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What's so special about comet 3I/ATLAS from
interstellar space?

Comet 3I/ATLAS is coming from interstellar space and is hurtling through the Solar System at an incredible
speed of 60 km/s. Here's what you need to know about this special comet.
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Comet 3I/ATLAS is the third known object from outside the solar system. Astronomers have classified the
object as interstellar because of its hyperbolic orbit.

Comet 3I/ATLAS poses no threat to Earth and will remain very far away. Its closest approach to our planet will
be about 1.8 astronomical units (about 170 million miles or 270 million kilometers). 3I/ATLAS will reach its
closest point to the Sun around October 30, 2025, at a distance of about 1.4 au (130 million miles or 210 million
kilometers) — just inside the orbit of Mars.

 

The size and physical properties of the interstellar comet are being studied by astronomers around the world.
3I/ATLAS will remain visible to ground-based telescopes until September 2025, after which it will pass very
close to the Sun. It will reappear on the other side of the Sun in early December 2025.
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Why is this comet named 3I/ATLAS?

Comets are usually named after their discoverers, in this case the ATLAS survey team. The 'I' stands for
'interstellar', indicating that the object came from outside the solar system. It is the third known interstellar
object, hence the '3' in the name.

 

Where did this interstellar object come from?

3I/ATLAS formed in another star system and was somehow ejected into interstellar space, the space between
stars. Over millions, perhaps billions, of years, it drifted until it recently arrived in our solar system. It was
approaching in the general direction of the constellation Sagittarius, where the center of our galaxy, the Milky
Way, is located. When it was discovered, 3I/ATLAS was about 410 million miles (670 million kilometers) from
the Sun, within the orbit of Jupiter.

How was it determined that 3I/ATLAS did not originate from the solar system?

Observations of the comet's orbit show that it is moving too fast to be bound by the Sun's gravity and that it is on
what is known as a hyperbolic orbit. In other words, it is not following a closed orbit around the Sun. It is simply
passing through the solar system and will continue its journey into interstellar space, never to be seen again.

How many interstellar objects have been discovered?

It is the third known interstellar object. In 2017, 'Oumuamua became the first interstellar object to be discovered;
the second, 2I/Borisov, was discovered in 2019.



 

How big is 3I/ATLAS and is it an asteroid or a comet?

Astronomers don't yet know how big 3I/ATLAS is, but they can see from their observations that it's active,
meaning it has an icy core and a dust cloud (a bright cloud of gas and dust that surrounds a comet as it
approaches the Sun). This is why astronomers classify it as a comet rather than an asteroid.

How fast is 3I/ATLAS moving?

Very fast. When it was discovered, the interstellar comet was traveling at about 137,000 miles per hour (221,000
kilometers per hour, or 61 kilometers per second), and its speed will increase as it gets closer to the Sun.

Is there a risk of this interstellar object colliding with Earth?

No. Although the object's orbit takes it into the inner solar system, it won't come close to Earth. As comet
3I/ATLAS moves through the solar system, it won't come closer than 1.6 au (about 150 million miles, or 240
million kilometers) to our planet.

You finished reading the article "What's so special about comet 3I/ATLAS from interstellar space?" edited
by the TipsMake team. We hope this article has provided you with many useful tech tips and tricks. You can
search for similar articles on tips and guides. Thank you for reading and for following us regularly.
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