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MESSENGER to crash into Mercury

fter more than four years of orbiting
Mercury, NASA's MESSENGER space-
craft will crash into the solar system'’s
innermost planetin twoweekswhen it
runs out of propellant. The US space
agency has said the date of impact is likely to be
April 30.

The spacecraft will impact Mercury at more
than 3.91 kilometres per second on the side of
theplanetfacingaway from Earth. Duetotheex-
pectedlocation, engineers will beunable to view
inreal time the exactlocation of theimpact.

This week, mission operatorsin mission con-
trol at the Johns Hopkins University Applied
Physics Laboratory (APL) in Laurel, Maryland,
completed the fourth in a series of orbit correc-
tion manoeuvres designed to delay the space-
craft’simpact on the surface of Mercury.

The last manoeuvre is scheduled for April
24. “Following this last manoeuvre, we will fi-
nally declare the spacecraft out of propellant as
this manoeuvre will deplete nearly all of our re-
maining helium gas,” said Daniel O’Shaugh-
nessy, missionsystemsengineerat APL. “Atthat
point, thespacecraftwillnolongerbe capable of

fighting the downward push of the sun's gravi-

The MESSENGER spacecraft around Mercury

ty,” hesaid.

Although Mercury is one of Earth’s nearest
planetary neighbours, little was known about
the planet prior to the MESSENGER mission.

“Whilespacecraft operationswillend, weare
celebrating MESSENGER asmore than a success-
fulmission. It'sthebeginning of alongerjourney
to analyse the data that reveals all the scientific
mysteries of Mercury,” said John Grunsfeld, as-
sociate administrator forthe Science Mission Di-
rectorateat NASA Headquarters in Washington.

The spacecraft travelled more than six-and-
a-half years before it was inserted into orbit
around Mercury onMarch 18,2011.
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