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A B S T R A C T

In the course of its last close encounter with the Earth in December 2017, the peculiar Near Earth Object (NEO)
3200 Phaethon has been the target of an international observational campaign in particular connected with the
proposed mission Destinyþ (Demonstration and Experiment of Space Technology for INterplanetary voYage
Phaethon fLyby dUSt science) by JAXA (Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency) to be launched in 2022. The nature
of 3200 Phaethon is still debated because of its asteroidal dynamical behavior as opposed to its connection with
the Geminid meteor shower, typical cometary residuals. Owing to its vicinity to our planet (Minimum Orbit
Intersection Distance MOID¼ 0.0206 AU) it has been included also in the class of Potentially Hazardous objects
and it has been extensively investigated also during its previous perihelion passages. It has been classified as B-
type asteroid (Binzel et al., 2001), with different spectral slopes found by several authors in the wavelength region
shortward 0.55 μm. Many issues remain to be explored regarding the nature of this object and in this context we
observed 3200 Phaethon in the course of 24 h during its last closest approach to the Earth. Low-resolution spectra
at very high elevation angles (airmass < 1:15) were acquired with the 1.22–m Asiago telescope on 2017-Dec-16
and 2017-Dec-17. The variation of the viewing geometry during these observations was also derived. We found a
significant variation in Phaethon spectral slope in the wavelength range [0.33–0.64] μm during its perigeon
passage. The slope varies from �9:1� 0:2%ð=0:1μmÞ on 2017-Dec-16 to �2:0� 0:1%ð=0:1μmÞ on 2017-Dec-17.
This variation seems to be related to a disappearing bluer region at high latitudes (> 70∘, close to the North pole).
The spectra show also a weak absorption band around 0.43 μm and lack the reflectance downturn at least until
� 0:33μm. The comparison with meteorites suggests compositional similarities with CI/CM unusual chondrites.
We propose several scenarios that could be responsible for the variability recorded, such as possible surface
variations in composition, grain-size, or the level of space weathering and thermal metamorphism. A strong and
sudden variation of dust production is also discussed.
1. Introduction

3200 Phaethon is one of the most intriguing Near Earth Objects the
origin of which is still debated. A Tisserand invariant with respect to
Jupiter of 4.5, combined with a semi-major axis of 1.271 AU, an eccen-
tricity of 0.890 and an inclination of 22.2 deg represent for Phaethon a
typical asteroidal orbit. However, its dynamical connection with the
Geminid meteor stream (Whipple, 1983), could suggest also some
cometary origin for Phaethon even if a cometary activity has never been
observed on this object until now.

During the last decade it has been confirmed that Phaethon is an
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Phaethon variability during D
active object, and a dust tail seems recurrent at perihelion (Hui and Li,
2017; Jewitt et al., 2013; Jewitt and Li, 2010), but it is unlikely the result
of volatile-driven activity. In fact, owing to a perihelion distance of 0.14
AU, Phaethon reaches a surface temperature up to �1000 K (Jewitt and
Li, 2010): no ice can survive on a body with such a temperature (in
agreement with the fact that the Phaethon was found featureless in the 3
μm band by Takir et al., 2018) and this indicates that no ice sublimation
can happen as usually seen on comets. On the basis of observations taken
from the Solar and Terrestrial Relations Observatory (STEREO) during
the perihelion passages in 2009, 2012 and 2016 a dust tail has been
revealed and it has been interpreted as the result of thermal fractures and
November 2018
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Table 1
Observations log. Column 1: Spectrum name. Column 2: Object. Column 3: Time
of the observations (UT), in format DATE HH:MM:SS. Column 4: Exposure time
(s). Column 5: Airmass. Column 6: Rotation phase at the starting and ending
observing time.

NAME OBJECT tstart (UT) texp (s) airmass rot. phase

spec16_1 Phaethon 2017-12-16
19:11:54.0

1200.00 1.07 0.0–0.09

spec16_2 Phaethon 2017-12-16
20:11:57.4

1200.00 1.15 0.26–0.35

Hyades
64

2017-12-16
21:45:58.6

300.00 1.15

spec17 Phaethon 2017-12-17 1200.00 1.12 0.30–0.39
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decomposition of hydrated silicates, occurring due to the high (�1000 K)
temperature present on the surface of the object near perihelion; this
mass loss however does not seem enough to maintain the Geminid stream
(Hui and Li, 2017; Li and Jewitt, 2013; Jewitt and Li, 2010).

With its Earth MOID (Minimum Orbit Intersection Distance) of
0.0206 AU, Phaethon is also a member of the Potentially Hazardous
Asteroids, indeed one of the largest known: Phaethon is 5 km in diameter
(Hanu�s et al., 2016), or maybe even larger according to newer estimates
(Taylor et al., 2018). Several origins have been proposed for Phaethon. A
model from Bottke et al. (2002) indicates a more probable origin from the
secular resonance ν6 in the main belt rather than from the Jupiter family
or long period comets. de Le�on et al. (2010) suggest an origin from the
main belt asteroid Pallas, so it would be a member of its family.

