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A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT 
 

It is finally here!  The Meteorite that is!  On August 13th we will have the unveiling at the Calusa 

Nature Center Planetarium.  See the information below about helping out at the event. 
 
Weather has not allowed us to have a Star Party this summer.  Par for the course here in SW 

Fla.  Hopefully weather will improve next month.   
 

We have new member Joe Senich doing a presentation about his Facebook groups and social 
media as the program at the monthly meeting. 
 

We had another great donation:  A Nexstar 6SE setup.  This will be available to members to 
check out.  It comes in several small cases, which should make transportation easier and there 

are no heavy components, as the OTA is easily removed from the mount.  It includes a heated 
dewshield, GPS and even the possibility to control it from your smartphone.  It is fully 
computerized.   

 
For those not interested in computerized scope, we do also have the recent donation of a 

Celestron 8” dobsonian scope with solar filter.   
 
After a review with Tony Heiner, we both agreed that the IFT filter was the problem with the 

PST.  I ordered one in and have installed it.  It is nice to see a bright sun and prominences 
around the sun again! 

Brian  
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In the Sky this Month 
 

Moon: August – New – 2nd; 1st Quarter - 10th; Full – 18th; Last Quarter - 24th.  
 

The Planets: All five of the classic planets will be visible in the early evening sky 
through much of the month. This will lead to several interesting groupings and 

conjunctions. On August 1st Jupiter, Mercury, Regulus, and Venus form a line 27o long 
across the western sky soon after sunset. You’ll need a low horizon view to see Venus.  

 

Venus shines very low on the western horizon for 45 minutes to an hour after sunset all 
through the month. 

Mercury sets about 15 minutes after Venus early in the month, is nearest Venus and 
Jupiter on the 19th, and disappears into the sunset by month’s end.  

Jupiter continues to sink lower in the western sky. Even at high magnification, you can 
see both Jupiter and Venus on the 27th as they pass within 0.2o of each other. This 

month offers our last good views of Jupiter for this year.  
Mars dims this month as it crosses from Libra to Scorpius. On evenings of 23rd and 24th 

Mars travels between Saturn and Antares. Nice chance for a comparison of their colors. 
Then the red planet moves rapidly east. 

Saturn continues to offer great views of its rings at magnitude is 0.3 – 0.5 through the 
month. 
 

International Space Station: The ISS is visible in the evening skies over Ft Myers 
August 15 – 20 with the best view at -3.4 magnitude on evening of the 17th. The Hubble 

Space Telescope flies over every evening from the 16th until the 30th with magnitudes 

brighter than + 2.0.   See this link for specific times and routes:   
http://www.heavens-above.com/ 

 
 

Meteorite coming to the Calusa Nature Center Planetarium 
 

A special event will be held at the Planetarium on Saturday August 13th to unveil a 126 
lb meteorite on loan to the CNCP from the Toomey Foundation. A day of activities are 

planned to commemorate the arrival of this meteorite to expand Planetarium attractions.  
 

We will have displays setup as well as telescopes for solar observing (weather 
permitting).  If you would like to help out, we will be setting up starting at 10:30 

Saturday morning and it will run until 4pm.  We can use members to man 
displays/scopes.  This is a big event for the Calusa Nature Center Planetarium and we 

should help as much as possible. 
 

  

http://www.heavens-above.com/
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City of Cape Coral Parks & Rec Day  
 

On July 16th Tony Heiner, Phil Jansen and I were at the Cape Coral Yacht Club for their annual 
Parks and Rec Day.  We setup both inside and outside.  We had multiple scopes setup outside 
and several scopes inside as well. We are always looking for people to help out at these types of 

events.  Here are several pictures from the event.

