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Astronomer Frank Drake developed this equation in 1961 as a way to discuss the probability of intelligent, communicating civilizations in our galaxy.
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N = R* fp ne fl fi fc L
R* represents the rate of star formation in our galaxy, the Milky Way.
Question: How many new stars are formed each year?
Answer: Some current estimates are somewhere around 20 suitable stars.
fp is the fraction of stars with planets.
Question: What fraction of stars has developed planetary systems?

Answer: Half is a good guess, but only 123 extrasolar planets have been found (July 2004).
ne is the number of planets per star that are capable of sustaining life.
Question: For each star that does have a planetary system, how many planets are capable of sustaining life?

Answer: Educated guesses range from 1 to 5.

fl is the fraction of planets in ne where life evolves.
Question: On what fraction of the planets that are capable of sustaining life does life actually evolve?

Answer: Unknown.  Current estimates range from 100% down to nearly 0%.

fi is the fraction of fl where intelligent life evolves

Question: On the planets where life does evolve, what percentage evolves intelligent life?

Answer: Unknown.  Guesses range from 100% down to nearly 0%.

fc is the fraction of fi that communicate

Question: What percentage of those planets with intelligent life have beings with the means and the desire to communicate?

Answer: Maybe 50% or more, but this is just a conjecture based on our Earthly experience.
L is the average lifetime in years of communicating civilizations.
Question: How long does a communicative civilization typically survive?
Answer: No one has any idea about this.  So far we’ve been communicating with radio waves on Earth for about 100 years.  We’ve only been able to produce signals which could penetrate the Earth’s ionespere and travel in space for about 60 or 70 years.  How much longer will our civilization survive?
Multiplying all of these factors gives us:

N, the number of communicating civilizations in the galaxy.

As you can see, the real value of the Drake equation is not in the answer it generates, but in the questions it raises.
