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Venus  has  returned  to  our  evening  skies  -  and
scientists ask if  life could still  survive in it  clouds.
Could this also be the far future of our Earth?

On April 17, 2018, Venus and the New Moon appeared brilliantly after Sun set. Venus near top. Earth-
shine revealed the otherwise unlit area of the Moon. New Ash Green, Kent, South East England.



The idea that tiny forms of life could thrive in the clouds of Venus has
been discussed in the scientific literature for many years. 

The planet has a surface beneath a deep atmosphere, largely of carbon
dioxide, which has a deadly temperature of 467oC (740 K) and is devoid
of bodies of water. High up in the clouds, however, life, perhaps having
evolved on a cooler  surface in the past, may have managed to float in
the clouds, tens of km about.

The  lead  author  Sanjay  Limaye  (University  of  Wisconsin-Madison's)  was  quoted  with
enthusiasm by ScienceDaily: "Venus has had plenty of time to evolve life on its own".

The paper explained: “The lower cloud layer of  Venus (47.5–50.5 km) is  an exceptional
target for exploration due to the favorable conditions for microbial life, including moderate
temperatures and pressures (*60C and 1 atm), and the presence of micron-sized sulfuric acid
aerosols.”

Sanjay  S.  Limaye,  Rakesh  Mogul,  David  J.  Smith,  Arif  H.  Ansari,  Grzegorz  P.  Słowik,  Parag
Vaishampayan. Venus' Spectral Signatures and the Potential for Life in the Clouds. Astrobiology,

2018; DOI:10.1089/ast.2017.1783.

The  credibility  of  this  concept  is  clearly  possible,  but  only  close
investigations by space craft will be able determine if this is reality or a
sad gasp of hopes for life on our closest world – another planet of very
similar size and mass as the Earth.

Over the summer, while our readers enjoy the views of Venus, we are going to explore this
exciting potentiality that our nearest planet could be a living world.

This idea is not just a dramatic hypothesis. It is one of those stimulating possibilities that
also encourages and inspires bold investigations in adjacent fields. We and our colleagues
will discussing this concept closely as we explore our new opportunities in papers and media
focussing on habitable planets.

There is a vital ethical dimension here, which the Ecospheres Project is eager to
address. As discussions are underway by space agencies, the possibility is being
explored to develop robot balloons and aircraft for the Venus atmosphere.

Is it possible, to take a worst case scenario, that Homo sapiens might inadvertently destroy
or severely compromise any ecosystems that which have survived for billions of years in the
planet's  atmosphere?  There  have  been  multiple  space  probes  passing  through  Venus'
atmosphere en route to the planet's surface (beginning with the crash landing of the Soviet
Union's Venera 3 on March 1, 1966).

Two Soviet spacecraft actually released balloons at the sort of altitudes where scientists
would be keen to sample the clouds.  Vega 1 arrived on June 11, 1985, which included a
helium balloon release. Its operating height was 53.6 km and on June 12, entered from night
to day after passing 8500 km, and it was lost on June 13 after it fate was unknown after
11,600 km. The Vega 2 balloon entered on June 15 and left the night side on 16 June, some
7400 km. From its origin, it was lost after 11,100 km. 

If another living world awaits – let our species treat it with respect. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/ast.2017.1783


Seasons in South East England                    

March, 2018
The  cold  weather  continued  from  February.
There is  a  general  change in  weather through
the year, but events do not necessarily respect
the months created by human cultures. 

Above: A shallow mass of snow in a woodland in
the area at Barnett Wood on Northfield, managed
for  public  access  near  New Ash  Green,  Kent.  In
2002, a large area of the eastern part of the field
was planted as English Native Woodland of Mixed
Broadleaf species. March 17, 2018.

Left: On March 3, a cold and misty road was seen
in the late morning at New Ash Green, Kent. In the
early afternoon, the Sun was visible through clouds
and bare street trees.

For the UK as a  whole the mean temperature
was 3.8oC was 1.6oC cool, with below the 1981-
2010 norm for the month. The UK's Met Office
was  “but  it  was  significantly  less  cold  than
March 2013.” England was warmer than the UK ,
4.7oC (-1.5oC), but still cool. Our region (England
SE & Central S) was the warmest average of all,
at  5.5oC  (-1.5oC),  but  it  wasn't  the  maximum
temperature, which was in Wales.



Above: Cold water  and ice in a willow
coppice  in  Belair  Park,  South  London.
March  3.  Snow  clings  to  a  former
coppice near Ash, Kent. March 4, 2018.

The UK's coldest day for on March 1,
at  Cawdor  Castle  in  Nairnshire,
Scotland.  The  minimum  temperature
fell  to -10.7oC. At  Heathrow, Greater
London,  the  first  two days  of  March
were cold as the last day of February.
The warmest on March 1 was not quite
as  low  as  -1oC,  but  at  lowest  about
5.0oC. The temperature had risen by
March 3 (at about 4.5oC at Heathrow).

Left: A fall of rain and small hailstones at
New Ash Green on March 11. Earlier in
the  day,  Primroses  (Primula  vulgaris)
and another spring wild plant was lesser
celandine  (Ranunculus  ficaria)  at  the
church yard at St Peter and St Paul, at
Ash,  Kent.  Below:  The  red  branches  of
common  dogwood  (Cornus  sanguinea)
covered by snow. Barnett Wood. March 17,
2018.



