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Å Part 1: Setting up a Robotic Observatory

Å Practical experiences 

Å Roll-off versus dome based robotic observatories

Å Meet Murphy ïthings that can go wrong

Å Some decision criteria for selecting a robotic observatory site

Å Part 2: Photometry projects with interests from professional astronomers 

within reach of amateurs with robotic observatories

Å Example projects

Å Contribution amateurs can deliver

Å Why are professionals requesting amateurs to step in? 
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ÅAfter more than 25 years of visual observations

(mainly variable stars and meteors), I decided to

switch to CCD photometry in 1996.

ÅI built a backyard observatory, which was 

operational from May 1996 till end of 2008.

Å~400,000 CCD photometry observations 

predominantly of cataclysmic variables and

exoplanet transits.

ÅObservations were submitted to CBA, AAVSO, 

XO, Transitsearch and other organisations.

CBA Belgium Observatory was remotely controlled and autonomously operated all night long 

without human intervention, except for roof opening/closure. 

Semi-robotic observatory in Belgium
CBA Belgium Observatory (1996-2008)
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The observatory featured two 0.35-m (14ò) 

f/6.3 Celestron telescopes on computerized 

mounts, each equipped with an SBIG 

ST-7XME CCD camera and Optec TCF-S

focuser.  

Robotic observatory in Belgium
CBA Belgium Observatory (1996-2008)
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Å May 2014: started plans to build a fully robotic backyard observatory.

Å Requirements: work fully autonomously on clear night: open shutter, cool CCD camera, heat dew removers, slew telescope to target, 

autofocus, acquire series of images, move to next target and so on, till morning twilight appears. Then turn off all equipment, move 

telescope back to home position, close dome shutter, etc. 

Å Has to have intelligence to detect clouds, in which case it has to close dome shutter, with the ability to autonomously resume

observations if skies become clear again.

Å First light in October 2014. Opted for 3-m ScopeDome dome with motors to operate shutter and rotate dome.

Robotic observatory in Belgium
CBA Belgium Observatory (2014-present)
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Dome initially housed a Celestron 0.35-m f/6.3 telescope on a Paramount ME II

with SBIG STT-3200ME multi-filtered CCD camera. Sky conditions are controlled

through AAG CloudWatcher.

Robotic observatory in Belgium
CBA Belgium Observatory (2014-present)

Early 2017, telescope upgraded to a

Meade 0.40-m f/10.0
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Å Used to cloudy winter skies in Benelux, but winter of

2017/2018 was very exceptional with only 10.5 hours

of sunshine during December 2017. January 2018 was

not any better: 11 minutes (!) between January 3 ï12.

Å Just before Xmas holiday period, I started to explore

options to setup an additional remote observatory at a

location with (much) more favourable weather

conditions.

Å By the end of the Xmas holiday period my plans were

firm and 90% of the decisions were made (location,

equipment, é)

Å My CBA Belgium Observatory

remained unused for several

weeks in a row, driving me

nuts.

Setup of second robotic observatory
Motivation and selection of target location

Å Selection criteria: eliminated remote facilities with 1

central roof for all telescopes; sites with no on-site

supervision/support; too expensive sites, etc.

Å Accessibility: location had to be within ñeasy travelò

range (max few hours flight distance) but still offering a

fair amount of clear nights.

Å Finally opted for e-EyE ñEntreEncinas y Estrellasò

astronomical complex in Fregenal de la Sierra

(Extremadura, Spain)

https://www.entreencinasyestrellas.es

E-EyE


