
Rick McGonegal, who led Gemini’s software group during construction, said in an interview for GeminiFocus (see the 
June 2009 issue, page 40), “Inside the project, a number of us were kind of like, you know, that [queue scheduling] 
is never going to work (laughs). But, it did. That’s the part to me that outperformed it all, because doing that really 
requires a cultural change [one] that I never thought [we’d] overcome.”

Gemini is in an intentionally unique position to take maximum advantage of the queue approach because of the multi-
instrument configuration on both telescopes. With up to four instruments available at any given time, observations 
under almost any Moon phase, atmospheric-water-vapor content, or seeing conditions can be accommodated, making 
the best use of instrumentation under nearly any circumstance. With the obvious complexity of this system, the queue 
planning tool (QPT) helps organize the matrix of variables so that the assigned queue coordinator for a given night can 
make the best decisions to assure maximum on-sky efficiency.

One of the aims of queue scheduling is to ensure that the highest-ranked science programs are completed in preference 
over lower-ranked programs. Gemini’s queue divides science programs into three science ranking bands (SRB) and 
priority is given to the higher SRB within any set of weather conditions (note that Figure 1 shows four SRB; band 4 is 
now considered only for bad weather programs that are not charged). Gemini completes approximately 90 percent of 
the highest-ranked science programs (SRB1) in a given semester—and the data is taken in the conditions required by 
the program. If these programs were classically scheduled, approximately 35 percent of them would be completed and 
have all of their data taken in the conditions required.

The big question is whether higher-ranked science programs turn into higher-impact refereed publications. An analysis 
of Gemini papers published between 2005-2008 shows that, on average, papers from higher-ranked programs do have 
higher impact (see Figure 1). The data show that Time Allocation Committees rank observing proposals in a manner 
that results in higher-impact science rising to the top. This also provides strong support to Gemini’s approach of giving 
higher-ranked science programs higher priority to ensure that they are completed.

The bottom-line: Queue scheduling is here to stay at Gemini.

Targets of Opportunity

Among the many advantages of operating primarily in a multi-instrument queue mode is the flexibility it provides 
when time-critical events happen (like Gamma-ray Bursts, see article starting on page 44) and priorities need to adjust 

Figure 1: Average impact per paper 

against the science ranking bands (SRB), 

showing that higher ranking strongly  

correlates to scientific impact based on 

citation rates.
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