
Mys te ri ous sig nals de tected in a dis tant galaxy by astronomers work ing for Stephen Hawk ing’s
project to find alien life have sparked a de bate over whether they could be from UFOs. The £77m
Break through Lis ten project (BL) re cently picked up 15 fast ra dio bursts (FRBs) from an un known
source, lead ing to spec u la tion they came from neu tron stars, black holes or ex trater res trial tech nol- 
ogy across the uni verse.

Sci en tists have pre vi ously ob served 24 sim i lar sig nals since the ini tia tive to dis cover alien civil i sa- 
tions was set up by Pro fes sor Hawk ing and Rus sian bil lion aire Yuri Mil ner in Jan uary 2016. One
source of re peated ra dio bursts, known as “FRB121102”, was iden ti fied in a dwarf galaxy around three
bil lion light years away

from Earth in 2012.
Break through Lis ten di rec tor An drew Siemion told The Guardian: “Whether or not fast ra dio

bursts turn out to be signatures of ex trater res trial tech nol ogy, Break through Lis ten is help ing to push
the fron tiers of a new and rapidly grow ing area of our un der stand ing of the uni verse around us.”

Re act ing to the news on Twit ter, Na tional Ge o graphic writer Na dia Drake said: “In vok ing aliens
as a po ten tial so lu tion to an on go ing mystery is lazy.” She added: “Things can go bump (or burst!) in
the cos mos and be com pelling/fas ci nat ing/in trigu ing with out be ing ALIENS!” Re search as tronomer
and Penn State Univer sity fac ulty mem ber Derek Fox replied: “Amen, sis ter!”
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But Emmy-nom i nated Emily Ca lan drelli, host of Xplo ration Outer Space, said: “I have to dis agree
with this. I think this ar gu ment ig nores the fact that most of gen eral pop cares about aliens and not,
say, neu tron stars. If the Break through Lis ten project is in volved, it seems like you’re leav ing in for- 
ma tion out by *not* ref er enc ing aliens.”

Us ing the Green Bank Te le scope in West Vir ginia, the BL sci ence team de tected the bursts in the
early hours of 26 Au gust. The strange, brief emis sions that come from dis tant but un known sources
ap pear to line up, and of ten come from the same part of space, lead ing to spec u la tion they could be
in ten tional rather than the re sult of phys i cal events. The newly dis cov ered bursts will also al low sci- 
en tists to see more of what is ac tu ally hap pen ing than ever be fore, ac cord ing to the sci en tists who de- 
tected them.

“As well as con firm ing that the source is in a newly ac tive state, the high res o lu tion of the data ob- 
tained by the Lis ten in stru ment will al low mea sure ment of the prop er ties of these mys te ri ous bursts
at a higher pre ci sion than ever pos si ble be fore,” said post doc toral re searcher Vishal Ga j jar, who dis- 
cov ered the in creased ac tiv ity.

Sci en tists had ini tially been wor ried that the bursts might not be com ing from space, and were ac- 
tu ally a mis un der stood sig nal from Earth – like when astronomers found that they had ac ci den tally
de tected their own mi crowave. But re cent work showed that the mes sages are com ing from out side
the Earth’s at mos phere. The re cent re sults were pub lished on the Astronomer sTele gram.org.


