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the rare astronomical event that takes
place on June 8, 2004, when the plan-
et Venus will move in front of (“transit”)
the solar disk – the most recent such
event was in 1882; the next will be in
2012 and 2117. It is the intention to in-
volve the general public directly by pro-
viding easy-to-understand information
about how this phenomenon can be ob-
served with simple means. By means of
numerous timing observations from dif-
ferent geographical locations, it is pos-
sible to deduce the solar parallax (with
some uncertainty), in other words the
distance to the Sun, and hence to climb
the first step on the cosmic distance
ladder. Look at http://www.eso.org/out-
reach/eduoff/vt-2004/ for more informa-
tion, as this ambitious programme is
being developed during the coming
months,  in  consultation  with  collabo-
rators at Europe’s schools and plane-
taria.

appreciated by the teaching commu-
nity.  More  than  500  requests  have
been received during the past months
from teachers all over the world and
many others have taken over these ex-
ercises from the dedicated website
(http://www.astroex.org/). In view of this
very encouraging development, it has
been decided to translate these excer-
cises into other languages; Dutch,
French and Italian versions will soon
become available.

Venus Transit 2004

Finally, and again in a close collabo-
ration between ESO and the EAAE
(and most likely with other future part-
ners), another educational programme
(“Venus Transit 2004”) that also has the
potential to develop into an exceptional
public and media event is now in the
process of being defined. It concerns

FAST 2002

15 European high-school teachers
with a special affinity to astronomy will
participate in the first teachers’ training
course organised by ESO (FAST 2002,
cf. http://www.eso.org/outreach/eduoff/
fast2002/). During one week in August
2002 they will listen to lectures by ESO
scientists and participate in workshops
mainly oriented towards new means
and methods for astronomy courses at
high-school level. Both the teachers
and the ESO Educational Office will gain
a lot of experience from this first event
- and it is the intention to organise more
such courses during the coming years.
These courses supplement the more
general EAAE Summer Schools that
are also supported by ESO.

Also in this context, the ESO/ESA
Astronomy Exercise Series (see Mes-
senger 107, page 44) has been greatly

ESO in the European Parliament

Astronomy and Astrophysics is not
normally at the centre of attention at the
highest political circles in Europe.
However, the renaissance that our sci-
ence is currently experiencing, not least
based on the spectacular success of
the VLT, has not gone unnoticed among
the decision makers in Europe.

For ESO, both the entry of additional
member-states and the new and future
projects that aim at providing a solid
base for the further development of
European Astronomy and Astrophysics,
have had considerable effects. At the
same time, ESO’s technological and
scientific successes demonstrate the
advantages and great capabilities of a
focussed and concerted European ef-
fort within an important field of funda-
mental science.

Taking account of this, the Com-
mittee for Industry, Trade, Research
and Energy (ITRE) of the European
Parliament decided to organise a 90-
min Mini-hearing under the title ‘Cutting
Edge Science – A New Epoch for
European Astrophysics’. This important
event took place on 27 May in the Paul-
Henri Spaak building of the European
Parliament in Brussels. It was chaired
by Mr Carlos Westendorp y Cabeza,
former Minister of Foreign Affairs for
Spain and now chairman of the ITRE
Committee. The prime goal of the
meeting was to give information about
the many aspects of contemporary as-
tronomical research, from the current
state of the science itself through the
advanced technologies employed and
on to the related, societal aspects. As
could expected, the plans for future in-
frastructures and large facilities played
a significant role in the discussion.

Addressing the committee members
for ESO were Dr Catherine Cesarsky,
Dr Roberto Gilmozzi and Dr Richard
West, while Prof. Francisco Sanchez
spoke on behalf of the Instituto de
Astrofísica de Canarias (IAC). The
deputies expressed strong interest in
the comprehensive information pre-

sented and they followed up with their
own views in a subsequent, lively de-
bate. It was evident that both the aspect
of European competitiveness in sci-
ence and technology and the model
function of Astronomy was fully regis-
tered by the parlamentarians.

C. MADSEN, ESO

Obituary KURT HUNGER
On May 27, 2002 Prof. Kurt Hunger passed away at an age of 80. Kurt Hunger

was a true European and a passionate and active supporter of the European
Southern Observatory. He served on many ESO committees such as the OPC, which
he chaired for several years, and the Council. He was President of the ESO Council
from 1985 to 1987, a period extremely important for the organization. During this time
Kurt Hunger together with Lo Woltjer as Director General  became the driving  forces
in the promotion of the VLT project in the member  countries. Their success provid-
ed the basis for the development of ESO into  the next century as one of the most
powerful observatories in the world and  a focal point of astronomical research in
Europe.

Kurt Hunger studied physics and astronomy as a student of Albrecht Unsoeld at
Kiel University. His research focussed on quantitative stellar spectroscopy and the
physics of stellar atmospheres. After several years of research in the USA he re-
turned to Germany in 1968 to take on a professorship at the  Technical University of
Berlin, where he started to build up the Institute for Astrophysics. His work was ex-
tremely fruitful. He was very quickly able to form a group of active researchers and
students and to establish astrophysics in Berlin in a very complicated period at the
universities. In 1976 he accepted a chair of astrophysics at the University of Kiel. This
was the beginning of the development of a new school of model atmospheres, ra-
diative transfer and quantitative spectroscopy, which became one of the most suc-
cessful groups in European astronomy. Many of his students pursued successful ca-
reers in astronomy and became professors or lecturers at German universities. They
all met in September 2001 in Kiel to celebrate Kurt Hunger’s 80th birthday in a two
day science workshop dedicated to stellar spectroscopy. It was a deeply moving mo-
ment, when Kurt presented a science paper on the chemical composition of helium
stars.

Those of us, who had the privilege to learn from him and to work with him, will re-
member Kurt Hunger as a teacher and as a colleague, who was always on our side,
helpful and supportive. He was a man of great vision and of a great heart.
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