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Backdropped by the blackness of space and the thin line of Earth's atmosphere,
the International Space Station is seen from Space Shuttle Discovery as the two
spacecraft begin their relative separation. Earlier the STS-119 and Expedition 18
crews concluded 9 days, 20 hours and 10 minutes of cooperative work onboard
the shuttle and station. Undocking of the two spacecraft occurred at 2:53 p.m.
(CDT) on March 25, 2009. Credit: NASA/ESA

Today, ground control in Belgium switched off a package that had been
continuously watching the Sun from the International Space Station for
nine years.
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'Solar' has been measuring most of the radiation emitted by our closest
star across the electromagnetic spectrum. Built to run for only 18
months, it was still working until today – exceeding all expectations.

Solar's observations are improving our understanding of the Sun and
allowing scientists to create accurate computer models and predict its
behaviour.

To predict how the Sun behaves, scientists create complex computer
models to build a virtual star. With more observations, scientists can fine-
tune their models. Modelling and predicting the Sun's activity with
precision is an important step towards understanding humankind's effect
on Earth's climate.

Between 2012 and 2016, the Space Station turned itself five times to
position Solar so that it could track the Sun without interruption for a
complete solar day – around a month of Earth days.

It was the first time the Station changed attitude for scientific reasons
alone and a huge achievement – it's not every day that you move a 450
tonne orbital outpost.

Today, Solar was moved to a parked position where it was secured with a
pin. Even during its last days, Solar was delivering important data.

The teams at the control centre in Brussels, Belgium, used the final
moments to stress the hardware to its limits and gain a better
understanding of how the observations have been affected by age and the
intense changes in temperature it endures outside the Station. Using this
extra information, researchers are developing software that will improve
calibration of parts of the data.

ESA's project leader, Astrid Orr, comments, "After all these years of
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gaining valuable information about our Sun it is an emotional moment
for the team, but Solar has far exceeded everyone's expectations."

"This kind of research does not deliver pretty pictures, but numbers. I tip
my hat to the researchers who patiently sort through the wealth of data –
this field of science may seem tedious and unexciting to the outside
world, but climate studies heavily rely on these data to understand the
world we live in and how we are shaping it."

  
 

  

Solar on the ISS Columbus module. Credit: ESA
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Space Station Mercury. Credit: European Space Agency
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