 
 

 



4 

 

 



5 

Future Events  

Star Party and Event Schedule  

August 4th   Monthly Meeting 
Joe Senich presents 
Social Media for 
Astronomy  

Calusa Nature 

Center & 
Planetarium 

7:30 

pm 

Brian Risley    

August 13th  Meteorite 
Unveiling 

Calusa Nature 
Center & 

Planetarium 

See 
CNCP 

Website 

Heather Preston 

August 17th  Star Party Heron’s Glen  

(Weather  

permitting) 

8:30 

pm 

Ron Madl 

August 27th  Montessori School 

Observing 

Montessori 

School  

TBD Brian Risley 

September 1st  Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature 

Center & 

Planetarium 

7:30 

pm 

Brian Risley    

September 3rd  Star Party  CRP Dusk  Bruce Dissette  

October 6th   Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature 
Center & 

Planetarium 

7:30 
pm 

Brian Risley    

October 8th  International 
Observe the Moon 

Night 

TBD TBD Brian Risley 

October 16th  Ding Darling Days Ding Darling 

Sanibel  

10am-

3pm 

Brian Risley 

November 3rd Monthly Meeting – 
Astronomical 

League 
Presentation 

Calusa Nature 
Center 

Planetarium 

7:30pm Brian Risley 

 

August Program –The August meeting will be held Thursday, Aug 4th, at 7:30pm at 
the CNCP. Joe Senich, a new member of the South West Florida Astronomical Society, will be 
making a presentation to our club at our August meeting.  Joe is presently an administrator for two 
Facebook groups.  The first group called Telescope Addicts - Astronomy and Astrophotography 
Community has over 26,000 members worldwide including many of the world's foremost 
astrophotographers.  The second group called the Amateur Astronomy Selenology Project deals with 
everything lunar.  Joe will be talking with us about the possibilities of Social Media and how it impacts 
the hobby we all love and enjoy so much.  

Please welcome Joe to our astronomy club and attend the meeting at the Calusa Nature Center and 
Planetarium Thursday, August 4, 2016 at 7:30pm. 

 
 

Date Event Location Time Info/Contact 



6 

Notable August Events in Astronomy and Space Flight History 

Compiled by Mike McCauley 

August 1, 1818: Maria Mitchell born in Nantucket, Massachusetts.  Maria Mitchell 
(August 1, 1818 – June 28, 1889) was an American astronomer who, in 1847, 

discovered a comet which became known as "Miss Mitchell's Comet". She won a gold 
medal prize for her discovery which was presented to her by King Frederick VI of 

Denmark. On the medal was inscribed "Non Frustra Signorum Obitus Speculamur et 

Ortus" in Latin (English: "Not in vain do we watch the setting and rising of the stars"). 
She discovered "Miss Mitchell's Comet" (Comet 1847 VI, modern designation is C/1847 

T1) on October 1, 1847. King Frederick VI of Denmark had established gold medal prizes 
to each discoverer of a "telescopic comet" (too faint to be seen with the naked eye). The 

prize was to be awarded to the "first discoverer" of each such comet. Maria Mitchell won 
worldwide fame since the only previous women to discover a comet were the 

astronomers Caroline Herschel and Maria Margarethe Kirch.   Mitchell was the first 
American woman to work as a professional astronomer.  

August 5, 1930:  Neil Armstrong born. Neil Alden Armstrong (August 5, 1930 – August 

25, 2012) was an American astronaut and the first person to walk on the Moon. He was 

also an aerospace engineer, naval aviator, test pilot, and university professor. Before 
becoming an astronaut, Armstrong was an officer in the U.S. Navy and served in the 

Korean War. After the war, he earned his bachelor's degree at Purdue University and 
served as a test pilot at the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA) High-

Speed Flight Station, where he logged over 900 flights. He later completed graduate 
studies at the University of Southern California.  Armstrong joined the NASA Astronaut 

Corps in 1962. He made his first space flight as command pilot of Gemini 8 in March 
1966, becoming NASA's first civilian astronaut to fly in space. He performed the first 

docking of two spacecraft, with pilot David Scott. This mission was aborted after 
Armstrong used some of his reentry control fuel to prevent a dangerous spin caused by 

a stuck thruster, in the first in-flight space emergency.  Armstrong's second and last 
spaceflight was as commander of Apollo 11, the first manned Moon landing mission in 

July 1969. Armstrong and Lunar Module pilot Buzz Aldrin descended to the lunar surface 
and spent two and a half hours outside the spacecraft, while Michael Collins remained in 

lunar orbit in the Command/Service Module.  Along with Collins and Aldrin, Armstrong 

was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President Richard Nixon. President 
Jimmy Carter presented Armstrong the Congressional Space Medal of Honor in 1978. 

