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ABSTRA CT

The ESO Very Large Telesco Interferometer (VLTI) is the rst general-userinterferometer that o®ersnear-
and mid-infrared long-baselineinterferometric obsenations in servicemode as well as visitor mode to the whole
community. Regular VLTI obsenations with the rst scieri ¢ instrument, the mid-infrared instrument MIDI,

have started in ESO observingperiod 73, for obsenations betweenApril and Septenber 2004. Regular obsena-
tions with the near-infrared instrument AMBER are planned to follow soon after. The excient useof the VLTI

as a general-userfacility implies the needfor a well-de ned operations scheme. The VLTI scheme follows the
establishedgeneral operations scheme of the other VLT instruments. Here, we presen from the users'point of
view the VLTI speci ¢ aspects of this schemebeginning from the preparation of the proposal until the delivery
of the data.
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1. INTR ODUCTION

The ESO VLT (Very Large Telesco) Interferometer, located on Cerro Paranal in northern Chile, is now being
o®eredas a generaluserinterferometer to the whole astronomical community in servicemode aswell asin visitor

mode. This facility will ultimately (‘rst generationinstrumentation) comprisethe four xed 8m diameter VLT
Unit Telescoms (UTs), four 1.8m diameter Auxiliary Telescos (ATs) which can be moved over an array of
30 stations, the scierti ¢ instruments AMBER (three-beam instrument) and MIDI (two-beam instrument) for
obsenations at near-infrared and mid-infrared wavelengthsrespectively, the fringe tracker FINITO, and a dual-
feed facility (PRIMA) for astrometry and phasereferencing. At presen, the VLTI is o®eredwith the MIDI

instrument and a small number of UT baselines.The addition of the AMBER instrument and the ‘rst two ATs
is expected for 2005. The useas a general-userfacility, in particular with servicemode obsenations, implies the
needfor a well-de ned and excient operations scheme. Servicemode observinghasbeenperceived by ESO since
the early days of the planning of VLT operations as a key componert in optimizing the sciertic return and
the operational exciency (e.g. Comer§in et al.*). Regular scienceoperations including servicemode obsenations
started at the ESO VLT in 1999with the rst singleVLT/UT (ANTU) and the instruments ISAAC and FORS1
(e.g. Comer§in et al.4). The VLTI operations schemepro ts enormouslyfrom this experienceand the established
infrastructure. It followsthe generalVLT operations schemefrom the initial preparation of the proposaluntil the
delivery of the data. The samelevel of support is o®eredto usersof the VLTI asto usersof any other instrument
of the single VLT/UTs. By now, onecompletecycle of VLTI operationswith the MIDI instrument hasbeengone
through, from the initial preparation of the proposals, rst obsenations in servicemode and visitor mode, until

the completion of the rst runs and their data padkaging. Here, we presert an overview on the VLTI-speci ¢
aspects of the complete VLT operations scheme. We focus on the users' point of view, and include operational
aspects which are not in°uenced by the user but interesting for the understanding of the scheme.

While this article provides an overview on the complete VLTI observing scheme, seweral separated aspects
are described in more detail in other presenations of this conference.Glindemann et al.® describe the technical
advancesof the VLTI, Morel et al.!? describe the preparation of the rst scierti ¢ instrument, MIDI, for opera-
tions, RantakyrA et al.*® discussthe organization of the VLTI obsenations on Paranal, Percheron et al.*4 focus
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on the MIDI quality cortrol and instrument trending aspects. Galliano et al.® discussthe selectionof optimum
subsetsof available array con gurations with four ATs and 30 possible stations for eat of them. Aspects on
the selectionof calibration stars have previously beenpreseried by Percheron et al.}> 3 The data °ow system,
including the pipeline data reduction for present and future VLTI instrumentation is described by Ballester et
al.® Tednical details of VLTI obsenation planning tools are discussedoy McKay et al.® The general ESO
telescope time allocation processis preseried by Alves & Breysader.! Sciertic prospects of the MIDI and
AMBER instruments are presenied by Leinert” and Malbet et al.,'° respectively. An overview of scierti ¢
results, mainly obtained during VLTI commissioning,can also be found in Richichi & Parescel®

Here, we introduce the main characteristics of the general VLT operations schemein Sect. 2 and the speci ¢
requiremerts that arisefor interferometry in Sect.3. In Sect.4 we describe the VLTI speci ¢ aspectsof the whole
VLTI operation scheme. In Sect.5 we introduce the preparation tools that are available for VLTI obsenations.
Finally, in Sect. 6 we discussthe experience from past and presert VLTI observing periods and provide an
outlook to the upcoming observing periods.

