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1. PURPOSE AND SCHEDULE 

This document serves as a comprehensive guide for potential users of the European Space 

Agency’s (ESA’s) PLAnetary Transits and Oscillations of stars (PLATO) satellite. It describes 

the policies and procedures relevant to the preparation and submission of proposals requesting 

observing time in the Guest Observers (GO) Programme. 

 

The PLATO Science Management Plan (SMP) establishes that, over the mission lifetime, an 

average of 8% of the science data rate (excluding calibration data) will be allocated to a GO 

Programme. This GO Programme is designed to enable scientific investigations that 

complement, but are not addressed by, observations of PLATO’s core science targets, with 

participation determined through ESA’s Announcements of Opportunity (AO). Use of 

non‑public PLATO data for complementary science will only be carried out through approved 

GO proposals. 

 

This document covers the policies and procedures for the first Announcement of Opportunity 

(AO-1), which calls for observations to be executed during the period from L+3 months up to 

L+27 months. The launch date, L, is currently scheduled for January 2027.  

 

This AO is open to the worldwide scientific community, regardless of nationality or institutional 

affiliation. 

 

Submitting observing proposals for PLATO is a one-step process. Proposers are required to 

use the Campaign Handling System (CHS), which includes the Call for Proposals (CfP) toolkit 

to support the evaluation of target lists. The performance parameters used by the tools and the 

information provided in this document are based on the best available knowledge at this time 

of the mission development. After launch, the instrument in-orbit calibration will be carried out 

and the performance verified. Observers will be informed if the in-orbit performance deviates 

from that determined on-ground and adopted in this call.   

 

ESA will appoint a Time Allocation Committee (TAC) for the evaluation and selection of the 

proposals, which will follow a dual-anonymous peer-review approach. As such, proposers must 

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/proposal-software
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not include information that could reveal their or their teams’ identity into any of the files to be 

shared with the TAC. Breaking this will lead to a rejection on formal grounds. The only 

document that may include information on identities is the “Team Expertise & Management 

Plan”, which is only accessible to ESA. 

 

ESA will require GOs of executed proposals to make their data and results accessible through 

the PLATO Archive (PAX) subsequently to their publication. 

 

The foreseen timeline for the AO-1 call is: 

Date Event 

7 April 2026 AO-1 opens at 12:00 noon CEST 

21 May 2026 AO-1 closes at 12:00 noon CEST 

6 – 17 July 2026 Meetings of the Time Allocation Committee 

By 31 August 2026 PIs are informed of the outcome of the review 

L+3 months Start of AO-1 observations 

 

Applicable document 

PLATO Science Management Plan, ESA/SPC(2020)40 
 

Acronyms 

Acronym Definition 
AO Announcement of Opportunity 
CCD Charge-Coupled Device 
CfP Call for Proposals (tool) 
CHEOPS CHaracterizing ExOPlanet Satellite 
CHS Campaign Handling System 
DR3 Data Release 3 
ESA European Space Agency 
F-CAM Fast CAMera 
FoV Field of View 
GO(s) Guest Observer(s) 
HR Hertzsprung-Russell 
IAU International Astronomical Union 
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ICRS International Celestial Reference System 
LOP Long-duration Observation Phase 
LOPS2 First Long-Duration Observation Phase South 
MB Megabytes 
N-CAM Normal CAMera 
NDU Non-Disclosure Understanding 
NSR Noise-to-Signal Ratio 
PAX PLATO Archive 
PDD Product Definition Document 
PDP Personal Data Protection 
PI Principal Investigator 
PIC PLATO Input Catalogue 
PLATO PLAnetary Transits and Oscillations of stars 
ppm parts-per-million 
PMC PLATO Mission Consortium 
PS Project Scientist 
PSF Point Spread Function 
SMP Science Management Plan 
SOC Science Operations Centre 
SSO Solar System Object 
TAC Time Allocation Committee 
TDSC Tycho Double Star Catalogue 
TM Telemetry 
ToO Target of Opportunity 
XMM X-ray Multi-Mirror mission 

 

2. THE PLATO MISSION 

2.1. General description 

PLATO will perform high precision photometric monitoring of large samples of bright stars 

during long periods (up to several years) to detect and characterise planetary transits. The 

PLATO photometric data or light curves will also contain information on the seismic activity of 

the stars. The analysis of the light curves will lead to the determination of planetary radii, ages 

and orbital inclinations. Candidate planets detected by PLATO will be confirmed with ground-

based observations. Planetary masses will be determined through the study of transit time 
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variations, or through radial velocity measurements carried out with ground-based 

observatories. 

 

PLATO is planned to be launched with an Ariane 6.2 rocket from Kourou. It will perform its 

scientific observations in an operational orbit around the Earth-Sun Lagrange Point 2 (L2). The 

duration of the nominal mission operations is 4 years, during which PLATO will target one or 

two regions of the sky for a minimum of two years. The satellite has been built and verified for 

an in-orbit lifetime of 6.5 years and will accommodate consumables for 8.5 years of operations. 

 

The PLATO spacecraft is three-axis stabilised and has a mass of approximately 2000 kg. The 

instrument consists of four groups of six cameras operating in white light (N-CAMs). Each 

camera focal plane has 4 full frame CCDs, each with 4510 × 4510 effective pixels. The pixel 

scale on the sky is 15 arcsec. PLATO’s multi-telescope design enables a wide FoV (2132 

deg2), essential to observe a large number of bright stars, and the collecting area required to 

achieve high sensitivity for the detection of Earth-size planets. Two additional “fast” cameras 

(F-CAMs), equipped with a blue and a red filter respectively, are used for observing stars with 

mV ~ 4–8, and as fine guide sensor for the spacecraft attitude control system. Each F-CAM 

focal plane includes 4 frame transfer CCDs, each with 4490 × 2245 effective pixels. The F-

CAMs cover part of the central FoV of the normal cameras. All cameras are based on a fully 

dioptric design with 6 lenses and are mounted on an optical bench.  

 

The planned mission phases, assuming a launch in January 2027, are as follows: 

• End of Early Operations Phase, Transfer, and Commissioning phase: April 2027 

• Start of nominal science operations: April 2027 

• End of nominal science operations: April 2031 

 

After the conclusion of the in-orbit operations, a post-operations phase will start with a duration 

of three years.  

