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Is there anyone out there? The SETI Institute was set up to find out. 

There doesn’t seem to be any other civilisation in our solar system. This means that if there are any aliens, they must be a LONG way away, on a planet that orbits another star.
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The nearest star (OK, apart from the Sun) is the Alpha Centauri system, around 4.3 light years away – that’s about 4 x 1013 km (40,000,000,000,000 km). 

It takes light 4.3 years to get there; it would take a spacecraft thousands of years. Then there’s the journey home again. That’s just our closest star – the whole of the rest of the Universe is a LOT further away than that!

Also, it’s a good bet that 

· very few stars have suitable planets orbiting them.

· Very few of those will actually have life.

· “Life” may only mean microbes, or simple creatures. That’s much more likely than finding people who can build spaceships or talk.

· Considering the age of the Universe, any aliens are likely to be alive at some other time, rather than being alive right now. 

As you can see, the chances of us sending a spaceship to the right place are very, very slim! That’s why we use telescopes instead, to look for messages from alien civilisations.


Light gets blocked by gas and dust clouds in between the stars, so we figure that any aliens that want to send messages will use radio waves of some kind. That’s why SETI uses radio telescopes.  Also, a radio message can be sent out in a wide beam – remember that the aliens don’t know that we’re here, so they’re guessing about where to aim their message. Let’s hope they’re friendly!

Visit the Jodrell bank radio telescope at www.jb.man.ac.uk and take a virtual tour.
Questions: (answer in full sentences, and explain your answers)
1. Why must any intelligent aliens be a long way from here?

2. Why is it better to use telescopes to look for aliens, rather than spacecraft?

3. Why use radio telescopes rather than optical telescopes?

4. Try the online game at www.seti.org/epo/fun_n_games/games/ and try the “Who’s Out There” game. WRITE DOWN your answers.


Advanced:

5. Visit www.seti.org to find out more. What is the “Drake equation”?

6. Go back to the online game. How would we know that a signal wasn’t just background noise?