This presenation is, if not explicitly stated otherwise, basedon the current status of the VLTI operation
scheme,i.e. in ESO observingperiod P74, for obsenations betweenOctober 2004 and March 2005. The scheme
is of courseewlving with more experienceand with the additions of further instrumentation.

2. THE GENERAL VLT OPERA TIONS SCHEME

A recert description of the ESO VLT operations scheme can be found in Comer§n et al.* The ESO VLT
scheme allows astronomersto submit visitor mode or service mode obsenation programmes. In visitor mode,
the astronomeris preseri at the telescope and can adopt the obsenation programmeto speci ¢ target properties,
changing obsenation conditions, or calibration needs. In servicemode, the obsenation details and constraints
are submitted to ESO by the requestingastronomer beforehand,and the obsenations are scheduled by a °exible
gueueand carried out by ESO sta®. The data are processedand sert to the requesting astronomer.

The servicemode schemecan be divided into di®erert phases.At phasel proposal preparation the scierti ¢
proposalis prepared and submitted electronically to ESO. Information on the details of the o®eredinstruments
and observing modes can be found in the Call for Proposals(CfP) which is releasedtwice a year, around the
“rst of March and the rst of Septenber. The Visiting Astronomers Section supports the proposal submis-
sion and time allocation processegwww.eso.org/observing/proposals ), and the User Support group (USG,
www.eso.org/org/dmd/usg/index.html ) questionson instruments, their possibilities, and strategies. Tednical
information on the instruments is available at www.eso.org/instruments . The deadlinesfor proposal submis-
sion are typically 1 October and 1 April. Afterwards, the proposalsare evaluated by the Observing Programmes
Committee (OPC), and a long-term scheduleis created which combines the visitor mode runs and servicemode
periods in the best possibleway. The allocation of the observing programmesin the long-term schedule is done
in strict accordancewith the OPC scieni ¢ ratings, and takesalsointo accourt the technical feasibility, target
distribution on sky, and user-sgeci ed constraints on the execution conditions (seeSilva'’). Oncethe long-term
schedule is ready and the list of scheduled runs is nalized, the Principal Investigators are informed about the
time allocated to ead of their runs. This marks the beginning of the phase 2 proposal preparation. Here,
the usersprovide the set of Obsenation Blocks (OBs) which fully de ne their obsenations, including the user
constraints on obsenation conditions, which are preparedwith the Phase2 Preparation Program (P2PP?). Each
single OB speci es an individual observing sequencethat is scheduled and executed without interruption and
should usually not take more than 1 hour of execution time, in order to retain scheduling °exibilit y and opti-
mizing the obsenations under varying atmospheric conditions. One observingrun consiststypically of a number
of OBs which are scheduled and executed independertly. Although sometypes of programmes can produce
scierti ¢ results with partial datasets, ESO gives high priority to completing all the obsenations composing a
givenrun rather than partially executingasmany runs aspossible. Detailed information about this phaseinclud-
ing generaland instrument-speci ¢ instructions can be found at www.eso.org/org/dmd/usg/ServiceMo de.html.
The User Support Group provides assistancewith problems and answers any questionsthat arise during this
phase. The phase?2 packages,consisting of OBs and a set of user-provided auxiliary information and execution
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instruction items, are also reviewed by the User Support Group for possible optimization, for compliance with

policies, technical correctness,and consistencywith the phasel information as approved by the OPC. Once
certi ed the runs are included in the medium term schedule queuesthat are provided daily to Paranal science
operations. The short term scheduling, i.e. the actual sequenceof obsenations carried out during a given night,

is prepared by the astronomerin chargefor servicemode obsenations on Paranal. The obsenations are cheded
for compliancewith the user-de ned constraints right after their execution. Once an observingrun is completed,
a data padageis prepared and sert to the PIl. This data package contains all the sciencedata assaiated with

the completed run, the corresponding calibration data, and a variety of data products, when a data processing
pipeline is available.

