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The ALMA Proposal Preparation Process
How to get started and what to expect
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This talk is for you if…
• You are new to ALMA and have not yet had experience with the relevant 

documentation…
• You have not downloaded the ALMA Observing Tool (OT) or even know 

where to get it.
• You have a fabulous science case that will be essential to follow-up with 

ALMA facilities…
• You would like examples of science use cases for ALMA 
• You were familiar with past Cycles and wonder what Cycle 8 capabilities are 

now available and what changes will be made before the Call for Proposals.

This talk will be available online for reference after this workshop.
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Proposal Checklist 

• Read relevant documentation (CfP, Guide, Primer, etc.)
• Create an ALMA account by registering at the Science Portal 

(almascience.org)
• Download the Observing Tool (OT) & related guides
• Prepare the Science Case
• New capabilities for Cycle 8!

• Prepare Science Goals (sources, frequency & correlator setup, 
integration times) within the OT 
• Make use of the Helpdesk & the Knowledgebase
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Cycle 8 Documentation & Timeline
• Call for Proposals
• Proposer’s Guide
• ALMA Primer
• OT Guide
• ALMA Technical Handbook
• Timeline for Cycle 8
• 17 Mar – Call for Proposals
• 21 Apr – Proposal Deadline
• August – Results to PIs
• 08 Sept – Supplemental CfP
• Oct. 2021 – Start of Cycle 8
• 06 Oct – Supplemental Deadline
• Sept. 2022 – End of Cycle 8
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Proposal Checklist 

• Read relevant documentation (CfP, Guide, Primer, etc.)
• Create an ALMA account by registering at the Science Portal 

(almascience.org)
• Download the Observing Tool (OT) & related guides
• Prepare the Science Case
• New capabilities for Cycle 8!

• Prepare Science Goals (sources, frequency & correlator setup, 
integration times) within the OT 
• Make use of the Helpdesk & the Knowledgebase
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www.almascience.org
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Proposal Checklist 
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Downloading the ALMA OT
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OT Video Tutorials
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Proposal Checklist 

• Read relevant documentation (CfP, Guide, Primer, etc.)
• Create an ALMA account by registering at the Science Portal 

(almascience.org)
• Download the Observing Tool (OT) & related guides
• Prepare the Science Case
• New capabilities for Cycle 8!

• Prepare Science Goals (sources, frequency & correlator setup, 
integration times) within the OT 
• Make use of the Helpdesk & the Knowledgebase
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• Must include:
• Astronomical Importance
• Estimated intensity, S/N

• May include:
• Figures
• Tables
• References

• Free-form PDF document
• 12+ font, English only!  (OT will check for font size)
• 20 MB file size
• 4 pages (6 for Large Programs)

Science Case
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Proposal Checklist 

• Read relevant documentation (CfP, Guide, Primer, etc.)
• Create an ALMA account by registering at the Science Portal 

(almascience.org)
• Download the Observing Tool (OT) & related guides
• Prepare the Science Case
• New capabilities for Cycle 8!

• Prepare Science Goals (sources, frequency & correlator setup, 
integration times) within the OT 
• Make use of the Helpdesk & the Knowledgebase
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• Antenna configurations for the main 12-m 
array will use a new nomenclature in 
Cycle 8.
– Configurations will be called C-1, C-2, and 

so on up to C-10, with C-1 having similar 
characteristics to the C43-1 configuration 
of Cycle 7, and likewise for the others.

– Cycle 8 will NOT include the two longest 
baseline 12-m array configurations, C-9 and 
C-10.

• Maximum baselines in Cycle 8 will 
therefore be 8.5 km in configuration C-8.

• Configurations C-9 and C-10 with 
maximum baselines of 13.9 km and 16.2 
km, respectively, will again be available in 
Cycle 9.  

• NOTE: No PI observing takes place 
in Feb!

