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SETI Institute researcher Matt Tiscareno will continue to be on the front
lines as the famed Cassini spacecraft embarks on its final mission. 
NASA has announced that Tiscareno will be a Participating Scientist as
Cassini prepares to take the best images of Saturn's rings ever made. 

Since 2011, the Cassini Project has selected Participating Scientists to
enhance the scientific return of the Cassini mission by broadening the
community of researchers taking part in the analysis and interpretation
of data. Tiscareno began working with the Cassini mission as a postdoc
in 2004, and was first selected as a Participating Scientist in 2012. He is
one of four such researchers selected this year by NASA. 

Already among the most successful spacecraft missions in history – one
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whose discoveries have ranged from the geysers of Enceladus to the
storms of Saturn, the seas of Titan, and enigmatic features in the rings –
Cassini will spend its last year performing a "Grand Finale." It will
repeatedly dive close to the rings and the planet for nearly a year, before
finally plunging into Saturn in September 2017. 

In addition to close-range measurements of Saturn's gravity and
magnetic fields (both of which yield insights into the gas giant's interior
structure), Cassini will directly sample the atmosphere and measure the
mass of the rings.  It will also make repeated passes very close to the
rings – at distances only a few times the diameter of Earth. In such close
proximity, Cassini can garner images with two to three times better
resolution than those obtained during the main part of the mission. 
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A propeller-shaped structure created by an unseen moon is brightly illuminated
on the sunlit side of Saturn's rings. Credit: Cassini/NASA/JPL/Space Science
Institute

"The only other time we have been this near to the rings was at the very
beginning of the mission, when the spacecraft maneuvered close to the
planet while putting itself into orbit," says Tiscareno. "But this time we
will be coming down from above the rings, rather than scooting laterally
across them, and we'll be doing it again and again.  So we'll have both
enough time and a sufficiently stable vantage point to make a really top-
notch portrait of the ring system." 

In addition to a full-length scan of the main rings, Cassini will use some
of its closest vantage points as opportunities to make detailed pictures of
locations within the rings that have been flagged over the past decade as
being of special interest. Tiscareno will be working on these images also.
Some of these images will be of "propellers," disturbances in the ring
created by football field-sized moonlets as they orbit Saturn, embedded
in the ring. Cassini scientists, including Tiscareno, have been tracking
the orbits of nearly a dozen propellers over the past decade, and the
changes in their orbits may indicate that the moons are directly
interacting with the disk in ways that could shed light on the way baby
planets interact with their surrounding natal disks. The up-close propeller
images taken during Cassini's Grand Finale should provide new details
of what that interaction looks like.  

"I am exceedingly honored to have been chosen to work with the Cassini
Project in this capacity," said Tiscareno, "and I am very excited to see
what will be revealed as Cassini saves its best for last."
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