Besides the Geminid stream, Phaethon seems dynamically associated
also with other two smaller asteroids: 155140 2005 UD (Ohtsuka et al.,
2006; Jewitt and Hsieh, 2006; Kinoshita et al., 2007) and 225416
1999 YC (Kasuga and Jewitt, 2008; Ohtsuka et al., 2008) with which it
shares not only similar orbital parameters but also a similar blue color
that suggests a similar composition and a possible common origin (Li and
Jewitt, 2013).

The surface composition of Phaethon has been studied through visible
and infrared spectroscopy (Clark et al., 2010; Licandro et al., 2007) and it
has been identified as a B-type asteroid, according to the Bus-DeMeo
classification (DeMeo et al., 2009), with a negative slope from the
visible wavelengths to the long IR end (� 2:5μm). The optical spectra,
however, show clear slope differences shortward 0.55 μm (see Fig. 4 in
Licandro et al., 2007, and references therein). Licandro et al. (2007) state
that the variations observed in the UV from the available spectra are
larger than the observational uncertainties, noting however that the
possible spectral variability has to be confirmed with an homogeneous
set of observations (the available spectra were taken during different
perihelion passages). The B taxonomic classification determined for
Phaethon is quite in contrast with the typical neutral to slightly red
spectra of cometary nuclei and Licandro et al. (2007) find also a
connection with CI and CM carbonaceous chondrites.

Many open questions remain to be solved regarding the nature,
composition and origin of Phaethon, in particular its activity and its
behavior in the UV region. During its recent (December 2017) close
approach to the Earth, Phaethon has been a target of top importance for
ground-based observations, also because of the proposed JAXA's Des-
tinyþ mission to be launched in 2022 (Arai et al., 2018). Another B-type
asteroid, 101955 Bennu, will be shortly visited by NASA's OSIRIS-REx
with a rendezvous planned for November 2018 and JAXA's Hayabusa2
rendezvous with the Cg-type asteroid 162173 Ryugu (Binzel et al., 2001)
is in course (June 2018).

Phaethon closest approach to Earth took place on 2017-Dec-16 at
22:58 UT at a distance of�0.069 AU. The next close approaches will take
place in 2050, 2060, and 2093, at distances 0.083, 0.111, and 0.020 AU
respectively.1 The 2017 encounter was the closest by this asteroid since
1974 and until 2093. We took advantage of this favorable perigeon
passage to study Phaethon optical spectra. We performed optical long-slit
spectroscopy of Phaethon from the Asiago 1.22-m telescope during the
nights 16 December and 17 December 2017. In Section 2 the observa-
tions and data reduction procedure are described. In Sections 3 and 4 we
present and discuss our results. Section 5 contains the summary and
conclusions.

2. Observations

Optical long-slit spectroscopy of Phaethon was carried out during the
nights 16 and 17 December 2017 as a target-of-opportunity at the 1.22m
Galileo Telescope of the Department of Physics and Astronomy of the
University of Padova in Asiago, Italy (043 IAU code, 45∘51

0
5900 N,
1 http://newton.dm.unipi.it/neodys/index.php?pc¼1.1.8&n¼3200.

2

11∘31
0
3500E, h¼ 1045m). The Boller & Chivens spectrograph was used,

equipped with a long-slit with 0.2mm aperture (corresponding to
� 3:400), and a grating of 300 gr/mm giving a nominal dispersion of
2.25 Å/px and spectral coverage of � 0:32� 0:78 μm. The Andor iDus
DU440A-BU2 detector was used, with 2048� 512 px providing a spatial
scale of 100/px. The slit position angle was always set to 0.0� for a better
manual tracking of the asteroid motion. The differential refraction due to
the atmosphere is estimated to be � 100 at airmass¼ 1.15 in the near-UV
region (Filippenko, 1982), largely included within our slit width of
� 3:400. The observing conditions were stable during our observations,
with clear sky and seeing � 300.

The spectra were reduced using standard IRAF (Image Reduction and
Analysis Facility) routines, as described in Petropoulou et al. (2018).
First, the images were trimmed, dark and bias subtracted, and flat-field
corrected using lamp flats. The two-dimensional spectra were extrac-
ted, sky subtracted, and collapsed to one dimension. Subsequently we
corrected for atmospheric extinction. Wavelength calibration was ach-
ieved using spectra of He–Fe–Ar comparison lamps. The reflectance
spectrum was obtained by dividing the asteroid spectrum with the solar
analog star Hyades 64 (Hardorp, 1980) obtained each night at very
similar airmass. For our analysis we normalized the spectra at 0.55 μm.