Armstrong and his former crewmates received the Congressional Gold Medal in 2009. 
Armstrong died in Cincinnati, Ohio, on August 25, 2012, at the age of 82. 

August 6, 2012:  Mars Science Laboratory rover Curiosity lands on Mars. Curiosity is a 

car-sized robotic rover exploring Gale Crater on Mars as part of NASA's Mars Science 
Laboratory mission (MSL).  As of July 21, 2016, Curiosity has been on Mars for 1406 sols 

(1445 total days) since landing on August 6, 2012.  Curiosity was launched from Cape 
Canaveral on November 26, 2011, at 15:02 UTC aboard the MSL spacecraft and landed 

on Aeolis Palus in Gale Crater on Mars on August 6, 2012, 05:17 UTC. The Bradbury 

Landing site was less than 2.4 km (1.5 mi) from the center of the rover's touchdown 
target after a 563,000,000 km (350,000,000 mi) journey.  The rover's goals include: 
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investigation of the Martian climate and geology; assessment of whether the selected 

field site inside Gale Crater has ever offered environmental conditions favorable for 
microbial life, including investigation of the role of water; and planetary habitability 

studies in preparation for future human exploration.   

August 12, 1877: Asaph Hall discovers Deimos.  Asaph Hall III (October 15, 1829 – 
November 22, 1907) was an American astronomer who is most famous for having 

discovered the moons of Mars, Deimos and Phobos, in 1877. He determined the orbits of 
satellites of other planets and of double stars, the rotation of Saturn, and the mass of 

Mars. Hall discovered Phobos on August 18, 1877, six days after discovering Deimos. 

August 19, 1646: John Flamsteed born.  John Flamsteed (19 August 1646 – 31 

December 1719) was an English astronomer and the first Astronomer Royal. He 
catalogued over 3000 stars.  As Astronomer Royal, Flamsteed spent some forty years 

observing and making meticulous records for his star catalogue, which would eventually 
triple the number of entries in Tycho Brahe's sky atlas. In 1725 Flamsteed's Historia 

Coelestis Britannica was published posthumously, edited by his wife, Margaret. This 
contained Flamsteed's observations, and included a catalogue of 2,935 stars to much 

greater accuracy than any prior work. It was considered the first significant contribution 
of the Greenwich Observatory, and the numerical Flamsteed designations for stars that 

were added subsequently to a French edition are still in use today.   

August 19, 1891: Milton Humason born.  Milton Lasell Humason (August 19, 1891 – 

June 18, 1972) was an American astronomer born in Dodge Center, Minnesota. He 
dropped out of school and had no formal education past the age of 14. Because he loved 

the mountains, and Mount Wilson in particular, he became a "mule skinner" taking 
materials and equipment up the mountain while the Mount Wilson Observatory was 

being built. In 1917 he became a janitor at the observatory. Out of sheer interest, he 
volunteered to be a night assistant at the observatory. His technical skill and quiet 

manner made him a favorite on the mountain. Recognizing his talent, in 1919, George 
Ellery Hale made him a Mt. Wilson staff member. This was unprecedented as Humason 

did not have a Ph.D. or even a high school diploma. He soon proved Hale's judgment 
correct, as he made several key observational discoveries. He became known as a 

meticulous observer, obtaining photographs and difficult spectrograms of faint galaxies. 

His observations played a major role in the development of physical cosmology, 
including assisting Edwin Hubble in formulating Hubble's law. In 1950 he earned a D.Sc. 

from Lund University. He retired in 1957.  He discovered Comet C/1961 R1 (Humason), 
notable for its large perihelion distance.  Eleven years before Clyde Tombaugh, Humason 

took a set of four photographs in which the image of Pluto appeared, but was not 
identified.  

