Are we alone in the universe?

ALI\'EI'.IJL‘{ will next year help NASA in

the largest search ever made for radio

signals from extraterrestrial civilisations,
lhe CSIRO Parkes relescope in central

New South Wales, sall relarively free of

interference from man-made signals, has
been identified as an ideal site for the
search. Other radio Il.’lL“LL[!I!L'!h to be used
are at Arecibo, Puerto Rico, and Nuancay,
France

The first scarch for signs of life from
space was in 1960, and dozens of others
have followed, but they have only exam-
ined a few hundred srars. There has not
been any confirmed detection of signals

This time, NASA’s strategy is to use
existing radio 1_L'|r.'u.:|]1g_'\,_ but to hook
them up to its own “mobile research facil-
ity’, This self-contained rrailer will be
flown around the world, trucked to cach
site and plugged into the it'|i.':«ua;u' in
question,

Ihe tratler houses a 10-million-chan-
nel spectrum analyser, which picks its
way through all the natural radio signals
cmitted by stars and galaxies, Junl.:mg tor

an arti radio signal. The spectrum
analyser Is a special-purpose super com
puter, equivalent to abour five Crays in
terms of its throughput. In five minutes
of the scarch, the NASA system will
process as many data as have been collect-
ed l'r_‘-' the dozensof PrEVIOUS SErC hes.

Starting beober, 1994, Parkes will

: used €6 g8k f

3

signals from 172 star
15 4rc part of a group

s solar-type bodies

]

- 4.'.
.-l
4

oy
‘.

that will receive spectal atention in the
search,

Anather part of the scarch is a broad-
brush survey to look for signals coming
from any direction in the sky. This will
be done with the anrennas of NASA's
Deep Space Network, including those at
its station at Tidbinbilla near Canberra,

The Parkes telescope will be used by
NASA for 20 weeks. Included in this is a
two-week period in which Australian sci-
entists can run projects with the NASA
equipment.
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on a number of assumprions about
extraterrestrial civilisations. NASA s
locking for life that in Many ways resem
bles that on carth; life thar lives on a
planer, is interested in the universe and
has a tt‘L|1|1n|u!_r_\' ;urnil:r[ihiu with ours,

A cvilisation could choose Many ways
1o send information across the universe
bur radio waves between 10 and 30 em
long are by far the most efficient. All
radio searchies to date have concentrated
on these. The kind of signals that might
be picked up include: directed signals,
intended for ‘emerging’ civilisanons such
as ours; interstellar communications
berween rwo other civilisations: or signals
that have ‘leaked’ from a planet (such as
our own TV and radar signals).

A detailed report on the search for
extraterresteial intellipence will be pub
lished in a later issue of Feos.

Helen Sim




