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Introduction:


Templates for gathering observations of asteroid occultations have been developed using an Excel-based Report Form.  This Form can be batch loaded into the Win-Occult OBS format using Excel VBA macros.  The OBS file needs to be opened in Win-Occult to complete the operation and to analyze the results.  The macro provides for a significant saving of time for the Recorder/Reducer compared to manual data entry.  The Excel template provides for the entry of all the information required by Win-Occult to completely and thoroughly analyze an occultation event and, at the same time, enables some checking of data to be performed before the Form is sent via email by the observer to Jan Manek and IOTA.  The method is now in common use in North America.

Along with the development of the Report Form came the development of several Webpages to support IOTA’s North American Asteroid Occultation Program.  These pages provide much useful information, the most important being Results of recent observations. 
Background: 


The idea for a common reporting form came after the observation Brad Timerson made of Phocaea in October, 2006.  He wanted desperately to analyze this event because of the unusual "graze" that he observed.  It soon became apparent that observers were turning in data in any manner that they wanted, and in various stages of completeness.  To be most useful, the Win-Occult program requires specific information.  He had some knowledge of Excel and taught himself how to use drop-down lists, etc. in coming up with the draft of the new form.  The goal was a Form that provided the exact information used by Win-Occult in creating the OBS files.

After the draft Excel Report Form had been developed, he floated the idea with a number of the IOTA members and leaders who liked to the concept.  Dave Herald made the comment “And presumably being in Excel you could automate data extraction”. About mid-October a copy of the Form was sent to Graham Blow and John Talbot.  John, who had written a number of Excel macros before, could not refuse the challenge of automating the data extraction process.

The macro was written and debugged.  Three mutually agreed upon Regional Coordinators took responsibility for receiving observations assigned to them.  They, in turn, used the macro and the submitted Report Forms to create the Win-Occult OBS file, and then sent that OBS file to the Head Coordinator, Brad Timerson, for Final Review.  Once the Final Review was complete, a report of the observation was posted on the new IOTA Asteroid Occultations Results webpage.  On a regular basis, OBS files are sent to Dave Herald for inclusion in his reports.  OBS files are also archived on CD’s.
Templates:


The current version of the Excel report form is AsteroidReportFormV1.0e.xls.
This has two visible sheets, Data and Directions, plus a hidden sheet with the Tables for the pull down lists. All sheets are protected to prevent accidental modifications that may make the data incompatible with the AstRepLoad macro. Gray background cells are used to indicate required fields and those with yellow backgrounds are optional.

Also available is a text form, AsteroidReportFormV1.0c.txt.  The fields on this form have been all aligned with a : <colon><space> at the end of each entry and the user is expected to add the appropriate values after the space. The options are listed below the field and can easily be copied and pasted to the required location with almost any text editor. 


An HTML web form AsteroidReportFormWebV1.0c.htm has also been adapted from the one on Jan Manek’s site.  This uses pull down lists and tabbing to the next field like Excel but finally generates a text message to send via email. The mechanism is not available with all email programs but seems to work with Outlook. The increasing level of security being applied to browsers and email clients means that some actions cause pop-ups asking if you want to allow the data to be sent.  Work continues on this Form since it would be useful for those without access to Excel.
Use of the Report Form


All change comes with a price.  In this case, many observers were quite used to the routine they had developed over time for reporting observations.  Some reported results directly to David Dunham, Richard Nugent, and others.  Some felt their reports to the IOTA Occultation Yahoo group were sufficient.  The biggest hurdles to overcome have been to get observers to use a common Form for reporting their observations, and to get observers to send all these Forms to a new email address specifically established for this purpose.

Since common use of the new Form was established in the Fall of 2006, over 350 Excel Forms have been received.  About 2 dozen Reports have been received using the Text Form that has been modified to work with the macro.  Data received using these forms are complete and thorough, resulting in very few follow-up correspondences.  Analysis of the observations occurs quickly and with few ambiguities.  These Results are posted in a timely manner so that observers are provided feedback on the value of their work.

John Talbot reports that at the meeting of the First Trans-Tasman Occultation Symposium in early July 2007, there was a unanimous vote of confidence for the new Report Form and zero votes for old text form.  He will be placing the new form on the Occsec.wellington.net.nz site.

New IOTA Asteroid Occultation Websites

After creation of the Report Form and macro for use with Win-Occult, the other issue to be addressed was providing observers with a central location for all the information they might need while observing asteroid occultations.  The most pressing need seemed to be a website where recent events could be summarized, thus providing observers with feedback regarding the work they had done.  In their email reports, several observers have commented on how much they like this new procedure. 