August 22, 1976: Luna 24 returns soil samples from moon. Luna 24 was an unmanned 

space mission of the Soviet Union's Luna program. The last of the Luna series of 
spacecraft, the mission of the Luna 24 probe was the third Soviet mission to retrieve 

lunar soil samples from the Earth's moon (the first two sample return missions were 

Luna 16 and Luna 20). The spacecraft orbital dry mass was 4,800 kg (10,600 lbs.).  The 
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probe landed in Mare Crisium (Sea of Crises). The mission returned 170.1 grams 

(6.00 oz.) of lunar samples to the Earth on 22 August 1976.   

August 28, 1789: William Herschel discovers Enceladus, moon of Saturn.  Enceladus 
was discovered by Fredrick William Herschel on August 28, 1789, during the first use of 

his new 1.2 m (47 in) telescope, then the largest in the world. Its faint apparent 
magnitude  and its proximity to the much brighter Saturn and Saturn's rings make 

Enceladus difficult to observe from Earth with smaller telescopes. Like many satellites of 
Saturn discovered prior to the Space Age, Enceladus was first observed during a 

Saturnian equinox, when Earth is within the ring plane. At such times, the reduction in 
glare from the rings makes the moons easier to observe. Prior to the Voyager missions 

the view of Enceladus improved little from the dot first observed by Herschel. Only its 

orbital characteristics   
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NASA’s Juno Probe Reaches Jupiter 
By: David Dickinson from S & T 

After a 5-year-long journey, NASA's Juno probe, an emissary to the largest 

planet in the solar system, has arrived at its destination and slipped into orbit 
around Jupiter. 

 

An artist's conception of Juno performing a 35-minute-long engine firing to enter orbit 

around Jupiter.  NASA / JPL 

"Joy" at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory's mission control center today is spelled JOI — for 
Jupiter Orbital Insertion. 

July 4th fireworks erupted in the outer solar system overnight, as theJuno probe fired its 
main engine and entered a polar orbit around Jupiter at 11:53 p.m. EDT (Earth receive 

time), which was 3:53 Universal Time (UT) on July 5th. Juno carried out a scheduled 35-
minute-long burn that slowed its velocity by 542 meters per second (1,212 mph), 

enough to become a captured satellite of Jupiter with an initial 53.5-day orbital period. 
Arriving at 58 km per second with respect to the planet, Juno also performed the fastest 

orbital insertion to date. 

"Independence Day always is something to celebrate, but today we can add to America's 

birthday another reason to cheer — Juno is at Jupiter," notes NASA administrator Charlie 
Bolden in a post-arrival press release. "With Juno, we will investigate the unknowns of 

Jupiter's massive radiation belts to delve deep into not only the planet's interior, but into 
how Jupiter was born and how our entire solar system evolved." 

Unfortunately, Juno won't return any eye-candy images during its arrival, as all science 

instruments were turned off during the crucial engine burn. Juno resumed full 
transmissions to Earth 58 minutes after the thruster lit up, indicating all is well with the 

spacecraft. At 5.8 astronomical units (a.u.) or 869 million km from Earth, Juno is 

currently more than 48 light-minutes away, with a corresponding lag time as 
transmissions reach NASA's worldwide Deep Space Network. 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/author/david-dickinson-2/
https://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/juno/main/index.html
https://www.nasa.gov/press-release/nasas-juno-spacecraft-in-orbit-around-mighty-jupiter
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Launched on August 5, 2011, from Cape Canaveral atop an Atlas V rocket, Juno took 

almost five years and one Earth gravitational assist flyby (on October 9, 2013) to reach 
Jupiter. 

Juno is the second in the series of three New Frontiers program missions for NASA: the 

first was the New Horizons mission to Pluto and beyond (launched in 2006), and the 
next is the Origins Spectral Interpretation Resource Identification Security REgolith 

Explorer (OSIRIS-REx) asteroid sample-return mission, now being readied for launch in 
September. 

Juno's looping initial orbit keeps it well clear of the most intense charged-particle belt 
trapped around the planet. It also means that the spacecraft won't return to the planet's 

immediate vicinity until August 27th. On October 19th, Juno will fire its main engine one 
final time to drop the spacecraft into a series of tighter, 14-day-long science orbits. Juno 

also revved its rotation up from two to five revolutions per minute during today's orbital 
insertion maneuver. Spinning the spacecraft allows for stabilization without the use of 

reaction wheels. The very first spacecraft to explore Jupiter — Pioneers 10 and 11 in the 
early 1970s — utilized the same approach. 

