Scientists Study the Effects of Comet Linear's Breakup
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Comet's Fragility
Shocks Scientists

By Michael Paine

Special to SPACE.com
posted: 04:03 pm ET
04 August 2000

The break-up of Comet Linear as it swept past the sun last
week has shocked astronomers into rethinking theories of
the origins of such rocky ice balls in ways that could reduce
the threat of a collision course with Earth.

Though astronomers say they need more time to analyze
Hubble Space Telescope and Jacobus Kapteyn Telescope
images of the disintegrating Linear, they hope to soon have
a greater understanding for how cometary nuclei are put

together.

Comet Linear comes
from the outer reaches
of the solar system, a
quarter of the way to the
nearest star. See an
animation of the Comet
Linear.

Far beyond just the interests of
academia, this knowledge could affect
all of humankind. If, for example, a
different comet were found to be
directly en route to Earth, would the
rogue comet withstand a
nuclear-bomb blast that would deflect
it away from our planet? Earth-defense
deflection methods such as nuclear blasts might not work
on something as fragile as Comet Linear.

Blasting a more solid object, like an asteroid or even a
smushy comet, could have serious repercussions. Many of
the fragments could remain on a collision course and, like
the blast from a shotgun, the fragments could do up to 10
times as much damage as the original, intact object.
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Comet Linear

Linear comes from the outer reaches of the solar system --
a quarter of the distance to the nearest star. Analysis of its
orbit suggests it has been plunging toward the sun for
millions of years. Last September, the LINEAR telescope in
New Mexico detected the comet out beyond the orbit of
Jupiter. With its highly sensitive automated search system,
the scope is designed to detect near-Earth asteroids and
observe their behavior. Occasionally, it also picks up a
comet.

Strange behavior

Comet Linear's behavior is very strange. As it moved closer
to the sun, chunks of the comet started flying off. By then,
many large telescopes were pointed at the object, including
the Hubble Space Telescope.
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