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SCIENTISTS MEET IN VIRGINIA BEACH TO DISCUSS CELESTIAL MOTIONS AND RELATIVITY

In two back-to-back meetings running from April 27 to May 5, scientists will meet in Virginia Beach to discuss the motions of galaxies, stars, and planets, and how these motions are measured.  Both meetings, to be held at the Cavalier Hotel, will bring together about 100 astronomers and physicists from all over the world to consider recent advances in the field of dynamical astronomy.

The first meeting, running from April 27 to May 1 and organised by the International Astronomical Union, will explore the influence of Einstein’s theory of general relativity on the science of celestial motions and timekeeping.  The conference will also consider new experimental tests of relativity, including plans for future observations from space.  (See http://www.aas.org/divisions/meetings/iau/.)

The second meeting, running from May 2 to 5 and organised by the Division on Dynamical Astron​o​my of the American Astronomical Society, will survey broader scientific topics in the field, in​cluding the orbits of asteroids and planetary moons, the structure of Saturn’s rings, the formation of planets around stars, and collisions and mer​gers of galaxies.  (See http://dda.harvard.edu/meetings/2009/.)

At both meetings, scientists will discuss how the increasingly accurate measurements now available — from both spacecraft and ground-based instruments — are providing the motivation for better theories as well as more elaborate strategies for analysing data.  General relativity, or GR, describes the geometry of space-time in which both the observations and the motions of celestial bodies take place.  However, deciding how best to apply the principles of GR to a particular scientific problem is not simple and is often the subject of considerable debate among specialists.

Dr. Michael Efroimsky of the US Naval Observatory, who chairs the organising committee for both meetings, said that an important topic of discussion will be the use of selected stars or galaxies to serve as “astronomical lighthouses”: known reference points that anchor a system of very precise celestial coordinates, similar to longitude and latitude on Earth.

According to Dr. Ken Seidelmann of the University of Virginia, improving the theories and the observational techniques — as well as the coordinate systems that astronomers use — has a direct impact on such practical applications as GPS positioning, the measurement of continental drift, satellite tracking, worldwide time syn​chron​i​sation, interplanetary spacecraft navigation, and the prediction of asteroid encounters with the Earth. 

On the afternoon of Sunday, May 3, Dr. Victor Brumberg will be presented with the 2008 Brouwer Award of the Division on Dynamical Astronomy.  Following the award presentation, he will deliver a lecture titled “Relativistic Celestial Mechanics on the Verge of Its 100 Year Anniversary.”   Dr. Brumberg has had a long and distinguished career in dynamical astronomy, and from 1987 to 2004, was the Chief Scientist of the Institute of Applied Astronomy of the Russian Academy of Sciences.   The award he will receive is named for Professor Dirk Brouwer (1902-1966), a prominent Dutch and American astronomer who specialised in celestial motions. 

The Virginia Beach area provides an interesting context for considering the motions of celestial objects, located as it is on the edge of a buried impact crater, about 50 miles wide, formed when an asteroid or comet hit the Earth some 35 million years ago. 
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