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Two Earth-observing CubeSats
(dark obl ong ohjects) shoot from a
e Bite deployment deviceon the

International Space Station.
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The rise of the CubeSat

A decade ago, CubeSats were just educational tools, a way for university students
to place a simple Sputnik in space. Now these 10centimeter boxes, built with
off- theshelf technology and costing lundreds of thousands of dollars mther than
hundreds of millions, have taken off. More than 75 were launched this year, a
record. Whats more, the little boxes are starting to do real sdence

Increased and affordable access to space is driving much of the boom.
CubeSats can hitch a ride on commerdal or government rockets carrying bigger
spacecraft, or they can be pushed out the door of the International Space Station.
The rapid-fire launch rate is encouraging something never before seen in space:
risk-taking. Designers can tolerate a failure or two and quickly get back in the
game. As technology advances, they can also swap in better solar panels, batter-
ies, or processors

Private money has taken notice, funding companies such as Planet Labs, which
is monitoring Earth with a swarm of perennially replaced CubeSats. Their small
telescopes take pictures with relatively poor spatial resolution—a few meters—but
at frequent intervaks. Spy agencies may not be seduced, but Planet Labs’ data are
plenty usoful for monitoring deforestation, urban development, and river changes.

Coming up nect: CubeSats that talk to one another while taking measurements.
Among other things, such CubeSat constellations will be able to cover more area,
faster, or monitor Earths surface in several wawlengths at once. If they work,
CubeSats will hawe demonstrated not only that small is beautiful, but also that the
whaole is greater than the sum of its parts. —Eric Hand
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NASA’S CUBESAT LAUNCH INITIATIVE (CSLI)

s an Space Administration

CUBESATS are small
research spacecraft called
nanosatellites, built to standard
dimensions of 10x10x11 cm

CSLI provides opportunities for small satellite
payloads to fly on upcoming launches to NASA
Centers, educational & non-profit organizations. |
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