
 

ESA's SMOS water mission goes live
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The Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity (SMOS) mission makes global
observations of soil moisture over Earth’s landmasses and salinity over the
oceans. Variations in soil moisture and ocean salinity are a consequence of the
continuous exchange of water between the oceans, the atmosphere and the land -
Earth’s water cycle. Credits: ESA - AOES Medialab

(PhysOrg.com) -- ESA's SMOS satellite completed its six-month
commissioning this week and formally began operational life. This
milestone means the mission is now set to provide much-needed global
images of soil moisture and ocean salinity to improve our understanding
of the water cycle.

The Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity (SMOS) satellite was launched on
2 November last year, and has since undergone an intense programme of
calibration and commissioning in preparation for its life in service.

At a three-day review this week in Ávila, Spain, all the elements of the
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mission were found to be in excellent shape. The meeting concluded
with the formal end of commissioning.

Responsibility for the mission has now been transferred from ESA's
Project Manager, Achim Hahne, who held the reins since the mission
was selected in 2001 for development, to Susanne Mecklenburg, ESA's
SMOS Mission Manager, who is responsible for the data and its delivery
to the scientific community.

Achim Hahne said, "I would like to thank all my colleagues in ESA,
CNES and industry for their excellent work in taking this mission off the
drawing board and into orbit.

"It's been a privilege to have worked on this novel mission, which not
only provides essential information to help further our understanding of
the Earth system, but also demonstrates the excellence of European
technology.

"From now on, our baby will be the in capable hands of Susanne and we
look forward to seeing how SMOS's eagerly awaited data will contribute
to Earth science and be used in practical applications."

SMOS employs a novel interferometric radiometer that operates in the L-
band microwave range to capture ‘brightness temperature’ images. These
images are used to produce global maps of soil moisture every three days
and maps of ocean salinity averaged over 30 days.

By consistently mapping these two variables, SMOS will advance our
knowledge of the exchange processes between Earth’s surface and
atmosphere and also help to improve weather and climate models.

In addition, the data will also be used for practical applications in areas
such as agriculture and water resource management.
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Susanne Mecklenburg said, ''So far, the mission has been progressing
really well and we have been very happy to see what the scientific
community has already been able to achieve with the data. Brightness
temperature data will be released in June and soil moisture and ocean
salinity data will be available in September after further validation."

ESA has placed three of its Earth Explorer satellites in orbit within a
little over 12 months. The GOCE gravity mission was launched in March
2009, followed by SMOS in November and the CryoSat ice mission last
month.

Results from these three missions will be presented to the scientific
community at the Living Planet Symposium at the end of June in
Bergen, Norway.
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