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• Background and context to the Strategic Partnership with the 

European Southern Observatory

• NCA and AAL’s engagement with DISR and the Minister

• Progress to identify an alternative (formation of the LTAWG)

• Considerations for alternative access to large optical telescopes

• Questions, comments and discussion

Securing access to large optical telescopes 

beyond the ESO Strategic Partnership

Town hall

Keck telescope
Credit: Andrew Hara
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$129 million over 10 years. A pathway 

to full membership

DISR divestment of AAO

Formation of Astralis with AAL 

commitment of $5m/annum

AAT operations transferred to ANU, 

with funding from DISR & 13 

universities

Led to an average of 49 nights/year on 

ESO facilities (individual projects) and 

up to 68 nights/year (during Aus-led 

Large Programmes)

Background context to the Strategic 

Partnership with ESO

Subaru telescope
Credit: NAOJ



Found return on cost of ESO Strategic 

Partnership was cost neutral, while noting their 

methodology underestimated the flow-on and 

long-term benefits of cooperation.

AAL begins pulling together information on implications of a decision not 

to invest in ESO, including alternative or no investment scenarios; and 

potential in-kind contributions to ensure maximum funding stays on-shore.

Analysis by UNSW economist Prof. Richard 

Holden shows astronomy generates $330m/year 

to the Australian economy, endorsing flow-on 

benefits from ESO membership.

Magellan telescopes
Credit: Yuri Beletsky
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3 July 2025

NCA and AAL 

briefing to Min 

Ayres’ Office on 

final decadal 

plan

End July 2025

AAL finalised In-

Kind list for DISR

AAL finalised list 

for DISR of costs 

for alternative 

options to ESO

Aug-Sep 2025

Advice shared 

with Minister 

Ayres for 

consideration

29 Oct 2025

ESO DG wrote 

to the Minister

2 April 2026

Minister 

replied to ESO 

DG

Easter 2026

Press releases from 

AAL, AAS, STA, Aust. 

Council of Deans in 

Science

Media stories in Print, 

TV, Radio, Online

230+ media mentions 

with editorial reach of 

12m+

NCA and AAL’s engagement

June 2025

NCA/AAL 

worked with 

community to 

articulate SKA-

ESO synergies.

Messaging 

demonstrates 

how optical 

astronomy 

maximises value 

of SKA.



Nov 2025

NCA discussed 

likely need to 

develop a thorough 

Plan B

Dec 2025

AAL and NCA agree to 

form a working group for 

alternative options to 

access large optical 

telescopes

Focus is understanding 

costs involved in 

securing access to best 

facilities until one or 

more ELT-class facilities 

come online.

Feb 2026

AAL and NCA 

established Large 

Telescope Access 

Working Group 

(LTAWG)

​ESO DG indicated 

timeframe for ‘exit 

procedure’ to start by 

June if no decision

soon​

March 2026

AAL CEO met with 

DISR and Minister’s 

Office to highlight 

urgency of decision 

and need to work on 

fallback: “No 

relationship with 

ESO in the future is 

bad. No Plan B is

catastrophic”

April 2026

LTAWG 

concluded 

meetings. AAL 

consolidates 

advice

Progress to find an alternative

Today

Start of 

community 

engagement



Large Telescope Access Working Group

LTAWG Members

• Dr Alex Cooke (AAL) (Chair)

• Prof. Sarah Brough (UNSW and NCA Chair)

• Prof. Joss Bland-Hawthorn (U. Sydney)

• Prof. Céline d’Orgeville (CSIRO)

• Prof. Karl Glazebrook (Swinburne)

• Dr Melanie Kaasinen (ANU)

• Prof. Claudia Lagos (ICRAR/UWA)

• Ms Nuria Lorente (Macquarie University)

• Prof. Richard McDermid (Macquarie University)

• Dr James Murray (AAL)

• Dr Stuart Ryder (AAL)

• Prof. Chris Tinney (UNSW)

• Prof. Cathryn Trott (ICRAR/Curtin)

• A/Prof. Emily Wisnioski (ANU)

• Dr George Zhou (University of Southern 

Queensland)

Key Directions (final report to be concluded among the Group)

1. Access to 8m-class facilities must deliver against the science 

needs of the Australian astronomy community based on agreed 

parameters, in the range of 45-60 nights per year.

2. Seek to purchase time on, or preferably secure partnership with 

one or more of the Keck, Subaru, and Magellan telescopes.

3. Establish a new bilateral Strategic Partnership with Japan and/or 

Chile including securing ALMA access in addition to optical 

facilities.

4. Maintain AAT science operations for so long as the facility 

continues to support Australian optical leadership and use it as an 

instrument testbed. In the medium term, transition to a multi-use 

facility.

5. Identify and support in-kind contributions for additional 

observing time to keep funding on-shore, including observing time 

on Australian-operated facilities, instrumentation, software, and data 

services.

6. Work to maintain our current share of the GMT at 7.8% as it 

moves to construction phase, including by contributions made 

through Australian-led instrumentation. 



Large Telescope Access Working Group

What we think we need to resolve:

• Confirm key elements the community needs for selection of 8m-equivalent 

facilities.

• A national time assignment approach to ensure merit-based national access to 

8m-class optical facilities.

• An allocation system for using guaranteed time resulting from NCRIS-funded 

instrument building, data, software and staff exchange activities.

• A single liaison point for securing national agreements with and access to 

international facilities

To seamlessly replace ESO, a new 8m access agreement will need to be in place by 

July 2027. Other decisions can follow.



The financial environment for science remains severely constrained.

Government is likely thinking about astronomy funding in context of national pressures on ageing research 

infrastructure and facilities – CSIRO, other science agencies.

Delivery

Greater focus on 

translation of 

foundational science 

into impact/non-research 

benefits

Synergies with other 

major astronomy 

investments 

(i.e. SKA)

Astronomy will need to 

argue its case against 

other science 

disciplines 

Alignment with 

Government priorities 

such as Future Made in 

Australia, Ambitious 

Australia implementation

If we are to convince Government to invest, it is likely to want to see:



We particularly welcome your thoughts on:

Questions, comments, and discussion

We need you to:

• share these messages with your departments and follow-up these conversations, and

• engage in this process to ensure we have full input from the community.

We expect to continue this conversation in future town halls (including at the ASA ASM), with a 

separate discussion on the future of the AAT.

If you know of opportunities now, please let us know!

What have we 

missed?

Industry 

engagement: 

we need to grow 

allies across the 

system by 

delivering value to 

them

Data: 

how do we support 

efforts to bring 

together varying 

datasets across 

optical, radio, high 

energy, GW

Instrumentation: 

opportunities for 

synergies, greater 

visibility and 

impact in line with 

Government 

priorities

Support for 

research 

translation and 

other impact 

stories



Thank you for your support and consideration!
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