 

For a more detailed description of the PLATO mission and its capabilities, proposers are 

referred to the PLATO Mission Handbook and the paper Rauer et al. (2025).  

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/plato-mission-handbook
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10686-025-09985-9


ESA UNCLASSIFIED – For ESA Official Use Only    

Page 8/33 

2.2. Core Science 

2.2.1. Science objectives 

The core science objectives of the PLATO mission are specified in the SMP. PLATO’s main 

science objective is to detect and characterise a large number of extrasolar planetary systems, 

including terrestrial exoplanets orbiting bright solar-type stars, also in the habitable zone. 

PLATO will provide accurate determinations of the planet radii, stellar irradiation, architecture 

of planetary systems and evolutionary ages/stages. In combination with ground-based 

observations, PLATO will provide accurate planetary masses and mean densities. 

 

The overall scientific questions that PLATO will investigate are: 

O1. How do planets and planetary systems form and evolve? 

O2. Is our Solar System special or are there other systems like ours? 

O3. Are there potentially habitable planets? 

 

The scientific objectives that PLATO will address are the following: 

• Determine the bulk properties (mass, radius, and mean density) of planets in a wide 

range of systems, including terrestrial planets in the habitable zone of solar-like stars 

PLATO will determine planet bulk properties to explore the diversity of planets which in 

turn allows us to constrain planet formation models. Furthermore, terrestrial planets in 

the habitable zone will be identified that will be prime candidates for being potentially 

habitable planets. 

• Study how planets and planet systems evolve with age 

The age of planetary systems provides new constraints on planet formation models and 

allows the planetary (system) properties to be correlated with temporal evolution 

processes when the ages of planet hosts are accurately determined. Furthermore, the 

seismic characterisation of a large sample of bright stars across the HR diagram will 

lead to improved stellar models, allowing for substantially more reliable age 

characterisation of stars in general. 

• Study the typical architectures of planetary systems 
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The architecture of planetary systems includes parameters such as the distribution of 

planet masses and types (terrestrial or gaseous) over orbital separation, the co-planarity 

of systems, and orbital parameters in general. These provide constraints on planetary 

system formation and evolution processes. 

• Analyse the correlation of planet properties and their frequencies with stellar parameters 

(e.g., stellar metallicity, stellar type) 

The correlation of planet parameters with stellar properties provides constraints on 

planet formation and allows the planetary diversity to be characterised. Stellar properties 

are furthermore key parameters in the study of the potential habitability of planets. 

• Analyse the dependence of the frequency of terrestrial planets on the environment in 

which they formed 

Planets form in different regions of our Galaxy, in clusters and around field stars. 

Correlations of planet occurrence frequency with their environment will provide 

constraints on planetary formation processes. 

• Study the internal structure of stars and how it evolves with age 

Determining planet host star parameters requires improving today’s stellar models and 

stellar evolution in general by measuring pulsations of stars. Improved stellar models 

from asteroseismology and cross-calibration with classical methods will be key in 

obtaining planet host star parameters to address the overall science goals. 

• Identify good targets for spectroscopic follow-up measurements to investigate planetary 

atmospheres 

Planets identified around the brightest stars will represent the “Rosetta stone”-like 

objects for spectroscopic follow-up. This will allow their atmospheric structure and 

composition to be investigated. These planets will provide a wealth of information by 

which to study planetary formation and evolution and, for terrestrial planets, study 

potential habitability. 

2.2.2. The PLATO Input Catalogue (PIC) 

The PLATO Input Catalogue (PIC) contains the science and calibration targets that have been 

carefully selected to fulfil the core scientific objectives of the PLATO mission. In particular, the 
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current PIC version lists the science and calibration targets selected in the so called LOPS2 

field (Long-Duration Observation Phase South) that will be observed during the first Long-

duration Observation Phase (LOP) for at least the first two years of the mission.  

 

Figure 1: Illustration of the PLATO Input Catalogue (PIC) and its four sub-catalogues The Prime Sample is a subset of the 
tPIC.  

 

The PIC consists of four sub-catalogues (see Figure 1) with partial overlap: 

• The tPIC (Target PIC), which contains the core science targets. The spectral types, 

magnitudes, numbers and observing modes of these stars are specified in the Science 

Requirements Document. They are grouped into four samples named P1, P2, P4 and 

P5, according to their characteristics (see Table 1). Approximately 15,000 of the 

science targets in the tPIC form the “Prime sample”, a subset of stars for which the 

PLATO Mission Consortium (PMC) will perform the ground-based follow up 

observations of the planetary candidates and deliver the corresponding products to the 

community. The Prime Sample comprises stars from the four stellar samples.  

• The scvPIC (Science Calibration and Validation PIC), which contains the targets 

specified by the science calibration and validation plan. These stars will provide key 

information to improve the stellar models to reach the required stellar parameter 

accuracies.  

• The fgPIC (Fine Guidance PIC), which contains the targets to be observed with the F-

CAMs in their function of Fine Guidance Sensor.  
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• The cPIC (Calibration PIC), which contains the targets specified for the instrument 

calibration. 

The goal is that all stars in the tPIC and scvPIC are observed during the LOPS2 pointing. The 

cPIC stars will be observed mainly during the Commissioning phase and when required for 

calibration after satellite rotations. 

 
Table 1: The PLATO stellar samples 

 
P1 P2 P4 P5 

Spectral type Dwarf and 
subgiants F5–K7 

Dwarf and 
subgiants F5–K7 

Cool late 
type- dwarfs 

Dwarf and 
subgiants F5–K 

Limit m
V
 11 8.5 16 13 

Random noise (ppm in 1 
hour) 

≤ 50 ≤ 50 – – 

Sampling 
times 

Imagettes 25 s 25 s / 2.5 s for 
subsample 

25 s for > 5,000 
targets 

25 s for > 9,000 
targets 

Light curves – – – ≤ 600 s 

Centroid 
measurements 

– – – ≤ 50 s for 5% of 
targets 

Transit oversampling – – – ≤ 50 s for 10% 
of targets 

 

 

A detailed description of the PIC can be found in the LOPS2PIC Data Definition document. The 

PIC can be queried using the PIC Explorer and through python scripts including the astroquery 

access to PAX. The PIC is also accessible through ESASky and can be downloaded as table.  