We aimed at following spectroscopically Phaethon rotation, to search
for possible surface compositional variation. Phaethon shows bluer than
solar colors at λ < 0:4μm, where the atmospheric influence is determi-
nant (through extinction and differential refraction). We thus decided to
observe Phaethon at very high elevation angles (airmass < 1:15) to
ensure that we are not biased by any systematic errors introduced by
atmospheric effects.

Table 1 shows the log of the observations. We present the spectrum
name, object observed, time of observation, exposure time, and airmass
of the observations. In the last column we report Phaethon rotation
phase, at the starting and ending observing time, over the entire period of
3.6 h (Hanu�s et al., 2016), assuming as starting point the time of obser-
vation of our first spectrum.

The closest approach of the asteroid to Earth took place on 2017-Dec-
16 22:58 UT.

3. Results

3.1. Variability of phaethon optical spectra

Fig. 1 shows our observed reflectance spectra, smoothed with a
smoothing box-car of 5 pixel. We obtained two spectra on 16 December
(spec16_1 in blue at airmass 1.07, and spec16_2 in green at airmass 1.15)
and one spectrum on 17 December (spec17 in red, airmass 1.12). These
low zenithal distances spectra are almost free from possible biases
introduced by atmospheric effects, such as extinction and differential
refraction.

We see that the two spectra observed on December 16 (spec16_1 and
17:52:32.6
Hyades
64

2017-12-17
21:37:50.6

200.00 1.15
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Fig. 1. Phaethon spectra observed during the nights 16 (blue and green) and 17 (red) December 2017. Spectra have been smoothed with a boxcar average of 5 pixel.
(For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the Web version of this article.)

M. Lazzarin et al. Planetary and Space Science xxx (xxxx) xxx
spec16_2) overlap, with a steep and stable negative slope in the wave-
length range [0.33–0.58] μm. At 0.58 μm these spectra show a small slope
break (close to the small residuals at � 0:589 μm introduced by the D
(“sodium doublet”) solar absorption lines). In the following we average
spec16_1 and spec16_2 and we refer to this spectrum as spec16. The
spectrum observed on December 17 (spec17), on the other hand, shows a
shallower negative slope. It appears slightly flatter at wavelengths
shorter than � 0:50 μm, but in any case, its slope never gets positive. We
focus for both spec16 and spec17 on the spectral range [0.33–0.64] μm
(free from second-order contamination) and discuss further their differ-
ence. At wavelengths larger than 0.64 μmwe expect to have second-order
contamination (which is present in low-resolution spectra and it is due to
the second diffraction order of the blue light), which is expected to be
relevant for such a blue reflectance spectrum.

We derive the normalized reflectance slope, or reddening, in units of
%/0.1 μm (following Luu and Jewitt, 1990) in the wavelength range
[0.33–0.64] μm as:

S
0 ¼ dS=dλ

Sλc

where Sλc is the reflectance at 0.55 μm. We use a linear fit that minimizes
the chi-square error. The error on the slope measurement has been ob-
tained from the linear fit uncertainty. We find S

0
16 ¼ �9:1�

0:2%ð=0:1μmÞ and S
0
17 ¼ � 2:0� 0:1%ð=0:1μmÞ.

We note that the derived spectral slopes are meant to quantify the
variation of the observed reflectance spectra; however they are not easily
comparable with other values present in the literature, as the spectral
slope varies significantly depending on the wavelength range and the
3

normalization considered. To illustrate this we derive for our spectra the
slope in the wavelength range [0.45–0.65] μm, considered by Luu and
Jewitt (1990), and we get S

0
16 ¼ �6:4� 0:1%ð=0:1μmÞ and S

0
17 ¼ �

3:4� 0:1%ð=0:1μmÞ. These numbers are different from the slopes
derived previously in the range [0.33–0.64] μm.

Our data indicate a significant variation in Phaethon spectral slope
during its perigeon passage. In Section 4 we examine in detail Phaethon
viewing geometry during our observations and we discuss possible cau-
ses of the observed variations.
3.2. Spectral features

We note that the cometary emission band due to CN around 0.39 μm,
which is an indicator of very volatile cometary ices (Womack et al.,
2017), is not present on our spectra. The residuals at 0.393 and 0.397 μm
are due to the K and H solar absorption lines.

All our spectra reveal an absorption feature around 0.43 μm, that we
highlight in Fig. 1 with magenta curves, drawn from gaussian fits to the
features. This weak and wide absorption feature at 0.43 μm was first
observed in the reflectance spectra of 13 low-albedo asteroids and it was
proposed to be a ferric spin-forbidden absorption in aqueously altered
iron-containing minerals (Vilas et al., 1993).

