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4. Two to four days later the shockwave is
deflected around the Earth’s magnetosphere,
disrupting communications and navigational
equipment, damaging satellites and even
causing blackouts

3.The magnetic
plasma cloud sails
through space

2. A coronal mass
ejection blasts off
the sun’s surface
headed in the
earth’s direction

1. Solar storm
erupts off the
surface of the sun

Coronal mass ejection
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SPACE RISKS

Solar storms could hit Olympics
We’re all well aware of the dangers of sunburn, but when the sun reachest its fi ercest within the 
next couple of years, it’ll take a lot more than sunscreen to protect the earth’s population

R OUGHLY ONCE EVERY 11 YEARS, THE SUN REACHES AN 
energy peak, when it produces an unusually high volume of 

powerful solar fl ares – or coronal mass ejections, to give them the 
proper name. 

When these explosions take off  from the surface of the sun in the 
direction of earth they can aff ect the magnetic fi elds surrounding our 
planet, knocking out communications satellites and even electronic 
equipment on the earth’s surface. And because passengers fl ying in 
planes over the Arctic sometimes risk being exposed to radiation 
during these solar peaks, aircra�  travelling over the poles or oceans 
sometimes get diverted to avoid these eff ects. 

The next solar maximum – when the sun is at its most fi erce – is 
expected to hit between 2012 and 2013. That means the next solar 

storm could happen during the London Olympic Games – a situation 
the organisers are said to be monitoring closely. The threat of a solar 
storm is now included on the UK’s National Risk Assessment, giving 
an indication of the heightened sense of the threat.

The most recent major space storm seriously aff ected power grids 
in Quebec, Canada, in 1989, forcing them to shut down for hours. The 
total costs were eventually put at more than €1.5bn. 

But with businesses nowadays being much more 
interconnected, the eff ects of violent space weather could be 
far worse. A power grid shutdown would be catastrophic for 
transport, medicine, sanitation and fi nance, to name but a few 
sectors. And the cost of space-weatherproofi ng buildings and 
infrastructure is expensive.

Key points

01:  The last major 
space storm 
cost €1.5bn

02:  The next solar 
maximum is 
expected to hit 
between 2012 
and 2013
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