The Living Earth

Our Beautiful Blue Planet

The third planet in the solar system, happily orbiting the sun from about 93
million miles away, is our bright blue and green planet Earth.

Earth is the fifth largest planet, formed around 4.6 billion years ago. Like
most of the planets (with the exception of Venus and Uranus), Earth spins in
a counterclockwise direction. And deep inside of our spinning planet, there
is an inner core made up of solid iron and nickle. Surrounding that solid
core is an outer core of molten hot iron and nickle. On top of that is the
mantle, a layer of very hot, mostly solid rock (although it can bend and
move and twist) that is around 1800 miles thick.

On top of that is the thinnest layer - the thin, brittle surface crust that we
walk on. On dry land, that thin crust is anywhere from 18 to 30 miles thick.
But in some places on the ocean floor, there is only 3 to 9 miles of crust
separating us from the hot mantle underneath!

The diameter of the earth at the equator is only 7926 miles, making our
planet sound pretty small. But our small planet Earth is a very special place.
As far as we know, it is the only planet in our solar system with any life on
it. And our small blue planet is absolutely teeming with life. Scientists have
cataloged over 1.5 million species of different living things on Earth, but most
believe that the actual number may be closer to 8 million or so. That means
that there are still a lot of plants and animals and other forms of life
sharing this planet with us that we don't yet know about!

The secret to all that life is Earth's wonderful atmosphere. Composed of 77%
Nitrogen, 21% Oxygen, 1% Water Vapor, and traces of other gases such as
Argon and Carbon Dioxide, Earth's atmosphere provides everything we need
to breathe and sustain life.

Not only that, Earth's atmosphere holds in just the right amount of the sun's
heat so we don't die from too much heat or cold. And our atmosphere
protects us by blocking out most of the harmful radiation coming from
space and our Sun. When you think about it, Earth's atmosphere is one of
our most important resources!
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