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  S taff astronomers at Low-
ell Observatory learned on 
9 October that they would 
lose tenure effective 1 Jan-

uary 2026. The 130-year-old inde-
pendent observatory in Flagstaff, 
Arizona, is switching the dozen 
scientists’ employment to be con-
tingent on their bringing in grants; 
they were given two and a half 
months to reconfigure existing 
grants to pay their salaries, rustle 
up new funding, or seek other 
employment.

 Eliminating tenure is part of a 
larger restructuring plan that, ob-

servatory director Amanda Bosh 
says, sets Lowell on course for 
long- term success. “Organizations 
are always working on their finan-
cial sustainability,” she says. “This 
was a difficult decision. If I had 
other options, I would have pur-
sued them.”

 Tenure has been increasingly 
debated in recent years. In 2023, 
Florida introduced post-tenure re-
views that effectively eliminate 
tenure in the state’s public univer-
sities. Many scholars worry that re-
moving tenure restricts academic 
freedom. The changes at Lowell 

are a morale blow for the broader 
astronomy community, says Diego 
Muñoz, an assistant professor of 
astronomy at Northern Arizona 
University who collaborates with 
Lowell astronomers.

 The observatory is also narrow-
ing its in-house scientific focus to 
two areas of existing strength: plan-
etary defense and exoplanets.

 A venerable observatory
 The observatory is perhaps best 
known for its 1912 radial velocity 
measurements of a spiral nebula, 
which were the first observations 
of the expanding universe, and for 
the 1930 discovery of Pluto. The 
first identification of water on an 
exoplanet was made in 2007 by a 
Lowell astronomer.

 Today, the observatory’s 4.3-meter 
Lowell Discovery Telescope, which 
saw first light in 2012, and several 
smaller telescopes are used by both 
in-house astronomers and institu-
tional partners for research in plan-
etary science, galactic and stellar 
astrophysics, extragalactic astron-
omy, and other fields. Some of the 
in-house astronomers rely on other 
ground- and space-based facilities.

 Although Lowell’s staff astrono-
mers have always been encour-
aged to contribute to their salaries 
through grants, their pay was guar-
anteed. Historically, they collectively 
covered around a third of their sal-
aries through grants, according to 
Bosh. In 2024, that amounted to 
about $2.3 million. But with grant 
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Selling time on the 4.3-meter telescope at Lowell 
Observatory is part of the strategy for increasing 
revenues for the cash-strapped facility. (Photo 
by Sarah Gilbert/Lowell Observatory.)
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money from federal agencies get-
ting tighter, the burden increas-
ingly falls on the observatory, says 
Bosh. “That is unsustainable.” 

 Lisa Prato, who joined Lowell in 
2004, studies young binary stars. 
She says she has been successful at 
pulling in grants, which she uses to 
conduct research in areas that have 
passed through peer review. Sup-
port from the observatory, she notes, 
has allowed her to explore new top-
ics. And, she says, “I’ve been happy 
to know that if I were to have a dry 
year, the observatory had my back.” 

 Prato says that her funding will 
run out a few weeks into the new 
year. “I’m exploring multiple op-
portunities,” she says. Not only 
will she and others whose grants 
are running out be effectively un-
employed, but unless they can bring 
in three- quarters of their salaries 
at Lowell through grants, they will 
also lose their health insurance in 
2027. Several Lowell astronomers 
told  Physics Today  that they wouldn’t 
have taken jobs at the observatory 
without the salary guarantee. (They 
requested anonymity out of fear 
of retribution.) 

 A blow to science and 
morale 
 Gerard van Belle joined the obser-
vatory in 2011 and became its sci-
ence director in early 2024. On 6 
October, he quit in part to protest 
the decision to revoke tenure and 
switch astronomers to external 
funding that they bring in them-
selves. As a member of the executive 
team, he says, “I couldn’t in good 
conscience be part of that decision.”   

 Bosh declined to explain the ob-
servatory’s financial predicament. 
She says that minus the current un-
certainties surrounding federal fund-
ing, “Lowell might not be in this sit-
uation.” Based on a presentation 
by Bosh from last June, Lowell’s an-
nual running costs are about $22 
million, with a deficit of roughly 
$8.5 million, says van Belle. 