In Fig. 2 we illustrate that the width of the 0.43 μm absorption feature
does not correspond to any solar absorption line. In the upper panel we
plot Phaethon reflectance spectrum spec16_1 (in blue). The weak ab-
sorption feature at 0.43 μm is clearly evident, with a FWHM > 100�A
given by a gaussian fit (in magenta). In the lower panel we plot Phaethon
(in black) and solar analog Hyades 64 (in red) spectra before division, in
Fig. 2. Upper panel: Phaethon reflectance spectrum spec16_1.
The weak absorption feature at 0.43 μm is clearly evident,
with a FWHM > 100�A (we fit it with a gaussian curve, indi-
cated by a magenta line). Lower panel: Phaethon (in black)
and solar analog Hyades 64 (in red) spectra before division, in
arbitrary flux values. The solar absorption lines G (at 0.43079
μm) and G’ (at 0.4340 μm), indicated with green lines in both
panels, produce narrow and weak residuals at the reflectance
spectrum, well differentiated from the 0.43 μm absorption
feature. (For interpretation of the references to color in this
figure legend, the reader is referred to the Web version of this
article.)



Fig. 3. Comparison of our spectra (spec16 and spec17) obtained during Phae-
thon closest approach on December 2017, with previously published spectra.

Fig. 4. Comparison of Phaethon optical spectra (left: spectrum observed on 16 December 2017; right: spectrum observed on 17 December 2017) with meteoritic
analogs form RELAB database. Large plots show the range [0.33–0.58] μm of our optical spectra, and small inner plots show the whole VIS-NIR wavelength range.
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arbitrary flux values. The solar absorption lines G (at 0.43079 μm) and G’
(at 0.4340 μm), indicated with green lines in both panels, produce nar-
row and weak residuals on the reflectance spectrum, well differentiated
from the 0.43 μm absorption feature.

This detection, for the first time, of the weak and wide 0.43 μm ab-
sorption feature on Phaethon spectra, is discussed further in subsection
4.4.
2 http://www.planetary.brown.edu/relabdocs/relab.htm.
3.3. Comparison with previously published spectra

Phaethon optical spectra have been presented in previous published
works by Licandro et al. (2007); Binzel et al. (2004, 2001); Lazzarin et al.
(1996); Chamberlin et al. (1996); Luu and Jewitt (1990). In Fig. 3 we
compare the published data with our spectra. We observe that our flatter
spectrum spec17 is in good agreement with the spectra presented by
Licandro et al. (2007); Binzel et al. (2004, 2001); Lazzarin et al. (1996);
Chamberlin et al. (1996). Our bluer spectrum spec16, in turn, shows an
intermediate negative slope, comprised within those previous flatter
spectra and the steep negative slope spectrum of Luu and Jewitt (1990).

Licandro et al. (2007) also compared their observed spectrum with
published data and indicated clear slope differences shortward 0.55 μm,
that are larger than the observational uncertainties, but still needing
confirmation by an homogeneous set of observations. It is worth noting
that all previous spectra were obtained at different perihelion passages
and with different observational sets (e.g. instrumentation, solar analog
stars etc). Our spectroscopic follow-up confirms, thus, that hinted dif-
ferences by previous observations are probably real; we have observed
the variability of Phaethon reflectance during the December 2017
4

perihelion passage, using an homogeneous set of observations, under
stable observing conditions, and using the same solar analog in the two
observing nights.

The spectrum presented by Binzel et al. (2001) (provided in digital
format in the database http://smass.mit.edu/) shows a reflectance
downturn shortward � 0:55 μm. Clark et al. (2010) used this spectrum
for their analysis of B-Asteroids. Licandro et al. (2007) also reported the
reflectance downturn at 0:43 μm, and using models of mineral mixtures
they argued that the point of the maximum reflectance can vary with
different abundance of hydrated silicates.

It is interesting to note that both our spectra, spec16 and spec17, show
linear slopes with no reflectance downturn, at least not until the bluest
end of the sampled wavelength range at � 0:33 μm. The OSIRIS-REx
target asteroid (101955) Bennu, another B-type asteroid, was also
found (Clark et al., 2011) to lack the reflectance downturn shortward of
� 0:48 μm (confirmed by the Eight Color Asteroid Survey (ECAS)
photometric data presented by Hergenrother et al., 2013). Clark et al.
(2011) discuss the possible origin of this behavior, and they state that
variation in the grain size can produce the shifting of the wavelength
position of the downturn, with larger grain sizes often exhibiting the start
of the reflectance downturn at shorter wavelengths than fine-grained
sample spectra (Johnson and Fanale, 1973; Clark et al., 2010).
3.4. Comparison with meteorites

Licandro et al. (2007) presented a VIS-NIR spectrum of Phaethon
covering 0:35� 2:4μm and suggested compositional similarities with
aqueously altered CI/CM meteorites and with hydrated silicates such as
montmorillonite and antigorite. Among the meteorites, they identified as
closer matches all the Yamato-86720 samples and Ivuna heated to
700 �C. They however indicate that the reflectance downturn of these
meteoritic spectra occurs at different wavelengths as compared to their
observed spectrum. Clark et al. (2010) matched Phaethon VIS-NIR
spectrum (presented by DeMeo et al., 2009; Binzel et al., 2001) with
CK chondrites and a mineral mix of clorite and carbon.