2.3. PIC “contaminants” table 

The PIC “contaminants” table is used by the CfP toolset and contains the list of photometric 

contaminants in the LOPS2 field. Most contaminants are selected from the Gaia DR3 

catalogue. Gaia has been complemented at the bright end using the Hipparcos2, Hipparcos 

DM, Tycho2 and TDSC catalogues. The PIC “contaminants” table may also be useful to specify 

the observations of targets that are not in the PIC, as it contains most of the objects present in 

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/documents/343127/23751474/LOPS2PIC2.2.0.1_DataDefinition.pdf/61c84e9a-c053-10e0-5238-48c1c3274881?t=1775208708393
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/plato-arxiv
https://sky.esa.int/esasky/
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the field. This table may be accessed directly, together with the PIC, through PAX and through 

python scripts.  

3. tPIC TARGETS DATA PRODUCTS 

Standard products will be generated for all targets in the tPIC. In addition to the Level-0 and 

Level-1 products described in section 8.1, Level-2 scientific products will be available for all 

targets in the tPIC, consisting of: 

• The planetary transit candidates and their parameters, as a minimum target identifier, 

planet ephemeris in the system, depth and duration of the transit, estimated radius, and 

their corresponding uncertainties. 

• The results of the asteroseismological analysis, and their corresponding uncertainties. 

• The stellar rotation periods and stellar activity properties inferred from activity-related 

periodicities in the light curves. 

• The stellar masses, radii and ages of stars (and their formal errors), obtained with the 

highest precision and accuracy. 

• The list of planetary systems confirmed through the detection of Transit Time Variations 

(TTVs), which will be characterised by combining information from the planetary transits 

and the derived stellar parameters of the planet-hosting stars. 

 

For Prime Sample targets, Level-3 products will be provided, consisting of the list of confirmed 

planetary systems, which will be fully characterised by combining information from the 

planetary transits, the parameters of the planet-host stars, and the ground-based follow-up 

observations. Further information can be found in the PLATO Product Definition document.  

 

The schedule for making tPIC targets data products publicly available will vary based on 

whether they are included in the Prime Sample: 

• For targets in the Prime Sample, Level-0, Level-1 and Level-2 products for each 

observing quarter will be publicly released via PAX as soon as possible after scientific 

validation, but no later than one year after each Level-1 validation period, to allow for 

the consolidation of the planet candidate list and the initiation of the ground-based 

observations by the PMC. Level-3 products and their ground-based associated 

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/documents/343127/23759412/PLATO+Product+Definition+Document+-+Version+1.0.pdf/cc43a2f4-759c-61ff-ebbb-8276cafd523d?t=1775482452571
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observations will be publicly released immediately after the publication of the planetary 

parameters, or as soon as possible but no later than six months after the completion of 

the ground-based observations.   

Approximately 6% of the Prime Sample will be PMC Proprietary targets. Each target 

data proprietary period will end six months after the completion of the ground-based 

observations for the confirmation and characterisation of the associated planet  

• For targets not included in the Prime Sample, Level-0, Level-1, and Level-2 products 

will be publicly released within three months of the corresponding Level-1 validation 

period.  

 

The Level-1 validation period is estimated to last 6 months for the first science observation 

quarter and 3 months for subsequent quarters.   

 

Level-0 and Level-1 data products associated with fgPIC and scvPIC targets will be generated 

and released following the tPIC non-Prime sample scheme.  

 

4. OBSERVING CONSTRAINTS 

4.1. Target position and visibility 

Proposals for AO-1 can only include objects located in the LOPS2 sky field, that is, that do not 

require a different pointing of the spacecraft. The coordinates of LOPS2 centre are: 

 
Table 2: LOPS2 field centre coordinates 

α [hms] 06:21:14.5 ICRS (J2000) 

δ [dms] -47:53:13 ICRS (J2000) 

l [deg] 255.9375 IAU 1958 

b [deg] -24.62432 IAU 1958 

λ [deg] 101.05940 Ecliptic 

β [deg] -71.12242 Ecliptic 

 



ESA UNCLASSIFIED – For ESA Official Use Only    

Page 14/33 

Figure 2 shows the LOPS2 field in galactic coordinates. Proposers can determine if their targets 

are within this sky field by validating them when submitting the proposals using the CfP tool. 

This tool also indicates whether a target may fall "out of the detectors," meaning that it is located 

close to the gaps between CCDs or near the CCD edges. 

 
Figure 2:  The LOPS2 field showing the sky areas covered by 6, 12, 18 or 24 cameras (from light to 
dark blue), the brightest stars, and the Large Magellanic Cloud. 

 

To keep the solar arrays pointing to the Sun and to protect the payload from solar illumination, 

the satellite rotates every three months. These periods between satellite rotations are called 

observation quarters. This rotation of the PLATO field of view may result in targets falling out 

of the detectors or other targets becoming visible, especially if they are close to the edge of the 

PLATO field of view or to the CCD separations. Therefore, proposers should provide 

justification when requesting targets located close to the field of view’s edges, as these objects 

may not ultimately be visible.  

4.2. Observation duration 

Proposers are required to provide the observation duration necessary to achieve their science 

objectives. This specified value will be the minimum observation duration. However, starting or 

finishing observations during the observation quarters requires satellite operations that may 

cause interruptions of the data acquisition for all targets. To avoid gaps in the light curves, 

which have a significant negative impact on the science performance, the planning duration of 
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each observation request will be adjusted to the duration of the satellite observation quarters, 

that is, a multiple of 3 months.  

 

The duration of the proposed observations must not exceed two years or extend beyond L+27 

months, which corresponds to the currently scheduled conclusion of the LOPS2 observation 

period. For example, for a launch date in January 2027, this cycle would run approximately 

from April 2027 to April 2029. Observations covering multiple quarters should be clearly 

scientifically justified.  

