
Using JSkyCalc to Plan Your Observing Run 
 

Startup: 
¥ Check out information at: http://librarian.phys.washington.edu/astro/index.php/Firefox 
¥ Use Firefox: /astro/apps/firefox/2.0.0/firefox & 
¥ JSkyCalc link: http://www.dartmouth.edu/~physics/faculty/skycalc/flyer.html 
¥ When you click on the link in Firefox you have to tell it to open the .jnlp file with javaws. 
¥ Check the "Do this automatically..." box, and then click the "Browse..." button. Navigate (from 

the "File System") to: /astro/apps/java/jdk1.5.0_06/jre/bin 
¥ and select javaws 

Set Site Name: 
 Click on Site Menu and Enable User Input (We’ll see how to add additional sites later). 

Trial Parameter Files: 
QUESTION: Is the Ring Nebula observable at 
11 pm tonight (April 25, 2008)? 
 
Edit the left-hand parameters so that they agree 
with those shown just below.  We will continue to 
use the Ring Nebula as our example.  [If you want 
to deal in PDT, then set DST code = 1.]  Clicking 
on “Refresh output” or hitting return key will 
update for you. 
 
What will the sidereal time be at 11 pm on April 
25, 2008? 
 
 
Are the values for the hour angle and airmass 
conducive for observing the Ring at this time? 
 
 
Given the altitude limitations of our alt/az 
telescope (say, 70 degrees), will the altitude of the 
Ring at this time prevent us from viewing it? 
 
 
Will the phase of the Moon be a problem? 
 
 
 

Click on “Airmass Graphs” to get a complete reading of the airmass for the evening.  Beyond what 
local (standard) time will the Ring have an airmass less than 1.5? 
 
 



Using the Airmass Display, about what time would morning twilight start interfering with our 
observations? 
 
 
Click on “Hourly Circumstances” and see what you get, again, for the above time and date. At what 
time and date will the Ring be at its smallest airmass? 
 
Click on “Seasonal Observability.“  Is there an optimal date for observing the Ring Nebula this 
quarter? 
 
 
Click on “Nightly Almanac.“  Will the Moon be a problem?  Comment. 
 
 
Click on “Alt. Coordinates.“  Will the crowded, dusty region close to the plane of the Galaxy be a 
problem?  Why or why not. 
 
 
The coordinates given above for the Ring were for 2000.0.  What important calculation is done by 
JSkyCalc that shows up in the “Alt. Coordinates” window? 
 
 
Answer the question (explaining why or why not): Is the Ring Nebula observable at 11 pm tonight 
(April 25, 2008)? 
 
 
 
 
Finally, click on the “Help” button to bring up a fairly comprehensive description of all that the 
program offers.  Always having to re-enter the site and coordinates is a pain in the bum.  How might 
we change something that will customize the site menu? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Name _________________________________________________ Due Date _____________ 

Initial Preparation for Your Observations 
 
List your 1st, 2nd, and 3rd choices (if applicable) for your target(s): 
 
 
 
 
Pick your 1st choice for filling in the following information.  You can always change your mind before 
your run since you will now know how to gather these details no matter what your target will be so that 
you are adequately prepared come what may. 
 
What are the RA and Dec for your object?  In listing these numbers, you must also state the epoch for 

the coordinates.  RA __________ Dec __________ epoch __________ 

Precessed coordinates: RA __________ Dec __________ epoch __________ 

 

From the “Seasonal Observability” page, give a reasonable date for your observation: ______________ 

 

What is the local mean sidereal time (LMST) at midnight on that date? _________________ 

 

What is the LMST at sunset? _________________ 

 

When is sunset, local time? _________________Evening astronomical twilight? _________________ 

 

Will the Moon be a problem? When does it rise? _________________ Set? _________________ 

 

Will the dust along the plane of the Galaxy interfere with the observations of your target? __________ 

 

Get an hourly air mass table for your object on this night.   

When is the airmass at its minimum? ______ What is the airmass value at its minimum? ___________ 

 

Will we have to worry about the altitude of your object during your observing night? ________ If so, 

through what time frame? _________________ 

 
For a finding chart for your object, use the link located near the bottom of our home page. 
You will be calculating an approximate signal-to-noise value next week for your chosen object(s). 


