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Quasars are the choicest objects to define a quasi-inertial reference frame. At the same time,
they are active galactic nuclei powered by a massive black hole. As the astrometric precision of
ground-based optical observations approaches the limit set by the forthcoming GAIA mission,
astrometric stability can be investigated. Though the optical emission from the core region usu-
ally exceeds the other components by a factor of a hundred, the variability of those components
must surely imply some measure of variability of the astrometric baricenter. Whether this is con-
firmed or not, it puts important constraints on the relationship of the quasar’s central engine to
the surrounding distribution of matter. To investigate the correlation between long-term optical
variability and what is dubbed as the “random walk” of the astrometric center, a program is
being pursued at the WFI/ESO 2.2m. The sample was selected from quasars known to undergo
large-amplitude and long-term optical variations (Smith et al. 1993; Teerikorpi 2000). The ob-
servations are typically made every two months. The treatment is differential, comparing the
quasar position and brightness against a sample of selected stars for which the average relative
distances and magnitudes remain constant. The provisional results for four objects bring strong
support to the hypothesis of a relationship between astrometric and photometric variability. A
full account is provided by Andrei et al. (2009).
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