Here we compare our Phaethon optical spectra (we use the spectral
range [0.33–0.58] μm) with the laboratory spectra from the RELAB2

database using the curve matching methods available in M4AST (mean
square error, chi-square, correlation coefficient, and standard deviation
of the error; Popescu et al., 2012). In Fig. 4 we plot the first three
meteorite spectra that best fit our data, and in Table 2 we resume the
results. We have selected the best matches among the carbonaceous
chondrites, this general type being well established by the shape of total
VIS-NIR spectrum.

Spec16 shows a very good match with Yamato-82162,79 larger and
smaller coated chip, the first being the only non-modified meteorite

http://smass.mit.edu/
http://www.planetary.brown.edu/relabdocs/relab.htm


Table 2
Three meteorite analogs, among the carbonaceous chondrites form RELAB
database, that best fit our observed spectra.

Phaethon
sp.

Name Sample ID Type Modified Gr. Size
(μm)

spec16 Y-82162,79
smaller coated
chip

MB-CMP-
019-CA

CC/CI
Unusual

Yes �

Y-82162,79
larger coated
chip

MB-CMP-
019-CB

CC/CI
Unusual

� �

Ivuna Heated
700 �C

MP-TXH-
018-E

CC/
Heated
CI1

Yes < 125

spec17 Murchison
Heated 900C

MP-TXH-
064-HM

CC/CM2 Yes 63�
125

Murchison IOM
55–63 um

OG-CMA-
004

Org./
CM2

– 55� 63

Murchison IOM
90–106 um

OG-CMA-
003

Org./
CM2

– 90�
106

Fig. 5. The aspect angle (i.e. sub-Earth latitude) for our observations on 16 and
17 December 2017, based on the pole solution by Hanu�s et al. (2016) with pole
ecliptic coordinates ðλ; βÞ ¼ ð319∘; � 39∘Þ.
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(naturally heated) that has a blue slope. The UV maximum and the pre-
ceding downturn of these two samples are in excellent agreement with
the observed spectrum (these two meteoritic analogs show slightly
different spectral slope in the NIR range, but identical in the optical range
that we consider). Another good candidate for the blue spec16 is Ivuna
heated at 700 �C with grain-size < 125 μm, but with a slightly shallower
slope.

The closest meteoritic analog for spec17 is Murchison heated at
900 �C with grain-size 63–125 μm. Good spectral match is also given by
two samples in the RELAB database of high purity organic residuals of
Murchison, with grain sizes of 55–63 and 90–106 μm respectively.

Our observed spectra suggest, thus, compositional similarities with
CI/CM unusual chondrites, i.e. dehydrated CI/CM chondrites.

4. Discussion

We observe a notable variability of Phaethon spectral slope in the
range of our �24 h spectroscopic follow-up. Furthermore, we do not
observe the reflectance downturn, at least not until 0.33 μm.
4.1. Phaethon viewing geometry

We studied the viewing geometry of the asteroid during our obser-
vations in order to ascertain possible causes for the observed spectral
variations. We computed the geometry of our observations based on the
pole solution by Hanu�s et al. (2016) that corresponds to the pole ecliptic
coordinates ðλ; βÞ ¼ ð319∘; � 39∘Þ, defining Phaethon north-pole as the
sunlit side at the perihelion. Using the NASA ancillary system SPICE
kernels and its tools (Acton, 1996; Acton et al., 2018) we computed the
sub-Earth latitude, also called aspect angle (see Fig. 5). We also computed
the phase angle and the sub-solar point coordinates on the asteroid sur-
face for each epoch. Therefore we estimated the illuminated and visible
portion of the asteroid disk (see Fig. 6). The geometric parameters are
summarized in Table 3.

In Fig. 7 we show the fraction of Phaethon surface that was actually
observed in each observation. We use different colors for the different
observations (blue: spec16_1, green: spec16_2, red: spec17). For each
observation the subsolar point is represented by the filled circle and the
sub-Earth point is represented by the filled square on the map. The area
illuminated by the Sun is demarcated by the solid lines, while the area
visible from Earth is demarcated by the dotted lines. Thus, the surface on
Phaethon, actually observed during each observation is the area
comprised within the solid and dotted lines of the same color (comprising
also the subsolar and sub-Earth point).

The sub-Earth longitude changes significantly (� 100∘) from first to
second observation, while it changes only 3∘ between second and third.
5

Between the first and the second observation we are therefore observing
significantly different longitudinal regions of the body. The aspect angle
(sub-Earth latitude), instead, does not change significantly between the
first and the second observation (< 1∘) while it changes � 12∘ between
the first and the third observation.