The visitor mode schemeis the sameuntil the announcemen of the observingtime. The tools used,including
P2PP and the obsenation preparation tools, are common to both service and visitor obsenations. Visiting
astronomers can prepare their obsenations previous to their arrival on the mountain. The point of corntact
during the preparation of the observing material is the Paranal ScienceOperations group, instead of the User
Support Group in Garching as for service mode. Information about the visitor mode scheme is available at
www.eso.org/observing/p2pp/VisitorMode.html

3. SPECIFIC REQUIREMENTS FOR INTERFER OMETR Y

The most important additional implications for the operations schemethat result from interferometric obsena-
tions arise from three requiremerts: (1) the needfor frequert calibration of the interferometric transfer function,
i.e. the calibration of atmospheric and instrumental visibility losses,(2) the need for obsenation sequences
that make use of the earth rotation to realize di®eren projected baselinelengths and azimuth angles,and (3)
the use of di®erert array/baseline con gurations. All of these requiremerts have an impact on the long-term,
medium-term, and short-term sdeduling of the obsenations. Additional dixculties during the preparation of
the interferometric obsenations may arise from the sometimesa priori unknown sourcestructure, and hencethe
unknown correlated magnitude and feasibility of the sources.

Calibration. In order to obtain a suxcient accuracy of the interferometric results, the ewolution of the atmo-

spheric and instrumental transfer function hasto be monitored frequertly during ead night. In order to reac

this, observing sequencesvith alternating obsenations of scierti ¢ targets and calibration stars are needed. At

the momernt, a useris requestedto submit a calibration star OB for ead sciencestar OB. This pair of OBs
is then executed sequetially without interruption. The two OBs of the pair are only consideredcompleted if

both OBs of the pair were successfullyexecuted. At the momert, only sud pairs of OBs are accepted. Dif-

ferernt pairs of sciencetarget/calibration star OBs are executedindependenly. In the courseof the night, this

leadsto an alternating observing sequenceof sciencestar OBs and calibration star OBs. The data taken on all

calibration stars are public oncethey arrive in the archive. Hence, eath Pl can make use of the information

from all calibration stars obsened in the respective night. The assaiation betweenthe sciencetarget and the

calibration star OB is reached by inserting the name of the corresponding calibration star OB in the science
star OB, and this information is usedby the astronomeron Paranal in charge of the servicemode obsenations.
For future dewvelopmen, the linking between sciencestar and calibration star obsenations could be donein a
more automatic way, and more complex obsenation sequencesould be accommalated (provided that they do
not take more time than about the maximum uninterrupted execution time of 1 hour). In visitor mode, any
sequenceof sciencetarget and calibration star OBs can be chosenby the visiting astronomer.

To obtain a good accuracy for the calibrated visibilit y measuremets, it is important to establish a list of
calibration stars which are suitable, i.e. for instance which do not show strong spectral features, are not variable
or multiple sources.The exact in®uence of calibrator characteristics, such as distance on sky and brightness, on
the accuracy of the "nal result have not yet beenfully investigatedfor VLTI obsenations. Usually, the selection
is basedon a reasonablecompromisebetweendi®ereri characteristics suc as brightness (not much fainter than
the target), distanceon sky (closeto the target), diameter (unresolved or at least clearly smaller than the target),
and maybe spectral type or other characteristics which are important for the respective observing mode. For
this seart of suitable calibration stars two conceptshave beendiscussed.The rst conceptis basedon searhes
in large catalogslike CDS in Strasbourg, France (cdsweb.u-strasbg.fr), basedon speci ed criteria. The second



conceptincludes the creation of a smaller set of calibration stars basedon known objects in the literature. If
necessary complemenary measuremets can be taken (see e.g. Kimeswenger et al.?). This strategy reduces
the number of calibrators in the list, but it presenes objects which have already been studied. Furthermore,
with a smaller list, the frequency of obsenations will be greater, and hence detailed knowledge of the sources
will be acquired more rapidly. For the current MIDI obsenations, a calibration selection tool (CalVin, see
below) is o®eredthat allows the userto selecta calibrator from a set of currently about 200 stars. This list has
been establishedby the MIDI consortium, basedon model atmospherets to obtained photometric data. ESO
recommendsthe use of this tool.

