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ESO: facts and figures

ÅIntergovernmental Organisation founded in 1962 by 5 countries (BE, DE, FR, NL, SE)

ÅToday 16 Member States : AT, BE, CH, CZ, DE, DK, ES, FI, FR, IE, IT, NL, PL, PT, SE, UK 

ÅPartnerships with Chile (since 1963) and Australia (Jul 2017-Jul 2027)

ÅCurrently 800 staff of over 40 nationalities: 500 in Germany and 300 in Chile

ÅYearly financial income (from Member States and Australia): 236 MEUR (in 2026)

ÅIn proportion to NNI (Net National Income), annually indexed

ÅExpenditure budget 2026: ca. 390 MEUR , including ELT construction costs

ÅImportant role in international science policy

ÅParticipation in international forums: EIROforum, ESFRI, UNOOSA/COPUOS, IAU CPS 

ÅCooperation agreements with ESA, CERN and SKAO. Informal exchanges with EPO and ITER
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ESOôs Mission

We design, build, and 

operate advanced 

ground -based 

observatories

We foster international

collaboration 

for astronomy
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To advance humanityôs understanding of the 

Universe by working with and for the astronomy 

community, providing it with world -leading facilities

ESOôs Vision
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ESO Values

We strive 

for 

excellence

We foster 

diversity and 

inclusion

We provide 

outstanding services 

to our communities

We believe in the key 

role of sustainability 

for our future

These values are realised and maintained by ESOôs people on the basis of 

accountability, collaboration, clear and open communication, 

commitment, integrity and respect
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We achieve 

this through 

innovation



ESO Strategy for the 2020s

The ESO Council has adopted the following 

strategic milestones for ESO during the 

decade 2021ï2030:

Å Implement and operate the ELT as the 

world -leading extremely large telescope

Å Ensure that the current facilities remain 

at the forefront of astronomical investigations

Å Ensure that the Organisation is prepared 

for future projects when financial 

projections so permit

Å Retain ESOôs leadership role in 

astronomy
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ESO business model & governance
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ESOôs deliverables

ÅHighest -quality scientific data from ESOôs ground based facilities

ÅAll data in a curated Science Archive Facility (5Pb+), very complex; pipelines and tools

ÅGround -breaking facilities

ÅWorld-leading telescopes on the ground, top-level infrastructure

ÅState of the art instrumentation

ÅTechnology developments

ÅEngagement

ÅTraining of new generations, educational activities, communication & outreach

ÅCollaboration with MS scientists, R&D institutes, engagement with industry

ÅContribution to the development of international Science policy
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ESO science enabled
Scientific output
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Obs Pub 2025

LPO 902

ALMA 285

Archive+PI 538

Archive only 320

Total 1152
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Planets around solar -

type stars
First image of 

an exoplanet
Planet formation

First image of 

a black hole 

Black hole at the centre

of the Milky Way Accelerating Universe
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ESO Observatory Programmes

ÅESO was founded in 1962, with the objective to build and equip a 3m class telescope in the South.

ÅLa Silla still operates the 3.6 m telescope. Part of the La Silla Paranal Observatory (LPO)

ÅParanal: VLT and VLTI

ÅUnique instrumentation suite, lowest technical and weather downtime, superb observing conditions

ÅVLTI is a unique optical/IR interferometer facility in the world

ÅALMA

Åpartnership between ESO, NSF and NINS all together. World leading

ÅELT

ÅESOôs ELT is 5-10 yrs ahead of other ELTs. Low-hanging fruit for ESO MS this time

ÅCTAO: ESO hosts CTAO-S and will operate it on a cost refund basis and 10% of all CTAO time

ÅExpanding Horizons process will identify ESOôs next transformational facility for the 2040s next.eso.org
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The ESO business model - basic principles
ÅESO is a multi -programme organisation

ÅOne or several facilities in operation/upgrade plus one facility in development/construction.

ÅAll Member States subscribe to all programmes

ÅCouncil effort to agree on common goals, sometimes challenging and time consuming. 

ÅIndividual MS interests tend to play a secondary role, common goals have overarching priority.

ÅDevelopment is done for and with the community.

ÅPlanning stability : 

ÅESO can reliably plan its long term commitments to develop very complex projects, e.g., a new 

telescope or observatory 2+ decades, a new instrument 1 decade, operations 3+ decades

ÅWhen approving a new Observatory Programme, Member States agree to resource it

ÅOrganisational budget is yearly indexed to retain ñpurchasing powerò

ÅThe DG leads and manages the organisation and is accountable for it in front of Council and MS
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ESO Governance
ÅCouncil (2 delegates per MS, plus President): Governs the organisation, approves the strategy & budget, appoints the 

DG, approves new Observatory Programmes etc

ÅMostly simple majority, budget 2/3, new Member States unanimity. Consensus aimed at always

ÅFinance Committee (1 delegate per MS, plus Chair): Recommends to Council on Finance and HR matters, approves 

contracts 

ÅMostly simple majority, except for recommendation to Council on budget approval, scale of contributions approval 

and revision of ESO Financial Rules and Regulations ï2/3 majority & weighted voting

ÅScientific and Technical Committee (delegates appointed by Council, 1 per MS and Chile, plus members-at-large): 

Advises the DG and Council on scientific and technical matters.