4.3. Time criticality of the observation 

Both time-critical and non-time critical observations may be requested. Time critical 

observations must be duly justified.  

4.4. Telemetry volume 

As GO Programme and core science observations will be executed in parallel, the telemetry 

volume available to download the data from the spacecraft is the observatory resource that 

limits the GO Programme size. In this context, an average of 8% of the science data rate 

(excluding calibration data) will be allocated to the GO Programme over the mission lifetime.  

 

Proposers will be able to derive the telemetry associated with the requested targets using the 

CfP tool. The Time Allocation Committee (TAC) will consider the scientific interest of the 

proposed observations against the relative telemetry volume requested.  

 

The Science Operations Centre (SOC) will ensure that GO observations do not require more 

than 8% of the science data rate during the two years of applicability of this AO. 

4.5. Observation modes 

Proposers may request observations with the N-CAMs and with the F-CAMs.  

 

Observing with the N-CAMs: PLATO will download light curves for the N-CAMs, integrated 

and processed on board, for the majority of targets. But for a significant number of bright 
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targets, “imagettes” with full pixel information will also be transmitted to ground. The typical 

size of a PLATO imagette is 6 x 6 pixels. With a pixel scale of 15 arcsec, this corresponds to 

90 x 90 arcsec2. Proposers may choose between observing targets with imagettes (cadence 

25 seconds) or obtaining light curves processed on-board (cadence 50 or 600 seconds). In the 

latter case, it is also possible to request centroids and/or extended masks. The definition of the 

individual masks for on-board photometry is carried out automatically.  

 

Observing with the F-CAMs: If a cadence faster than 25 seconds and/or two-colour 

information are needed, proposers may request using the two F-CAMs, which observe with 

imagettes at a cadence of 2.5 seconds.  

 

Further details on the available observation modes can be found in the PLATO Mission 

Handbook,  in the CHS/CfP User’s Manual, and in the “Recipes” page of the AO-1 Call website.  

 

An important feature to consider when preparing PLATO proposals is the extended size of the 

PLATO Point Spread Function (PSF). The projected pixel size on the sky is 15 arcsec. On 

average, more than 90% of the stellar flux will be distributed over an area of 4 x 4 pixels, with 

the remaining flux spreading over the surrounding pixels. For this reason, proposers are 

requested to check the possible contamination for their targets and select the observing mode 

accordingly. As described in section 2.3, the table of contaminants for the LOPS2 is part of the 

AO package and delivered with the PIC through PAX.  

 

As a general guideline, imagettes should be considered for:  

• very bright targets that saturate the detectors (mV < 8.5);  

• targets in crowded fields;  

• faint objects that can be affected by light contamination of neighbouring sources;  

• targets for which the PLATO magnitude (Pmag) has not been defined in the PIC 

contaminants table.   

 

However, imagettes require a significantly larger telemetry volume than light curves. 

Approximately, an imagette uses ten times more telemetry allocation than a light curve at 600 

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/plato-mission-handbook
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/plato-mission-handbook
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/proposal-software
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/recipes
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/plato-arxiv
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seconds cadence for a given target and observation duration. Consequently, proposers must 

duly justify the use of imagettes and balance against the use of light curves. 

 

To understand the context and, as an example, the GO Programme could accommodate at 

any given time of the order of 1500 targets observed with imagettes and about 10,000 targets 

observed with light curves. In the extreme cases, around 2500 targets could be observed if all 

the GO sources were observed with imagettes, and 25,000 if all GO sources were observed 

with light curves. Moreover, the maximum number of GO targets that can be observed 

simultaneously with the F-CAMs is about 25. These values might change once we have more 

accurate information about the telemetry volume and how well the on-board data processing 

performs.  

4.6. Types of objects 

There are no limitations regarding the types of objects that may be included in a proposal, 

provided that all constraints outlined in these procedures are strictly observed. 

 

For observations of extended objects proposers will be requested to give a list of the 

coordinates (for imagettes or light curves) required to cover the corresponding area of the sky. 

An overlap of ~15 arcsec (corresponding to 1 pixel) for consecutive coordinates is 

recommended.  

 

Solar System Objects (SSO) can be observed with PLATO, but they will normally require a 

significant amount of TM volume in comparison with other targets. Constraints on the mission 

planning impose that SSOs are observed by allocating simultaneously the imagettes covering 

the full SSO trail on the sky for the whole duration of the observation. If the trail is long, the 

observation of a single SSO may be equivalent to the observation of tens or hundreds of point 

sources.  

 

Proposers are responsible for determining the path of the SSO on the PLATO field of view and 

providing the list of coordinates to observe the SSO as it moves in the field (see Figure 3),  

considering that imagettes have a nominal size of 6 x 6 pixels, and the observation cadence is 

25 seconds.  
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We strongly recommend providing RA/Dec at epoch 2028.3. For further questions on the 

planning of SSOs, proposers are advised to contact the PLATO Helpdesk.   

 

 
Figure 3: SSOs observations must be specified as a sequence of imagettes (squares), even if the SSO is only seen in one of 
them (blue square) at any given time.  

 

4.7. Determination of the Noise-to-Signal Ratio 

For targets in the PIC or in the PIC contaminants list with an assigned Pmag, proposers may 

estimate the Noise-to-Signal Ratio (NSR) of their observations using the CfP toolset. For 

targets where Pmag > 15, or for those without a given Pmag, the CfP tool is unable to compute 

the observation NSR. In particular, the NSR calculator does not allow predictions for non-stellar 

objects such as asteroids, planets, galaxies, or galaxy clusters. Moreover, the accuracy of the 

CfP tool NSR prediction decreases for objects with spectral distributions different from those 

of the PIC stellar samples or when the noise contribution from the contaminants is significant. 

In these cases, proposers are advised to follow alternative procedures as outlined in the 

“Recipes” page of the AO-1 Call website.  

 

The NSR estimates provided at this time are based on the best knowledge of the instrument 

performance. Once in-orbit, the actual calibration and system performance will be determined, 

which could deviate from the currently adopted values. In this case, observers will be informed.   

