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SAN FRANCISCO (Reuters) - Human increases in carbon dioxide emissions are
thinning the Earth's outer atmosphere, making it easier to keep the space station aloft
but prolonging the life of dangerous space debris, scientists said on Monday.

"It's a bit of a two-edge sword," said
Stanley Solomon, a scientist at the
National Center for Atmospheric
Research in Boulder, Colorado. "In
the future, it will be a little bit easier
to keep the space station, for
instance, in orbit. It will need a little
bit less fuel."

"On the other hand, it will give space
junk a much longer lifetime," he told
the fall meeting of the American
Geophysical Union in San Francisco.

Solomon is the co-author of a study
presented on Monday that found
man's burning of fossil fuels and
increase of carbon dioxide emissions will make the Earth's outer atmosphere above 62
miles 3 percent less dense by 2017. The study found a decrease of about 5 percent
between 1970 and 2000.

Although scientists say that carbon dioxide contributes to global warming closer to
Earth's surface, in the thinner outer atmosphere where space craft orbit, a cooling effect
takes place. Solar activity also impacts the outer atmosphere.

As this outermost region becomes less dense, it produces less drag on satellites, space
craft and tens of thousands of pieces of discarded space debris from previous missions
orbiting at about 250 miles from Earth's surface.

"These objects are now experiencing less drag proportionally than they did 30 years
ago," Solomon said.

The Soviet Union kicked off the space age in 1957 by launching the Sputnik satellite into

orbit. Some of the early satellites such NASA 's Explorer 8 launched in 1960 are still
spinning around the Earth.

A steady stream of space launches since Sputnik has left about 10,000 objects bigger
than the size of a grapefruit, and 100,000 larger than a centimeter, said Kent Tobiska,
president and chief scientist of Space Environment Technologies in Pacific Palisades,
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president and chief scientist of Space Environment Technologies in Pacific Palisades,
California.

"It's a more complex, more difficult and a more dangerous area for them," Tobiska said
of modern-day spacecraft.

The International Space Station  now in orbit must readjust its path several times a
year to avoid colliding with such debris; a chance hit with a spacewalking astronaut
could prove fatal.

A Russian cosmonaut increased by one the number of man-made objects in space by
hitting a golf ball into the final frontier during a space walk last month.

RECOMMEND THIS STORY

Yahoo! - My Yahoo! - Mail

Home U.S Business World Entertainment Sports Tech Politics Science Health Travel Most Popular Odd News Opinion

From  the  ashes  comes  baby
Nessie  fossil

USATODAY.COM
Discovery crew  makes  2 - ton
addition  to  space  station

LIVESCIENCE.COM

Discoveries
Track innovations in
science, health and
technology.

ASSIGNMENT EARTH

Planet Profiled
Explore the world's
wonders and the
battle to save them.

MOST POPULAR

Popular Science
The most popular
science news stories
and photos.

È All  Most  Popular

Search:  All News  Search  Advanced

Recommend It: Average (31 votes)

È Recommended Stories

Tall mountain range found on Titan  AP via
Yahoo! News, Dec 12

Europe Earmarks 57 Million Euros for Mega-
Telescope  at Deutsche Welle, Dec 12

Glitches delay satellite launches  at The Los
Angeles Times (reg. req'd),  Dec 12

Europe earmarks 57 million euros for next
phase in mega-telescope  AFP via Yahoo! News,
Dec 11

From sci-fi to sci-fact  at BBC, Dec 07

The Big Question: Is Nasa's trillion-dollar
space mission worth the money?  at The
Independent (UK), Dec 06

Back to the Moon, Permanently  at The New
York Times (reg. req'd),  Dec 09

Houston, we have a goal  at Christian Science
Monitor, Dec 07

Astronauts complete seven-hour spacewalk
AP

Tall mountain range found on Titan AP

Scientists grapple over sunspot cycle AP

More dead fish found in Va. river AP

Report defends experiments on monkeys AP

Tall mountain range found on Titan AP

Antarctic hut eerily intact after nearly a century
Reuters

Astronauts complete seven-hour spacewalk
AP

Scientists grapple over sunspot cycle AP

Fake snow in Alps, Moscow blooms: green
Christmas? Reuters

West Forecast weather.com - Tue Dec 12, 6:30 PM
ET

Mild Relief weather.com - Tue Dec 12, 6:15 PM ET

Midwest Forecast weather.com - Tue Dec 12, 6:15
PM ET

South Forecast weather.com - Tue Dec 12, 6:15
PM ET



12/13/2006 04:28 AMGlobal warming prolongs life of space debris - Yahoo! News

Page 3 of 3http://news.sbc.yahoo.com/s/nm/20061211/sc_nm/space_orbit_dc

Copyright © 2006 Reuters Limited. All rights reserved. Republication or redistribution of Reuters content is expressly prohibited without the prior written
consent of Reuters. Reuters shall not be liable for any errors or delays in the content, or for any actions taken in reliance thereon. 

Copyright © 2006 Yahoo! Inc. All rights reserved.
Questions or Comments

Privacy Policy -Terms of Service - Copyright/IP Policy - Ad Feedback