Observ ation sequences. The scierti ¢ goal of an interferometric obsenation campaign can often only be
reached if visibility measuremets at di®erent points in the uv-plane, i.e. measuremets using di®erent values
of ,.=B (, being the wavelength of obsenations and B the projected baseline) and di®erert projected azimuth

angles, are conbined. The realization of di®erert uv-points can be reached by combining di®eren ground
baselinesand/or by making useof the earth rotation for a given ground baseline. It may alsobe reached by using
a range of wavelengths, as o®eredby the MIDI and AMBER instruments, but this requires assumptionson the
sourcestructure asa function of wavelength. For VLTI obsenations, ead instantaneousvisibilit y measuremen
(with 2 telescopesfor MIDI, 2 or 3 telescopesfor AMBER, and the chosenwavelength dispersion) requires the
submission of one OB. Multiple obsenations of the same source at di®erer times or with di®erent baseline
con gurations require the submission of multiple OBs. For service mode operations, these OBs are executed
independertly. The projected baselinelength, the projected azimuth angle, and the zenith distance are de ned
by a given hour angle or local siderealtime (LST) at which the obsenation is executed. The VLTI-specic
constraints (in particular hour angle) can be described as a part of the OB so that OBs can be e®ectiely
consideredas stand-aloneertities and support for linked obsenations is generally not required. In order to allow
the userto plan obsenations which conmbine measuremets at di®erert uv-points, the following constraints can
be inserted in ead individual OB: (1) the array con guration, (2) an interval of the local siderealtime during
which the obsenation is executed. In addition, date intervals can also be given in order to allow, for instance,
the monitoring of variable source. Furthermore it can be requestedthat all OBs of onerun are executedwithin

a certain time range, which may be neededfor variable targets aswell. The preparation and planning of these
obsenation sequencesds supported by the visibilit y calculator VisCalc (seebelow), which calculates visibilit y
valuesfor a model sourceas a function of hour angle and baselinecon guration. For someVLT| obsenations,
maybe in particular for imaging campaignswith AMBER, it will be mandatory that (almost) all OBs of a run
are executedin order to reac the scienti ¢ goal (the reconstruction of an image). This needis supported by the
general VLT rule that a high priority is given to completing all the obsenations composing a given run rather
than partially executing as many runs as possible(seeSect. 2).

Scheduling of VLTI observations. The baseline choice for a particular visibility measuremein which is
selectedby the user, is inserted in the OB like a constraint on the obsenation condition such as seeingor sky
transparency. However for the scheduling of the obsenation, there is a major di®erencebetweenthis obsenational
constraint on the baselinechoice as comparedto constraints on the atmospheric conditions: the array/baseline
con guration is scheduled blockwise beforehand for the whole observing period, while the weather conditions
during ead particular night are not predictable. The user's choice for the intervals of the Local Sidereal Time
at which the obsenation has to be carried out is known as well at the beginning of ead observing period.
This addition of baselinechoice and intervals of Local Sidereal Time complicate the long-term scheduling, the
medium-term sdheduling, as well as the short-term scheduling. First, the baselinecon gurations are scheduled
block-wise for the whole observing period. At this point, it is unknown how much actual observingtime will be
available for eadh baselineafter the subtraction of downtimes due to weather, technical reasons,etc. While for
single VLT obsenation these unknowns averagefor all service mode programmes of the whole semester,they
averagefor VLTI obsenations only for eath speci ¢ baselinecon guration. Second,while multiple OBs of eact
sourcefor regular single VLT obsenations can be carried out at any time regardlessof hour angle aslong asthe
target is below a certain user-speci ed airmass, multiple OBs of the samesourcefor VLTI obsenations usually
require a rangeof speci e d hour angle values. Finally, it is of coursemore complex for the short-term sceduling



