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"Tens of billions" of habitable worlds in Milky Way 
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LONDON (Reuters) - Astronomers hunting for rocky planets with the right temperature to 

support life estimate there may be tens of billions of them in our galaxy alone. 

A European team said on Wednesday that about 40 percent of red dwarf stars - the most common 

type in the Milky Way - have a so-called "super-Earth" planet orbiting in a habitable zone that 

would allow water to flow on the surface. 

Since there are around 160 billion red dwarfs in the Milky Way, the number of worlds that are 

potentially warm enough and wet enough to support life is enormous. 

Xavier Bonfils of the Institute of Planetology and Astrophysics in Grenoble, the leader of the 

team, said the 40 percent figure was at the high end of what had been expected and the finding 

underscored the prevalence of small rocky planets. 

His team is the first to calculate the number of super-Earths - planets with a mass between one 

and 10 times the Earth - in such habitable zones, although previous research has found the Milky 

Way to be awash with planets. 

Red dwarfs, which are faint and cool compared to the Sun, account for around 80 percent of the 

stars in the Milky Way. 

http://www.reuters.com/


After studying 102 of these stars in the southern skies using a European Southern Observatory 

telescope in Chile, Bonfils and colleagues found rocky planets were far more common than 

massive gas giants like Jupiter and Saturn in our solar system. 

However, the rocky worlds spinning around red dwarfs are not necessarily cosy places for alien 

forms of life. 

Because reds dwarfs are much cooler than the sun, any planets with liquid water will need to be 

orbiting much closer to the star than the Earth is from the Sun. That may mean they are bathed in 

damaging X-ray and ultraviolet radiation. 

Scientists aim to take a closer look at some of the Earth-like planets as they pass in front of 

nearby red dwarfs, which should yield information about their atmospheres and help in the 

search for possible signs of life. 

The research was presented in a paper to be published in the journal Astronomy & Astrophysics 

http://link.reuters.com/bav37s 

(Editing by Michael Roddy) 

http://news.yahoo.com/tens-billions-habitable-worlds-milky-way-101309363.html 

 

Billions of Planets With Life? 

By MICHAEL D. LEMONICK | Time.com – 4 hrs ago 

"The Creator must have an inordinate fondness for beetles," the early 20th-century biologist 

J.B.S. Haldane once said. "He made so many of them." If Haldane had been an astronomer, he 

might have said the same about the nondescript red stars known as M-dwarfs. As the name 

implies, they're small, no more than half the size of our Sun at most. They're so dim that not a 

single one, not even the closest, is visible to the naked eye. And they vastly outnumber any other 

type of star in the Milky Way: our galaxy has maybe ten or 20 billion Sun-like G stars, but is 

home to 150 billion M-dwarfs, and maybe more, adding up to some 80% of the galaxy's stellar 

population.  

That's what makes a new report by a group of European astronomers so exciting. Working at the 

European Southern Observatory in Chile, the scientists have completed a survey of 102 M-dwarf 

stars and identified a total of nine "super-Earths" -- planets up to 10 times larger than Earth -- 

circling them. Two of the nine lie in their stars' habitable zones, the Goldilocks region where 

temperatures are not too hot, not too cold, but just right for liquid water and thus, conceivably, 

for the existence of life. In the case of an M-dwarf, the star's cooler, dimmer fires mean that the 

Goldilocks zone is closer than it is around our hotter, brighter sun, but the water principle 

http://www.time.com/


remains the same. And if you do the math for the entire galaxy, the recent survey means that tens 

of billions of Goldilocks planets are peppered throughout the Milky Way, with a hundred or so 

just in our solar system's immediate neighborhood.  

For planet-hunters, that's an especially tantalizing prospect. Ground- and space-based telescopes 

have discovered many hundreds of worlds orbiting stars other than the Sun -- several thousand if 

you include likely but unconfirmed planets found by the orbiting Kepler probe. But most of them 

are so far away that the prospects of actually being able to determine whether they have life are 

exceedingly dim, even with a new generation of giant telescopes, because the planets themselves 

are so dim. With so many M-dwarfs right around the cosmic corner, however, and with so many 

relatively small planets orbiting in their habitable zones, the job will be orders of magnitude 

easier.  

That's the good news, but there are a few caveats as well. For one thing, it's not guaranteed that a 

super Earth will necessarily be all that much like the real Earth. In our Solar System, there's a big 

size gap between Earth and Neptune, the next biggest planet, which is four times as big and 17 

times as massive as our home world. Earth is rocky, while Neptune is made mostly of water, 

ammonia and methane.  

Nobody knows where the cutoff might be between smaller, rocky worlds and larger, Neptune-

like planets, but it might well be smack in the middle of the super-Earth range. A super Earth 

known as GJ 1214b, discovered in another M-dwarf survey, is 2.7 times the size of our planet, 

and is almost certainly a mini-Neptune. It's not in its star's habitable zone, but it wouldn't be a 

nice place to live there even if it were. Another super Earth, Kepler 10b, is 1.4 times Earth's size, 

and it's unquestionably rocky -- although it's far too close to its star, and far too hot, to be 

habitable.  

Even if a fair fraction of the nine nearby super Earths the Europeans have discovered turn out to 

be rocky, moreover, there's another problem: M-dwarfs tend to be volatile beasts, with far more 

sunspot and flare activity than the Sun has, along with greater fluctuations in brightness. It might 

be tough for life to arise and survive in such a hostile environment, especially since the 

Goldilocks planets would be closer to all the flaring than the Earth is to the Sun.  

All the same, given M-dwarfs' ridiculously high, almost beetlesque, numbers, you could cut out 

all the M-dwarf planets that were too big, and those that were outside the stars' habitable zones, 

and those where changes in radiation and brightness were outside acceptable ranges, and still end 

up with a huge number of potentially life-friendly planets. And that makes them perhaps the 

most promising targets in the search for alien organisms that the planet-hunting community is 

ever likely to find. 

View this article on Time.com 

http://news.yahoo.com/billions-planets-life-074000332.html 
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