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Astronomy & Space News
Pluto Demoted by IAU

The International Astronomical Union (IAU) held
its 26™ General Assembly in Prague during
August. The gathering of nearly 2,500
astronomers voted to demote Pluto from a full
planet to a new classification of "dwarf planet".

Two resolutions, 5A and 6A, were passed by the
IAU. The controversial decisions mean
textbooks will have to describe a Solar System
with just eight major planetary bodies.

The IAU General Assembly agreed that a
"planet” is defined as a celestial body that (a) is
in orbit around the Sun, (b) has sufficient mass
for its self-gravity to overcome rigid body forces
so that it assumes a hydrostatic equilibrium
(nearly round) shape, and (c) has cleared the
neighbourhood around its orbit.

This means that the Solar System consists of
eight "planets" Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars,
Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune. A new
distinct class of objects called "dwarf planets"
was also decided. It was agreed that "planets"”
and "dwarf planets" are two distinct classes of
objects. The first members of the "dwarf planet”
category are Ceres, Pluto and 2003 UB313.

The "dwarf planet” Pluto is recognised as an
important proto-type of a new class of trans-
Neptunian objects. The IAU will set up a process
to name these objects.

Not everyone present supported the decisions
and some astronomers are already campaigning
to get Pluto reinstated as a full planet; the
debate is far from settled.
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New 3D Map of “local” Universe Revealed
Astronomers have produced their biggest 3D
map yet of the "local" Universe - the 2MASS
Redshift Survey (2MRS). 2MRS sees this detail
in a bigger volume of space than any previous
astronomical survey.
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