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“Neptune:  Celebrating One Neptunian Year – What We’ve Learned, What’s Surprised Us, and What’s Next”
by Statia Luszcz

When:  May 14, 2011, 7:30 - 10:00PM
Where:  Chabot Space and Science Center, Galileo Room
Abstract of Lecture
In July 2011, Neptune will complete its first orbital rotation since its discovery in 1846.  This long year is a consequence of its distance from the Sun - more than 30 times greater than that of Earth.  As a result, Neptune receives very little solar energy to power its atmosphere.  Remarkably, when Voyager II flew by Neptune in 1989, it revealed that Neptune has perhaps the most dynamic atmosphere in our Solar System, with 900 mph winds and huge active methane clouds several thousand miles across.
Neptune's location in the far reaches of the Solar System makes it incredibly difficult to study.  From the ground, Neptune is invisible to the naked eye, and the details of its atmosphere remain unresolved with traditional ground-based telescopes.  We will discuss some of the ways scientists have overcome the challenges of studying such a faraway planet.  We will examine several of the great discoveries and big surprises of the Voyager II visit to Neptune, and at the technological advances of the past two decades that allow us to continue studying Neptune's atmosphere from the Earth.  I will describe recent observations from the Keck telescope that help us understand Neptune's cloud activity and dynamic atmosphere.  I will also present observations from the CARMA interferometer, which let us look deep into the atmosphere, teaching us about Neptune's chemistry and environment.  Finally, we will discuss future prospects for research into Neptune's atmosphere, both from the ground and from space.
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Biography of Statia Luszcz 
Statia Luszcz-Cook is currently a PhD candidate in the Astronomy Department at UC Berkeley.  As an undergraduate at Cornell University, she measured the day and night temperatures of extrasolar planets using light curves from the Spitzer Space Telescope.  Her current research focuses on the atmospheric dynamics of Neptune using ground-based observations.  She is an experienced observer, with more than 40 days of service observing at CARMA, a millimeter array in Eastern California, as well as several nights on the 10-m Keck II telescope on Mauna Kea, Hawaii.  Statia is also an active volunteer with Oakland Animal Services and Chabot Space and Science Center.  She enjoys cooking, ballet, and hiking around the Bay Area with her husband, Jonathan and their dog, Charlie.
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