
 

Space debris expert warns about dangers of
orbital junk
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The emerging problem of floating space junk becomes more and more
evident and bothersome. Spacecraft and satellites are currently subject to
high-speed impacts by more than 19,000 trackable objects, mainly old
satellites, spent rocket stages, and fragments from disintegration,
erosion, and collisions. There are also several hundred thousand objects
the size of marbles, and several million the size of sand grains. Even a
tiny piece of debris can inflict considerable damage, or even destroy an
orbiting operational spacecraft. A report in 2011 by the National
Research Council (NRC) warned NASA that the amount of space debris
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orbiting the Earth was at critical level. So are we now really close to a
disaster induced by space debris as depicted in the blockbuster movie
'Gravity'? William Schonberg, professor of aerospace engineering at the
Missouri University of Science and Technology who was the member of
NRC committee that filed the report in 2011, warns that the movie
scenario can come true.

"While the movie 'Gravity' took certain liberties with the laws of physics
and certain event timelines, it certainly did wonders to bring the problem
of space debris front and center in the minds of many people who may
not have known about it," Schonberg told astrowatch.net. "That said,
while events may not unfold precisely in the manner depicted in the
movie, the general concept of a 'runaway debris collision' event as
depicted in the movie might indeed be possible under the right
circumstances."

The odds for 'the right circumstances' are increasing as every satellite or
spacecraft has the potential to create space debris. Any impact between
two objects of sizeable mass can produce shrapnel debris from the force
of collision. Each piece of shrapnel has the potential to cause further
damage, creating even more space debris. With a large enough collision
the amount of cascading debris could be enough to render low Earth
orbit essentially unusable.

The space debris problem is an issue that needs a worldwide cooperation
to solve it. "No single nation can solve this problem on its own,"
Schonberg said. "All space-faring nations are engaged in addressing this
problem using the best talents they have at their disposal."

But there are currently no international treaties that would force nations
to at least mitigate the space junk. The U.S. government has
implemented a set of standard practices for both civilian and military
orbital debris reduction as have some other space agencies, such as the
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European Space Agency (ESA). Since 2012, ESA is also designing a
mission to remove a large space debris from orbit. The mission, called
e.Deorbit, is to be launched by 2021.

Various companies, academics, and governmental entities have put forth
plans and proposed a variety of technologies for actively dealing with
space debris. But most of the technological approaches have not been
turned into firm, funded projects, and there is no commercial business
plan extant for most companies to actually begin systematically reducing
space debris.

"The space debris problem is a multi-faceted problem, one that has
technological, legal, financial, political, etc. issues that must all be
addressed in any long-lasting solution. There is currently no 'one size fits
all' solution to all aspects of the problem." Schonberg noticed.

Source: Astrowatch.net

Citation: Space debris expert warns about dangers of orbital junk (2015, January 12) retrieved 27
April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2015-01-space-debris-expert-dangers-orbital.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

http://www.astrowatch.net/
https://phys.org/news/2015-01-space-debris-expert-dangers-orbital.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

