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National Aeronautics and
Space Administration

George C. Marshall Space Flight Center
Marshall Space Flight Center, AL 35812

Huntsville, October 24, 2006
To whom it may concern,

I am writing to strongly endorse the proposal submitted by Tarsh Freeman of Bevill State Community
College and Gene Byrd of the University of Alabama to the National Science Foundation. They propose to
create a 24" teaching and research telescope facility in west (rural) Alabama and they also plan to make this
facility widely accessible to the area high school students, teachers and the general public.

The proposal has very important scientific goals with high intellectual merit. The proposing local group has
already teamed with US and international groups to perform crucial dedicated monitoring observations of
many astronomical sources, in coordination with other ground and space observatories. Thus, the scientific
usage of the proposed facility extends to multiple interest programs. Besides the various other projects
mentioned in the proposal (such as galaxy morphology atlas, imaging of interacting galaxies, etc.), we, at
the National Space Science and Technology Center (NSSTC) in Huntsville, Alabama, would be able to
team up with STAR to perform follow up observations of Gamma Ray Burst (GRB) afterglows, especially
after the launch of the GLAST satellite in 2007. GLAST has a GRB Monitor onboard (GBM) built by our
group (with German collaboration) at the NSSTC (PI Dr. C. Meegan). We are already starting to build a
GRB follow-up team worldwide and we consider the inclusion of smaller robotic and dedicated telescopes
crucial for our science, as opposed to the larger and less accessible and less flexible ground telescopes.

Our NSSTC team (C. Kouveliotou and J. Fishman) has established a successful collaboration since 1998
between amateur and professional astronomers at AAVSO (initially with the late J. Mattei, and currently
with A. Henden), to encourage, educate, mentor and assist amateur observers in their search and the
monitoring of the optical counterparts of GRB’s. This collaboration has led to the establishment of a GRB,
dedicated worldwide Network for Amateur Astronomers, the AAVSO GRB International High Energy
Network, producing the first active monitoring of GRB’s in the amateur astronomy community. This
geographically diverse network presently consists of ~100 members located in 17 countries. Detailed
accomplishments of the members can be found at www.aavso.org. So far, AAVSO members have given
over 140 talks in 11 countries about GRB’s and other high energy phenomena and have had coverage by
CNN, Space.com, Sky & Telescope, and PBS.org. The network has so far imaged several GRB afterglows,
discovered at least two and produced a multicolor light curve of GRB’s 010222, 030329, the latter having
been followed up for over 10 days. Tremendous interest in the network was generated when an article was
published in the February 2000 issue of the Scientific American. We intend to ‘collaborate closely with
Byrd and Freeman to integrate the proposed telescope facility in our research and in the AAVSO follow-up
network.

Lastly, I would like to stress here that besides the scientific merits of this proposal, the herein addressed
educational and public outreach goals (broader impact) are highly commendable and dearly needed in
Alabama. Our group is, therefore, committed to assist the proposers in utilizing the telescope for K-12 and
post-secondary education in science, mathematics, and technology; we will teach students how to analyze
and combine the 24" telescope data with data from satellites and other ground based observatories. The
high energy data will be provided partly by Swift (public data) and by GLAST after launch (Guest
Investigator program) and will be the basis for many common research projects. As part of the team, the
West Alabama students will be welcome to our scientific and educational resources and will be
instrumental in achieving many of our scientific goals. It is therefore with pleasure that I am recommending
this proposal and eagerly anticipate the first West Alabama robotic telescope construction.

$sa ouveliotdu
Astrophysicist, NASA/MSFC
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