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Comet Prospects for 2020

Unless some bright long-period comets are discovered it promises to be yet another disappointing
year for comet enthusiasts. If 289P/Blanpain outbursts, it will still be visible at the start of the year.
Otherwise it is another poor year for periodic comets, with only 88P/Howell reaching as bright
as 9th magnitude and then being a southern hemisphere object. Long-period comet 2017 T2
(PanSTARRS) may put on a good display during the first half of the year.

Jonathan Shanklin
Visual observations coordinator,
Comet Section

These predictions focus on
comets that are likely to be
within range of visual observers, though comets
often do not behave as expected and can spring
surprises. Members are encouraged to make
visual magnitude estimates, particularly of peri-
odic comets, as long-term monitoring over many
returns helps in understanding their evolution.
Please submit your magnitude estimates in [CQ
format. Guidance on visual observation and how
to submit estimates is given in the BAA Observ-
ing Guide to Comets. Drawings are also useful,
as the human eye can sometimes discern features
that initially elude electronic devices.

Theories on the structure of comets suggest
that any comet could fragment at any time,
so it is worth keeping an eye on some of the
fainter comets, which are often ignored. They
would make useful targets for those making
electronic observations, especially those with
time on instruments such as the Faulkes tele-
scopes. Such observers are encouraged to report

electronic visual equivalent magnitude estimates
via COBS. When possible use a waveband ap-
proximating to Visual or V magnitudes. These
estimates can be used to extend the visual light
curves, and hence derive more accurate abso-
lute magnitudes. Such observations of periodic
comets are particularly valuable as observations
over many returns allow investigation into the
evolution of comets.

In addition to the information in the BAA
Handbook and on the Comet Section web
pages, ephemerides for new and currently
observable comets are on the web pages of
JPL, CBAT and Seiichi Yoshida. The BAA
Observing Guide to Comets is also available
on the Section web page.

29P/Schwassmann—Wachmann is an annual
comet that has outbursts, which over the
last few decades seem to have become more
frequent, though this could just reflect more
intense coverage. Richard Miles has developed
a theory suggesting that these outbursts are
in fact periodic, and arise from at least four
independent active areas on the slowly rotating
nucleus. The activity of these areas evolves

Figure 3. Comet 29P/Schwassmann—Wachmann frequently undergoes outbursts, as captured in this series
taken between 2013 Jun 16 & Jul 28. Damian Peach

with time. The comet is an ideal target for elec-
tronic observations and it should be observed at
every opportunity. It is in solar conjunction in
2020 March and at opposition in October. The
comet has moved into the northern celestial
sphere, and should be adequately placed for
observation from the UK in the second half
of the year.

88P/Howell was discovered by Ellen Howell
in 1981 with the 0.46m Palomar Schmidt
telescope. It passed 0.6au from Jupiter in
1978, reducing the perihelion distance, but the
biggest change to its orbit occurred in 1585
when an encounter reduced the perihelion dis-
tance g from 4.7 to 2.4au. The comet was well
observed in 2009 & 2015, and the magnitude
observations are best fitted by a linear form of
light curve. The parameters of this fit seem to
be changing with time and observations at this
return will help to ascertain the cause. For UK
observers the comet is a convenient evening
object, until it is lost in the summer twilight
of mid-June. It is better placed for southern
hemisphere observers, and they should be
able to follow it until the end of the year. It
passes close to NGC 4753 around 2020 May
5 and could be a similar magnitude. On Sep
5 it passes close to globular cluster NGC
5897. Between Oct 4 & 11 it passes three
more globulars: first M19, then NGC 6293
and NGC 6355.

289P/Blanpain makes a relatively prolonged
close approach to the Earth at the end of
2019, closing to 0.089au on 2020 Jan 10.
Unless it outbursts again, it may only reach
18th magnitude.

2017 T2 (PanSTARRS) was the 159th comet
discovered by Pan-STARRS, and it was found
some 30 months before perihelion. It could
already be 8th magnitude or brighter as the year
opens and is well placed for observation from
the UK for most of the apparition. It passes
through the Perseus Double Cluster over the
period Jan 26-31, and close to M81 & M82
around May 24 when it is near its brightest. It is
close to M106 around Jun 25 and several other
galaxies in Canes Venatici over the following
week. It will sink into the summer twilight of
late August, by which time it is likely to be a
telescopic object.

2019 N1 (ATLAS) may be a faint telescopic
object during the northern summer, but its orbit
takes it rapidly south and it will be lost to UK
observers from early August. Southern hemi-
sphere observers may recover it in December,
when it could be 11th magnitude.

The other periodic and parabolic comets that are
at perihelion during 2020 are unlikely to become
brighter than 11th magnitude or are poorly placed.
Ephemerides for these can be found on the Cen-
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Comets reaching perihelion in 2020
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http://www.cometography.com (dccessed 2017 162p/Siding Spring Dec 7.8 1.29 5.43 5 15.0 10.0 16
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254P/McNaught Sep 29.7 3.14 9.91 3 11.0 10.0 18
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