing funds to continue development of the project. To address these shortfalls the TMT Board is engaged in talks with other prospective partners (the NSF and Japan are the most promising).

MESSAGE TO THE CHANCELLORS: For a system-wide endeavor such as this decisions are made at the Office of the President. However, it has been made clear that support for the TMT will not occur without the Chancellors from all the campuses being enthusiastic or at least on board. For this to be the case each Chancellor needs to hear from the astronomers on their campus that TMT is crucial to the future of UC astronomy.

There are at three questions that we would like to be answered in the affirmative at the UC Office of the President wrt TMT. (1) will the UC share of a Moore Foundation gift be pursued with vigor at the Moore Foundation and with our colleagues at Caltech? (2) Will UC commit to operations funds at the level in the business plan starting in the 2016 timeframe? (3) Can UC raise additional funding for the capital project in order to increase our share of the telescope and add to the critical mass of funding the project.

NEXT STEPS: It is most effect for the Chancellors to hear from their local constituency, however it is very useful to have me available at these meetings to answer questions about details. We should schedule 30 minutes or more with each Chancellor. Message #1, 2 and 3: this project is very exciting and very important to the future of UC astronomy.