• The forward-looking configuration 
schedule (through Cycle 9) can be found 
at: 
https://almascience.nrao.edu/observing/obs
erving-configuration-schedule/long-term-
configuration-schedule

ALMA Array Configuration Schedule (Cycle 8)
Start date Configuration Longest 

baseline
LST for best observing 

conditions

2021 October 1 C-8 8.5 km ~ 22h – 10h

2021 October 20 C-7 3.6 km ~ 23h – 11h

2021 November 10 C-6 2.5 km ~ 1h – 13h

2021 December 01 C-5 1.4 km ~ 2h – 14h

2021 December 20 C-4 0.78 km ~ 4h – 15h

2022 January 10 C-3 0.50 km ~ 5h – 17h

2022 February 1-28 No observations due to February Maintenance

2022 March 1 C-1 0.16 km ~  8h – 21h

2022 March 26 C-2 0.31 km ~  9h – 23h

2022 April 20 C-3 0.50 km ~  11h – 1h

2022 May 10 C-4 0.78 km ~ 13h – 3h

2022 May 31 C-5 1.4 km ~ 15h – 5h

2022 June 23 C-6 2.5 km ~ 16h – 6h

2022 July 28 C-5 1.4 km ~ 17h – 7h

2022 August 18 C-4 0.78 km ~ 19h – 8h

2022 September 10 C-3 0.5 km ~ 20h – 9h
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In Cycle 8 we continue to operate as what is been defined as “Steady State 
Operations”*

• In Cycle 8, the following technical capabilities will be available for the first 
time:
• Solar observations in Band 5
• VLBI observations of faint science targets (correlated flux density <500 mJy within 

an unresolved core on ALMA baselines up to 1 km). These observations will be 
done in passive phasing mode, where it is recommended to have a bright calibrator 
within 5 deg of the science target.

• High-frequency observations (Bands 9 and 10) with the stand-alone 7-m Array
• Mosaicking of continuum linear polarization observations (Bands 3 to 7)
• Spectral scans with the 7-m Array
• Up to a total of 75 hours of full polarization observations of a single field with the 

7-m Array in stand-alone mode at the Main Call only

ALMA in Cycle 8 
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See the Capabiliti
es P

resentation
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• Spectral line, continuum, and mosaic observations
• Spectral line and continuum observations with the 12-m Array and the 7-m Array in all bands
• Single field interferometry (all bands) and mosaics (Bands 3 to 9) with the 12-m Array and 

the 7-m Array
• Single-dish spectral line observations in Bands 3 to 8

• Polarization
• Single pointing, on-axis, full, linear and circular polarization for both continuum and full-

spectral-resolution observations in Bands 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 on the 12-m Array.
• Linear polarization imaging of a compact source on-axis in both continuum and full spectral 

resolution modes is feasible at the level of 0.1% (3 sigma) fractional polarization for the very 
brightest calibrators, and 0.2% (3 sigma) level for a typical observation.

• The minimum detectable degree of circular polarization is 1.8% of the peak flux for both 
continuum and full spectral resolution observations. (NOTE that Zeeman observations have 
not been fully commissioned and should be discouraged from proposing.)

• Mosaicking of continuum linear polarization observations (Bands 3 to 7).
• Up to a total of 75 hours of full polarization observations of a single field with the 7-m Array 

in stand-alone mode at the Main Call only (Bands 3 to 7). Note that combined 7-m Array and 
12-m Array polarization observations are not supported this cycle.

ALMA Capabilities 
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ACA Supplemental Call: 
• In Cycle 8, 2021  ALMA will offer a stand-alone ACA Supplemental Call for Proposals. 
• The Supplemental Call will open on 08 September 2021 and the proposal deadline will be on 

06 October 2021. 
• Observations from the Supplemental Call will be scheduled from January 2022 to September 

2022. 
• The anticipated amount of time available will be announced in the Call.  While stand-alone 

ACA proposals accepted from the Main Call may be assigned priority "A", "B", or "C", all 
accepted proposals from the Supplemental Call will be assigned priority "C". 

• More information about the supplemental call can be found at: 
https://almascience.nrao.edu/proposing/7m-array-supplemental-call

ALMA Capabilities 

https://almascience.nrao.edu/proposing/7m-array-supplemental-call
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Standard vs Non-Standard modes???  GONE!
• Unlike in previous cycles, there will no longer be a distinction between standard and non-

standard modes so… there is no more 20% cap on the time request for non-standard 
modes!!!

