
 

Hundreds of thousands of people select
names for exoplanet systems

December 17 2019

  
 

  

Credit: International Astronomical Union

On 17 December 2019 the names of 112 sets of exoplanets and host
stars named in the IAU100 NameExoWorlds campaigns were announced
at a press conference in Paris (France). Within the framework of the
International Astronomical Union's 100th anniversary commemorations
(IAU100) in 2019, 112 countries organised national campaigns that
stimulated the direct participation of over 780 000 people worldwide,
who proposed and selected names for each exoplanet and its host star.

The IAU100 NameExoWorlds project saw massive and widespread
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participation around the world, as the public eagerly engaged in this
exciting opportunity to suggest meaningful, creative and unique names
for exoplanet systems for their respective countries. This is only the
second time in history that a campaign has led to the naming of stars and
exoplanets. Overall, 360 000 proposals for names were received from
112 countries. The National Committee in each country reduced their
proposals to a shortlist of national candidates, which were presented to
the public for their votes. A total of 420 000 people voted for their
preferred candidates. The complete list of names approved by the
IAU100 NameExoWorlds Steering Committee can be explored here: 
www.nameexoworlds.iau.org/final-results . This project will have a
lasting impact, as the winning names will be used in parallel with the
existing scientific nomenclature, credited to the person, group or
institution that suggested them.

"Astronomical observations over the past generation have now
discovered over 4000 planets orbiting other stars—called exoplanets.
The number of discoveries continues to double about every 2½ years,
revealing remarkable new planet populations and putting our own Earth
and Solar System in perspective. Statistically, most of the stars in the sky
are likely to be orbited by their own planets—they are everywhere," said
Eric Mamajek, co-chair of the NameExoWorlds Steering Committee.
"While astronomers catalogue their new discoveries using telephone-
number-like designations, there has been growing interest amongst
astronomers and the public alike in also assigning proper names, as is
done for Solar System bodies," Mamajek continued.

The IAU100 NameExoWorlds global project was conceived to create
awareness of our place in the Universe and to reflect on how the Earth
would potentially be perceived by a civilisation on another planet. As the
IAU is the authority responsible for assigning official designations and
names to celestial bodies, the IAU100 celebrations in 2019 were used as
a special occasion to offer every country the chance to name one
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planetary system, comprising an exoplanet and its host star. IAU100
NameExoWorlds Project Manager, Eduardo Monfardini Penteado said
"The IAU100 NameExoWorlds campaign provided the public with the
exciting opportunity to help with the naming of over 100 new worlds and
their stars, and to help the IAU establish a thoughtful naming theme for
naming future discoveries in those systems."

Each nation's designated star for naming is visible from that country, and
is sufficiently bright to be observed through small telescopes. The
respective National Committees, following the methodology and
guidelines set up by the IAU100 NameExoWorlds Steering Committee,
were the bodies responsible for establishing the conditions for public
participation, disseminating the project in the country and developing a
voting system.

The newly named exoplanets are likely to be large gas giants, and all
were discovered via one of two discovery methods: the transit
method—where planets are observed to pass in front of their star and
block a portion of the star's light; and the radial velocity method—where
careful measurement of a star's spectrum reveals it to be wobbling back
and forth under the influence of the gravity of its planets.

Some examples of the new IAU names for exoplanets and their stars
include:

Ireland: The names of mythological dogs (Bran, Tuiren) from the
Irish legend The Birth of Bran, for the planet HAT-P-36b (Bran)
orbiting the star HAT-P-36 (Tuiren) in the constellation of Canes
Venatici (the Hunting Dogs),
Jordan: The names of ancient cities and protected areas in
southern Jordan, for the exoplanet WASP-80b (Wadirum)
orbiting the star WASP-80 (Petra) in the constellation of Aquila
(the Eagle),
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Malaysia: The names of gemstones in Malay language, for the
exoplanet HD 20868 b (Baiduri) orbiting the star HD 20868
(Intan) in the constellation of Fornax (the Furnace),
Burkina Faso: The new names for the planet HD 30856 b
(Nakambé) and its star HD 30856 (Mouhoun) refer to the local
names for prominent rivers in Burkina Faso. Fittingly, the system
lies in the river constellation of Eridanus (the River).

In recognition of the UN 2019 International Year of Indigenous
Languages, speakers of indigenous languages were encouraged to
propose names from those languages, and a few dozen of the selected
names are of indigenous etymology. In Argentina, the winning proposal
was submitted by a teacher and community leader in the indigenous
Moqoit community. The new names for the planet HD 48265 b
(Naqaya) and star HD 48265 (Nosaxa) mean brother-family-relative
(referring to all human beings as brothers) and spring (literally, new
year), respectively, in Moqoit language.

"The IAU is delighted to see the broad international interest that this
NameExoWorlds campaign has generated," noted IAU President-elect
Debra Elmegreen. "It is gratifying that so many people across the globe
have helped create a name for a planetary system that is meaningful to
their culture and heritage. This effort helps unite us all in our exploration
of the Universe."

The NameExoWorlds project was organised within the framework of
the IAU's 100th anniversary in 2019. With over 5000 activities in 140
countries, millions of people around the world are celebrating the
astronomical breakthroughs that have shaped science, technology and
culture throughout the last century, as well as highlighting the
importance of astronomy as a tool for education, development and
diplomacy. Find more information on the IAU100 website.
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"Throughout the year we have engaged with the public through various
astronomy activities for the IAU's 100th anniversary. The
NameExoWorlds Global Project has been the perfect initiative to close a
year full of projects engaging with society. It will surely have a lasting
impact for years to come," concludes IAU President Ewine van
Dishoeck.

  More information: www.iau-100.org/
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