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Abstract

We describe the modern and dynamic infrastructure as code based system
underlying operations of the Vera. C Rubin Observatory. We will also cover
or extra efforts to be NIST standard compliant for cyber security.
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1. Introduction

The Vera C. Rubin Observatory[1] will go in to operations in 2025. Dur-
ing commissioning we have already seen our infrastructure as code based
cyber system working well. In this paper we will describe the generic un-
derlying hardware, deployments on that hardware of both bare metal and
containerized applications, transmission of data to SLAC and our NIST[2]
compliant security approach.

The Rubin summit may be viewed in terms os standard Cyber Infras-
tructure Layers. The layers are graphically depicted in Figure 1i which is a
revised version of the diagram presented in [3]. Each layer is covered in a
section below as follows:

1. The physical layer covered in Section 3

2. The network layer covered in Section 4

3. The computing layer covered in Section 5

4. The application layer covered in Section 6
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2. Key Considerations

Before discussing the network infrastructure used for the Rubin Observa-
tory, it is important to understand the conditions under which the Vera C.
Rubin Observatory—and most observatories worldwide—operate.

Observatories typically have two operational sites: one in a city, where
offices are located, and another where the actual observatory is situated.
This latter site is by far more complex to design and operate.

At Rubin Observatory, we have multiple operational sites. There are two
sites in La Serena, one in Tucson, and a data center at Stanford. However,
the most challenging site to design, and the one requiring the highest level
of precaution, is located on the mountain, one of the two sites in La Serena.
This site is not only subject to unique climatic conditions—situated over
2,600 meters above sea level with lower oxygen levels and little humidity—but
it is also difficult to access.

Traveling from the nearest city, La Serena, to Cerro Pachón takes ap-
proximately two hours. This means that if an urgent issue arises at the
observatory—considering problems can occur at any time of day—those two
hours must be factored into the response time. If physical intervention is
needed and no staff are on-site, the response time could exceed three hours,
factoring in the time required for someone to prepare and travel to the loca-
tion. For any hardware, this delay could be catastrophic.

Some observatories operate on a shift-based schedule, ensuring someone is
always closer to the site, which helps minimize accessibility issues. However,
vendors do not maintain the same level of presence near these remote loca-
tions as in major cities. As a result, their ability to provide timely support
remains constrained by the same logistical challenges of reaching the site.

Therefore, when designing the computing infrastructure of the observa-
tory, the following key conditions had to be considered:

• Harsh environmental conditions. As a direct consequence, hardware
failures are inevitable, making it essential for the observatory to be
well-prepared for such incidents.

• Unreliable power grid. Power outages are almost unavoidable without
a dedicated power station near the observatory.

• Limited accessibility in urgent situations. The time required for an en-
gineer to reach the site after an alert is triggered must be considered.
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At Rubin Observatory, this response time is at least three hours, which
can be critical for hardware failures. While some observatories mitigate
this challenge by implementing shift-based staffing, vendor support re-
mains constrained by the same logistical barriers. As a result, shipping
and delivery of replacement parts can take several days.

• Human factor. The difficulty in accessing the remote site, low oxygen
levels, and the pressure to resolve issues quickly can affect the perfor-
mance of the staff and increase the risk of errors. Therefore, solutions
should be as simple as possible, requiring minimal effort and on the
spot decision-making from the staff.

All these factors were considered in the design of Rubin Observatory’s
computing infrastructure.
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Figure 1: Rubin Cyber infrastructure layers

3. Physical Layer

3.1. Design

Scalability, Open design

3.2. Legos

Blocks

4. Networking Layer

4.1. Reliability

4.2. Scalability

5. Computing Layer

5.1. Automatizing

IaC, GitOps, CI/CD

5.2. Monitoring

Health, Logs, Dashboards, Alerts
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6. Application Layer

6.1. Deployments

Test Stands, Canary, Blue/Green

6.2. Security

Detections, Identities, Monitoring

7. Incidents Management

Alerts, Escalation,

8. Documentation

Technotes, Runbooks
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