
 

Possible evidence of an extrasolar object
striking the Earth in 2014
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Trajectory of the January 8, 2014 meteor (red), shown intersecting with that of
Earth (blue) at the time of impact, ti = 2014-01-08 17:05:34. Credit:
arXiv:1904.07224 [astro-ph.EP]
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A pair of researchers has found possible evidence of an extrasolar object
striking the Earth back in 2014. In their paper uploaded to the arXiv
preprint server, Amir Siraj and Abraham Loeb describe their study of
data in the Center for Near-Earth Object studies database and what they
found.

Abraham Loeb is the Harvard University astronomer who made
headlines recently when he suggested that the space object known as
'Oumuamua might have been part of an alien spacecraft. 'Oumuamua
was believed to have come from outside of the solar system because its
trajectory showed it was not gravitationally bound to the sun—also, it
traveled faster than traditional space objects. In this new effort, Loeb
and his undergraduate assistant Siraj claim to have found evidence of
another object from outside of the solar system.

Loeb and Siraj had reasoned that space objects traveling faster than
normal might be evidence enough of an extrasolar visitor. That led to
them to perform searches in the Center for Near-Earth Object studies
database for objects that traveled faster than normal. They report that
they found three hits, two of which they dismissed because of
incomplete data. The third described a meteor that was believed to be
slightly less than a meter wide that had been observed disintegrating in
the atmosphere on January 8th, 2014, at a height of 18.7 kilometers near
Papua New Guinea. Its speed had been measured by a government
sensor at 216,000 km/h. By looking at its trajectory and tracing
backward, the researchers report that it likely came from somewhere
outside of our solar system. If the evidence pans out, the sighting would
be the first known instance of an extrasolar object striking the Earth.

The researchers suggest that the object's high speed indicates that it was
likely flung out of another star system. And if that were the case, it
would have been reasonably close to its star at some point, deep in the
interior of a planetary system—perhaps in its "Goldilocks zone," which
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means there was some chance it carried life. The researchers have
written a paper describing their findings, which they have submitted to 
The Astrophysical Journal Letters.

  More information: Amir Siraj and Abraham Loeb. Discovery of a
Meteor of Interstellar Origin, arXiv:1904.07224 [astro-ph.EP]. 
arxiv.org/abs/1904.07224
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