This variation, combined with the solar illumination, implies that in
the third observation some regions at high latitudes (> 70∘, i.e. close to
the north pole, see Fig. 7) disappear from the view. We calculated the
variation of the surface observed between the observations spec16_2 and
spec17 and found that �18% of the observed surface on 16 Dec disap-
pears on 17 Dec, and most of the disappearing surface is found at high
latitudes. So the comparison between the spectra obtained during the
first and the second night, indicates a possible heterogeneity of the
asteroid surface related to the local latitude rather than to the longitude.
The drastic change in spectral slope, from�9.1 to�2 (%=0:1μm), hints to
a bluer disappearing polar region suggesting to the presence of different
material close to the rotational poles of the object with respect to the
surface at low or mid latitudes, in agreement with a strongest thermal
metamorphism on the north pole region due to a more intense thermal
heating (Ohtsuka et al., 2009).
4.2. Variability of phaethon surface properties

Variations in spectral reflectance properties have been attributed by
several studies to compositional differences, regolith physical properties
(e.g. grain size), varying observing geometries, and space weathering
(SpWe) effects. In the following we discuss possible mechanisms for the
particular case of Phaethon.

Cloutis et al. (2011) studied the spectral reflectance properties of CI
chondrites and found that differences in mineralogy and petrology result
in wide variations in spectral properties; in particular, even small dif-
ferences in composition can cause significant changes in spectral slopes.
For example, these authors found that increasing the magnetite abun-
dance results in bluer-sloped spectra; the same trend is observed with
variations in the abundance of other materials, such as insoluble organic
matter, ferrihydrite, etc. The blueing effect is also produced when
increasing the grain size, and Cloutis et al. (2011) note that discrimi-
nating among the two mechanisms would be unlikely.

More recently, Cloutis et al. (2018) studied the spectral reflectance
properties of Murchison CM2 and found similar trends of its spectral
slope as for the CIs. These authors found that small-sized particles (e.g.
powder) give redder-sloped spectra (see also Binzel et al., 2015), the
spectral properties of powdered samples being affected by both the
minimum grain size and average grain size. Correlations of spectral
variations with changes in viewing geometry (e.g. phase angle, forward
or backscattering etc) were also reported, and the authors conclude that
slope variations would not always indicate compositional variations,



Fig. 6. Geometric reconstruction of the
viewing conditions for our 3 Phaethon
observations on 16 and 17 December
2017. Hanu�s et al. (2016) solution H
was used to derive the aspect angle and
the subsolar point. The sub-Earth longi-
tude changes significantly from the first
to the second observation (� 100∘)
while it changes only 3∘ between the
second and the third. The blue dot on
the model shows how a fixed point on
the surface of Phaethon would be seen
from Earth. Between the first and the
second observation we are therefore
observing significantly different longi-
tudinal regions of the body. The aspect
angle, instead, does not change signifi-
cantly between the first and the second
observation while it changes by about
12∘ between the first and the third
observation. This variation, combined
with the solar illumination, implies that
in the third observation some regions at
high latitudes (> 70∘, i.e close to the
north pole) disappear from the view.
(For interpretation of the references to
color in this figure legend, the reader is
referred to the Web version of this
article.)

Table 3
Phaethon geometric parameters during our observations.

Observation spec16_1 spec16_2 spec17

Time of obs. 2017-12-16
19:11:54.0

2017-12-16
20:11:57.4

2017-12-17
17:52:32.6

Sub-Earth latitude and
longitude

(� 5:61∘;5:53∘) (� 6:14∘; �
94:09∘)

(� 17:22∘; �
91:19∘)

subsolar point (25.7�,-37.5�) (25.7�,-137.5�) (25.9�,-143.5�)
phase angle 62.8� 63.4� 76.6�

ill. fraction 73% 72% 62%
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especially when the data have strong correlations with topography or
they are acquired at high phase angles.

In the light of these works, Phaethon blue-sloped spectra could point
to the presence of regions of higher abundance in magnetite, or regions of
higher grain size. In Section 4.1 we illustrated that the observed slope
variations seem to be linked to variations in the local latitude rather than
longitude, in particular the disappearing from the view of surfaces mostly
at high latitudes (> 70∘, i.e. close to the north pole). The grain size
variation scenario is supported by e.g. the close-up images of the small
near-Earth asteroid Itokawa (Saito et al., 2006) which evidence a notable
diversity of surface morphologies, from boulder fields to smooth areas (at
the resolution of the imaging systems).

Alternatively, we explored also the possibility that the slope variation
observed could be due to phase reddening effects. In fact, it is well known
that spectra of asteroids (Clark et al., 2002), meteorites (Gradie et al.,
1980) and comets (Fornasier et al., 2015) can be reddened depending on
the phase of o�bservation and the composition. This effect has been
investigated for several taxonomic types of asteroids, and silicate mate-
rials seem more influenced by phase reddening effects than primitive
carbonaceous materials (Perna et al., 2018). Clark et al. (2011) has
investigated insoluble organic matter in the Murchison meteorite and
found that it gets bluer at low phase angles (10�) as compared to higher
phase angles (50�). Our spectra of Phaethon were obtained at high phase
angles (from �63 to � 77 degrees, see Table 3), and the difference be-
tween the two nights is about 10�, a small variation that can hardly
justify the difference in slope that we find. Moreover, on the basis of
6

Lantz et al. (2018), B type asteroid spectral slopes seem poorly influenced
by phase reddening effects. Finally, Luu and Jewitt (1990) report that no
phase reddening correction is needed beyond 40� phase. However, very
little is known on the behavior of B type asteroids with phase reddening
in the UV region and more investigation is needed.