4.8. Observation duplication 

This section describes the criteria under which a target is considered duplicated and therefore 

cannot be included in a proposal. Duplication is checked against the PIC and the list of GO 

Programme targets. The duplication policy has been established to balance the following three 

goals: achieving an optimal usage of the science telemetry, maintaining consistency and data 

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/recipes
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/recipes
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availability for the core science samples, and enhancing the mission science return through 

complementary science.    

4.8.1. Duplication against PIC targets 

The SMP states that the GO calls will solicit for complementary science programmes not 

covered by the PLATO core science objectives. Consequently, the general policy is that core 

science observations are not allowed in GO proposals. Core science observations are defined 

as those that fulfil one of the following criteria:  

1. Include targets of the Prime Sample,  

or 

2. Include targets of the tPIC and address one of these science cases:  

a. Exoplanet science 

b. Core stellar science:  

i. Stellar Physics  

ii. Asteroseismology  

 

If more detail is needed, Appendix A lists the fields that should be considered core science in 

criterion 2. For example, observations of tPIC targets for exomoon or stellar activity studies 

cannot be proposed as they are part of the core science of the mission.  

 

GO proposals for tPIC targets not meeting criteria 1 or 2, and for scvPIC targets or fgPIC 

targets, are allowed if and only if they request an observing mode of a higher capability. That 

implies that targets in the P1 sample which already use the best of the instrument capabilities 

by definition, cannot be proposed. An exception applies when a target observed with the N-

CAMs, and that is not in the Prime Sample, is requested for observation with the F-CAMs.   

 

Table 3 shows schematically which targets and science cases are allowed in GO Programme 

proposals. Table 4 indicates the upgrades required when proposing PIC targets.  
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Table 3: Blocked and allowed observations in relation with PIC targets 

 
Target in 
Prime 
Sample(1) 

Target in 
tPIC(2) 

Target in 
scvPIC(2) or 
fgPIC(2) 

Target in 
cPIC(2) 

Target not in 
the PIC(2) 

Complementary 
science 

Not possible 

Only when 
the observing 

mode is 
upgraded 

Only when 
the observing 

mode is 
upgraded  

Allowed Allowed 

Exoplanet and Core 
Stellar Science 

Not possible Not possible 

Only when 
the observing 

mode is 
upgraded 

Allowed Allowed 

(1) or within the 120 arcsec avoidance angle; (2) or within the 108 arcsec avoidance angle.  

 

 
Table 4: Required upgrades to propose observations in PIC 

 
Target in tPIC(1) 
(and not in Prime Sample) 

Target in scvPIC(1) or fgPIC(1) 

P1 
sample 

P4 
sample 

P5 sample fgPIC and not 
scvPIC 

scvPIC 

Complementary 
science 

F-CAMs  
N-CAMs 
imagettes 

F-CAMs 

N-CAMs 
imagettes 

F-CAMs 
N-CAMs imagettes 
or light curves 

N-CAMs 
imagettes 

F-CAMs Exoplanet and Core 
Stellar Science 

Not possible 

(1) or within the 108 arcsec avoidance angle 
 

As explained in section 4.5, the PLATO PSF extends over more than 4 x 4 pixels, and 

imagettes and masks have a typical size of 6 x 6 pixels. These factors have been carefully 

considered when determining the radius of the avoidance areas around PIC targets, such that 

scientific duplication is prevented and mask or imagette overlaps are minimised. This analysis 

has led to the following implementation: 
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• Objects within an angular distance of 120 arcsec from a Prime Sample target are not 

permitted by the CfP tool in the CHS at the time of proposal preparation.  

• Objects located within an angular distance of 108 arcsec from a tPIC target are flagged 

to the SOC. This will allow the associated science case to be checked by the SOC and, 

if necessary, by the TAC.  

• Objects located within an angular distance of 108 arcsec from a scvPIC or fgPIC target 

are flagged to the SOC to check for compliance with the duplication policy.  

 

For targets in common to several sub-catalogues, the order of application of criteria is  

Prime Sample, tPIC, scvPIC/fgPIC, and cPIC.  

 

Proposers are recommended to query the PIC through PAX to check whether their targets are 

in the Prime Sample, included in one of the Pn samples or in the scvPIC, and plan their 

observations such that they comply with the duplication policy described above.  Recipes and 

examples on how to carry out these searches can be found in the PAX User Guide.  

 

All observations of tPIC and scvPIC/fgPIC targets (grey cells in Table 3) will be processed by 

the Level-0, Level-1 and Level-2 pipelines, independently of having been accepted as part of 

GO proposals. The corresponding products will be publicly available in compliance with the 

PIC non-Prime Sample release policy (see section 3).  

4.8.2. Duplication against GO targets 

Two targets of different GO proposals will be identified as potential duplications when their 

angular distance is less than 108 arcsec.  

 

For proposals submitted in the same AO, potential duplications will be flagged to the TAC, with 

information on the observing modes and observation times and durations, to be considered in 

the evaluation of these proposals.  

 

For future calls, when one of the proposals has already been accepted in a previous AO, the 

target of the new proposal will be flagged automatically as a duplication of a target in the 

accepted proposal if their observing modes are the same and their observation times fully 

http://pax.esac.esa.int/plato/
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overlap. If the time overlap is partial, the TAC will be informed and decide, considering the 

proposed science case, whether the target in the new proposal is a duplication.  

4.8.3. Duplication for SSOs and extended targets 

As detailed in section 4.6, observations of extended targets and SSOs must be submitted as 

a list of coordinates. The criteria outlined above will be applied individually to each entry in this 

list. Potential duplications will be flagged to the TAC for their assessment.  

5. TARGETS OF OPPORTUNITY 

GO proposals can include the observation of Targets of Opportunity (ToOs). GO proposals for 

ToOs may contain objects which can be identified in advance, but which undergo unpredictable 

changes (anticipated ToOs), as well as objects that can only be identified in advance as a class 

(class type ToOs). 

 

The TAC may recommend prioritising the ToOs with respect to observations in the on-going 

GO Programme, to permit the interruption of lower priority targets observations if required by 

the ToO. However, ToOs will be observed only on a best effort basis, if their observation can 

be implemented during the nominal mission cycle. The planning cycle is carried out nominally 

once monthly during the operations phase although it may be more frequent (once weekly 

during the 1st year) if needed, and less frequent (every 3 months) if core science stability is 

deemed essential.   

