
 

 

COFFS HARBOUR ASTRONOMICAL SOCIETY 

INCORPORATED 
 

MINUTES AND NOTICE OF MEETING 
 

MINUTES OF NOVEMBER MONTHLY MEETING HELD 

AT BOAMBEE HALL, MONDAY 5 NOVEMBER 2012 AT 

7:00pm. 
 

PRESENT:  10 members and 2 visitors. 

 

MEETING OPENED: 7:03pm with President, Win Howard in the chair. 

 

APOLOGIES: Peter Black, Frank Kennedy 

 

MINUTES OF LAST MEETING: adopted as circulated by e-mail.  

 

BUSINESS ARISING FROM MINUTES:  Nil 

 

CORRESPONDENCE: 

IN:   Nil 

OUT: Nil 

 

GENERAL BUSINESS: Nil 

 

REPORTS FROM MEMBERS: 

1) From Win Howard: This morning at approximately 2:00am Win was looking at 

Jupiter through his telescope and found the atmospheric conditions to be extremely 

clear. He was able to clearly observe the transit of one of its moons in this excellent 

seeing condition. 

2) From Terry Gill: 

a) As amateur astronomers coming to meetings, etc. we often do not realise how 

much about astronomy we are learning. Recently Terry was at a party in Coffs 

and mentioned that in a few minutes the group could see an Iridium flare if they 

wished. No-one had any knowledge at all of Iridium flares and all were very 

interested in the observation, which was seen by all. This was no great surprise as 



Iridium flares are not at all well known. Terry then mentioned that in an hour we 

could see the Hubble space telescope go overhead. Again no-one there had ever 

heard of the Hubble. Again all saw it and were very interested. Terry was more 

than a bit surprised that no-one had heard of the Hubble. 

b) Terry has observed 2 very bright Iridium flares (in addition to the one mentioned 

above) in the last month. 

c) Terry reported that tonight the International Space Station was making a pass 

overhead, in the far north, starting at 7:50pm. The meeting agreed to break before  

that time to observe it. 

d) Terry reported that he was going to Cairns to attempt to observe the total solar 

eclipse on 14 November. This instigated considerable discussion about solar 

eclipses. Terry will give a detailed report at the next meeting in December. 

 

REPORTS FROM THE PRESIDENT: (this material is collected from the internet 

each month and presented in an edited form). 
1. Regarding the Square Kilometre Array (SKA) radio telescope. Both Australia and 

South Africa have built pilot systems which are operating. Australia’s pilot 

system consists of 36 dishes 315km NE of Geraldton WA. 60 more will be built 

by 2016. In the first day of operation the data generated was more than the 

contents of the entire USA Congressional Library.  It is thought that new types of 

computers may be needed to handle the quantity of data that will be generated. 

The Australian home page of the SKA is 

http://www.ska.gov.au/Pages/default.aspx . 

2. ALMA (Atacama Large Millimetre Array) is the biggest radio telescope in the 

world now (until the SKA) comes on line. Astronomers using this scope have 

recently found an unexpected, spiral structure around a red giant star called R 

Sculptoris. Previously these types of stars have had shells but this one has, in 

addition to the shell, the spirally arranged material. No explanation at this stage. 

Some details on the ALMA telescope are available at its website 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atacama_Large_Millimeter_Array . 

3. At the centre of our galaxy, in the direction of Sagittarius, a star has been detected 

orbiting the central black hole. This star is in a very close orbit and completes a 

circuit in only 11.5 years. At the moment the star is so feint that it is right at the 

boundary of our ability to make useful measurements on it. This will soon change 

with planned improvements to our telescopes. More detail is available at the 

magazine website http://www.skyandtelescope.com/news/Star-Zips-around-

Black-Hole-172658191.html . 

4. The Hubble Constant is a measurement of the rate of expansion of the universe. 

This rate has been measured to higher and higher levels of accuracy over the 

decades since it was first estimated. The Spitzer space telescope has recently 

refined this measurement to an accuracy of just a few percent. This is as accurate 

as most commercial electronic meters. Details at the NASA site 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/news/Star-Zips-around-Black-Hole-

172658191.html . 

