
 

NASA earth observation satellite fails to
reach orbit (Update)
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The Orbital Sciences Taurus the XL rocket and NASA's encapsulated Glory
spacecraft awaiting an early morning launch on the pad at Space Launch
Complex 576-E at Vandenberg Air Force Base in California, February 2011.
The earth observation satellite Glory failed to reach orbit after its protective
cover did not detach following its launch.

 A NASA satellite that aimed to study the impact of aerosols on climate
plunged into the Pacific Ocean on Friday, delivering a $424-million
blow to the US space agency.

The failure of the Glory satellite launch was the second bungle for
NASA climate science efforts in two years, and closely resembled a
botched carbon satellite launch involving the same company, Orbital
Sciences Corp., in 2009.
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Glory could not reach orbit after its protective clamshell-like nose cone
cover failed to detach after launch, engineers said as they struggled to
figure out why the expensive technology collapse had happened yet
again.

"We are all pretty devastated," said Ron Grabe, executive vice president
and general manager of the Virginia-based Orbital's Launch Systems
Group, which made both the rocket and satellite.

Grabe appeared at a press conference Friday along with other grim-
faced executives and NASA experts as the US space agency announced
the creation of a "Mishap Investigation Board to evaluate the cause of
the failure."

"We encountered no anomalies" early on, NASA launch director Omar
Baez told reporters.

But a few minutes into the flight, it became apparent that separation of
the cover, known as a fairing, had not occurred.

"We didn't see the indication of fairing separation," said Baez. "We
failed to make orbit and all indications are that the satellite and rocket
are in the southern Pacific Ocean somewhere."

The launch of the satellite -- which was to measure aerosols in the
Earth's atmosphere to help clarify their impact on climate -- was delayed
on February 23 after an unexpected ground control reading 15 minutes
before liftoff.

On Friday it blasted off from Vandenberg Air Force Base in California
aboard a four stage Taurus-XL rocket at 2:09 am (1009 GMT), but
NASA soon reported that it was slowing down and would not reach
orbit.
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A similar mishap took place in February 2009, when a satellite designed
to monitor global carbon dioxide emissions plummeted into the ocean
near Antarctica after failing to reach orbit, in a setback for climate
science.

There too, a fatal mission error occurred minutes after liftoff when the
fairing, which protects the satellite during its ascent, failed to separate
properly.

But experts said it was too early to know if the Glory failed for the exact
same reason, and that more analysis was needed.

"Right now we are crunching the data but there is not enough data that
has been processed to tell any more than the fairing did not deploy," said
Rick Straka, deputy general manager at Orbital.

Grabe said engineers had done extensive research on the previous
failure, and went so far as to completely change out the initiation system
and replace it with another one that had flown successfully three times.

"So we really went into this flight feeling confident that we had nailed
the fairing issue," said Grabe.

"There is a great deal of emotional investment on the part of all the
players on any spaceflight but that is probably doubly so on a return-to-
flight effort like this one," he said.

"We will recover. The team will bounce back. They are all professionals
and Orbital Sciences will bounce back with the Taurus vehicle," said
Grabe.

The satellite itself weighed 1,164 pounds (528 kilograms), and carried
two main instruments, the Aerosol Polarimetry Sensor and the Total
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Irradiance Monitor which was to be directed at the Sun.

Glory was supposed to chart an orbital course 340 nautical miles (630
kilometers) above the Earth, before employing an on-board propulsion
system to raise its orbit to 438 nautical miles (811 kilometers).

It was then supposed to join what is known as the "A-Train" of Earth-
observing satellites sent up by NASA.

The five already there -- Aqua, Cloudsat, Calipso, Parasol and Aura --
fly in formation, crossing the equator every afternoon.

(c) 2011 AFP
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