VENUS: Western elongation 2006, and the Venus Express mission
Only the latter part of the recent morning elongation - with Venus at high phase - was favourable for UK observers, but the publicity for a ground-based observing campaign through the ESA Venus Express (VEX) website and our Journal (116, 60-61 (2006)) helped bring in more data from abroad. Thanks to Jan Adelaar of the VvS (Holland), several of that organisation’s observers (R.Bosman, W.Kivits, A.van Kranenburg and J.Sussenbach) sent useful images. Imaging was also done by D.L.Arditti, N.D.Bryant, J.Jefferson and D.B.V.Tyler (UK), D.A.Peach (from Barbados), J.P.Hatton (Holland), F.J.Melillo (USA), H-G.Lindberg (Sweden), T.Olivetti (Thailand) and T.Ikemura (Japan). Remarkably, Lindberg secured UV images on over 60 dates. Visual work was sent by D.Fisher, P.T.Grego and A.W.Heath (UK), G-L.Adamoli and M.Giuntoli (Italy) and D.Niechoy (Germany). Copies of the better observations have been sent at intervals to Jason Hatton for ESA, and some observers have posted their own work at the VEX website. Meanwhile, some of the VEX scientific results have been summarised at the official website and in popular reviews (for example: A.Coates, Astron. & Geophys., 47 (3), 13-15 (2006)).            
Nightside observations
Following inferior conjunction (2006 January 13), Ikemura (2006 January 28) secured infrared images (λ = 1 micron) showing the nightside thermal emission from the planet, thereby repeating the 2004 success of C.Pellier (Journal, 114, 241-242 (2004)). (Ikemura and Melillo had also secured similar results just prior to inferior conjunction.) The Ashen Light - where the planet’s unilluminated hemisphere appears brighter than the sky at visual wavelengths - was reported only by Niechoy, and he found it visible only near the terminator, on March 8 (‘yellowish’) and 13 (‘grey-brown’). Unfortunately no images were available for comparison for either date.
Dichotomy

Theoretical half-phase occurred on 2006 March 26. Heath in white light saw the planet exactly dichotomised three days later, leading to the usual small phase anomaly. Venus was also precisely dichotomised on Olivetti’s image of April 1, in violet light (W47 filter), leading to the usual larger anomaly at shorter wavelength.
Cusp-caps

In UV light the brighter cuspidal areas (or cusp-caps) were quite large, and they were widely imaged in both hemispheres. Generally they seem to have been roughly equal in size and brightness during April to September, though occasionally the N. cap seemed a little larger or brighter.
Bright areas

Other than the bright cusp-caps there were several discrete bright areas at the limb: on May 4 Lindberg imaged one in UV light at the WSW (f.) limb, and it reappeared at the next rotation on May 8. On several images the N. cuspidal area appeared to extend southward along the evening (W; f.) limb, for instance to Kivits on June 10, Lindberg on July 3 and Sussenbach on July 12, 15, 19: whether these were separate bright areas or just extensions of the cusp-cap could not be ascertained.
Dark markings

Broad horizontal dark markings surrounded the cusp-caps at many longitudes and the classic Y- or Ψ-shaped markings were in evidence. Sussenbach produced an impressive and almost complete UV atmospheric chart from his July 12-17 data. All of the dark markings were best recorded in the UV images, but more than once van Kranenburg simultaneously recorded a Y-shaped marking in both blue light and in the ultraviolet. 

The images submitted were not numerous enough to make useful new estimates of the rotation period of the UV cloud layer from the evidence of this elongation alone, though the four-day retrograde period was sufficiently obvious in the dataset (in Peach’s images of April 13 and 21, for example). However, a forthcoming report (in press) will present significant new BAA measurements from our 2004 data.
Infrared work
IR images of the illuminated part of the planet were mostly featureless, but Arditti, Ikemura and Peach occasionally succeeded in catching some slight structure in the clouds, in the form of vague low-contrast lighter and darker areas. Peach’s best images of April 20 portray several thin dusky bands slightly inclined to the equator. The polar areas were never bright in the infrared, and were sometimes rather shaded. The markings in the IR, when visible, were clearly different (but not in inverse relation) to those imaged simultaneously in the UV. The data were insufficient to estimate the rotation period of the IR features.

All observers are thanked for their efforts, and are encouraged to continue to obtain as complete a record as possible as soon as the planet passes through superior conjunction (2006 October 27).
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