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There are two circumstances in which we might intensely for a year by a group of scientists at 
discover alien life. The first, if we discover life NASA headed up by Drs. Everett Gibson and David 
within our Solar System by means of interplanetary McKay. In 1996 they announced to the press that 
probes or meteorites that have landed on Earth. they believed they had uncovered evidence for life 
The second is if we detect alien signals from other on Mars. It must be noted that they did not say they 
stars via the SETI project. We’ll deal with both of had unequivocally discovered life on Mars, but the 
them in turn, but first we have to point out that in media inflated the story to say just that.
both cases if such a discovery were to be made, it 
is very likely that it would have been extensively 

After the press conference their findings were researched beforehand and as soon as it was 
quickly attacked as being ambiguous (unclear) by announced, the findings (of alien life) would be 
the scientific community, and since then the general immediately come under professional criticism (as 
consensus has been that ALH84001, while showing happened in the ALH84001 incidence).
some possible evidence of life, does not by itself 
prove the existence of life on Mars. More detailed 
information about ALH84001 is available on 
Evidence for Life.

Should an interplanetary probe discover 
Without a doubt, if scientists found another unambiguous (clear) signs of life, the data would be 
meteorite like ALH84001 they would be much more checked, double-checked and triple-checked. Most 
cautious to announce their findings due to the likely, these signs of life, probably picked up from an 
uproar generated the first time around.experiment on a interplanetary lander or rover, 

would have to be duplicated on other experiments 
the craft is carrying to ensure that the experiment 
simply isn’t just malfunctioning or reporting an 
anomalous result.

However, it is unclear as to exactly what 
would happen if this occurred, simply due to the 
fact that it hasn’t happened before.

We do have experience about finding evidence for 
life in meteorites that have landed on Earth, 
however. When the meteorite ALH84001 was found 
to originate from Mars in 1994, it was studied 
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“ If scientists find another 
meteorite like ALH84001, 
they'll be much more 
cautious this time around

”
The offending rock - ALH 84001. Courtesy 
NASA/JPL.

http://library.thinkquest.org/C003763/index.php?page=findlife09



The SETI Institute has established a set 
of protocols that will be adhered to if they 
believe they’ve picked up a signal from 
another alien civilization. These protocols 
have been signed by every major SETI 
Project currently underway (i.e. not just 
the SETI Institute but also SERENDIP 
and other searches). 

However, it’s not quite as simple as just 
'detecting a signal and translating it.' 
While SETI Projects will easily be able to 
identify the presence of an alien signal 
due to its high energy and coherency 
compared to the surrounding static, they 
most likely will not be able to understand 
what it means. Any information in the 
signal will probably be in its modulation. 
Modulations in the signal (small, rapid 
changes) would be much more difficult to 
pick up and detect and it might be 
necessary to build new equipment to do 
this.

So in other words, it won’t be anywhere 
near as easy as the popular science 
fiction movie ‘Contact’ which depicted 
researchers first picking up a signal, then 
a few hours or days later finding the 
modulation and immediately translating 
those modulations into coherent data.

However, the science of Contact cannot 
be faulted too much – it is very possible 
that the way the signal was encoded 
might be the same way an alien 
civilization would do it, by sending a clear 
signal of intelligence (broadcasting prime 
numbers) and then modulating that 
signal. We suspect that the movie-writers 
speeded up the whole process in the 
interests of maintaining excitement.
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SETI Success SETI detection protocols

In short, the protocols can be summarised like this:

1) If you detect a signal, make absolutely sure that you know it’s 
an alien signal. If it isn’t, but you don’t know what it is, just call it 
an ‘unexplained signal.’ Don’t make any public announcements 
before you have done this.

2) Before you make your public announcement, notify everyone 
else in the SETI community so that the signal can be confirmed 
by other observers and continuously tracked. You may also notify 
your national authorities.

3) After making a confirmed positive identification of an alien 
signal, notify the United Nations, the International Astronomical 
Union and several other related organisations about your 
findings.

4) Make a public announcement as quickly as possible after 3)

5) Make available all the data that is required for other SETI 
observers and the scientific community to further confirm your 
findings.

6) By now, the discovery should have been confirmed properly, 
and all data relating to the signal should be permanently 
recorded and made available to the scientific community for 
analysis.

7) If the signal was found in the form of electromagnetic 
radiation (radio signals), then efforts should be made by the 
International Telecommunications Union to minimize any possible 
interference of the signal. Since all SETI apart from optical SETI 
uses radio signals, this will almost certainly have to be done.

8) No reply to the signal will be made.

9) An international committee will be formed to analyse the 
signal thoroughly and determine whether it is from an alien 
civilization. This committee will be representative of the world 
and include experts from every field. Only once a common world 
consensus has been established should a response be made to 

Exobiology

What do we do if we 
find ET life?

http://library.thinkquest.org/C003763/index.php?page=findlife09