 

In the CHS, the proposer has to flag whether a target is under the ToO category and to specify 

its coordinates and observing mode. For class type ToOs, where the coordinates are not known 

in advance, the proposer has to use the place holder coordinates RA=0 and Dec=0 for each 

observation. In the “Trigger criteria and reaction time” box of the proposal form, the proposer 

must provide a short and clear description of what triggers the actual observation to be 

performed, the necessary reaction time for scheduling the observation after it is triggered and 

its duration. It is the responsibility of the PI of the ToO proposal to alert the SOC, via the PLATO 

Helpdesk, when the triggering condition is met. 
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The TAC can recommend allocating a total telemetry volume to a ToO proposal. This offers 

the possibility to provide a list of candidates, without specifying which of the sources will finally 

be observed. 

6. PROPOSAL SUBMISSION 

6.1. Access to the CHS 

Proposals must be submitted to ESA using the CHS. Submission via email or other means is 

not possible. The proposal submission requires user credentials for the PLATO GO 

Programme via the ESA Cosmos system. Users must register and login via the PLATO 

Website to verify this. 

6.2. Content and formatting requirements 

This Policy & Procedure document is the authoritative source for all content and formatting 

requirements for proposals.  

 

The CHS enables proposers to enter the required information, upload the proposal documents, 

and provide their target list. The integrated CfP tool supports the evaluation of target lists and 

performs additional computations where applicable. 

 

The CHS & CfP User Manual and the associated software provide step‑by‑step guidance for 

entering information in the system. For illustration purposes, selected high‑level elements of 

these requirements may be repeated there, but the present Policy & Procedure takes 

precedence in all cases. 

6.2.1. Information to be entered directly in the CHS 

Within the CHS fields, the Principal Investigator (PI): 

• Must enter their full name (first names and surnames), affiliation, career status, and 

country of affiliation; the PI’s Cosmos ID and email address are automatically filled in. 

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/proposal-software
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• Can enter an additional contact (e.g. co‑PI or supervisor), including full name, affiliation, 

country, Cosmos ID, and email; for early‑career researchers, providing a supervisor in 

this field is mandatory. 

• Can enter any additional collaborators (co‑Is), including their full names and affiliations. 

• Must enter the proposal title (max. 200 characters), select the science category, and 

provide the abstract (max. 1,500 characters). 

6.2.2. Science categories to be selected in the CHS 

In the CHS, proposers must select the science category that best matches their objectives. 

The anticipated categories are listed in Table 5, defined with community input to support a 

balanced distribution across TAC panels. Some proposals will naturally span multiple areas, 

for which proposers can simply choose the category they consider primary. TAC panels will be 

constituted with sufficiently broad expertise to handle boundary cases. The “Other” category 

should be used only in exceptional situations that do not fit any scientific category (e.g. a 

dedicated education activity). 

 
ESA may, in consultation with the Project Scientist, reassign a proposal to a different category if needed to better match panel 
expertise or to balance evaluation load. Selecting a primary category therefore does not guarantee assignment to a specific 
panel. Proposers may optionally include a short list of secondary categories at the start of their Scientific Justification, which 
may be considered if reassignment is required. 

 
Table 5: Science categories that can be selected in the CHS. 

Category Contains 

Solar System, 
Exoplanets, and 
Substellar Objects 

Comets, asteroids, Kuiper Belt, small bodies; exoplanet detection, 

characterisation, atmospheres, orbital dynamics, transit timing 

variations, formation, evolution, rings, moons; substellar objects 

(e.g. brown dwarfs), etc. 

Stellar Activity Magnetic activity, spots, flares, rotational variability, etc. 

Stellar Multiplicity Binaries, multiples, stellar mergers, etc. 

Stellar Evolution Asteroseismology, oscillations, pulsations, age determination, 

evolution, endpoints (e.g. white dwarfs, neutron stars), etc. 
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Stellar Groups Young associations, open clusters, moving groups, young stars, 

demographics, initial mass functions, metallicity trends, formation, 

etc. 

Galactic Structure and dynamics of the Milky Way, interstellar medium, 

globular clusters, stellar streams, galactic archaeology, galactic 

transients (e.g. supernovae), supernova remnants, etc. 

Extragalactic Large Magellanic Cloud, extragalactic transients (e.g. 

supernovae), nearby galaxies, galaxy evolution, active galactic 

nuclei, black hole binaries and mergers, gravitational wave 

progenitors, etc. 

Cosmology Large scale structure, high-redshift galaxies, reionisation, dark 

matter, dark energy, etc. 

Other - 

 

6.2.3. Proposal documents to be prepared and uploaded 

The following three documents must be prepared as separate files and uploaded to the CHS: 

• Scientific Justification 

• Technical Justification & Implementation 

• Team Expertise & Management Plan 

 

These must strictly adhere to the content and formatting requirements listed in Table 6 and 

below. 
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Table 6: Proposal documents and their content and formatting requirements 

 Scientific 
Justification 

Technical 
Justification & 
Implementation 

Team Expertise & 
Management Plan 

Content Scientific rationale and 
objectives supporting 
the proposal 

Technical feasibility 
and constraints of the 
planned observations 

Overview of the 
proposing team, their 
background, and roles 

Recommended 
Sections 

Science Case: 
Rationale, objectives, 
figures, tables. 
 
Data Reduction & 
Analysis: Expected 
analysis steps 
post-observation. 
 
References: (as 
applicable). 

Technical Rationale: 
Technical feasibility, 
visibility, signal-to-noise 
considerations. 
 
Target & Scheduling 
Comments: 
Information on target 
list, scheduling, 
time-criticality, and ToO 
aspects. 
 
References: (as 
applicable). 

Team Background: PI 
and co-Is (name, 
institution, country) + 
short track-record 
description. 
 
Team Roles: Tasks 
required to achieve the 
science objectives + 
responsibilities of each 
member. 

