Report of IVOA Take-Up Committee

IVOA Interop – Strasbourg May 2009

The IVOA Take-Up Committee, consisting of M. Allen, D. De Young (chair), E. Hatziminaoglou, A. Kembhavi, A. Lawrence, P. Padovani, and D. Schade met at 11:00 AM on 26 May 2009.  In addition, C. Arviset attended as a guest of the committee. 

This was an open committee session for the first two thirds of the meeting, and in addition matters discussed here were also introduced at the IVOA Exec meeting 24 May and also at an open discussion meeting held later on 26 May.  Portions of this report incorporate in summary form some points made at these two ancillary meetings.

The committee first heard reports on take-up related activities from various IVOA projects.  Tom McGlynn (US NVO) reported on the creation of a new portal for the US NVO, including overall philosophy, specific objectives, and problems encountered.  At one point Tom stated that the current data acquisition protocols were “relatively weak” and that VO services could be more robust, which are observations of relevance to subsequent committee activity.  Paolo Padovani reported on four European take-up activities; a workshop on multi-wavelength astronomy, a school for introducing the VO to astronomy students held ESO, a booth at the recent JENAM meeting, and a VO research initiative. The outcome of these events ranged from extremely successful (the VO school at ESO) to less than optimal response in terms of number and quality (the research initiative) and poor attendance (JENAM booth).  Paolo at this point also raised the idea of a single IVOA entry point to avoid the confusion produced by up to 17 different VO entry points. The motivation for this idea arose in part from pleas on the part of attendees at the Multi-wavelength Workshop and from students at the EURO-VO school.  Ajit Khembavi summarized recent activities at VO India, including workshops on data analysis for non-astronomers and support of projects such as GMRT.  Ajit also noted the requirement among students from various countries for participation in VO workshops conducted in the US and Europe and for the organization of workshops with the assistance of international agencies such as the ICTP.

The committee then took up an item of business that had been introduced during the Sunday Exec meeting, which was a proposal by D. Schade to form an IVOA Working Group on VO implementation.  However, the discussion rapidly focused on the urgent need for easy and effective data access through the VO for all astronomers. There was general recognition that after seven years the level of data access available via the VO does not match the expectations of astronomers for major data collections.  When compared to data archive interfaces, accessing data with VO tools does not work well and does not work consistently.  It was observed that many astronomers, while interested in the potential capabilities of the VO, have been disappointed with its performance and have turned away from the VO as a result.  A consensus rapidly emerged, and the Schade proposal was replaced by a very different proposal.  This proposal is given below in the form of a committee recommendation to the IVOA Executive, and as such its language in places has been slightly modified from the original draft proposal put forward by D. Schade, P. Padovani, and C. Arviset.

Recommendation to the IVOA Executive

Seven years have elapsed since the inception of the IVOA, and during that time the IVOA Working Groups have produced IVOA standards at differing rates.  During that time the acceptance of VO by astronomers world-wide has been growing much more slowly than hoped, and the IVOA Take-Up committee feels that this lack of utilization has now reached a critical stage.  The committee agrees with the sentiment expressed by the IVOA Chair, namely that this situation has become so critical that the future existence of VO projects may be at stake.  Hence it is the view of this committee that the time is now for the IVOA Exec to take a much more active role in establishing priorities and schedule requirements on the development of IVOA standards and to take a role in coordinating the implementation of these standards in a timely way by the national projects.  We urge the Exec to ensure that clear science requirements are delivered to the groups working on standards so that these standards directly answer the needs of the astronomical scientific community.

In particular, in order to implement major improvements in the ability of astronomers to access data using VO protocols, the committee urges the Exec to agree to the following:

1) TAP:  As planned, the TAP protocol must be finalized by the summer of 2009.  TAP will then form the basis for data queries on tables that will become very powerful when coupled with an effective data model.

2) Science Requirements for Data Query/Access: The Exec should create a group of astronomers (the Use Cases Group or UCG) drawn from Exec and other venues who will prepare Science Use Cases to be used to steer IVOA development.  In particular the UCG will produce a set of example queries that will be, to the extent possible, sufficient to ensure “good enough” performance for data queries.  These queries will provide input in an iterative manner to the groups(s) responsible for the development of the Observation Data Model (ObsDM).

3) ObsDM:  The Exec is urged to provide a higher priority for work on this model with the objective of reaching recommendation by the May 2010 Interop.  The first version should enable “good enough” data queries that will satisfy approximately 80% of the queries submitted by astronomers.  This work will be closely coupled to TAP/ADQL/Param work.

4) Implementation: National projects need to commit to working with their data provider entities to ensure that “good enough” frequency of implementation is achieved on their major data collections.  Here “good enough” means that close to 80% of the major data collections in the world have TAP/ObsDM implementations by November 2010.

5) UTypes:  The committee also recognizes the essential role played by UTypes in this endeavor and urges the Exec to give a higher priority to UType development.

6) Longer Term Priorities:  The committee also sees the following as a more general list of both the short term priorities discussed above and equally essential longer term goals.  The committee sees these as “make or break” priorities to be achieved by 2012, and it urges the Exec to agree to these priorities:

  a) Basic but powerful data query and access

  b) Catalogue access

  c) Robust and reliable tools to utilize these data access services

Finally, concerning another item of business, the committee supports the idea of IVOA web pages that inform general users and IVOA projects of take-up activities completed by or being implemented by other IVOA projects, and it recommends that the Exec act to begin the construction of such web pages.

Dave De Young, chair

IVOA Take-Up Committee

