
 

500th Alien Planet Discovered, With 
Hundreds More to Come  
By Mike Wall 
SPACE.com Senior Writer 
posted: 22 November 2010 
04:41 pm ET 

The 500th alien world appears to have been discovered, according to extrasolar planet trackers. 

Less than 20 years after confirming the first planet beyond our own solar system, astronomers have 
bagged exoplanet No. 500. The milestone was reached Friday (Nov. 19), according to the Extrasolar 
Planets Encyclopedia, a database compiled by astrobiologist Jean Schneider of the Paris-Meudon 
Observatory.  

As of today (Nov. 22), the count stands at 502 alien worlds, the database reports. 

The 500th extrasolar planet was reported in the midst of the discovery of several others. And there's 
always the risk a previous discovery turns out to be a false alarm, dropping the count. 

For such reasons, it makes little sense to permanently anoint one particular world as "exoplanet 500," 
Schneider told SPACE.com.  

That being said, the 500th alien planet currently appears to be one of four newfound extrasolar worlds, 
based on Schneider's list. They appear on the list just after another extrasolar planet, HIP 13044 b, which 
astronomers announced last week to be from an alien galaxy.  

All of the newfound planets are less massive than Jupiter (they range between 15 and 50 percent of 
Jupiter's mass), and the planets' distances from Earth range from 58 light-years to 196 light-years.  

The find comes less than two months after another watershed moment — the discovery of the first 
potentially habitable extrasolar planet. And astronomers are sure to hit other big milestones soon, as data 
rolls in from instruments like NASA's planet-hunting Kepler space observatory. 

"In some sense, 500 is an artificial milestone," said Jon Jenkins of the SETI (Search for Extraterrestrial 
Intelligence) Institute. Jenkins is the analysis lead for the Kepler mission.  

"It's much more fun to watch the nature of the discoveries change over time," Jenkins told SPACE.com. 
"The variety of planets we've discovered has also increased." [Gallery: Strangest Alien Planets] 

Astronomers aren't just discovering scorching-hot gas giants anymore, he added. They are finding 
smaller, rocky worlds, too — planets that could be a lot like Earth.  

An official alien planet count? 

The International Astronomical Union, the body that assigns official designations to celestial bodies, does 
not keep an official list of extrasolar planets. 

Instead, there are only unofficial lists like those maintained by Schneider and NASA's Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory, which keeps a count called "PlanetQuest: New Worlds Atlas." As of today, PlanetQuest lists 
497 planets. 



The difference between the two lists underscores the uncertainties involved in exoplanet detection and 
confirmation. The boundary between confirmed and unconfirmed planets remains somewhat fuzzy, 
Schneider said, so he hesitates to hand the mantle of "alien world number 500" to one particular planet. 

"'The' 500th planet makes no sense," Schneider said. 

But the numbers are pretty solid, he added. And they will continue to rise, and fast. 

Pace of discovery accelerating 

Kepler has already identified more than 700 "candidates" — stars possibly harboring alien planets — that 
await further observation and confirmation. A high percentage of these will probably pan out, according to 
Jenkins.  

"Our false positive rate continues to be rather low," he said. "It appears to be below 20 percent." 

Some of these alien stars will likely host more than one planet, as multi-planet systems appear to be 
somewhat common. So it certainly won't take 20 more years to find exoplanet number 1,000. 

But the search for exoplanets isn't really about numbers, astronomers say. It's about gaining a better 
understanding of the nature and diversity of alien worlds in our galaxy and beyond, Jenkins said.  

That's beginning to happen. And astronomers' knowledge will only grow as the exoplanet finds continue 
to pile up.  

"We're starting to see the family portraits of these extrasolar systems," Jenkins said. "We're getting a 
more complete picture of the distribution and frequency of planets beyond our solar system."  

http://www.space.com/scienceastronomy/500th‐alien‐planet‐discovered‐101122.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Earth-Sized Alien Planets May Be 
Surprisingly Common, Study Suggests  
By Charles Q. Choi 
SPACE.com Contributor 
posted: 28 October 2010 
02:14 pm ET 

There may be a bonanza of Earth-size alien worlds in the universe, scientists now suggest — nearly 1-in-
4 of all sun-like stars might have a planet roughly the size of  Earth orbiting close around them. 