 Although the threats to federal 

funding are an “aggravating factor, 
they are not the root cause,” says 
van Belle. Instead, he and other 
current and former Lowell astron-
omers and members of the observa-
tory’s advisory board point to a new 
visitors’ center and the construction 
of the Lowell Discovery Telescope, 
with twin tabs of $53 million; de-
lays and rising costs from the 2008 
economic crash and COVID-19; and 
long- term mismanagement. 

 Van Belle predicts that most of 
the staff astronomers will leave 
within a year. Some will leave be-
cause they have no external fund-
ing. And the ones with grants, he 
says, will “be attractive and will 
move to greener pastures.” 

 A road to recovery 
 Bosh acknowledges that Lowell sci-
ence could see a downturn in the 
near term. But, she says, “We have 
a plan that we believe will see us 
through this period of uncertainty.” 

 That plan includes focusing re-
sources on the strategic areas of 
planetary defense—tracking po-
tentially hazardous asteroids and 
comets—and exoplanet research, 
both of which the observatory 
judges to have a good chance of 
getting federal funding. Each area 
will be led by an in-house astron-
omer whose salary is covered in 
roughly equal parts by the obser-
vatory and grants. Externally 
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funded independent scientists 
and emeritus astronomers will re-
tain access to observatory facili-
ties, including office space, email, 
and telescopes. And the observa-

tory will continue hosting post-
doctoral astronomers.

 Over time, Bosh says, the plan is 
to establish endowed chairs, akin to 
those in university departments, as 

a way of building back the in-house 
science capacity. And the observa-
tory will emphasize building reve-
nue streams by, among other mea-
sures, attracting more visitors and 
selling more time on the Lowell Dis-
covery Telescope to academic, mili-
tary, and commercial customers.

 Lowell’s dual mission of doing 
and disseminating science is not 
changing, says Bosh. “As a scientist, 
and as a human being, I feel strongly 
that support for basic research is 
really important both to learn some-
thing and to feed our souls.” Lowell 
has faced challenging times in the 
past, she says. “I think we will get 
through this too.”  � PT

W omen made up 21% of 
faculty members in US 
physics departments in 
2024, up from 16% a de-

cade earlier (see the figure). The percent-
age of women faculty members in the na-
tion’s astronomy departments rose from 
19% in 2014 to 25% in 2024. Those are 
among the findings in a recent report on 
the academic workforce by the statistical 
research team at the American Institute 
of Physics (publisher of Physics Today).

The report includes data on full- time-
equivalent faculty members—full-time 
members were counted as one, and part-
time members were counted as a frac-
tion according to the amount of work 
 performed—in the US. Overall, that num-
ber grew from 9800 in 2014 to 10 160 in 
2024. From 2022 to 2024, faculty employ-
ment rose by 4% in the physics depart-
ments that grant PhDs and declined by 
7% in the departments in which the high-
est degree awarded is a bachelor’s. The 
closing of some bachelor’s-only depart-
ments may have contributed to that drop.

Physics departments hired 611 new 
faculty members for the 2023–24 aca-
demic year and astronomy departments 
hired 42. The numbers of both hires and 
departures in physics and astronomy 
departments have increased over the 
past few years. In 2024, 29% of physics 
department new hires and 34% of as-
tronomy new hires were women. Al-

though those percentages are lower than 
those in 2020 and 2022, they remain 
greater than the current percentages of 
women faculty members overall.

Other metrics related to physics and 
astronomy faculty, including retirement 
trends and tenure status, can be found in 
the workforce report at https://doi.org/10 
.1063/sr.d25c029227. � PT

Upward trend in percentage of women 
physics and astronomy faculty in US
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By Tonya Gary

(Figure adapted from A. M. Porter, J. Oman, J. Tyler, The State of the Academic Workforce in Physics 
and Astronomy, 2000–2024, American Institute of Physics, 2025.)
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The visitors’ center at Lowell Observatory 
opened in November 2024. (Photo by Abe 
Snider/Lowell Observatory.)