Parameter Value choices

For eac run:

Telesco VLTI

Instrument MIDI

Constraints on seeing,moon, transparency any

Obs. mode servicemode or visitor mode

Instr. mode PRISM (,=¢, » 30) or GRISM (,=¢, » 230)
For ead target and instrument mode:

V magnitude of the target < 16 for the guiding performance
RequestedSpectral Resolution ,=¢ | 30 0r 230

Magnitude at wavelength of obsenations

Central wavelength of obsenation 10.3tm

Size of the target at wavelength of obsenation

Baseline 'UT2-UT3-47m’, 'UT3-UT4-62m’, 'UT2-UT4-89m'
Expected visibilit y

Correlated °ux (°ux £ visibilit y) > 2Jy for PRISM, > 1Jy for PRISM in visitor mode,

> 10Jy for GRISM.

Table 1. MIDI-sp eci ¢ parametersin the ESO application form for observing time (P74 version, for obsenations between
October 2004 and March 2005).

during the night to accommalate the additionally required LST interval, while being limited to only those OBs
which require the currently available baselinecon guration. As a result, it is advisable not to require stringent
constraints on the atmosphericconditions in order not to decreasedramatically the likelihood that all constraints
will be met at sometime during the observing period.

4. THE VLTI SPECIFIC ASPECTS OF THE OPERA TIONS SCHEME

Here we describe the most important interferometry-related aspectsthat have to be consideredfor the di®eren
phasesof the operations scheme, basedon the requiremerts in Sect. 3.

Preparation of the prop osal (Phase 1). For the planning of the obsenation, the visibility calculator
VisCalc is available (seebelow). The o®eredinstrument modesare listed in the CfP, and the instrument details
are documerted in the instrument manual (seewww.eso.org/instruments ). In the proposaltext, the requested
baseline con gurations, the instrument modes and the expected visibilit y values have to be speci ed. Table 4
givesan overview on the VLTI-speci ¢ parametersin the ESO proposalform. Currently, the exact LST intervals
and the calibrator information is not required for the phasel proposal preparation, but is part of the phase?2
preparation.

Preparation of the observing material (Phase 2). The standard VLT entries specifying the target infor-
mation, instrument parameters, and the constraint set on the atmospheric conditions are erntered at this stage.
In addition, for each OB the requestedLST interval can be speci ed, as well as the baselinechoice. Figure 1
shawvs an example of the phase?2 preparation tool (P2PP) illustrating how the baselinecon guration and LST
interval are inserted. Special requiremerts and a nding chart at optical wavelengths (for identifying the target
at the VLTI Coud§ camera)is provided as well at this stage.

Operations phase. During operations, the scheduling tool (called "OT") can select only the OBs for the
actual baseline con guration. It can also select OBs for speci ed LST ranges. A night-log is produced that
gives detailed information on the obsenational parameters of the executed OBs. In particular, it is cheded
that the user-speci ed constraints on the observing conditions are met, like for the VLT instrument. In addition



Figure 1. Sample pagesof the phase 2 preparation tool (p2pp) illustrating how the information on the baseline choice
(top) and LST interval (bottom) is inserted (status of P74).



it is cheded that the requested baseline con guration was used, that the LST interval was met, and that
interferometric fringes were detected by the system. For VLTI operations, a lot of subsystemshave to function
smoothly together. This includes the telescopes, the guiding systemsat the Coud§ foci (tip-tilt or adaptive
optics), the delay line systemstogether with the variable curvature mirrors, the instrument itself, and ultimately
the external fringe tracker FINITO. The detection of fringes proofs that all systemswork and is therefore a very
important quality control parameter. However, quality cortrol of all separatesubsystemsis important as well,
and the corresponding quality control parametersthat are assesseduring the obsenations are beingde ned. An
automatic data-reduction pipeline reducesthe data right after the execution of the OB, and producesadditional
information on their quality. For more information about this phase,seeRantakyrA et al.'®

