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Somewhere deep in the Chilean Atacama desert, in a 
Plateau called Chajnantor, which in kunza language 
means “place of departure”, 5,000m above sea level, 
one of the most ambicious astronomic projects is 
underway. It is called the Atacama Large 
Millimeter/submillimeter Array, or ALMA. It is the 
world's most complex array of ground-based 
telescopes ever attempted. Although it is scheduled to 
be completed in 2013, and will consist of some fifty 
12m antennas plus an additional compact array of 
other smaller antennae, scientists are already using it 
to explore the Universe. 

These are by no means the only telescopes in this 
remote area of Chile, where the atmosphere is pure 
and skies are clear more than 320 nights per year. The 
extreme dryness of the desert, produced by the 
Humboldt current, the thin air of the desert, the 
altitude, and its location, between two mountain 
ranges, make it the ideal place to observe the stars. 
Chile today has the biggest concentration of powerful 
telescopes in the world. 

But, what makes the ALMA important? It will be 
equipped with state-of-the-art receivers that cover 
all the atmospheric windows up to 1 Thz (terahertz). 
Most of the photons in the Universe are in this 
wavelength range (less than 1 millimeter in the 
electromagnetic spectrum), which means that we 
can now watch planet formation, investigate 
astrochemistry and detect the light that is finally 
reaching us from the Universe's earliest galaxies. 
Until very recently detecting coherent terahertz 
electromagnetic radiation was technically 
challenging, and the opacity of the Earth's 
atmosphere to terahertz or submillimeter radiation 
restricts observatories to very high altitude sites, or 
to space. ALMA will allow scientists to unravel 
longstanding and important astronomical mysteries. 
This is a tremendous advancement for astronomy and 
opens new frontiers.

This is the first image produced by Alma, it shows the Antennae Galaxies (also 
known as NGC 4038 and 4039), a pair of colliding spiral galaxies found about 70 
million light-years away in the constellation Corvus (The Crow). 


