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UFOs and
extra-terrestrial research:a paradoxfor scientists

Seekingsignals

oflifein
space

From CHRISTOPHER HANSON,

in Washington

EPORTSof a hugeflying saucerover
Alaskanot longago havepointedup
a

space-ageparadoxwithinthe
scientific

community.Many scientistsarc very
scepticalaboutsupposedsightingsof

unidentified

flyingobjects(UFOs),but many of
thesesame scholars believethe galaxyis
teeming with

intelligent
life and support

projectsfor the searchfor
extra-terrestrial

intelligence(SETI).

Scientistswith the National Aeronautics

and Space
Administration

(NASA)have embarked

on an officialmission to expand
vastlythe scopeof the search.

The Alaskaincident was reported last
November by JapanAir Lines(JAL)pilot
KenjiTerauchi,

who said his planewas
trailed for an hourby a

walnut-shaped

craft
twiceas bigas an

aircraftcarrier,witha broad

brimat its centreand brightrunning lights,

lie saidthe UFO stayedwithhim as he
descended 1,200mand circled, and that his



Canberra Times (ACT : 1926 - 1995), Sunday 8 March 1987, page 20 (2)

National Library of Australia http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article136293761

plane's weatherradarpickedit up.

The Federal Aviation Administration

(FAA)initially reported that it, too, had
detected

a crafton radar,but latersaida
malfunction

might have created a duplicate

radarimageof the cargoplaneitself.

The Alaskaincident was widelydismissed

by spaceexpertsas just anotherinconclusive

episode.

Thousands of people,including formerUS
PresidentJimmy Carterhave reportedseeing

UFOs.That has not shakenthe
scepticism

amongscientists
such as

University
of Virginia

physicistJames Trefil, who says "there

has neverbeenan
unambiguous

case"in all
these sightings.

Evenso, Dr Trefiltolda recent conference

at Washington'sSmithsonianInstitution,the
conventionalwisdomamong scientistsalso
held that "we are not alone".

Giventhe
millions

of starsin the Milky

Way,the
probability

thatmanyof themhave
planets with

environments suitableto life,
and the

billions
of yearsin which

civilisations

couldhave
evolved, thesescientists

say it is
likelythe galaxyhas many advanced civilisations.

Theirestimates
of how many range

from one millionto fewerthan 100.

The
operatingtheorybehindSETIis that

if advanced alien
civilisations

exist,they may
be tryingto

communicate

with otherworlds

by beaming radiosignals intospace- and
radiotelescopes

on earthcouldpick up such
signals.

US
scientists pioneeredSETI,startingin
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1960 with physicistFrankDrake'sOzma
projcct, namedfor a Wizardof Oz

character

and usinga
radiotelescope

in West
Virginia.

Now the SovietUnion,France,West Germany,

the
Netherlands,

Japanand Canada

are fundingSETI
radiotelescope projects.

No aliensignalshave yet been
detected,

scientists say.

But NASA,with an annualSETI budget

of some SUS2 million(about$A3
million),

is
developing

the
technology

for a vast
expansion

in the numberof
frequencies

that
couldbe scanned for

messages
- a jump

from
thousands

of
frequencies

to many
millions.

NASAplansto scanthe entiresky and
conduct closerprobesof 800 starswhichare
similarto the sun,

beginning

in the 1990s.
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This Britishfamily lookstowardsthe sky wherethey say they not only saw a saucer but were
questioned

by
extra-terrestrial

beings.

"In one minute[withthe new
technology]

we will
accomplish

more than has been
carriedout in the past25 yearswithall
previous programs."NASA scientistPeter
Backussaid.

He said that NASA'ssearchwouldbe

"tensof billions"of timesmore thorough

than today'smost advancedSETI probes.

Earthlings
have sent out

relatively
few

messagesto possiblealiens, althoughscientists

say advanced civilisations
could tell

earthwas
inhabitated

from militaryradar
and

television
rays leakinginto space.

Scientistsbeamedan electronicgreeting

into spaceusinga
radiotelescope

in Puerto

Ricoin 1974.

NASA'sunmanned Pioneer10 spacecraft

carrieda plaquewithdrawings
of a nudeman

and womanand a spacemap showingthe
earth'slocation,and Voyager1 carrieda disc
with rock musicincludinga ChuckBerry

song,a messageof
friendship

from then-UN

SecretaryGeneralKurt Waldheim,and
samplesof 60

languages.

Some
scientists

say receiptof an alien
messagewouldbe the most importantevent
in humanhistory and couldresultin man
kind learningvast amountsfrom a more
advanced culture.

But
University

of Virginia physicist Robert

Roodsoundeda noteof warningin his
book,Are We Alone?"The

civilisation

that
blurtsout its existenceon

interstellarbeacons
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at the first
opportunity

may be likesome
early hominoid descendingfrom the trees
and calling,'here,kitty'to a

sabre-toothed

tiger,"Dr Roodwrote.

Some
scientists,including Dr Trefil,are

scepticalaboutthe
possibility

of
intelligent

alien
civilisations.

"Whereare they?"Dr
Trefilasked."If a singlecivilisation

could
colonise

the galaxyin
millions

of years,and
if

billions
of yearshaveelapsedsincethe first

such
civilisation

was supposedto arise,how
can we explainthe totallackof

evidence
for

[extraterrestrials]

on earth?"
One theoryis the alien

civilisations

chose

to putoursolarsystemofflimitsas a kind

of
galactic

zoo or naturereserve.
But Dr

Trefildiscountsthis:"Whatis the
probability

... thatof all the billionsof
individuals

in

eachof the
millions

of
galactic races,there

is not a single poacher?"

Somesay it is
possible

an alien
civilisation

is onlynow
expanding

intothe galaxyand
had not reachedearth.But Dr Trefilsaysthat
wouldbe

remarkablegiventhat the histoid

of manwas"a blinkof theeyeon any
galactic

time scale".

But he supports SETI research, which
couldlead

scientists

to conclude that man is
alonein the universeafterall.He saidsuch

a
conclusionwouldbe highlysignificant.

It
wouldmean that "we arc

special".

Reuters


