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SCIENCE

NEW S CIENTIST

Hopes fade in hunt for Planet X

Ken Croswell, Berkeley

THERE is no evidence for Planet X, the hy-
pothetical 10th planet in our Solar System,
according to a planetary scientist in the US.

Myles Standish of the Jet Propulsion
Laboratory in Pasadena, California, came to
this conclusion after analysing the motion
of Uranus. If Planet X exists, its gravity
might tug Uranus and Neptune as they
orbit the Sun. Claims that both planets
deviate from their predicted paths, have
stimulated a lively debate about whether a
large, unseen planet is responsible (Star
Date, September/October 1991, p 4).

If a planet is to be used as a probe for
Planet X, its orbit must be well determined
so that astronomers can pick out small de-
viations. In practice, this means observing
a planet for at least one full orbit around
the Sun. Uranus fits the bill because it has
completed two and a half orbits since its
discovery in 1781. In contrast, Neptune and
Pluto have travelled only part of the way
round the Sun since their discovery.

The gravity of the other giant planets
also tugs on Uranus, so this must be taken
into account. Standish used data from the
Voyager spacecraft, which determined the
masses of the giant planets as it flew past.
In particular, Standish used a new value for
the mass of Neptune obtained when Voy-
ager 2 flew past in 1989. The spacecraft
discovered the planet to be 0-5 per cent

Unperturbed: Neptune’s orbit is not being
distorted by an unseen 10th planet

less massive than astronomers had thought.

Using the new figures, Standish found
that, contrary to previous claims, the
motion of Uranus has not deviated from its
expected path for the past 160 years.
Although apparent irregularities do occur,
these are due to observational error, says
Standish. For example, some measurements
of Uranus’s position made between 1895
and 1905 show a discrepancy or “residual”
compared with the predicted motion. But
Standish points out that most of the
irregular observations came from a single
telescope, whereas observations made by

NASA/SPL

two other telescopes during the same
period did not show the same residual.

Standish also analysed the motion of
Neptune. He found that the apparent devia-
tions reported for that planet arise simply
because it has not yet completed a full or-
bit since its discovery in 1846.

Standish’s results are not the only thing
going against Planet X. A search of 70 per
cent of the sky with the Infrared Astronomi-
cal Satellite (IRAS) has shown no planet,
even though such an object should absorb
sunlight and re-emit it in the infrared (New
Scientist, Science, 30 November 1991).

But the negative results do not deter
Robert Harrington at the US Naval
Observatory in Washington DC, who has
long searched for Planet X. “It is true that
if you put in the new mass of Neptune,
some of the key residuals in Uranus do de-
crease,” he says. “But in my opinion it is not
correct to say that they disappear entirely.”

Harrington believes Planet X lies in the
southern sky but his search has come to
a temporary end because he has not won
any additional time on a telescope in the
southern hemisphere. “There’s certainly
good reason to be looking,” he says. “But
there’s not good reason to be spending a
great quantity of money on the search.” He
adds that he has always put the odds of
Planet X’s existence at no better than 50-50.

Standish will publish his results in the
May issue of The Astronomical Journal. O
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