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TRANSIT OF MERCURY

Transit of Mercury on 9 May 2016, photographed by Elijah 
Mathews. Mercury is the sharp dot on the lower left and the 
blurrier spot higher up is a sunspot. 

On 11th November 2019, the planet Mercury will pass in front of the Sun.  
This Transit of Mercury will be visible from all of Africa using a small telescope.

On this day, over a leisurely 5.5 hours, the planet Mercury will move across the disk of the Sun, 
as it orbits around our parent star. Mercury will enter the face of the Sun around 2.35 pm CAT 
in the afternoon, but the Sun will set between mid-transit to end-transit depending on your 
location. You will need a small telescope to project the image of the Sun on to a screen to see 
the Transit. It is important that you take all safety precautions to protect your eyes from danger.

Transits are rare

The orbit of Mercury is at an angle to our own orbit around the Sun, which is why transits are rare events. 
The last such transit was on 9 May 2016 and the one after this will be on 13 November 2032. During the 
2019 Transit, Mercury will be 195 times smaller than the Sun, and a small telescope is needed to project the 
magnified image of the Sun on a piece of paper.

SAFETY FIRST!

When can we see it?

The transit timings vary from place to place by less than 
two minutes. Mercury starts entering the Sun’s disk around 
2.35 pm Central African Time and is fully inside the Sun in 
1.5 minutes. The mid point of the transit is at 5.20 pm CAT. 
It then leaves the Sun’s disk around 8.03 pm CAT and is 
fully outside in less than 2 minutes hence. You will need to 
convert these to the time zone of your country. 

Since the Sun moves from east to west, sunset occurs earlier 
for east Africa than west Africa. Hence, for more eastern 
locations, the Sun will set before the transit is complete. 
The durations and timings for each of the SKA AVN African 
Partner Countries is given below, in local times.

More information

If you would like to know more, or download this poster and other material, or find out where you can see 
the transit from, visit https://www.africanastronomicalsociety.org/transit-of-mercury/

Looking at the Sun through a telescope, binoculars or 
any optical instrument will cause permanent damage 
to your eyes, including blindness. Never look at the Sun 
directly, even with your naked eyes, let alone through 
any optical instrument!

A safe way to see the Sun and the Transit of Mercury is 
to use a small telescope with no plastic parts (since they 
will melt!) to project the image of the Sun onto a large 
paper and look only at this projected image. Make sure 
that no one comes in the path of this projection and 
looks into the eyepiece even by accident.

Why are transits important 

The exact time when Mercury crosses into the disk of the Sun varies by around 2 minutes depending on your 
location in Africa. Astronomers travelled across the world, including South Africa, to measure this tiny difference 
from various places during transits of Mercury and Venus in the 18th and 19th centuries. This was the only way 
they could measure the distance between objects within the Solar System at that time!
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Location Zone ToM start Middle End Sunset

Cape Town, South Africa SAST 2.35 pm 5.19 pm 8.05 pm 7.23 pm

Johannesberg, SA SAST 2.35 pm 5.19 pm 8.05 pm 6.31 pm

Gaborone, Botswana CAT 2.35 pm 5.19 pm 8.05 pm 6.37 pm

Windhoek, Namibia CAT 2.35 pm 5.19 pm 8.05 pm 7.09 pm

Maputo, Mozambique CAT 2.35 pm 5.19 pm 8.05 pm 6.13 pm

Lusaka, Zambia CAT 2.35 pm 5.19 pm 8.05 pm 6.14 pm

Antananarivo, Madagascar EAT 3.35 pm 6.19 pm 9.05 pm 6.02 pm

Port Louis, Mauritius MUT 4.35 pm 7.19 pm 10.05 pm 6.24 pm

Nairobi, Kenya EAT 3.35 pm 6.19 pm 9.05 pm 6.21 pm

Accra, Ghana GMT 12.35 pm 3.19 pm 6.05 pm 5.41 pm

CVT (UTC -01:00) | GMT (UTC)
WAT (UTC +01:00) | CAT & SAST (UTC +02:00)

EAT (UTC +03:00) | MUT (UTC +04:00)  

End 8.05 pm CAT

Mid 5.19 pm CAT
Start 2.35 pm CAT
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