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DR. SETIS STARSHIP

Searching For The Ultimate DX

A Fork in the Road

efore its funding was terminated by Congress in 1993,

NASA's two-tined SETI (Scarch [or Extra-Terrestrial

Imelligence ) progrianm rebied ona pair of distone bat com-
plementary research elements: atargeted search of nearby Sun-
like sturs, and an all-sky survey for interesting signals of
unknown ongin.

The former. which imvolves mming o1 likely candidate sturs
for long periods of time, is well suited o large, steerable dishes
with their narrow beamwidths and high sensitivities. Fmnk
Drake’s Project Ozma effort of 1960, which we discussed in the
summer issue of C0 VHF, wes o wrgeted search, concentrating
on two neirby sun-like stars for evidence of technological hie

Itwas a sensible wiy o launch modem SETT. After all, if we
guess right as W which stars constitute likely candidates, the
targeted search will provide us with the greatest likelihood of
immediate suceess. However, we know of only o limited num-
beer of relat vely nearby candidate stars, Thos, concentraing our
sedrch in their direction may cause us to miss an equally good
star of which we happen 1o be unawareg

An all-sky survey, on the other hund. makes no a prior
assumptions as o the most likely direction w explore. The sky
survey seeks 1o sweep oul the entire sky s seen (rom o given
Iocation. No antenna iracking is required beciuse i |5 the entire
sky, rather than individual stars, which we scan. While target-
search antennas must constantiy be moved, sky-survey rodio
telescopes are operated in what is called drifi-scan, or meridi-
art erasly mode. In is the Eanth’s rotation which wms them

The best known of all the all-sky surveys was conducted for
uguarter of a century from the Big Ear radio telescope, built by
the late Dr. John Kmus, WEIK, at the Ohio State University
radio observatory, That ielescope sadly is gone now, an histor-
ical loss which will be the subject of 4 Gature column

NASA'E lare 1.1[21,'.[1:1| search was resurrected by the non-
profil California-based SETI Institute (a growp of professional
radio astronomers. not 1o be confused with the 1300 rdio ama-
teurs in Gl countrics whomake up the grass-roms SETI Leaguc),
Their Preject Phoenix search hives time on some of the world"s
finest radio telescopes, such as the 305-meter diameter Arecibo
dish in Puerto Rico, and the 76-meter wide Sir Bernard Lowvell
telescope ot Jodrell Bank, Cheshire, UK. With them, our ¢ol-
leagues survey the LIO0 nearest Sun-like stars, all within abouwt
200 light vears of Earth. If we have nearby neighhors, Project
FPhoenix s likely 1w detect their mdio pollution, However,
because large antennas have quite narow beamwidth, they see
only u small portion of the sky (perhapy one part in a million)
ol & given time. Despite their super sensitivity, their numow
beamwidth could cause them 1 miss the mark.,

That's where amateur radio astronomers, with their modest
systems in the back garden, can make all the difference. The
shy-survey component is best perfemmed with antennas of mod-
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Small ametewr rado fr'fr.l.'.:nrn'.-. SHch a8 this one are fprimging

up i backvard pardens all around the world as part of the

Project Argus all-oky survey for signaly of e ligent extra-rer-
restrial origin. (SETI League phara)

erale size. Smaller antennus can see mors sky within their beam
patterns. but have less gain, We achieve reasonable sensitivi-
tics through digital signal processing, but the antennas need 1o
scan for extremely long penods of time. The sKy-survey
approach thus seems ideally suited o the community of radio
amateurs and microwave experimenters. This is the area in
which The SETI League is concentrating its efforts, through our
own Profect Afgus all-sky survey.

The two stritegies. targeted search and all-sky survey, are
entirely complementary. The former stands the best chance of
detecting Incidental radiation from other radio-using civilize
tions inhabiting nearby worlds: The latter {5 ideal for detecting
powerful beacons being transmitted by advanced civilizations
in distunt comers of the galaxy. Between them, the twi tines
stand the greatest chance of cotching thal elusive fish in the cos-
mic pond. While the professionals continue to train their great
telescopes on specific targets. hundreds of amateur astronomers
arvund the world together are seeing in all directions at once,
siv that no direction on the sky shall evade our gaze.

It doesn"1 take a rockel scientist. You too can make a differ-
anze by becoming a part of Praject Argus. the prinsarnatum of
NASA's all-sky survey component. For more information on
how vou can become involved, please contact me al my e-mail
or postal address Hated with this column,

To parsphrase the American poet Robert Frost .

Two patha 1o the srarg diverged, and 1-

I chose the one that NAXA Ter die,

And that mev make all the difference.
13, Faul, N6TX
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