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MEDIA RELEASE
30th March, 2011
Fireball Lights Up Auckland Skies
Aucklanders were treated to a spectacular light show in the skies above their city last night as a very bright meteor or ‘fireball’ blazed across the sky.
Eye witness Selene Spenser says, “I noticed a very bright light that got brighter and lit up the sky (that I could see through the window). At first it seemed white but with a sort of green/blue tint ... it started fading but as it did a ball of gold/fiery light shot downwards and then disappeared.”

Stardome Astronomer Dr Grant Christie estimates the meteor was approximately one metre across. “The usual meteors we see in the sky are generally burning up between 80 and 120km above the Earth. We estimate this fireball was seen between 30 and 80km above us. It is one of the brightest observed fireballs above New Zealand since 1999, when a large fireball was observed to explode over southern Taranaki at an altitude of 37km. Reports say that this new event was a very intense blue/white light, like someone had turned on security lights in their back yard.”
Some people have reported a sonic boom like a dull rumble but there have been no reports so far of a terminal explosion, which indicates that the fireball did not explode. The reported trajectory of the object points to it passing across the Auckland area at around 11:15pm, then out to sea. If it did explode, and a number of reports said the fireball fragmented at the end, any pieces would have likely landed in the ocean.
This object isn’t associated with a meteor shower. According to Christie, “Unlike meteor showers, objects this size are not associated with comets. Most likely they are the fragments that result from collisions in the asteroid belt. That debris then gradually drifts around the solar system and occasionally Earth runs into pieces of it.”
“The object seen over Auckland would have taken millions of years to reach us from the time of collision in the asteroid belt. It would most likely be made of a rocky material. Sometimes people report fireballs displaying different colours as they burn up, and this can help identify what they are made of. So it will be interesting to see more reports as they are collated.”

Tuesday March 29 was not a bad night for viewing conditions, but some high cirrus cloud means most professional and amateur astronomers were not out observing the skies. Most of the sightings have come from members of the public. Many people described it as “awesome”. 
“This is a wonderful celestial event that was very impressive to observe, and only occurs over New Zealand about every five years. Travelling at an estimated 20 kilometres per second, it is arguably the fastest thing most people will see in their lives. Even a rocket being launched into space by NASA doesn’t achieve anything like that speed.”
“Fireballs are not a danger to the public as it is unlikely any pieces will make it to Earth. A fireball is also travelling across the sky at two or three times the height of a jumbo jet.”
Although they are commonly and romantically called shooting stars or falling stars, meteors are nothing to do with stars. They are just rocks in the solar system that are burning up in Earth’s atmosphere.
Stardome astronomers are now calling for reports of sightings, so they can use the information to confirm more details and study the event. A fireball report form can be found at Stardome.org.nz, under ‘contact us’. The more specific details people can provide the better for scientists to accurately determine the nature of this event.
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