• Proposal types in Cycle 8 will include Regular, Very Long Baseline Interferometry (VLBI), 
Target of Opportunity, and Large Program. VLBI proposals work in concert with the Global 
mm-VLBI Array (GMVA) or the Event Horizon Telescope (EHT). 

• GMVA programs must also submit a proposal to the GMVA by its 1 February 2021 deadline. 
Additional information about proposing with ALMA using the GMVA was made available in 
the GMVA Call for Proposals in early January 2021.

However, Large Program Observing Modes will STILL be restricted.  They 
CANNOT include:

• Polarization observations
• Bandwidth switching projects (having less than 1 GHz aggregate bandwidths over all spectral 

windows)
• Solar observations 
• VLBI observations 
• Non-standard calibrations (user-defined calibrations selected in the OT)
• Astrometric Observations
• NOTE: Contact your local ARC for support NOW to help with preparing your 

large programs.  The ARCs have both proposal preparation and data processing 
support available for your large programs.  Review the documentation off the 
science portal on how to prepare “value added” data products.

ALMA Capabilities 
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Dual-Anonymous Proposal Review
• Proposals in Cycle 8 will implement a dual-anonymous process for proposal reviews. 
• Guidelines on how to prepare such proposals is available now in an ALMA Science Portal 

news item and, later, in the CfP - https://almascience.nrao.edu/news/items-for-planning-cycle-
8-proposals.

Distributed Peer Review Process
• Distributed peer review will be used for all proposals requesting less than 25 hours on the 

12-m Array, and ACA stand-alone proposals requesting less than 150 hours on the 7-m Array.
• Large proposals and proposals requesting 25 hours or more on the 12-m Array will be 

reviewed by science review panels, as in previous cycles. 
• NOTE: Go to the Science Portal NOW!  Log in and edit your preferences.  That is 

how the distributed peer review will know how to assign projects – based on your 
area of selected expertise!

ALMA Capabilities – NEW!!! 

https://almascience.nrao.edu/news/items-for-planning-cycle-8-proposals
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Three major changes introduced in the 
ALMA Review Process for Cycle 8 2021

Distributed peer review
Encouraging larger programs
Dual anonymous
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Some context for the changes introduced in the 
ALMA Review Process (Cycle 8 2021 to …)
A few challenges to address in Cycle 8 2021:

• Large number of submitted proposals (~ 1800) places heavy burden on panelists. Workload may impact quality of the reviews.

• International Visiting Committee (IVC) and ASAC concerns about relatively few ambitious (in terms of time) projects proposed and accepted: 

• Number of submitted Large Programs continues to decline in each cycle (Figure a).

• Fewer proposals requesting > 20-30 hr (Figure b).  

• Low (i.e., zero) acceptance rate (Grade A/B) for 40-50 hr proposals (Figure c).

• Potential biases in the review process to date.
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(a) Number of submitted Large Programs by cycle

**See Proposers’ Guide

(b) # of proposals by 12m time (Cycle 7) (c) Success rate by 12m time (Cycle 5-7)
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Overview of the ALMA Review Process in 
Cycle 8 2021

Proposal submission Proposal review process JAO final checks Review results sent to PIs
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Overview of the ALMA Review Process in 
Cycle 8 2021

Proposal submission Proposal review process JAO final checks Review results sent to PIs

Distributed peer review

Stage 1 review

Stage 2 review

12-m Array: < 25 hrs
7-m Array (if ACA stand-alone): < 150 hrs
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Overview of the ALMA Review Process in 
Cycle 8 2021

Proposal submission Proposal review process JAO final checks Review results sent to PIs

Panel review process

Stage 1 assessment

Triage

ARP Meetings (Stage 2 assessment)

APRC Meeting

12-m Array: >= 25 hrs
All Large Programs



27 Cycle 8 2021 – NAASC ALMA Ambassadors
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A few updates for Large Programs and 
queue building
ALMA encourages PIs to submit larger, more ambitious proposals 

• No cap on the total time that can be allocated to Large Programs. Note, Large Programs still cannot fill 
more than 50% of the time in a configuration/LST. 

• Large Programs, and proposals that require more than 25 hours on the 12-m Array, will have first priority 
to fill at least 10% of the observing queue.

https://almascience.nrao.edu/alma-data/lp
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Towards dual-anonymous review
The Joint ALMA Observatory (JAO) is committed to reducing biases in the 
review process. 