The new study found that there may be no shortage of planets with masses ranging from five to 30 times 
that of Earth, conflicting with previous planet models, researchers said. The findings also suggest that 
solar systems with Earth-size planets like our own may be common, they added. 

The scientists focused on 33 known alien planets orbiting around 22 of the stars, some of which had been 
first discovered by the researchers themselves. Another 12 exoplanets were detected, but have not yet 
been confirmed. [Gallery: The Strangest Alien Planets] 

Astronomers studied sun-like class G and K stars within 80 light-years of Earth with the powerful Keck 
telescopes in Hawaii for five years. Our sun is the best known of the yellow G stars, while K-type dwarfs 
are slightly smaller, orange-red stars. In all, they analyzed 166 of these stars, split roughly equally 
between G and K. 

Alien planet-palooza 

The researchers looked for any minute wobbles in each star potentially caused by planets between three 
and 1,000 times the size of Earth orbiting closely around them — just a one-fourth the distance between 
Earth and the sun.  

The scientists estimate that about 1.6 percent of the sun-like stars in the sample had Jupiter-size planets, 
while 12 percent had super-Earths three to 10 times Earth's mass, the smallest currently detectable. This 
revealed a trend of increasing numbers of smaller planets, suggesting that planets the size of Neptune 
and smaller are probably much more common than giants such as Jupiter.  

To extrapolate further, "of about 100 typical sun-like stars, one or two have planets the size of Jupiter, 
roughly six have a planet the size of Neptune, and about 12 have super-Earths between three and 10 
Earth masses," researcher Andrew Howard, an astronomer at the University of California at Berkeley, 
said in a statement. "If we extrapolate down to Earth-size planets between one-half and two times the 
mass of Earth, we predict that you'd find about 23 for every 100 stars." 

While the researchers spotted an additional 12 possible planets in the new study, they have not been 
confirmed, said researcher Geoffrey Marcy, an astronomer at the University of California at Berkeley.  

If those were included in the count, the team detected a total of 45 planets around 32 stars. 

"As NASA develops new techniques over the next decade to find truly Earth-size planets, it won't have to 
look too far," Howard said. 

Howard, Marcy and their colleagues detailed their findings in the Oct. 29 issue of the journal Science. 

Bucking the planet formation trend 



The new findings conflict with current models of planet formation and migration.  

"These results will transform astronomers' views of how planets form," Marcy said. 

After planets form a protoplanetary disk, researchers had thought only giant planets spiraled inward. 
Instead, where current models predict no small planets, the researchers found a surplus.  

"I don't know for sure what's missing from the models, but I have a few guesses," Howard told 
SPACE.com. "One guess is that the disks of gas that planets are thought to migrate within during the birth 
of solar systems are more complicated than the models allow for. Another guess is that many small 
planets in a solar system may undergo a phase of scattering off of each other after the gas clears, a sort-
of planetary billiard balls." 

Based on these statistics, the researchers suggest NASA's Kepler mission to survey 156,000 faint stars 
for planets will detect 120 to 260 "plausibly terrestrial worlds" orbiting near some 10,000 nearby G and K 
dwarf stars. 

"This is a first estimate, and the real number could be 1-in-8 instead of 1-in-4," Howard said. "But it's not 
1-in-100, which is glorious news." 

What are these planets made of? 

The researchers hope to learn much more about extrasolar planets by combining the results of their study 
with forthcoming data from NASA's planet-hunting Kepler spacecraft. While their study can detect 
planetary masses, Kepler can measure planet size with exquisite sensitivity. 

Since the astronomers only detected planets very near their stars, there could be even more Earth-size 
worlds at greater distances, including within the habitable zone located at about the same distance as our 
planet is from our sun.  

The habitable or "Goldilocks" zone is the distance from a star neither too hot nor too cold to allow liquid 
water to be present on the surface. 

"By combining the planet masses with planet sizes, we're going to get a sense of the typical planetary 
densities and we'll be able to figure out whether these small planets we're finding are made mostly of iron, 
rock, water or gas," Howard said in an interview. 

http://www.space.com/scienceastronomy/earth‐sized‐planets‐solar‐system‐common‐101028.html 

 

 

 

 