5. It is not too uncommon to have a sun with four planets orbiting around it. What 

has been discovered recently is a planet that orbits around four suns (sort of). It 
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orbits around a double star system but there is another double star system so close 

that it must have a profound effect on the orbit of the planet. Life is probably not 

possible on this planet but one must wonder at some of the difficulties 

encountered with many things that we find relatively simple such as: 

a. Working out how old you are. 

b. When is the next high tide to go fishing. 

c. What day is it (also month, season, etc.) 

d. How long will it be before daylight. 

6. An earth-sized planet has been discovered orbiting one of our nearest neighbour 

stars. One of the stars in the Alpha Centauri triplet has this planet. The planet 

orbits around the star every 3.2 days so it is very close to the star. Mercury, our 

nearest planet to the sun, orbits about every 88 days. More information at 

http://spaceflightnow.com/news/n1210/16alphacentauri/ . 

7. Re space junk: in August Russia launched a multi-stage rocket that did not fire its 

last stage (meaning that it was still full of fuel). About two weeks ago the rocket 

blew up adding greatly to the space junk orbiting the earth. The level of this junk 

is not far different to the International Space Station. Interested readers may like 

to look at the Herald article on this at http://www.smh.com.au/technology/sci-

tech/space-junk-cloud-could-threaten-space-station-20121026-2895u.html . 

8. One possibility far in the future is that the sun will expand greatly and swallow up 

the inner planets as it becomes a red giant. Another possibility at this time is that 

the earth may spiral out away from the sun as the star expands. It depends largely 

on the rate of expansion. A red giant star has been observed with a very high 

Lithium content in its spectrum. Lithium is easily destroyed in stars so finding a 

high concentration of it in an old star is unexpected. It is thought that the most 

likely explanation is that a large planet has recently been swallowed up as the star 

expanded, thereby donating its Lithium to the star. One day our earth may end up 

the same way so it is of particular interest to scientists. NASA has put out an 

article on this with the catchy title of “Fried Planets” 

http://science.nasa.gov/science-news/science-at-nasa/2012/25oct_friedplanets/ . 

9. The Prime Minister’s prize for Science has been won by Professor Ken Freeman 

from ANU for his work in introducing the concept of Dark Energy. Another of his 

projects is the field of Galactic Archaeology which uses the chemical signatures 

of galaxies to gain clues on how that galaxy began. A brief ABC article on this is 

at http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/scienceshow/the-prime-

ministere28099s-prizes-for-science-2012/4350054 . 

10. Australian astronomers led by Dr Jeff Cooke have detected two supernovae 

explosions that have two particularly interesting features. Firstly they occurred 

when the universe was only about 1.5 billion years old when stars were mostly 

very different to how they are now. Secondly the sizes of the explosions indicate 

that the stars that exploded were about 3000 times the mass of our sun. When 

stars are this massive the explosion is similarly very massive. Prior to these 

supernovae, only one of this size had ever been detected. More detail at 

http://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2012/11/01/3622753.htm . 

 

CLOSURE AND FUTURE MEETING TIMES: 
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The next monthly meeting will be Monday 3 December, again at Boambee Hall at 

7:00pm, all members and interested persons are encouraged to attend.   

 

Meeting closed at 8:10pm. 

 

VIEWING 

The meeting did adjourn at 7:48pm to gather outside and look for the ISS. There was 

some cloud in the south and west but the north was clear and the pass of the ISS was just 

above the treetops and clearly visible to all. This instigated a short discussion about the 

ISS and also about the quality of the Heavens-Above website that predicted its position, 

appearance and disappearance extremely accurately. 

 

The meeting then reconvened inside and, in the 15 minutes while the meeting was 

concluding, the sky completely clouded over making further viewing of the sky 

impossible. 

 

Secretary’s Note: by about 10:30pm the sky had again cleared completely and remained 

clear for the rest of the night. Frustrating is an appropriate word. 

 

Terry GILL 

Secretary 