Another possible explanation for the observed spectral variations
could be the presence of surface alterations due to SpWe. Spectral slope
variations caused by SpWe have been considered since many years (e.g.
Moroz et al., 2004; Lazzarin et al., 2006; Marchi et al., 2006; Vernazza
et al., 2013) producing non definitive trends. In a recent work, Lantz et al.
(2017) argue that SpWe effects correlate with the original composition of
the carbonaceous chondrite samples, producing reddening (with albedo
darkening) to CV and CO classes, and blueing (with brightening) to CM,
CI, C2 classes. Lantz et al. (2018) found that surface alterations by SpWe
can turn a flat or moderately red spectrum into a negatively sloped
B-type, and can move C-type asteroids to B-type. The authors indicate
that no evidence is found for reddening of B-type spectra due to SpWe.

Furthermore, Phaethon is a near-Sun asteroid (NSA) and reaches very
high surface temperatures of � 1000 K (Jewitt and Li, 2010). Hiroi et al.
(1993, 1996) found that solar-radiation heating and in particular the
maximum lifetime temperature experienced, can alter spectral properties
of carbonaceous chondrites (i.e. thermal metamorphism) producing
bluer slopes.

According to Hanu�s et al. (2016) thermophysical model, Sun illumi-
nation is not connected to a specific area on Phaethon surface at the
perihelion passage. Ohtsuka et al. (2009) on the contrary, found a
possible inhomogeneity of solar-radiation heating on Phaethon surface,
using the pole solution of Krugly et al. (2002). According to their model,
the northern mid- and high-latitude regions of Phaethon should be
exposed to much higher solar radiation than other regions around the
perihelion.

In accordance to this picture, the latitude-dependent slope variations
we find in this work would be in agreement with a latitudinally inho-
mogeneous thermal metamorphism on Phaethon surface, in particular in
the northern region, as revealed also by Ohtsuka et al. (2009).

Interestingly, surface color heterogeneity has been reported on
asteroid 2005 UD (Kinoshita et al., 2007), considered to be a fragment of
Phaethon (Ohtsuka et al., 2006; Jewitt and Hsieh, 2006). Part of its



Fig. 7. The fraction of Phaethon surface that was actually observed in each observation. We use different colors for the different observations (blue: spec16_1, green:
spec16_2, red: spec17). For each observation the subsolar point is represented by the filled circle and the sub-Earth point is represented by the filled square on the map.
The area illuminated by the Sun is demarcated by the solid lines, while the area visible from Earth is demarcated by the dotted lines. Thus, the surface on Phaethon,
actually observed during each observation is the area comprised within the solid and dotted lines of the same color. (For interpretation of the references to color in this
figure legend, the reader is referred to the Web version of this article.)
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surface shows a C-type asteroid colors with flat reflectance, while another
part shows bluer reflectance compared to the solar colors, i.e. like an
F-type asteroid. The typical bluish slope of F-type asteroids is thought to
be the result of the dehydratation of hydrated minerals (Rivkin et al.,
2002), implying the C-type surface of 2005 UD would most probably
consist of less thermally processed materials.
4.3. Activity caught in the act?

Another scenario, more daring, but plausible, is to attribute the
observed variability to Phaethon latent activity. Phaethon is an active
asteroid. STEREO observations (Hui and Li, 2017; Jewitt et al., 2013)
show that Phaethon releases sub-μm to � 1μm diameter particles that are
producing an anti-solar tail. This dust ejection is also observed as sig-
nificant brightening (Hui and Li, 2017; Li and Jewitt, 2013) at STEREO
images (which have an effective passband centered near 6700 Å with
FWHM 1400 Å, approximately the classical photometric R band). Until
now Phaethon activity has only been observed at perihelion, when it
arrives at an heliocentric distance of 0.14 AU and reaches very high
surface temperatures of� 1000 K (Jewitt and Li, 2010). Thermal fracture
or desiccation cracking at this extreme near-Sun environment are plau-
sible physical mechanisms driving Phaethon activity.

Arendt (2014) detected a dust trail associated with Phaethon orbit
using the Cosmic Background Explorer Diffuse Infrared Background
Experiment (DIRBE) data (e.g. 12 and 25 μm images). The dust size
making up the DIRBE trail would be far larger than the dust tail detected
by the STEREO observations. Given that the solar longitude is 264.80 deg
(J2000) at the central time of the 1st-night observations, and 265.74 deg
at the time of the 2nd-night, and the longitude of ascending node of
Phaethon is 265.228 deg, we observed Phaethon under the almost
edge-on viewing from the Earth. Therefore, it is possible that either of the
spectral observations also detected the Phaethon dust trail. However, this
could not explain the observed slope variation between our spectra.

