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Multiple Decadal Surveys

• Astrophysics started the 
process in the 1960s 

• Today, there are surveys for 
Planetary, Heliophysics, Earth 
Science from Space, Ocean 
Science, Polar Science,…



What is a Decadal Survey?
• Reviews a science discipline’s progress and 

prioritize science at the frontier 

• Most importantly, the report prioritizes scientific 
project (or measurements) for the coming 
decade into a realistic program 

• Goal is to reach consensus on a visionary 10-
year program to advance the highest-priority 
science. 



Who are the Customers?
• NASA and other science agencies 

• White House (Office of Management and Budget/
Office of Science and Technology Policy) 

• Congress 

• Valued as a consensus science policy rather 
than lobbying by special interests

• University Leadership + Other Research Leaders



NAS and Decadal Surveys

• What is the NAS? 

• Role of Space Studies Board and its subpoenas 
(Committee on Astronomy and Astrophysics) 

• Who makes up the survey committees and its 
subcommittees?



Statement of Task



Science Prioritization
• Science Panels get input from community (100s of white papers) 

on top priorities for different subfields.  Each panel has 10-20 
members and the white papers involve 1000s of astronomers. 

• Panels: 

• Cosmology and Fundamental Physics 

• Galactic Neighborhood 

• Galaxies across Cosmic Time 

• Stars and Stellar Evolution 

• Planetary Systems and Star Formation



Top Science Questions



Mission Prioritization
• NASA funds mission studies in advance of the decadal 

survey 

• Independent missions are also proposed 

• Prioritization panels (Electromagnetic Observations 
from Space; Optical and Infrared Astronomy from the 
Ground; Particle Physics and Gravitation; Radio, 
Millimeter and Submillimeter Astronomy from the 
Ground) study and cost missions  

• Role of CATE (Cost and Technical Assessment) process



Central Committee

• Coordinate and structure process.  Set up and 
select task forces 

• Identify priorities for the decadal report 

• Write decadal report (different audiences)



Priorities for Space



Priorities for Ground





Challenges for AST2020
• How do we prioritize and plan international 

projects? 

• Leadership (JWST) + Followership (Planck, 
Hitomi).   

• How do we control cost growth? 

• How to maintain flexibility and continuity?  How do 
we respond to opportunities (2.4 meter 
telescopes) and obstacles (JWST cost growth)


