
BY SCOTT SHERER 

HAVE you seen the sci-fi movie “Contact,” starring
Jodie Foster? I highly recommend that you see

this movie, especially if you are a techno-geek like me. I
have seen this movie many times. In fact, I just watched it
again last night and I made a startling discovery: The
movie shows a large radio telescope
that scientists use to probe the uni-
verse for signs of life. This telescope
is actually located in Arecibo, Puerto
Rico, which is also the home of a
computing project that I have been
involved with for the past two months.

Ever since I received my first
copy of Popular Science when I
was a kid, I was interested in radio
astronomy. Since my teens, I have
also been involved with amateur
and short-wave radio. For decades,
I have wondered how we could
monitor the tremendous bandwidth
available from a few hertz to giga-
hertz and how we could actually
detect any signs of life. Recently, I
found the answer to this and many
other questions.

Two months ago, I became involved with the SETI project
and combined several of my many passions into one experi-
ment. The SETI Web site (www.seti.org) is involved with the
search for extra-terrestrial intelligence. Buried in this Web site
is a link to SETI@home, http://setiathome.ssl.berkeley.edu.
What I found on this site astounded me. This article will share
with you my findings.

Earlier, I pondered the question: How do radio telescopes
monitor so much bandwidth? The answer is two-fold: First,

they cannot monitor this much bandwidth so they record it.
Second, they monitor only a small spectrum: 1.4 gigahertz.
Why do all they only monitor at 1.4 GHz? That is the natural
frequency of the hydrogen atom, which the SETI scientists
agree would be a good frequency for inter-galactic inter-

species communications. It is the
basic building block of the universe,
so it makes a good monitoring fre-
quency. The validity of this hypothesis
is arguable, but who am I to make a
good argument either pro or con?

OK, I asked myself: These radio
telescopes monitor 1.4 GHz, but
how? There is still a lot of band-
width there, not to mention the fact
that it is unlikely that another planet
is going to transmit Morse code to
us. The fact is that there are so many
methods of transmission that we still
may miss it. However, back to the
point: What do they do with all of
the recordings that they acquire?
This is where you and I come in. You
can download a piece of software
called the SETI@home screen saver.

It is a Windows/Internet application. The data that the radio
telescope receives is stored on a Web server. When you
install this program (which runs in the background and/or
as your screensaver) it requests a chunk of radio telescope
data from the Web server and analyzes the data for patterns
that look like an RF transmission. Depending on the speed
of your PC, the process could take from four hours to 24
hours per “chunk” of data. Upon completing the analysis,
your PC reports the results back to the server at Berkeley.

In Search of Jodie Foster

This article examines a way that you can share the processing power of your home computer
to help compile research statistics in the search for extra-terrestrial life.
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As of January 7, 2002,
there were 3,469,718

volunteers doing this!
That’s right, almost

3.5 million users with
PCs worldwide

helping to analyze
data and help in

the search for
extra-terrestrial life.
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Then it gets another chunk of data and
starts over.

SO, HOW MANY PCS ARE
INVOLVED
IN THIS PROJECT?

As of January 7, 2002, there were
3,469,718 volunteers doing this! That’s
right, almost 3.5 million users with PCs
worldwide helping to analyze data and help
in the search for extra-terrestrial life.

The Challenge: Once you download the
SETI@home software and register (it’s
free and private) you can begin running
the software. Then you can track your
progress on the SETI@home Web site as
compared to the other 3.5 million users.
Additionally, volunteers can be part of a
group. There is a group named “NaSPA”
for you to join.

HOW TO JOIN THE NASPA
SETI@HOME GROUP

After you have downloaded and registered
your software, you can join the NaSPA
SETI@Home group by performing the
following steps:

1. Access the SETI@home page via
http://setiathome.ssl.berkeley.edu.

2. Click on Groups.

3. Scroll down the Groups page, enter
NaSPA in the window at the bottom,
and press “Search”. The next screen
will be NaSPA’s group statistics.

4. Press the “Join” icon at the top and
join the group. You will be able to see
your individual progress as well as the
group’s progress.

MEET THE CHALLENGE

This is your opportunity to join the
SETI@home NaSPA Group and help in a
scientific project. You will be joining the
largest computing project in the history of
computing — with 3.5 million computers
functioning as one problem-solving
processor-array. This project is significant
to computer users because it is a huge effort.
It is also important because you are helping
to search for life in the universe. Join the
NaSPA Group and let us see if we can

become the largest group with the most
computers in the largest cooperative com-
puting project in, well, the universe.

As Jodie Foster said in “Contact,”
“There’s a lot of real estate in the universe.
If we are the only ones here it would seem
like a terrible waste of space.”

Scott Sherer is the president of NaSPA. He can
be contacted via email at sherer@naspa.com.
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Other Ways to Share Your Computer’s Brain Power

SETI@home is just one of a handful of sites that you can access to help
share your computer’s brainpower and make a difference. A software
company called Entropia has come up with an innovative way for you to
help scientists download and analyze data on drugs that are used to fight
AIDs. Simply go to www.fightaidsathome.org and download Entropia’s
free software program. Whenever your computer is on, regardless of
whether you are working on it or not, Entropia toils in the background.
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FIGURE 2: SETI@HOME USER STATISTICS


