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	Northern Lights 
and Solar Flares


	We know the Sun shines brightly during the day… but it can also create a spectacular sight in the night sky.

Aurora.

They are natural light displays that sweep across the skies near the poles.

In the northern hemisphere, they are called Aurora Borealis, or Northern Lights.

Aurora Borealis. Northern Lights
In the southern hemisphere, they are called Aurora Australis, or Southern Lights.

Aurora Australis. Southern Lights
Ancient cultures believed that they were dancing spirits… or blood raining from the clouds.

But they are actually caused by the Sun, roughly 150 million kilometres away.
Huge explosions are taking place in the Sun’s atmosphere. 

Solar Flares

These solar flares release as much energy as millions of hydrogen bombs exploding at the same time.

The Sun expels huge amounts of charged particles from the surface.

This is known as solar wind.

Solar Wind

These particles rush towards our atmosphere at 400 kilometres per second.

It’s when they reach Earth’s magnetic field that things get interesting.

Earth’s spinning iron core creates a powerful magnetic field around our planet.

Some of the solar wind is accelerated along the magnetic field lines towards the poles.

When the charged particles reach the upper atmosphere, they collide with the atoms there.

The energy they gain from the impact puts them in an excited state.
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	When they return to their original ground state they lose this extra energy in the form of photons – light energy.

This is the aurora.

The variety of colours corresponds to the different elements in the atmosphere.

Oxygen atoms give off red and green light, while nitrogen gives off blue and violet light.

It’s a beautiful but rare sight, only occurring when there are enough charged particles racing towards the poles.
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