1. Modifications in the review process in recent cycles


2. Cycle 7 context


3. Updates for Cycle 8 2021: dual-anonymous guidelines
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Modifications in the review process in recent 
cycles

Carpenter (2020)Lonsdale et al. (2016)

Cycl
e 0

Cycl
e 1

Cycl
e 2

Cycl
e 3

Cycl
e 4

Cycl
e 5

Cycl
e 6

Cycl
e 7

Cycl
e 8




20
21

Cycle 4: Panel Chairs and 
Reviewers informed of 
systematics during ALMA Review 
Panel meeting orientation

Cycle 5-6: Institutions, emails, executive 
removed from proposal cover sheet

Cycle 7:
• removed investigator names from reviewer tools
• randomized investigator list on cover sheet to not identify PI
• first names listed with first initial to not identify gender Impact: some systematics changed, 

but not others 

Impact: no significant change

Impact: no significant change
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Modifications in the review process in recent 
cycles: Cycle 7 context

Overall: Some (but not all) systematics reduced after modifications in Cycle 
7, suggesting some biases in the review process have been present.

Regional

Experience

Gender

Chile

East Asia

First-time PIs

Second-time PIs

Most experienced PIs

Relative rankings improved. While Chilean proposals had poorer ranks than Europe and 
North America, for the first time it was not statistically significant.

No significant change.

Rankings were indistinguishable from the most experienced PIs, whereas before they were 
significantly poorer.

No significant change. Continue to have the poorest overall rankings.

For the first time, these PIs did not have the best overall proposal rankings.

 Consistent with previous cycles within errors.

Systematic Impact in Cycle 7

Impact
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Addressing systematics
Gender

Figures: Carpenter (2020), 
updated for Cycle 7

For the first time, women did better than expected based on demographics, 
although consistent with previous cycles within uncertainties.Impact
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Dual-anonymous review is when the proposal team does not know the identity of the reviewers, and viceversa.

Why is ALMA adopting this system? To ensure that the proposal review process is as fair and unbiased as possible for all 
ALMA users. Systematics from Cycle 0-6, before dual-anonymous, are reported in Carpenter (2020). JAO committed to 
reducing biases in the review process.

Addressing systematics
Dual-anonymous in Cycle 8 2021

How it works:
• Proposals are written in such a way to not identify the team behind it. 
• All identifying information related to the authors of the proposals is hidden from the reviewers and 

science assessors throughout the scientific review process.

Will some guidance be provided?
• Of course!  Link will be shared.
• PIs encouraged to contact ALMA Helpdesk if in doubt.  
• ARC staff should contact PHT for clarification if they cannot point the PI to the proper documentation.
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https://almascience.org/proposing/alma-proposal-review

Cycle 8 2021 Call for Proposals opens March 17, 2021

Helpdesk: help.almascience.org

Documentation and resources

Figure 1 shows the image from our Cycle 7 ALMA program (2019.1.02045.S, PI Smith).
Figure 1 shows the image from the Cycle 7 ALMA program 2019.1.02045.S.

In Smith et al. (2018), we demonstrated…
As demonstrated in Smith et al. (2018),....

We use the line identification package STAR by co-I Sandra Smith…
We use the line identification package STAR (obtained via private communication)...

Examples

https://almascience.nrao.edu/proposing/alma-proposal-review/frequently-
asked-questions

Q: What will happen to a proposal that is not fully anonymized?

Q: How will reviewers identify conflicts of interest if they have 
no access to the list of proposers?

Q: Who can I designate to be the reviewer for my submitted 
proposal? As a PI, how do I designate a reviewer?

Q: Can a student (without a PhD) be a designated reviewer?

FAQ



42 Cycle 8 2021 – NAASC ALMA Ambassadors

After submission

• Remember, you can resubmit as often as needed, but quite busy right before the deadline
• If you don’t submit reviews (distributed peer review), YOUR proposal will be rejected!
• Large proposals and Proposals requesting 25 hours or more on the 12-m Array will be 

reviewed by science review panels, as in previous cycles. 
• All proposals will be subject to Technical Assessment by a selected group of JAO and ARC 

experts.
• Proposals will be assessed on the basis of the overall scientific merit of the proposed 

investigation and its potential contribution to the advancement of scientific knowledge.
• Following approval by the Directors Council, the outcome of the Proposal Review Process 

will be communicated to the PIs. ~August 2021.



