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The discovery of an infense and
short burst of radio waves in space
from uwnknown arigine hes won
three astrophysicists this year's
Shaw Prize in Astronomy, as it
may help scientists better probe
the imiverse.

The prize is one of three annual swands by
the Shaw Prize Foundation with the others
matical scienoes. Eachprce camies a US81.2
million (HES9. 36 million) award.

The astronomy prize is shared by
Matthew Badles, director of the Avstralizn
Besearch Council Centre of Excellence for
Gravitational Wave Discovery, and Wist
Virginia University professors Duncan
Lovimer and Manra MeLavghtin for their
discovery of fst mdio ursts
OOMENA i asTononty, are intense bursts of
radio emissions lasting onltya few thousandis
ofasecond that contain as nmch energy as the
1 ermuits in & month.

Thethreediseoverad the first burst n 2007
an almost a thousand FRBs have been dis-
covered smee then.

Although the origins of FRBs remain
imknowi, Bailes said the discovery aflows
screntists o oot the munber of electrons m
e whale undverse,

Every fime the radio waves pass an elec-
tron in the uriverse, they get delayed, and sci-
entists can calonlate the munber of electrons
between the burst and the Earth, he said.

“You can work owt how many electrons
there are a8 a function of the age of the uni-
verse, [ think that's probably why the Shaw
Prize was awarded, not becanse there is anew
type of the burst, it's [becanse of] the applica-
tiom and potential [of our discovery], "he said.

MeLaughlin also said their discovery is
the ondy way to measure elecrons.

“[FRBs] can answer soime VeTy impor-
tant questions going all the way back to the
Big Bang and how much matter there was,™
MecLanghlin saic

“There are other measurentents that play
o early universe cosmology and how the
umiversa was formed, but there is no otherway
to dio exactly this measnrement besides this
sl " sl saidd.

Iiel anghlim said they hadseapched galax-
ies for years before the frst FRB discovery.

“{FRBs] are fast. becanss of very shost
duration on time scales of milliseconds or

Shaw Prize win brings a
burst of cash for stargazers

thiksandths of a second so they are exiremely
short,” she said, adding they can be detected
by milio telescopes,

MebcL annhiin saic FRBs are likety coming
fioun a tiny enerzy source far gway.

“Some of them are billions of light years
avvay. So they are really exciting new source
class as they are so bright and consing from so
fiar, which means there must be & very, very
ecergetic source producing them.” she said.

“That had to'be either the collision of two
smnall objects or maybe something produced
fiorn a peutron star, a very compact object.™

The team was shocked when ey first dis-
covered the FRE as itwas soumisial and were
skeptical of their own findings.

“The first one we found had as much
energy in itas the sun emits ina month. but it
[lested for] just five milliseconds, 1f we com-
jpare that 1o other rackio flashes tat we alreacdy
ke about fromour own galaxy, it was abous
ot trilkion times more omimous, " Bailes said.

“That was very exciting because every
astronoimer dreams of finding a new calestial
otject,” he added,