The Juno Probe's Dangerous Assignment 

The mission's three major objectives are to study Jupiter's polar magnetosphere, assess 

the composition of its atmosphere, and probe its deep interior. To accomplish this, the 
spacecraft must duck under the planet's intense radiation belt and thread a target zone 

just above its cloud tops. 

 

A '"first quarter Jupiter" and its large moons, snapped by JunoCam on June 21, 2016, 

when the spacecraft was still 10.9 million km (6.8 million miles) from Jupiter.  
NASA / JPL / SwRI / MSSS 

Juno will plunge closer to the Jovian cloud tops than any mission before, passing just 
4,200 km (2,600 miles) away over the course of 36 orbits. Its instruments will also 

examine Jupiter's polar regions close up on each successive close pass, another first. 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/juno-lifts-off-for-jupiter/
http://www.universetoday.com/104695/spotting-juno-nasas-jupiter-bound-spacecraft-gets-a-boost-from-earth-on-october-9th-2013/
http://pluto.jhuapl.edu/
http://www.asteroidmiussion.org/


11 

 

Initial and science orbits for Juno.   NASA / JPL 

Does Jupiter possess a solid rocky core at its heart, or are those heavy elements 
dissolved in a sea of metallic hydrogen all the way though? How similar is the source 
Jupiter's powerful magnetic dynamo to the Sun's? Juno will, for the very first time, 

sound the interior of our solar system's largest planet in a effort to tell the story of its 
current state and, perhaps, its origin and role in the formation of the solar system. 

"Where is the water?" is a major question that mission scientists expect Juno to answer. 
NASA's Galileo probe plunged into Jupiter's atmosphere on December 7, 1995, and 

measured a curious lack of water during its brief 48 kilometer per second plunge. Is this 
paucity of H2O the norm for Jupiter's upper atmosphere, or did the probe merely hit a 

dry patch? Either answer has enormous implications for models of planetary formation. 

The Juno probe will also test frame-dragging, as predicted by Einstein's theory of 

general relativity, as it maps the gravitational field of Jupiter. 

Sounding the Jovian Depths 

Like its namesake, the queen of the gods in Roman mythology, Juno will see through the 

cloudy veil of Jupiter to probe its true self. Juno even carries three Lego depictions of the 

deities Jupiter, Juno, and the 17th-century astronomer Galileo, as well as a portrait of 
Galileo and a brief observation of Jupiter by the famous scientist. 

To carry out its mission, Juno carries a suite of instruments: 

JunoCam: The craft's sole camera will provide close up images of the polar regions of 
Jupiter during each flyby. As part of an online outreach campaign, members of the 
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public will help choose image targets for JunoCam, coordinated with an amateur 

observer campaign. Taking images from a spinning spacecraft is difficult, and JunoCam 
overcomes this using a "push broom" imaging technique, taking consecutive thin strips 

of images during each spin and later building them up into a single comprehensive 
image. 

Ultraviolet Imaging Spectrograph (UVS) and Jovian Infrared Auroral Mapper (JIRAM): 

These imagers will study the compositions of clouds and hazes in Jupiter's uppermost 
atmosphere at ultraviolet and infrared wavelengths, respectively. 

 

Jupiter in the infrared captured by the ESO’s Very Large Telescope using the VISIR 

instrument. The wavelength used, 5 microns, shows where heat is escaping through 
thinnings in the planet's uppermost cloud layers.  ESO / L. Fletcher 

 
Radio and Plasma Wave Sensor (Waves), Jovian Energetic particle Detector Instrument 

(JEDI), and the Jovian Auroral Distribution Experiment (JADE): These detectors will 
study the interrelationship between Jupiter's atmosphere and magnetic field and 

chronicle auroral activity on Jupiter.   
 

Magnetometers and Gravity Science instrument (MAG andGS): Their goal is to map the 
planet's magnetic and gravitational field. 

 
Microwave Radiometers (MWR): Able to penetrate deep into Jupiter's atmosphere at 

microwave wavelengths, MWR will map the depth and extent of atmospheric circulation. 