43 Cycle 8 2021 – NAASC ALMA Ambassadors

After it is accepted
• Any change requests need to go to the Helpdesk, and possibly a formal change request 

• Being prompt helps ensure your project can be observed! 

• Then wait! – dynamic scheduling means your Contact Scientist doesn’t know when your
project will run.

• As observations are made, updates are shown in the SnooPI tool on the Science Portal:
https://almascience.nrao.edu/observing/snoopi
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Proposal Checklist 

• Read relevant documentation (CfP, Guide, Primer, etc.)
• Create an ALMA account by registering at the Science Portal 

(almascience.org)
• Download the Observing Tool (OT) & related guides
• Prepare the Science Case
• New capabilities for Cycle 7!

• Prepare Science Goals (sources, frequency & correlator setup, 
integration times) within the OT 
• Make use of the Helpdesk & the Knowledgebase
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See the OT presentation!
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www.almascience.org
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ALMAI could use a hand…
Have no fear, the ALMA Helpdesk is here…
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help.almascience.org
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help.almascience.org
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Click here to make sure that your project 
can be validated by the OT.  If it won’t, 
you will not be able to submit it.

When you are satisfied that your 
proposal is complete, click here 
to submit your project to the 
ALMA Archive
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• Remember, you can resubmit as often as needed, but keep in mind that the 
server is quite busy right before the deadline

• Distributed peer review will be used for all proposals requesting less than 
25 hours on the 12-m Array, and ACA stand-alone proposals requesting less 
than 150 hours on the 7-m Array.

• In this review system, for each submitted proposal the PI (or one of the 
delegated co-Is) will be responsible for reviewing up to 10 other submitted 
proposals, thus increasing the involvement of the ALMA community in the 
review process – if you don’t submit reviews, YOUR proposal will be 
rejected!

• Large proposals and proposals requesting 25 hours or more on the 12-m 
Array will be reviewed by science review panels, as in previous cycles. 

• All proposals will be subject to Technical Assessment by a selected group of 
JAO and ARC experts.

After submission
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• Proposals will be assessed on the basis of the overall scientific merit of 
the proposed investigation and its potential contribution to the 
advancement of scientific knowledge.

• Following approval by the Directors Council, the outcome of the Proposal 
Review Process will be communicated to the PIs of all valid submitted 
proposals - expected around August 2021. 

• Any change requests need to go to the Helpdesk, and possibly a formal 
change request 
• Being prompt helps ensure your project can be observed! 

• Then wait – dynamic scheduling means your Contact Scientist doesn’t
know when your project will run. As observations are made, updates are
shown in the SnooPI tool on the Science Portal:

https://almascience.nrao.edu/observing/snoopi

After submission
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The Atacama Large Millimeter/submillimeter Array (ALMA), an international astronomy facility, is a partnership of
Europe, North America and East Asia in cooperation with the Republic of Chile. ALMA is funded in Europe by the
European Organization for Astronomical Research in the Southern Hemisphere (ESO), in North America by the U.S.
National Science Foundation (NSF) in cooperation with the National Research Council of Canada (NRC) and the National
Science Council of Taiwan (NSC), and in East Asia by the National Institutes of Natural Sciences (NINS) of Japan in
cooperation with the Academia Sinica (AS) in Taiwan. ALMA construction and operations are led on behalf of Europe by
ESO, on behalf of North America by the National Radio Astronomy Observatory (NRAO), which is managed by
Associated Universities, Inc. (AUI), and on behalf of East Asia by the National Astronomical Observatory of Japan
(NAOJ). The Joint ALMA Observatory (JAO) provides the unified leadership and management of the construction and
operation of ALMA.

For more info:
https://almascience.nrao.edu/
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www.nrao.edu
science.nrao.edu
public.nrao.edu

The National Radio Astronomy Observatory is a facility of the National Science Foundation
operated under cooperative agreement by Associated Universities, Inc.


