


misery. This seoms like o good time w

look at some facts:

+If the pedrest extraterrestrials lived
only as close as the nearest small
galaxy, humanity would not make
physical contact in the next 100,000
years.

+ If there were a civilization as dose as
LG4 Hght-years, the Galaxy would be

swarming with intelligent life, The
chiances of the nearest civilizationbeing
close {0 us, with none anywhere else,
rrust be incredibly small.

+ At 50 light-years, our old AM and FM
signats are swamped by white noise. §
have read that aur presence has been
broadeast better by the detonation of
nuclear bombs.

+ Faster-than-light travel is a mainstay
of science fiction because the distances
i1 real space are so vast that any good
story would be severely constrained by
a speed limit. But just because we can
imagine something doesn’t mesn it
<un be accomplished.

One thing I havent noticed much
attention 1o s the prospect that we are
the first advanced civilization in this
galaxy. Somebody has to be first; we cer-
tainly are the first advanced civilization
on this planet. Why isn't it acceptable o
be the first in the Galaxy, wo?

[ confess Fam convineed our galaxy is
swanped with life-supporting planets —
and life. But it seerns that life hasn't dis-
covered electromagnetic communica-
tions yet. If chance has as a large a role lo
play in evolution as biologists suspect,
life is everywhere but ouly once has intel-
ligence arisen.

Davin Davis

Unard, Calif,

Seth Shostak replies:
Davis implicitly states a commen argu-
ment against the extraterrestrial nature
of UFOs, namely that intersteilar travel
times (a1 least a5 rmeasured by those not
aboard the eraft) are untenably long. To
cross half the Galaxy would take at feast
HLO00 years, and itis hard 1o believe that
an advanced society would do that mere-
ly to perplex us with lights in the sky,
Yet Davis also seems pessimistic
about SETE, mistakenby claiming tlat our
earthly broadeasts will disappear into a
sex of neise at 56 light-years’ distance.
Our TV and radar signals would be read-
ity detectable at such distances, given a
large enough antenna, and unlike the

sccasional nuclear test, these transmis-
sions are occurring 24 hours a day.

The more substantive part of Davis’s
argument concerns the prevalence of
intefligent life. Could it be that the
(alaxy teems with life, but we are the
ficst creatures snaart enough o build
radio transmitters? Compare this to the
situation of a 0-year-old whose family
has just maved. Yes, he's the new kid on
the block. Might he also be the first kid
on the block? If the block consists of
houses that have been around for 30
years, that's undikely, The Galaxy, our
block, is two 1o three times as okd as
Earth, To think that we are the frst and
only sentient beings in its vast expanses
smacks of a hubris that dwarfs even that
of Prolemy’s followers, who hield that our
planet was the center of creation.

Slow Down

I enjoved reading your SETT report in the
Marchiapril issue. I did, however, notice
same errors in the article by Ben Bova
{*Where Are Thelr Starships?” . 26).

First, it would 1ake maore than a few
manths at | ¢ acceleration to reach &5
percent of the speed of Hight, Withow the
effects of relativity, it would take abmosta
year. Relativity would [engthen this time
to almost two years for those in the
spacoship and almost three years for
those an Earih.

The article further claims that the
spaceship, traveling at 93 percent of the
speed of light, would take only 20 vears
{from the traveler’s vantage point} to tra-
verse the LG00 Jight-years to Pelaris.
Actually, the trip would take well gver
three centuries, Those on Earth would
see the trip take over LOSO years. The
reason that the trip would fake less time
in the starship is pertime dilation, for the
ravelers could not travel 1,000 light.
vears in less than 1,000 years. The reason
is that, as scen by the speeding travelers,
the distance between Earth and Polaris
would contract to 312 light-vears. In
order s make the 1rip in 20 years, the
starship would have to travel at 9998
percent of the speed of ight.

The same ersor eccurs in the state-
ment that a starship waveling within our
galaxy at nearly the speed of light would
move a fow degrees per year, In fact, no
object can move faster than the speed of
fight when viewed from any reference
framic. Any abject moving at least a
degree per year must be less than 57.3

lipht-years from Earth. The famous cases
of apparent superluminal motion are
optical effects and do not involve the
motion of matter at speeds greater than ¢
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Update on Extrasolar Planets
Laurance Doyle of the SETI Tnstitnte
reports 1o us that his article on planet
searches {(“In the Wink of a Stary
JulviAugust, p. 200 has inspired several
amateur astronotiers 1o join the hunt for
planets, The avticle discussed the *Transit
of Txtrasolar Planets” project, currently
checking for new worlds in the CM
Diraconis binary star system, In late June,
the project veported the apparent detec-
tion of a planet 85 percent the diameter
of Jupiter — a discovery independently
nsade by Ed Guinan and his colleagues at
Villanova University, The discoveries are
tentative and have yet 1o be confirmed.

Dovle says he would like to correct a
fuw crrors in the artcle. First, optical
interferometers are not needed to apply
the astromerric nicthod of planet-
searching, although they help. Second,
the TEP project does not require the
long-term monitoring of several thon-
sand stars; it has, in effect, selected stars
around which plancts would make their
presence or absence known quickly.
Third, although a planet between the size
of Earth and Neptune would dim CM
Ihaconis by 0.6 percent, an Earth-size
planet would dim the system by oaly
{08 pereent.

ASP Lapel Pin:
Special Offer
Since we stari-
ed offering

the pins free
0 new mem-
bers, we've
recelved  numerous
requests from existing miem-
bers wishing to display their sup-
port for the society, From now
untl Dee, 31, 1996, vou can
purchase one for just $3. Send 2
check or money order tor ASP ™
Membership Dept., 390 Ashion
Ave., San Francisco, Calf, 93112,
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