Limit 4 pages 1 page 1 page 

Anonymity Anonymous  
(for TAC review) 

Anonymous  
(for TAC review) 

Non-anonymous 
(visible only to ESA) 

 

All uploaded documents must further adhere to the following requirements: 

• Paper size: A4 

• Margins: 2.54 cm on all sides 

• Font size: 12 pt 

• Line spacing: 1.5 

• PDF format only 

• Maximum file size per document: 20 MB 
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Proposal templates designed to fulfil the formatting requirements can be found via the AO-1 

Call website. Proposals that do not adhere to the requirements stated above will be rejected 

on formal grounds and will not be reviewed further. 

6.2.4. Target information entered into the CfP tool 

Proposers must submit a target list in a defined structure, covering all the parameters required 

for feasibility checks and mission planning. This target list must be uploaded directly into the 

CfP tool, following the detailed instructions and all technical explanations given in the CHS & 

CfP User Manual.  

 

For each target, this includes a unique identifier (ideally Gaia DR3) or alternatively sky 

coordinates. We strongly recommend providing as input the Gaia DR3 identifier, together with 

RA/Dec at epoch 2028.3 especially for targets with high proper motion. It also includes the 

requested camera type (N-CAM or F-CAM) and processing mode, and the intended 

observation duration. Optional fields allow proposers to indicate preferred start and end times 

when relevant. 

 

Proposers may organise their submitted target lists according to their scientific prioritisation 

scheme or any ordering they deem appropriate. The target list order may become important in 

cases where the TAC recommends a partial award of observing time, meaning an allocation 

of less than the full requested telemetry. The SOC will process awarded proposals according 

to the TAC’s ranking and recommendations, and will consider the submitted target list in the 

order provided by the proposer. For any partial awards, the SOC will apply the telemetry 

allocation starting from the top of the proposer’s target list. Deviations from this sequence may 

be required due to applicable constraints, such as requested observing modes and available 

scheduling windows. Accordingly, the target list order provided by proposers will be regarded 

as first order guidance rather than a strict or binding sequence. 

 

For computational security and efficiency, the Campaign Handling System (CHS) and CfP tool 

currently limit a single proposal submission to a maximum of 11,000 targets, and a 

corresponding file size of 1 MB. If you plan to include more targets in a single proposal, please 

contact the PLATO Helpdesk for guidance on how to proceed. 

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/ao-1
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/ao-1
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/proposal-software
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/proposal-software
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6.3. Submission acknowledgement and proposal update 

An email will be sent to the PI to acknowledge proposal submission, containing the proposal 

number and other important information. 

 

Proposals can be updated at any time up to the AO closure (see the AO schedule in section 

1). This can be done by clicking on the “Edit” button in the proposal submission tool. Whatever 

is in CHS at the time of closing will be considered as final input. 

6.4. Dual-anonymous review relevant information 

The aim of dual‑anonymous peer-review is to keep the evaluation focused on the science, not 

on the identities of the proposers. The objective is to minimise biases, not to make it impossible 

to guess who some teams might be. 

 

The Team Expertise & Management Plan document is the only non-anonymous file and is 

only visible to ESA. The file itself, and details of the proposing team’s identities, are not 

revealed for the TAC review. 

 

The Scientific Justification document, the Technical Justification & Implementation 
document, and any information potentially transmitted to the TAC via the proposal title, 

proposal abstract, or within the CfP tool, must be strictly anonymous to enable dual-anonymous 

peer-review. No information that could identify the proposing team’s names, affiliations, or 

other characteristics is allowed. References must be given in a neutral way, e.g., instead of 

“We have previously shown…” one should use “XYZ et al., 2026, have previously shown…”.  

 

The AO-1 Call website provides several more examples for how to write proposals in an 

anonymous way. For instance, how to properly reference previous work or access to unique 

facilities. If ever in doubt, please contact our PLATO Helpdesk with the relevant sentences you 

would like to verify before submitting.  

 

Proposals not adhering to the dual-anonymous policy will be rejected on formal grounds and 

not reviewed further. 

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/ao-1
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6.5. Proposal public information 

For accepted proposals, the following information will become publicly accessible: names of PI 

and Co-Is, project titles, abstracts, description of observations, scheduling requirements, as 

well as details of targets, their observing modes, and assigned priorities. The proposal files 

themselves remain confidential. 

7. PEER-REVIEW INFORMATION 

The PLATO Time Allocation Committee (TAC) evaluates the scientific merit and feasibility of 

proposals submitted to AO‑1 and provides a recommendation to ESA regarding the allocation 

of observing time at proposal level. The Science Operations Centre (SOC) leverages this 

information to optimise observation planning at the target level within the limits of available 

telemetry. The final award of observing time is made by ESA’s Director of Science (H/SCI), 

Professor Carole Mundell. 

 

The review process is guided by principles of transparency, fairness, and consistency across 

scientific domains, while ensuring operational efficiency in view of the novelty of AO‑1, the 

anticipated proposal volume, and the complexity of telemetry constraints. The framework 

builds, where appropriate, on established practices from other ESA missions such as 

XMM‑Newton, Integral, and CHEOPS, thereby ensuring continuity and harmonisation across 

ESA Science missions. Dual‑anonymous peer review is central to PLATO’s approach, ensuring 

that evaluations focus on scientific content rather than proposer identity. Throughout the 

evaluation, strict confidentiality applies to all proposal material, deliberations, and reviewer 

identities, and clear guidance is provided on the management of conflicts of interest. 

 

ESA appointed the TAC for AO‑1 in consultation with its Science Advisory Structure and 

provides all reviewers with formal guidelines outlining the applicable policies, evaluation 

methodology, and procedural steps leading to the allocation of observing time. The TAC is 

organised around a central Chair overseeing multiple science panels, each chaired by a Panel 

Chair and supported by several Panel Members. When specialised expertise is required, 

external experts may be invited to contribute on an ad‑hoc basis. Proposals are initially routed 

to panels according to the scientific category selected by the proposer (see Table 5), although 
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ESA may rebalance assignments to ensure an equitable workload and appropriate expertise. 

Each panel reviews only the proposals within its remit, while overall coherence is ensured 

through coordination between the Chairs and the Project Scientists. 