Above: As the Sun descended on
the  day of March 10, it caught a
reddish glow in a hedgerow. This
day  had  seen  the  month's
warmest  maximum  temperature
of  16.6oC. This was recorded at
Colwyn  Bay  on  Clwyd,  north
Wales.

Another cold episode took place
later in the month, as noted by
the Met Office in its  

“Another  very  cold  easterly
outbreak brought disruption over
the  weekend  of  the  17th/18th.
Over  120  flights  to/from
Heathrow,  Gatwick  and  London
City Airports were cancelled, and
numerous road accidents caused
delays.” 

At  Heathrow,  the  temperature
was not as cold as in early March.
Roughly, the March 18 maximum
temperature was about 1.0oC and
the  minimum  temperature  was
about 1.0oC.

Right:  Snow at  old  hedgerow at
Barnett Wood/ March 17, 2018.



An unusual display of icicles in low trees
beside  a  road-side  puddle.  This  is  more
likely to be found in colder regions. March
18, 2018. Fawkham Valley, Kent.

The Sun was visible on March 20, the day
of the Spring Equinox. Plants are growing
at  the  foot  of  trees  at  New Ash  Green,
emerging  from  the  patches  of  recent
snow.  

Below: Anemones (Anemone nemorosa) in
the woods at Hartley Bottom. March 23. 

Monthly means for SE and central S England. Max.
temp.: 18.8oC (-1.7oC); min. temp.: 22oC (-0.9oC).
Hours of sunshine: 78.3 (68%).  Rain: 102.5 mm
(178%).  Anomalies  re.  1981-2010  norm  in
brackets.  Data obtained from Met Office on-line
monthly reports. Heathrow data is obtained from
WeatherOnline.



March 27, and it was warmer with 15.9 °C
recorded at Gardens (London)

About:  The  seasonal  Passiontide  service  at
the Chapel at Kings College London. It  was
held this year on March 27. On March 29, the
traditional service of  Maundy Thursday was
held  (in  this  case,  at  Guys  Chapel,  part  of
KCL).  The  event  recalls  that,  at  the  Last
Supper,  Jesus  surprising  his  disciples  but
washing their feet as if he were a servant.
He telling them not to follow the kings of the
Gentiles, who call themselves lords and style
themselves as benefactors of their subjects.

Left: March 31, 2018. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa)
is  a  welcome  small  tree  across  large  areas  of
Europe).  Rectory  Meadow (local  nature  reserve)
near Longfield. Close by, seasonal daffodils were
caught in sunshine at Longfield, Kent.

The end of the month enjoyed episotes  of
warmer and bright weather. The Met Office
noted that on March 27: “and it was warmer
with  15.9oC  recorded  at  Kew  Gardens
(London).” At Heathrow in Greater London,
a similar temperature, of about 15.5oC.

Below:  March  25,  2018.  Sheep  and  lambs  near
Fawkham Green, Kent.



Global climate: March was warm, but not a record.  
 

NOAA finds 2018 as the 5th warmest March on record. 
Source: NOAA National Climatic Data Center, State of the Climate: Global Analysis for February 2018. Published
online. Data is provisional.   All the anomalies quoted below are positive. 

Months continue to be decidedly warm (globally), since the record began in 1880.  The USA's
National  Oceanic  and  Atmospheric  Administration  stated  that  the  global  land  plus  ocean
temperature for March 2018 was 0.83°C above the 20th century average of 12.7°C. In every
case below, the warmest March on record was the reset year 2016. 

Land and ocean together was 0.83 ± 0.14oC (5th warmest on record). The oceans were 0.58 ± 0.11oC
above the norm (5th  warmest), while the land (1.49 ± 0.11oC above the mean), was its 7th  warmest.

In the N. Hemisphere, the combined land and ocean
temperature was 1.08 ± 0.13oC above the mean (5th

warmest). The oceans were 0.67 ± 0.13oC above the
mean (3th). Meanwhile, temperatures on land in this
hemisphere were 1.75 ± 0.19oC above the norm (6th

warmest). 

In the S. Hemisphere, the combined land and ocean
temperature was 0.82 ± 0.13oC above the mean (13th

warmest). The oceans were 0.52 ± 0.13oC above the
mean (9th warmest). Meanwhile, temperatures on land
in  this  hemisphere  were  0.82  ±  0.13oC  above  the
norm (13th warmest). 

Above  left:  A  view  of  from  the  Earth  NASA/NOAA
DSCOVR  mission  half  way  through  the  month  on
February 14, 2018 at 11:52:26 GMT.

NASA GISS: “March 2018 was One of Six Warmest Marches on Record.”
The NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies (GISS), at New York, USA. It uses a difference method to calculate 
data from 6,300 meteorological stations globally. “This value is lower than the two hottest years of the record — 
March 2016 . . and March 2017. . and is comparable with the years 2002, 2010, and 2015.”



Above: March 24, 2018. Beside the road in New Ash Green, Kent, the blue intensity
of violets, fleeting only in the days of spring.

Prime Meridian is published by the Ecospheres Project, a trans-Atlantic research and
media collaboration. It follows global environmental issues alongside the cycle of the
seasons in South East England. It steps back to look at the Earth in its astronomical
context and it pursues the search for other habitable worlds.
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