Qualit y control and data deliv ery. Oncethe data arrivein the ESO archive in Garching, the quality of the
pipeline-processedlata is assesseth more detail (seePercheronet al'4). The data packageis sert to the Principal
Investigator of the programme oncea run is completed. This padkagecortains all the raw data assaiated to the
programme (e.g., acquisition imageson both telescoges, fringe tracking data, photometric calibrations), and the
technical calibration data which are usedto calibrate the sciencedata. The data on the calibration star that was
requestedby the Pl is included in this package. The obtained instrumental transfer function for the respective
night, as obtained by the pipeline-processeddata of the calibration stars, is part of the data padage as well.
The raw data from all calibration stars obtained during ead night are public and can be requestedfrom the
ESO archive.

5. PREP ARA TION TOOLS FOR VLTI

User documentation of VLTI and the instrumen ts. For the preparation of VLTI obsenations, doc-
umentation on the instruments (www.eso.org/instruments ), as well as on the proposal preparation process
(www.eso.org/observing ) is available. The preparation of obsenations is supported by the User Support
Group (www.eso.org/org/dmd/usg/index.html ).

The webto ols VisCalc and CalVin In order to plan an interferometric obsenation and to assessts feasi-
bilit y, one needsadequatetools to model the visibilit y for a speci ed array con guration, taking into accourt
constraints like shadaving e®ectsor the range of the delay lines. In addition, appropriate calibration stars must
be selected. Two speci ¢ tools are provided for this purpose: the VLTI Visibilit y Calculator (VisCalc) and
the calibrator selection tool (CalVin). VisCalc provides calculations of simulated dispersed visibilities based
on software models of the VLTI instruments. The declination and spectral energy distribution, as well as the
sourcegeometry, are parametersusedto specify the obsenation target. Visibilities are calculated analytically for
uniform disks, Gaussiandisks and binaries. Visibilities may also be calculated numerically for a user-provided
brightness distribution which is uploaded as a FITS le. The user-sgeci ed obsenation conditions include the
starting hour angle and the duration of the obsenation, as well as the instrument and array con guration.

Di®erert results can be displayed (Fig. 2) including the uv-tracks, the input image and its Fourier transform,
plots of visibilit y versustime, visibility squaredversustime, loss of correlated magnitude, or the illumination

distribution.

The calibrator selectiontool (CalVin) provides a similar interface and involvesa two stage selectionprocess.
On the rst input page, the target coordinates, the array and instrument con gurations can be selected. The
default seard criteria are displayed on an intermediate pagewhich allows the searh parametersto bere ned. On
the results page,the table of matching calibrators (Fig. 3) is listed. For all matching calibrators, the visibilit y and
obsenability information is calculated and displayed. It is then possibleto useVisCalc for a more comprehensie
calculation of the visibilit y information.

Both tools can be accessedrom the VLT Exposure Time Calculators pageat www.eso.org/observing/etc
The standard version shows only those con gurations that are o®eredfor the current Call for Proposals. It is
updated for eac new Call for Proposalsin order to re°ect the o®eredvVLTI baselinecon gurations and instrument
modes. An expert version, accessibldrom the ETC preview page(www.eso.org/observing/etc/preview.html )
o®ersan extendedinterface with many more choices. It supports the modesand con gurations that are currently
not o®ered.



Figure 2. Sample output of the 2-d visibilit y function for MIDI with the uv-tracks overlayed (top) and the squared
visibilit y as a function of hour angle (bottom) from the Visibilit y Calculator VisCalc. Chosenwas a star at Dec +7 * with
uniform disk diameter of 40mas and three P74 UT baselines. These outputs show the result for the certral wavelength
only; the information on the dispersedvisibilit y values can be obtained as well.



Figure 3. Sample output of the calibrator selection tool CalVin. Requested was a calibrator for Betelgeuse, with an
angular distance of lessthan 35%, a diameter between0 and 8 mas, and a magnitude between 1.3 and -5.