 

Prior to commencing their review, all participants sign Non-Disclosure Understandings (NDUs) 

and declare potential conflicts of interest, which are resolved by the Chairs and Project 

Scientists. Reviewers then perform their individual assessments and enter grades and 

comments into the CHS. These assessments feed into Panel Meetings, during which reviewers 

discuss proposals, refine their evaluations, and consolidate unified comments. A subsequent 

Chairs Meeting integrates the panel‑level results into a single ranked list, incorporating any 

required renormalisation between panels. Throughout this process, the TAC may recommend 

partial awards where only a subset of targets is considered scientifically compelling or feasible. 

 

The TAC evaluates proposals based on their scientific excellence, the suitability of PLATO for 

achieving the stated objectives, the robustness of the analysis plan, and the justification of the 

requested resources. The TAC’s primary focus is thus the fully anonymous Scientific 

Justification. The Technical Justification is assessed primarily by ESA and selected 

subject‑matter experts, while TAC reviewers will also consult it to gain a complete 

understanding of the proposal. Reviews internally assign integer grades from 1 to 10, following 

a standardised distribution to ensure fairness and comparability across panels. The averaged 

and potential renormalised grades are then used to form the ranked lists of proposals. All TAC 

feedback is expected to be constructive and proposal‑focused. 

 

ESA uses the final ranked list to optimise target‑level priorities within PLATO’s telemetry 

constraints. Awards of observing time are announced by the end of August. 

8. DATA PRODUCTS AND DATA RIGHTS 

8.1. Data Products 

Successful GOs will be able to access their observing data through PAX. Data will be 

processed for each three-month rotation period and made available in the archive to the GO 3 

months after the corresponding observation quarter has finished. Exceptionally, data products 

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/plato-arxiv
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of the first quarter may be delivered up to six months following the observation. This extended 

timeline allows for the integration of the updated knowledge of the in-orbit instrument 

performance and calibration into the processing pipeline before the data is distributed. For 

targets in common with the PIC, access to the associated Level-0 and Level-1 data will be 

granted with the condition that the observations are exclusively used in relation with the science 

objectives of the proposal.  

 

The SOC will generate Level-0 and Level-1 products for GO proposal targets.  

 

Level-0 products consist of:  

• Light curves of each target for all individual telescopes. They do not include instrument 

corrections other than those already applied on-board.  

• Centroid curves of selected targets. They do not include instrument corrections other 

than those already applied on-board.  

• Imagettes of selected targets for all individual telescopes.  

• Quality control, housekeeping, and auxiliary data.  

 

Level-1 products consist of:  

• Light curves of each target, corrected for instrumental effects and calibrated, with the 

associated errors.  

• Centroid curves of selected targets.  

• Light curves of each target, averaged over the normal telescopes.  

• Centroid curves for each target, averaged over the normal telescopes.  

• Processed images, like imagettes and images of sky regions.  

• Quality control, housekeeping, auxiliary and calibration data.  

 

Further details can be found in the PLATO Mission Handbook and in the Product Definition 

Document, including full descriptions of the individual products (metadata and contents).   

8.2. Data rights 

The proprietary period of the targets selected through this AO will be 1 year, starting at the time 

of the delivery to the observer of the last portion of the relative Level-1 data. At any time, GOs 

https://www.cosmos.esa.int/web/plato/plato-mission-handbook
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/documents/343127/23759412/PLATO+Product+Definition+Document+-+Version+1.0.pdf/cc43a2f4-759c-61ff-ebbb-8276cafd523d?t=1775482452571
https://www.cosmos.esa.int/documents/343127/23759412/PLATO+Product+Definition+Document+-+Version+1.0.pdf/cc43a2f4-759c-61ff-ebbb-8276cafd523d?t=1775482452571
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may request, via the PLATO Helpdesk, that their proprietary target data be made publicly 

available.    

 

For GO targets that are also tPIC, scvPIC or fgPIC targets, and therefore selected through the 

core science programme, the associated Level-0, Level-1 and Level-2 products will be publicly 

available in compliance with the PIC non-Prime Sample release policy described in section 3.  

9. USE OF DATA 

9.1. Personal data 

The ESA Framework on Personal Data Protection (PDP) strives to ensure a high level of 

protection. For this, ESA implements appropriate measures to preserve the rights of data 

subjects, to ensure the processing of personal data for specified and legitimate purposes, in a 

not excessive manner, as necessary for the purposes for which the personal data were 

collected or for which they are further processed, in conditions protecting confidentiality, 

integrity and safety of personal data, and generally to implement the principles set forth in the 

Framework. Please consult the applicable Data Privacy Notice for further information. 

9.2. Scientific/intellectual data 

Both the proposal submission and evaluation process, and execution of operational activities 

have been devised to minimise the exchange of non-public information between the GO 

Programme and the PLATO Mission Consortium (PMC). All parties at ESA and in the PMC 

who handle information relating to the GO Programme are subject to confidentiality 

agreements. 
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APPENDIX A: CORE SCIENCE TOPICS 

Considering the Unified Astronomy Thesaurus (https://astrothesaurus.org/), which builds on 

the International Astronomical Union (IAU) Thesaurus, these concepts and their narrower 

concepts as expanded through the links are considered PLATO Exoplanet and Core Stellar 

Science:  

 

Exoplanet astronomy 
https://astrothesaurus.org/uat/486 

Narrower Concepts:  
Planet hosting stars  

Natural satellites (Extrasolar)  

Exoplanet systems  

Exoplanet catalogs  

Exoplanet detection methods  

Exoplanet dynamics  

Exoplanet evolution  

Exoplanet formation  

Exoplanet structure  

Exoplanets  

Exoplanet migration  

Exocomets  

 
Stellar astronomy 
https://astrothesaurus.org/uat/1583  

Narrower Concepts:  
Stellar physics  

Asteroseismology  

 

https://astrothesaurus.org/
https://astrothesaurus.org/uat/486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/1242?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/483?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/483?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/484?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/488?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/488?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/488?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/489?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/490?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/491?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/492?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/495?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/498?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/2205?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/2368?view=hierarchy&path=486
https://astrothesaurus.org/uat/1583
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/1621?view=hierarchy&path=1583
https://uat.astrothesaurus.org/uat/73?view=hierarchy&path=1583
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