Science Verification Observations of VISTA

Goals of VISTA Science Verification
Although VISTA is a telescope conceived for, and mostly dedicated to, the execution of large surveys, the standard VLT Science Verification (SV) policies seem to suit VISTA rather well (a copy of the VLT SV policy is attached to this document). In particular, the VLT/SV policy establishes the following main goals for SV:

· Offer ESO users first science-grade data from a new instrument
· Experiment Phase II preparation tools for a new instrument
· Demonstrate the scientific potential of a new instrument
· Foster an early scientific return from the new instrument
· Experiment any pipeline and reduction tools that may be available at the time of SV
· Provide feedback to Operations (Paranal and Garching), Instrument Division, and Data Flow Systems, as appropriate
· Involve scientists from the ESO community in the prompt scientific exploitation of the data.
Given that at least 75% of the VISTA time will be devoted to the execution of ESO Public Surveys (EPS), and that in the first year of operations VISTA will be mostly, if not exclusively, devoted to public surveys, the most coherent plan for SV is the execution of one or two self-contained mini-surveys.  This will allow ESO to fulfill the goals of SV above, and in particular to optimize the survey operations procedures, minimize overheads, and experience the full end-to-end process of survey data, while at the same time providing the community with a complete and scientifically exciting set of data. Also, the SV data sets should provide the ESP teams with the information require to optimize their own programs.

The possibility of dedicating the SV time to execute bits of ESP was considered, but it was not implemented for several reasons. The most obvious one is that dividing the 10 SV nights among the 5 ESP would result in small amounts of time for each survey, which would not provide data of scientific interest to the community at large. Moreover, since the SV nights are presently targeted for January 2009, some fields, such as UltraVista for example, would not be observable.  It should be emphasized here that SV only makes sense if it is focused and informed by a compelling science case.   

Selection of Scientific Programs

The normal VLT procedure would have been to make an open call to the community for proposals for mini-surveys with VISTA. However, given the considerable uncertainty in the date for SV, and given the need to avoid overlapping with the approved EPS, it was decided to proceed in a different way. Firstly, in order to cover a scientific domain as wide as possible, it was considered important to execute one galactic and one extragalactic survey. One of the few interesting areas of the (galactic) sky not covered by ESP’s is ORION, and for a likely SV date in January, ORION is ideally placed.  Therefore, an international team of experts led by Monika Petr-Gotzens (ESO) undertook the task of preparing a challenging scientific case for observing ORION with VISTA.  The second mini-survey had to be extragalactic and suitable for the second half of the night in January. Magda Arnaboldi led the team, this time of ESO people, which created the extragalactic science case. The original intention had been to also assemble an international team, but as it turned out, the science case that arose among the ESO staff was compelling, and complemented extremely well the ORION case in the technical aspects. 

Given that the data will be public, and that (if approved) the science cases will be made public in the ESO web well ahead of the observations, so that any interested astronomers in the community may join the science teams, the Director General of ESO gave his agreement to this scheme, including the fact that the extragalactic science case was developed in-house.