MWR will also measure the amount of water present in Jupiter's atmosphere. 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/observing-news/juno-pro-am-workshop-05252016/
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/observing-news/juno-pro-am-workshop-05252016/
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Juno's instruments are contained within an enormous titanium vault, in an effort to 

shield them from Jupiter's extensive radiation belts. Even then, orbital precession will 
eventually drag the spacecraft into the deadly belts, ending the mission. 

 

A diagram of the Juno spacecraft, showing the locations of its science instruments. 
NASA / JPL 

Juno is also the first spacecraft to explore the outer solar system powered not by a 
plutonium-fueled radioisotope thermoelectric generator (RTG), like those used on the 
Voyagers , Galileo, and Cassini, but by solar energy. The three solar arrays powering 

Juno are enormous, spanning 20 m — roughly the size of a basketball court. At five 

times Earth's distance from the Sun, solar energy in the vicinity of Jupiter is 1⁄25 of what 
Earth receives. Juno's enormous solar panels generate about 500 watts of energy, 

enough to power a small kitchen refrigerator. Half of that power goes simply to heating 
the core of the spacecraft. 

With those large solar panels, the Juno probe must carefully thread Jupiter's powerful 

magnetosphere, avoiding a torrent of electrical current that sometimes reaches millions 
of amps. One encounter with the powerful Io plasma torus linking the innermost Galilean 

moon with Jupiter would doom the mission. 

http://www.nasa.gov/images/content/567922main_junospacecraft0711.jpg
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Unfolding one of Juno's enormous solar arrays on Earth. NASA/Jack Pfaller 

Radiation exposure is a very real threat to the mission. On Earth, we're exposed to 
about a third of a rad a year at sea level from natural background sources. Over its 1½ 

years of operation, Juno will be exposed to an amazing 20,000,000 rads, a lethal dose 
for humans many times over. 

The end of mission comes on February 20, 2018, when engineers will direct Juno to burn 
up in Jupiter's atmosphere, avoiding any future contamination of Jupiter's large moons. 

Pioneer 10 was the first spacecraft to flyby Jupiter in 1973. Other Jupiter flyby alumni 

include Pioneer 11, Voyager 1 and 2, Cassini, New Horizons, and Ulysses. To date, 
Galileo was the only other mission that entered orbit around Jupiter, operating from 

1995 to 2003. 

Observing Jupiter 

You can also catch Jupiter high in the evening sky looking west just after sunset and join  
the amateur collaboration in an effort to monitor Jupiter leading up to Juno's crucial 

observation passes. Jupiter passed opposition for 2016 on March 8th, and it will slip 
behind the Sun and move into the morning sky this September. 

A new orbital outpost in the solar system is now "open for business." Time to explore the 
mysteries of Jupiter! 

  

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/observing-news/juno-pro-am-workshop-05252016/
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/observing/jupiter-jumps-back-into-the-evening-sky021720161702/
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Kuiper Belt’s Big, New, Far-Out Object 
By: Kelly Beatty from S & T 

First spied last year, an object designated 2015 RR245 turns out to be one of the 

largest and most distant objects yet found orbiting the Sun. 

 

Three images, taken about 1 hour apart with the Canada-France-Hawaii Telescope on 
September 9, 2015, reveal the existence of 2015 RR245 (the large dot at right edge 

moves). At the time it was 22nd magnitude and drifting westward in southeastern 
Pisces.   OSSOS team 

Planetary astronomers have been busy of late. The IAU's Minor Planet Center has tallied 
1,491 objects in orbits more distant than Neptune ("transneptunians") and another 501 

in the outer solar system that occupy odd, usually quite elliptical orbits ("Centaurs" and 
"scattered-disk objects"). On average, one more gets added to the list about every 5 

days. 

But a distant discovery announced in July has created heightened interest among Kuiper 
Belt cognoscenti. Designated 2015 RR245, it's some 64 astronomical units (9½ billion 

km) from the Sun, more than twice Neptune's distance. And despite appearing just 22nd 
magnitude, it could be as large as 700 km (450 miles) across. 