Jewitt (2012) discuss a series of processes (e.g. sublimation, rota-
tional instability, radiation pressure) capable of producing mass loss from
a small body that can be effective over heliocentric distances of several
7

AU. A sudden variation of dust production would be compatible with the
observed reddening of Phaethon spectrum. Thus, our observations could
be interpreted as a first hint that Phaethon could be active (long) before
perihelion, during its passage at a< 1AU distance from the Sun (the night
of 16–17 December).

The release of fine-grained particles (micron and sub-micron sized)
observed at perihelion is not sufficient to account for the Geminid stream
in steady-state (Hui and Li, 2017; Li and Jewitt, 2013). Jewitt and Li
(2010) proposed that it would be needed�10 events like these observed,
per orbit.

Phaethon activity, caught in the act at 1 AU, would rise questions
about the ejection mechanisms, the dust production rate, and the dura-
tion of Phaethon activity.
4.4. The spectral feature at 0:43 μm

Our Phaethon spectra reveal, for the first time, a weak and wide
absorption feature around 0.43 μm. This absorption band was first
detected by Vilas et al. (1993) in the reflectance spectra of 13
low-albedo asteroids and it was ascribed to a ferric spin-forbidden ab-
sorption in aqueously altered iron-containing minerals. An absorption
band near 0.43 μm is also present in Fe3þ-bearing hydrated sulfates
(Cloutis et al., 2006) for which it is attributed to Fe3þ spin-forbidden
ligand field transitions. Fornasier et al. (2010) also detected a 0.43
μm band in M-type asteroids and argue that it may be associated to
chlorites and Mg-rich serpentines or pyroxene minerals such us
pigeonite or augite (see also Busarev, 2002, for the detection on M
asteroids and a different origin scenario).

The 0.43 μm band was also observed in 21 Lutetia by Lazzarin et al.
(2004) and Lazzarin et al. (2010) discuss the possibility that 21 Lutetia
high albedo of 0.2 could suggest the presence of metallic materials.
Thermal infrared observations (Green et al., 1985; Harris, 1998) suggest
that Phaethon optical albedo is 0:11� 0:02, a higher albedo than usually
found for B type objects. So a similar explanation could fit also Phaethon.

Some attempts have been performed to reveal the presence of
aqueous altered materials on Phaethon (see for example Takir et al.,
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2018) with negative results and this could be either attributed to the high
temperatures reached by the asteroid or to an actual anhydrous nature of
the object. However, we have also found a good match with thermally
altered carbonaceous chondrites. This finding, connected with very
recent determination of low albedo values for Phaethon (Ito et al., 2018),
obtained through radiometric observation, and together with the
0:43 μm absorption band determination, could indicate an aqueous
altered nature of Phaethon. The conclusion of the possible presence of the
0:43 μm feature points to the peculiar nature of Phaethon and we think
that this topic deserves a deep further investigation.

5. Summary and conclusions

Phaethon recent closest encounter with Earth took place on 2017-
Dec-16 22:58 UT at a distance of � 0:069 AU. During the nights 16
and 17 December we performed a spectroscopic follow-up of Phaethon,
using long-slit spectroscopy from 1.22m Asiago telescope. The spectra
were obtained at very high elevation angles (airmass < 1:15) to avoid
biases introduced by atmospheric effects (extinction and differential
refraction).

Our main results can be summarized as following:

1. Our spectra reveal a significant variation in the UV spectral slope. The
slope in the wavelength range [0.33–0.64] μm varies from S

0
16 ¼ �

9:1� 0:2%ð=0:1μmÞ on 2017-Dec-16 to S0
17 ¼ �2:0� 0:1%ð=0:1μmÞ

on 2017-Dec-17.
2. Our spectra lack the reflectance downturn at least until � 0:33μm.
3. Our spectra show also a weak absorption band around 0.43 μm.
4. The comparison with meteorites suggest compositional similarities

with CI/CM unusual chondrites.
5 The calculation of the viewing geometry during our observations

indicate that the slope variability seems to be related to the surfaces
disappearing from the view, mostly at high latitudes (> 70∘, i.e. close
to the north pole).

6. We argue that our findings could indicate that either we observe
surfaces of different composition, or surfaces covered with grains of
different size, or surfaces of different state of SpWe and/or thermal
metamorphism. Last, a more daring scenario for the observed spectral
variability could be a strong and sudden variation of dust production
that could produce a reddening of the spectrum of Phaethon from one
night to the other.

Insitu spacecraft measurements from Destinyþ will ascertain whether
the observed variability of Phaethon surface properties is due to
compositional differences, physical properties, or SpWe effects.
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