
Pluto 



When do you first remember knowing about Pluto? 
 
What did you know?  

Discovery announced on 13 March, 1930  

Astronomers have known that Pluto has an 
atmosphere since 1988. 

New Horizons launched  
January 19 2006 Charon 1978 
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This fascinating icy plains region -- resembling frozen mud cracks on Earth -- has been informally 
named “Sputnik Planum” (Sputnik Plain) after the Earth’s first artificial satellite. It has a broken 
surface of irregularly-shaped segments, roughly 12 miles (20 kilometers) across, bordered by what 
appear to be shallow troughs. Some of these troughs have darker material within them, while 
others are traced by clumps of hills that appear to rise above the surrounding terrain. Elsewhere, 
the surface appears to be etched by fields of small pits that may have formed by a process called 
sublimation, in which ice turns directly from solid to gas, just as dry ice does on Earth. 

http://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/styles/full_width/public/thumbnails/image/pluto_heart_of_the_heart_03.jpg?itok=h_QisCye
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The New Horizons Atmospheres team observed Pluto’s atmosphere as far as   
1,600 kilometres above the surface, demonstrating that Pluto’s nitrogen-rich 
atmosphere is quite extended. This is the first observation of Pluto’s atmosphere 
at altitudes higher than 270 kilometres above the surface. 
 
The New Horizons Particles and Plasma team has discovered a region of cold, 
dense ionized gas tens of thousands of kilometres beyond Pluto -- the planet’s 
atmosphere being stripped away by the solar wind and lost to space. 

http://www.nasa.gov/press-release/nasa-s-new-horizons-discovers-frozen-plains-in-the-heart-of-pluto-s-heart  
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Models suggest the hazes form when ultraviolet sunlight breaks up methane gas 
particles -- a simple hydrocarbon in Pluto’s atmosphere. The breakdown of methane 
triggers the buildup of more complex hydrocarbon gases, such as ethylene and 
acetylene, which also were discovered in Pluto’s atmosphere by New Horizons. As 
these hydrocarbons fall to the lower, colder parts of the atmosphere, they condense 
into ice particles that create the hazes. Ultraviolet sunlight chemically converts hazes 
into tholins, the dark hydrocarbons that colour Pluto’s surface. 

25th July 
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Frozen Carbon Monoxide in Pluto’s 'Heart'  Peering closely at the “heart of Pluto,” in the western half of what mission scientists 
have informally named Tombaugh Regio  (Tombaugh Region), New Horizons’ Ralph 
instrument revealed evidence of carbon monoxide ice.  The contours indicate that 
the concentration of frozen carbon monoxide increases towards the center of the 
“bull’s eye.” These data were acquired by the spacecraft on July 14 and transmitted 
to Earth on July 16.  
Image Credit: NASA/JHUAPL/SWRI 
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Seven weeks after New Horizons sped past the Pluto system to study Pluto and its 
moons – previously unexplored worlds – the mission team will begin intensive 
downlinking of the tens of gigabits of data the spacecraft collected and stored on its 
digital recorders.  
The process moves into high gear on Saturday, Sept. 5, with the entire downlink 
taking about one year to complete. 

Even moving at light speed, the radio signals from New Horizons containing data 
need more than 4 ½ hours to cover the 3 billion miles to reach Earth 

https://www.nasa.gov/feature/nasa-s-new-horizons-spacecraft-begins-intensive-data-downlink-phase  

Parkes Observatory – part of NASA’s 
Deep Space Network 
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https://www.nasa.gov/feature/nasa-s-new-horizons-team-selects-potential-kuiper-belt-flyby-target  

Announced August 29 2015:  New Horizons next possible target, 1 billion miles 
out from Pluto.  ETA January 1 2019 
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