6. VLTI OBSER VING PERIODS - PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE

Shared risk observations with the near-infrared K -band commissioning instrumen t VINCI in P70

and P71 During the ESO observing periods P70 and P71 in 2002, a total of 300h of shared-risk science
obsenations were executed with the near-infrared K -band commissioning instrument VINCI and the 40cm
diameter VLTI test siderostats. While these operations did not yet follow exactly the VLT operations scheme,
they helped greatly for the preparation of regular VLTI scienceoperations, and tests of the complete data
°ow system. Seweral scierti ¢ results emergedfrom these obsenations, seeRichichi & Parescé® for a review.
All these data, and also all data from commissioning using the VINCI instrument are publicly available at

WWW.es0.org/projects/vlti/instru/vinci/vinci _data _sets.html .

MIDI science demonstration program. MIDI ScienceDemonstration activities of the VLTI with the Unit

Telescops have been ongoing since June 2003. A number of astronomical targets from various object classes
have been obsened in the framework of the ScienceDemonstration Time. These data are publicly available
from the ESO archive (www.eso.org/projects/viti/instru/midi/midi _data _sets.html ). In addition to a
scierti ¢ analysis, this programme allows the community aswell to have a look at the data that can be obtained

with MIDI. It allowed aswell a rst test of the data °ow system for MIDI.

MIDI observations in P73. For the observingperiod P73, for obsenations betweenApril 2004and October
2004,VLTI obsenations with the MIDI instruments and two UT baselineswere o®eredfor the “rst time in service
mode and visitor mode. One MIDI observing mode was o®ered,the dispersed-fringemode, which usesa prism
to provide a spectral resolution of R» 30 at N-band (10 microns). A total of 30 programmeswere proposed,out
of which 20 programmeshave beensdeduled after the OPC rating, 12 for servicemode, and 8 for visitor mode.
These scheduled P73 programmescover the scierti ¢ categories\B: Galactic Nuclei”, \C: Interstellar medium,
star and planet formation" and \D: Stellar ewolution”. The rst block of P73 service mode obsenations using



the UT2-UT3 baselinetook place at the beginning of April 2004. A total of 30 pairs of scienceand calibration
star OBs (30 hours of VLTI observing time, i.e. 60 hours of telescope time) have been successfullyexecuted.
Four servicemode runs could be completed during this "rst observing period. The quality of thesedata is being
assessedn Garching.

MIDI  observations in P74. For observing period P74 (October 2004to March 2005) VLTI obsenations
with the MIDI instrument and three UT baselineswere o®ered.This time, two modescan be used,the PRISM
mode (spectral resolution of R » 30) and the GRISM mode (spectral resolution of R » 230), seeTable 4. Again,
30 programmes, covering scierti ¢ categoriesB, C, and D (seeabove) were proposed. At the time of writing,
the scheduling of theseruns is not yet completed.

Up coming observing periods While for the next observingperiod, P75 (April to October 2005), not many
changes are expected, the following observing periods will be characterized by the addition of seweral new
instruments and instrument modes. Over the next year, the near-infrared instrument AMBER, the external
fringe tracker FINITO and the ATs will gointo operations. AMBER currently undergoesits rst commissioning
run and it is likely that it will be o®eredfor P76 (obsenations from October 2005). The ‘rst AT is on Paranal,
the secondwill follow in the secondhalf of 2004. If the commissioninggoesaheadas planned, the "rst two ATs
will be interferometrically combined in early 2005and then they could also be included into the P76 call. The
external fringe tracking facility FINITO is alsoin commissioning,which probably will be "nalized only after the
“rst ATs are available.

The addition of these new instruments and instrument modes will also require further dewvelopmert of the
VLTI operations schemein all phasesfrom proposal preparation to data delivery. Especially with the additions
of the ATs which can in principle be re-located over 30 possible stations, and the 3-way beam combination
with AMBER, further developmert of the available proceduresand tools described in this article will become
mandatory. In addition, while the current VLTI operations schemeas described so far has beenproved to work,
many details can be improved during the next observing periods.
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