
 

Plans underway for new polar ice and snow
topography mission
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With a launch planned in 2027, the Copernicus Polar Ice and Snow Topography
Altimeter, CRISTAL, mission will carry, for the first time, a dual-frequency
radar altimeter, and microwave radiometer, that will measure and monitor sea-
ice thickness, overlying snow depth and ice-sheet elevations. These data will
support maritime operations in the polar oceans and contribute to a better
understanding of climate processes. CRISTAL will also support applications
related to coastal and inland waters, as well as providing observations of ocean
topography. Credit: Airbus
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Monitoring the cryosphere is essential to fully assess, predict and adapt
to climate variability and change. Given the importance of this fragile
component of the Earth system, today ESA, along with Airbus Defence
and Space and Thales Alenia Space, have signed a contract to develop
the Copernicus Polar Ice and Snow Topography Altimeter mission,
known as CRISTAL.

With a launch planned in 2027, the CRISTAL mission will carry, for the
first time on a polar mission, a dual-frequency radar altimeter, and 
microwave radiometer, that will measure and monitor sea-ice thickness,
overlying snow depth and ice-sheet elevations.

These data will support maritime operations in the polar oceans and
contribute to a better understanding of climate processes. CRISTAL will
also support applications related to coastal and inland waters, as well as
providing observations of ocean topography.

The mission will ensure the long-term continuation of radar altimetry ice
elevation and topographic change records, following on from previous
missions such as ESA's Earth Explorer CryoSat mission and other
heritage missions.

With a contract secured worth € 300 million, Airbus Defence and Space
has been selected to develop and build the new CRISTAL mission, while
Thales Alenia Space has been chosen as the prime contractor to develop
its Interferometric Radar Altimeter for Ice and Snow (IRIS).

ESA's Director of Earth Observation Programmes, Josef Aschbacher,
says, "I am extremely pleased to have the contract signed so we can
continue the development of this crucial mission. It will be critical in
monitoring climate indicators, including the variability of Arctic sea ice,
and ice sheet and ice cap melting."
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The contract for CRISTAL is the second out of the six new high-priority
candidate missions to be signed—after the Copernicus Carbon Dioxide
Monitoring mission (CO2M) in late-July. The CRISTAL mission is part
of the expansion of the Copernicus Space Component programme of
ESA, in partnership with the European Commission.

The European Copernicus flagship programme provides Earth
observation and in situ data, as well as a broad range of services for 
environmental monitoring and protection, climate monitoring and natural
disaster assessment to improve the quality of life of European citizens.
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