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PRESS NOTE

STATE LEVEL WORKSHOP ON THE OCCURRENCE OF THE COMET ISON

Astrophysicists, amateur astronomers, science activists and artist-designers have come
together to catalyse an India-wide mass campaign on the comet’s trail about the upcoming comet
ISON.

The comet ISON was discovered by Vitali Nevski and Artyom Novichonok on September
21, 2012 using a 40-cm (16-inch) telescope in Russia. The telescope is part of the International
Scientific Optical Network (ISON), a group of observatories for observing asteroids and space
debris. Comets are usually named after their discoverers, but because the initial report from
Nevski and Novichonok did not indicate a cometary appearance for this object, and because other
observers discovered it as cometary, the comet was named ISON after the telescope used to
discover it.

Accurately determining a comet's orbit can take several days, or even weeks of new
observations, but for Comet [SON it came much more quickly. It was calculated that the ISON
orbit's perihelion distance, or the closest distance to the Sun, is 0.012 AU. This implies that
Comet ISON's perihelion is well inside the orbit of Mercury (0.4 AU), and closer than 3 solar
radii. Hence Comet ISON will be a sun-grazing comet.

Over the past decade, hundreds of sungrazing comets have béen discovered, but they are
usually small, short-lived, and only seen by spacecraft designed to observe the Sun. However,
Comet ISON was discovered at the great distance of 6 AU (just beyond Jupiter's orbit), and the
pre-discovery observations go back to more than 8§ AU from the Sun. Because it was discovered
so far away, the comet must be much larger, and therefore brighter, than the typical sungrazer.
Currently, Comet ISON is faint, 16th magnitude, or 10,000 times fainter than the human eye can
see. But it is brightening as it approaches the Sun. When it is near perihelion in late November
2013, it may be possible to carefully see in the daytime with the naked eye. It is this comet's
intrinsic brightness and small perihelion distance that combine to make it so exciting.

This comet will be seen in the East direction during dawn in the second week of
November 2013 and looks still brighter in the 4™ week of November 2013 if it survives its
encounter with sun. Commemorating the rare astronomical event a two days State level workshop
in Puducherry was organised by Pondicherry Science Forum on October 18- 19" 2013 at Lycee
Francis School, Puducherry wherein 50 participants from academicians, science communicators
and NGO’s in Government organisations and institutions attended the workshop. The outreach
programs will be further disseminated widely through schools, colleges, villages, towns in later.

The workshop was inaugurated on 18" October, 2013 at 10A.M in Lycee Francis School,
Puducherry. S. Parthasarthy, Scientific Officer from IGCAR, Kalpakkam, Professor,
R.Mathivanane from Bharthidasan Arts College for Women, Puducherry, and Thiru
Ravichandran, Teacher from Government Higher Secondary School made a brief power point
presentation about ISON. Officers from DSTE, NGO’s and members from Pondicherry Science
Forum participated in the workshop and a telescope available in DSTE was provided for
observing Sky Watching Program during the event.
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