
Astronomers may make 
a major step forward in 
studying planets around other 
stars as early as next week 
— but the odds are strongly 
against them. 

Last week’s announcement 
by Stéphane Udry and his 
colleagues at the Geneva 
Observatory that they 
had found a planet in the 
‘habitable zone’ of the red 
dwarf Gliese 581 caused 
a great deal of excitement 
(S. Udry et al. Astron. 
Astrophys.; in the press). Its 
low mass (about five times 
that of Earth) and its position 
in the habitable zone, where 
temperatures are compatible 
with water being present as 
a liquid, mean that Gliese 
581 c, as the planet is called, 
could be more Earth-like than 
anything else yet seen beyond 
the Solar System. 

However, finding out 
whether Gliese 581 c is a 
larger version of Earth or a 
smaller version of Neptune 
— a much less homely 
prospect — means measuring 
its density. The only way this 
can be done is by observing 
the planet cross the face of 
Gliese 581 and thus working 
out its radius. Unfortunately, 

such a transit will be visible 
from our Solar System only if 
we happen to be sitting in the 
plane of the planet’s orbit. The 
chances of that being the case 
are a daunting 50 to 1 against. 

Nevertheless, any odds are 
worth taking when it’s the 
only game in town. On 26 
April, just three days after 
the planet’s existence was 
revealed, Dimitar Sasselov 
of Harvard University began 
using the small Canadian 
space telescope MOST 
(Microvariability and 
Oscillations of Stars) to 
observe Gliese 581. Sasselov 
predicts that, if the geometry 
is right, his team should see 
the star dim on 7 May as the 
planet passes in front of it. 

“If Gliese 581 c transits then 
the doors are open” says 
David Charbonneau, another 
Harvard exoplanet hunter. 
A transit would not only 
supply data about density, it 
would open up the possibility 
of follow-on observations 
that might reveal clues to 
the contents of the planet’s 
atmosphere. A definitive 
failure to see a transit, on 
the other hand, would close 
off almost all lines of future 
observation with current 

technologies. An exception is 
listening out for evidence of 
artificial radio transmissions. 
The SETI Institute of 
Mountain View, California, 
kept an ear out for signals 
from Gliese 581 in 1995 and 
1997. “We didn’t find any 
signal,” says Seth Shostak, 
a SETI Institute astronomer. 
But the institute’s next project 
— the Allen telescope — will 
nevertheless make looking 
at the Gliese 581 system a 
priority.

Without transits, the wild 
card of SETI is the only way 
forward on this particular 
planet. But Charbonneau is 
still uplifted by the discovery. 
He draws the inference from 
Gliese 581 c that there are 
more such low-mass planets 
around dwarf stars, and 
indeed Udry says he already 
has candidates for which he 
needs just a bit more data. 
It’s not unreasonable to hope 
that within a few years enough 
data will have been found to 
make it likely that at least one 
will be observable in transit. 

“One day we’ll be lucky,” 
Sasselov agrees. “And 
hopefully,” he adds, “it’ll be 
next week.” ■

Katharine Sanderson

ity — around a twentieth of a typical lap-
top’s needs — and can be charged off-grid 
in various ways. Its display can be read 
in bright sunlight, and nearby laptops 
automatically create a wireless network 
between themselves with which, among 
other things, they can share an Internet 
connection.

Ashok Jhunjhunwala, a former director 
of the Indian Institute of Technology in 
Chennai, and one of the India’s top experts 
in information technology sees the OLPC 
machine as “a great technological effort”. 
But “proper support is a must. Nothing 
works without support, management and 
maintenance”. 

Change in focus
Poor countries have other public spending 
priorities, Jhunjhunwala argues, and ini-
tiatives such as OLPC should start where 
they can have a real effect — among the 
market of emerging middle classes and 
schools that can afford the computers for 
themselves. The OLPC will otherwise be 
irrelevant to developing countries; in the 
poorest strata of society “this toy will just 
be sold or stolen”.

Jhunjhunwala himself is the brains 
behind the netPC and netTV computers 
built by Novatium, a Chennai-based com-
pany, which embraces the idea that PCs no 
longer need large, expensive hard drives 
and stacks of memory, but can instead act 
as gateways to computing power elsewhere 
on the Internet. Users are expected to 
access free web-based word-processing and 
spreadsheet software and storage, as offered 
by web services such as Google Office, or to 
take out a subscription for Microsoft Office 
and other paying software served over the 
web by Novartium’s own central servers.

Whatever the future for the OLPC 
project, the fact that the next billion com-
puter users will be in developing countries 
looks set to drive a new phase in comput-
ing innovation — one that could have 
repercussions in developed markets too. 
Last week, for the first time, Negroponte 
said that he was considering selling the 
computers to US children via their state 
governments, an idea he had previously 
rejected. The educational information 
appliance of the future might turn out 
to be a mobile telephone, or some sort of 
hybrid, but no one can rule out Negropon-
te’s vision of one laptop per child coming 
true worldwide. That does not mean, 
though, that his specific approach will get 
much further. ■
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Long odds on a long shadow

QUANTUM 
CRYPTOGRAPHY 
IS HACKED
It is possible to eavesdrop 
on encrypted messages.
www.nature.com/news

Planets in the 
habitable zones of 
red dwarfs could be 
strange new Earths. L.
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