Observer JJ Kavelaars (National Research Council of Canada) first spotted it last 
September 9th using the Canada-France-Hawaii Telescope atop Mauna Kea. His 

observations were part of a larger search effort called the Outer Solar System Origins 
Survey(OSSOS), which since 2013 has paired CFHT's 3.6-m optics with a sensitive 

camera called MegaPrime that captures fields 1° square. 

But it wasn't until Michele Bannister (University of Victoria) and others took follow-up 
images in February and again in June that the orbit could be calculated with any 

certainty. It turns out that the mean solar distance (81.4 a.u.) and large orbital large 

eccentricity (0.59) of 2015 RR245 carries it from Neptune's vicinity out to 129 a.u. (19.3 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/author/kelly-beatty-2/
http://www.ossos-survey.org/about.html
http://www.ossos-survey.org/about.html
http://www.minorplanetcenter.net/mpec/K16/K16N67.html
http://www.minorplanetcenter.net/mpec/K16/K16N67.html
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billion km). One trip around the Sun takes about 730 years. Dynamicists already suspect 

that the new find might be in an orbital resonance with Neptune. 

Dwarf Planet or Not? 

 

Observers calculate that Kuiper Belt object 2015 RR245 has an elliptical path that takes 

735 years to go around the Sun and carries it from near Neptune's orbit out to 129 
astronomical units.  Alex Parker / OSSOS team 

 
The large estimated size is just that — an estimate — based on its brightness and 

distance. For example, the 700-km diameter corresponds to having a surface that's 10% 
reflective, typical of Kuiper Belt objects. But if it's partly ice covered and, say, 25% 

reflective overall, then the corresponding diameter drops to about 450 km. In both of 
these examples, the same amount of sunlight gets reflected toward Earth. "It's either 

small and shiny, or large and dull," Bannister notes in a CFHT press release. 
Size does matter, at least when considering whether 2015 RR245 qualifies for "dwarf 

planet" status. We certainly know where CFHT management stands on this question: its 
announcement refers to the new discovery as a dwarf planet a half dozen times. But 

does it really qualify as such? 

 

 

New results show that 2007 OR10 is the largest unnamed body in our solar system and 

the third largest dwarf planet.  Konkoly Observatory / NASA / JHU-APL / SwRI 

http://www.cfht.hawaii.edu/en/news/NewDwarfPlanet/
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/2015-RR245-orbit-plot-full.jpg
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/Largest-dwarf-planets-600px.jpg
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Technically, the International Astronomical Union — specifically its Committee on Small 

Body Nomenclature (CSBN) and Working Group for Planetary System Nomenclature 
(WGPSN) — unilaterally get to decide which objects belong to the Dwarf Planet Club. So 

far only five objects make the official cut: Ceres, Pluto, Eris, Makemake, and newcomer 
Haumea, which was approved almost a decade ago. "It has not happened for 2015 

RR245," says Lars Lindberg Christensen, the IAU's press officer. 
 

However, by invoking the IAU's definition for a dwarf planet, quite a few more objects — 
perhaps dozens more — would qualify on the basis that they're likely massive enough to 

be round. Mike Brown (Caltech), who's found a healthy share of the largest KBOs (most 
notably Eris), calculates that a rocky object at least 900 km across, and an icy one of at 

least 400 km, probably meets the IAU's "roundness criterion." 

Using that metric, Brown counts 10 objects (Ceres, Pluto, and 8 other KBOs) are "nearly 

certain" to be dwarf planets and another 27 are "highly likely". If 2015 RR245 really is 
700 km across, then it too is "highly likely" to qualify as a dwarf planet. 

Regardless, the new discovery is yet another distant oddball — albeit a big one — that's 

giving planetary dynamicists lots of agita (as my Italian grandmother used to say) about 
how the Kuiper Belt formed and evolved. 

  

https://www.iau.org/news/pressreleases/detail/iau0807/
http://www.iau.org/static/resolutions/Resolution_GA26-5-6.pdf
http://web.gps.caltech.edu/~mbrown/dps.html
http://web.gps.caltech.edu/~mbrown/dps.html
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/agita
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