Asteroids!!
by

Eyes Right

Arecibo, Puerto Rico  - Mike Nolan seemed to be a very gracious host.  It was a Saturday, and he had come to his “office” on a day off to give us a behind-the-scenes guided tour of the world’s largest single-dish radio telescope.  He was not being paid for this, he simply wanted to show us his “baby.”
His “baby” is rather large.  It is 305 meters in diameter (well over 3 football fields across), reaches 167 feet deep into the ground, and covers approximately 20 acres of land in this remote, hilly section of western Puerto Rico.  And this is just the reflecting dish part of the operation.  450 feet above this reflector is what can only be described as a pure science fiction structure:  a 900 ton platform dangling in mid-air supported by wire cables from three reinforced concrete towers.  This entire suspended contraption can be rotated by an operator or by computer from the control station where Mike had taken us.

The purpose of the overall contraption is to receive radio signals from deep space and to search the more immediate regions of our solar system for asteroids and any other unwelcome visitors.  The incoming radio signals from space are so weak that the receivers are immersed in liquid helium to eliminate all outside interference, making Arecibo the most sensitive radio telescope in the world.
Mike’s specialty is searching for asteroids.  He has been the first to discover many.  During our tour, he proudly pointed to radar images of asteroids which have come sufficiently close to Earth for him to detect and track.  His role is to provide early warning to our entire planet that an asteroid is posing a risk to our continued existence.  

What could be done if a rogue asteroid, one sufficiently large to pose a major threat,  were to be found to be on a collision path with Earth?  That is not Mike’s job, but, when asked, he immediately replied that there are several options for policy makers.  One, for example, is to launch a projectile which could be sent to the vicinity of the asteroid to use gravitational attraction to change its projected path away from a collision with our planet.  Another possibility would be to literally blow it into millions of smaller, less-threatening pieces.  “It is not an exact science,” Mike patiently explained, “but if we can detect these things early, we can have time to figure out a solution.”
Just two weeks after we left Arecibo, Mike made national news by discovering that an asteroid (named “2001 SN263) originally discovered in 2001 is actually a “triple asteroid.”   The largest of the three rocks is about 1.5 miles across, with two smaller rocks gravitationally attached to it.  The good news is that it is not on a collision course with Earth.

Mike was very patient with the students in our group.  Many had more questions about the two movies which were filmed here, Contact, with Jodie Foster, and the James Bond flick, Goldeneye, than the actual operation of the facility.  But by the time we had finished our tour, most of the students seemed to have come to the conclusion that actual astronomy may be just as exciting as the movie version.  

There is a small group local, self-proclaimed, environmentalists who allege that the activities at Arecibo are not only harmful to local citizens due to radiation during radar transmissions, but also contribute to global warming.  The environmental concerns are totally bogus – in fact, Arecibo is in the forefront of investigating global climate change due to its continuing basic research on the ionosphere around Earth.   I would like to ask these folks if they consider a large asteroid impacting Earth as good for the environment.  Perhaps they would like to ask a dinosaur.
There is also the continued issue of the federal government providing sufficient funding for the continued maintenance and operation of Arecibo.  My vote would be a loud voice proclaiming the value of this type of basic scientific research.  With scientists as dedicated and talented as Mike Nolan on watch for us here, we are a far better society literally performing a valuable service for the world.  Stop by on your next visit to Puerto Rico to see for yourself.
I thought you might like to know.
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