Along with the Report Form, Brad Timerson created (and now maintains) several webpages to provide that information.  Steve Preston provided space on his server as well as an email account for receiving observations.

http://www.asteroidoccultation.com/observations/Results/  

The “2007 Results” page summarizes Positive and Negative reports from observers during 2007.  Positive Reports include Prediction maps, preliminary profiles, and maps showing observer locations.  In the interest of privacy, information regarding precise observer locations was removed. 

http://www.asteroidoccultation.com/observations/Results/index2006.html

A similar page, “2006 Results” is available for Reports starting in October, 2006 through the end of that year.  

http://www.asteroidoccultation.com/observations/Forms/AsteroidReportForms.html
This page contains downloadable Templates of the new Report Form for current and future asteroid events.  Observers can select from a list of the most likely to be observed events and download a Template to be filled in with their specific site information.  These Forms are then emailed to the IOTA Reports email account and Jan Manek.

http://www.asteroidoccultation.com/observations/Forms/ArchiveReportForms.html  

This page contains Archived Templates of the most recent past events.

http://www.asteroidoccultation.com/observations/NA/

And lastly, this page summarizes all links to websites with asteroid occultation information that may be of interest to North American observers.
Conclusion:


We have built a set of tools that can make it easier for Observers to report their asteroid occultation observations and to get needed information to support and summarize their work.  For the Regional Coordinators (Richard Nugent, Tony George, and Brad Timerson) and the Head Coordinator (Brad Timerson) the new Report Form saves time in getting a set of observations for a given event loaded into Win-Occult and analyzed.  For all Observers, the information they might need to make these important observations is quickly available on webpages.  They are also able to see the results of these observations in a timely manner, 

In actual use, the new Report Form has improved dramatically on the accuracy of observations (we have to make very few inquiries to observers to check data), as well as the completeness of those observations.  The Coordinators only need to do a quick check of the Form before the macro is run to create the OBS file.  Between the quick scan and the error checking of the macro, few errors have to be corrected once the OBS file is in Win-Occult.  This, in turn, allows results to be posted quickly.

There are still a large number of observers who are using non-standard reporting techniques (usually just a written summary) or who are sending reports to the wrong email account.  The greatest number of errors in using the macro occurs when reading the text form.  Too many observers use terminology not recognized by the macro.  The only way to address this is to get everyone on board with the Excel file.  Even those not using Microsoft should be able to get copies of Open Office to use.

As of July 21, 2007, 2173 visits have been made to the Results webpage since December, 2006.  Over 400 individual Report Forms have been received by observers and processed.  In the last 3 months of 2006, 42 Asteroid Occultations were processed using the new procedures, 22 with positive results and 20 with negative results.  So far in 2007, these numbers are 32 positive and 47 negative for a total of 77 events.  The average number of observing sites per positive event is 5.3 sites per event.  The most observing sites is 38 for the Palma event of 2007 January 26.
Future:


Work still needs to be done on a few issues that come up from time to time.  Some of these are:  


1.   Is the cell “Was this a Miss?” near the bottom of the Form needed when 
   
     Positive/Negative is at the top?  This redundancy was felt necessary at one 
     time.  

2.  Do we need to add a “Possibly Positive” choice?  This issue has now been 


     addressed in the newest version of the Report Form.  For observations in 


     which an event is possible but not easily detected, “Unsure” has been added to 


     the “Positive/Negative” drop-down menu and “Maybe” has been added to the 


     “Was this a Miss?” Yes/No drop-down menu.

3.  Observers must be careful to match a drop-down menu choice with data that 
     is input.  For example, if latitude and longitude are entered in “deg mm.mmm” 


    format, that drop-down menu choice must be selected.  The macro “crashes” if 


    the drop-down format and the entered data do not match.


4.  With everyone’s schedules becoming busier every day, it has become apparent 

     that sending in Reports within a week to 10 days of an event is not often 

     possible.  This means that the Regional Coordinator must often keep track of 

     several events at one time, which leads to observations being missed or 

     forgotten, OBS files not being ready for submission, and delays in updating 


     the Results webpage.


A Lunar version of the Report Forms is in its final stages of development.  A couple people are acting as beta testers to see what issues need to be addressed.  One version of the form can be used for either Total or Grazing Occultations.  Another version comes as 2 forms, each one "tuned" for a specific type of observation, Total Lunar Occultations and Grazing Lunar Occultations.  These Forms are also Excel templates utilizing drop-down menus.  This way, the observer doesn’t need to know all the codes used by ILOC for reporting these events.  Once the Report Form has been filled out, a macro, once again written by John Talbot, “reads” all the entries and creates a coded file for use by ILOC.

There are other issues that may need to be considered for the future. By its nature Astronomy data tends to be stored for long periods (centuries) and application specific formats like Excel are likely to have a life of only decades.  Pure text formats are likely to be safer for long term storage so the OBS files should still be able to be understood for as long as the files and the Field key specification is around but Excel or database formats may only be usable for a decade or so if not regularly updated.
