New Moon Orbiting Earth?

Earth is being orbited by a mysterious object that's approximately 60 feet long and rotates on its axis once every minute. Amateur astronomer Bill Yeung, first spotted the object on September 3rd , 2002 from his observatory in Arizona. He reported it to the minor planet center in Massachusetts which gave it the designation JOO2E3 and confirmed it as a Near-Earth Object.  Soon however, the object's motion suggested that it was not passing Earth and that it was in an orbit around the Earth.  It must have recently arrived or astronomers would have easily detected it long ago.  Calculations suggest it may have been captured earlier this year in April or May.  It loops around Earth once every 48 days or so, coming as close to our planet as the Moon’s distance from Earth and ranging as far away as two lunar distances. Its orbit is constantly changing because of the combined gravity from the Sun, Earth and Moon.


Astronomers studied the object a week after the discovery and one test measured the spectrum of sunlight coming from J002E3.  It was then determined from one of the tests that the colors from the spectrum were [image: image1]consistent with “white titanium dioxide paint."  This is the same paint NASA used on Apollo moon rockets 30 years ago.  One prominent possibility as to the identity of J002E3 is that it is some rejected space junk from Apollo 12.  The Apollo 12 crew jettisoned the Saturn S-4B upper rocket stage on Nov. 15, 1969, when it was nearly out of fuel. Once the astronauts were at a safe distance, ground controllers back on Earth ignited the engine in order to send it into an orbit around the sun. But instead of circling the Sun or crashing into it, somehow it reentered an unstable orbit around the Earth and Moon, similar to what we see with the orbit of J002E3.   The other possibility is that an asteroid high in titanium dioxide has been captured by Earth’s gravity.   

Captured asteroids are not all that uncommon in the solar system.  Both Saturn and Jupiter’s outer four moons are believed to be captured asteroids as are the two asteroid type moons of Mars.  Neptune’s moon Triton also shows the characteristics of a captured moon.  If it is determined that J002E3 is natural it will become Earth's third natural satellite.  Earth's second one is called Cruithne, also known as asteroid 3753. The tiny object was discovered in 1986 and takes a complicated horseshoe path around our planet as it is tossed about by the Earth's and the Moon's gravity.