ÅSubpanels on: LPO, ALMA and ELT

ÅUsers Committee (1 delegate per MS  and Chile): Advises the DG on observatory operations

ÅObserving Programmes Committee (experts, including 1 from CL): recommends LPO observing programme to DG

ÅPlus all those related to ALMA (ALMA Board, ASAC etc) and CTAO (CTAO Council, Administrative and Finance 

Committee, etc.) as per the respective agreements

ÅOther Programmatic advisory committees (eg. EMAC ïELT Management Advisory Committee)
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On ESO new Member States
ÅESO Member States (MS) are countries as represented by the their government

ÅNew MS need to bring value to ESO, and viceversa

ÅNon-EU countries need an ESO Council invitation to apply for membership

ÅNegotiations between ESO and a potential new MS to agree on exact conditions and wording of Accession 

Agreement

ÅAccession to ESO requires approval by the government of the potential new MS and unanimity in ESO 

Council to materialize

ÅFormal accession occurs upon ratification of ESO Founding documents (including the ESO Convention) 

requires Parliamentary ratification

ÅThere is no ñAssociate Membershipò of ESO

ÅSome forms of partnership were considered in the past

ÅCouncil just decided that ñELT Partnershipsò are no longer applicable at the advanced stage of construction 
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ESO facilities
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La Silla ïfirst ESOôs Observatory

New Technology Telescope (NTT)

ESO 3.6-metre telescope
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EFOSC2 Ą SOXS 

(UltraCAM)

HARPS

NIRPS
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4 Unit Telescopes

Each primary mirror:

8.2-metre diameter,

17.5 cm thick, 

weighing 23 tonnes

VISTA

Control 

building

Auxiliary  Telescopes

4 movable ATôs, 

1.8-metre mirror

UT1

Antu

UT2

Kueyen 

UT3

Melipal

UT4

Yepun

VST
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Paranal  ï VLT and VLTI



Paranal 
instrumentation 

MAVIS from 2030
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4 MOST at 4.1m VISTA

ESO: organisation, status and forward look, CASCA 2026, 10.06.2026

4MOST fibres 4MOST integrated in VISTA First spectra obtained by 4MOST on 

19-21 Oct 2025
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https://www.eso.org/public/announcements/ann25007/

Survey instrument

Science Operations due to start in June 2026

https://www.eso.org/public/announcements/ann25007/
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GRAVITY+ on the VLTI

GRAVITY+ is a multi-step upgrade of the very 

successful GRAVITY instrument developed a 

decade ago. 

The last component of the upgrade were the  

laser-asisted Adaptive Optics facility to each of 

the 3 telescopes that did not have it. 

Operations with GRAVITY+ have started in May 

2026

https://www.eso.org/public/news/eso2519/
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MOONS at Paranal

Installation starting at the VLT, followed by 

Commissioning
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Other VLT/VLTI instruments coming

ÅFORSupgrade (Low Resolution Spectrograph 

and Imager upgrade), in MAIT. Inst 2027

ÅCUBES (Cassegrain UV-Band Efficient 

Spectrograph), in MAIT. Inst 2029

ÅMAVIS (MCAO Assisted Visible Imager & 

Spectrograph), in FDR. Inst 2031

Å2GDSM (2nd Generation Deformable Secondary 

Mirror), in PDR. Inst 2034

ÅBlueMUSE (Blue Multi-Unit Spectroscopic 

Explorer), in PDR. Inst 2034
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VLT beyond 2030

ÅWorkshop ñVLT beyond 2030ò in Garching 26-30.01.2026

ÅTo discuss the next steps for the VLT and VLTI, in the ELT era, eg., the next instrument(s)

Å200 participants, 132 in person

ÅCross-fertilisation among teams on scientific areas, even beyond optical/IR astronomy

ÅNext steps: 

ÅCall for White Papers for new facilities announced in the March 2026 ESO science newsletter. 

Deadline: January 15, 2027.

ÅAssessment of White Papers: Jan-Oct 2027, to formulate a plan to propose to STC.

ÅStart of Phase(s) A in 2028 (TBC) ïESO contribution capped at 10 Mú/instrument.
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https://www.eso.org/sci/meetings/2026/VLT_beyond_2030/whitepaper_call_vltbeyond2030.html


The ALMA observatory is a global partnership between 

NINS (25%), ESO (37.5%) and NSF (37.5%).

Array Operations Site in Chajnantor (5050 m):

66 movable antennas, over a 16-km plateau,

front-ends, back-end and correlator
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