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By Jupiter!
UTAS scientists find new planet

UTAS scientists have discovered a brand new
planet orbiting a distant star in our galaxy.

The discovery is part of a world-wide astronomy
effort that involved amateur and professional
groups. The Probing Lensing Anomalies Network,
or PLANET project is a global network that has
been monitoring the anomaly in the light from a
distant star.

The University’s Dr Stefan Dieters has been up
at all hours watching the light from the star change
with the microlensing techniques.

“Ifone star passes directly in front ofabackground
star its gravity acts like a giant lens, magnifying
the background star’s brightness. There
is a brightening and fading of the
background star’s light.

“These alterations in light
are called microlensing
events. They are rare:
only 1 in 10 million
stars monitored  will
have one, and they last
only a few hours. So to
find planets you need
to intensively monitor
these microlensing events,”
Dr Dieters said.

The discovery is only the
second planet to be found using the
microlensing technique.

Astronomers all over the world were watching the
anomaly, but it was the UTAS team’s data that provided
the final proof.

“When our data was reported back to headquarters
at the Paris Institute for Astrophysics, who are
coordinating the project, everybody had agreed that
the light curve could only be explained by a planet,”
Dr Dieters said.

The microlensing method is the only technique
capable of finding Earth mass planets.

“This discovery gives us great confidence that given
some luck we can actually find an Earth mass planet,”
said Professor John Dickey, Head of Physics.

STARS IN THEIR EYES: Planet-watchers
Dr Stefan Dieters and Dr Kym Hill at the
University’s Mt Canopus Observatory.

(insert) The first images of the new planet,
affectionately known as “OB05-071A”".

“Finding out how many stars have planets, and

then how many have Earth mass planets will help
to figure out how likely intelligent life is within our
galaxy.”

The planet is suspected to have a mass of three times
that of Jupiter or about 1000 times the mass of the
Earth. Like Jupiter it is a gas giant, and sits at much the
same distance from its ‘sun’ as Jupiter.

So can we expect a planet called “UTAS” now?

Unfortunately not. The planet’s name follows the
naming convention for planets that orbit stars: the star
name plus a letter. So this planet will be called the
catchy “OB05-071A”.

The planet is situated towards the centre of the Milky
Way, in the direction of the constellation Sagittarius,
between 15,000 and 25,000 light years away.

Fulbright
Scholarships

Applications are now
open for 2006 Fulbright
Scholarships.

POSTGRADUATE

Up to eleven Fulbright
Postgraduate Awards
are offered for 8-
12 months study or
research in any field.
Current Australian
Postgraduate ~ Award
holders are encouraged
to apply.
PROFESSIONAL

Valued at wup to
$25,000, up to four
of these awards
support a 3-6 month
research program,
for professionals to
undertake professional
development in the US.

POSTDOCTORAL

Valued at wup to
$A30,000, this award
supports a 3-12 month
research program for
scholars who have
recently completed a
PhD and want to pursue
ongoing research.

SENIOR SCHOLAR

Valued atup to $30,000,
these awards support
a 3-6 month research
program for academic-
based professionals
or scholars who intend
to teach or undertake
research.

For further information
see www.fulbright.com.
au.

Applications close 31
August 2005.
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