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NASA fears space junk could destroy shuttle on Hubble 
mission  

April 29, 2009 | By Mark K. Matthews, Washington Bureau 

WASHINGTON -- An expanding ring of space junk threatens to turn NASA's next space-shuttle mission into one of 
the riskiest assignments ever for an astronaut crew. 

NASA officials estimated on Tuesday that there is a 1-in-221 chance that the shuttle Atlantis would be destroyed by 
debris or meteorites during next month's repair mission to the Hubble Space Telescope -- far greater than the 1-in-
300 risk during typical shuttle missions to the international space station. 

The reason is that the Hubble orbits Earth at about 360 miles, far higher than the station's roughly 200-mile orbit. This 
puts Hubble, and its repair crew, closer to the heart of the debris cloud, which circles the Earth at 500 to 600 miles 
up. In all, NASA and the military track 19,000 pieces larger than 4 inches. 

 

 
Even a small debris piece carries enormous risk, as orbiting particles whip around Earth at speeds approaching 
18,000 miles-per-hour. 

"Due to the tremendous energies possessed by space debris, the collision between a piece of debris only a half-inch 
in diameter and an operational spacecraft . . . has the potential for catastrophic consequences," said Nicholas 
Johnson, NASA's chief scientist for orbital debris, at a U.S. House hearing on the issue Tuesday. 

Concern has grown since February, when two satellites collided over Siberia, adding at least 800 large pieces of 
debris to the orbital junkyard. Overall, there are millions of pieces of space debris overheard, although most are 
smaller than a grain of sand and would do little damage to spacecraft or satellites. 

NASA officials said the Hubble repair mission falls within the agency's acceptable risk guidelines and that the crew 
could take several steps to ensure safety. 

These include checking the orbiter for damage before it re-enters Earth's atmosphere -- an attempt to avoid the fate 
of the shuttle Columbia, which was damaged on liftoff in 2003 and broke apart when attempting to return home. 
Boom-mounted inspection cameras have been used on all post-Columbia flights to check the shuttle's thermal-
protection shield. 

"The on-orbit inspections have gone a long way to learn what our [potential] problems are . . . and to be able to 
mitigate them if we need to," said John Lyver, manager of NASA's micro-meteoroid and orbital-debris program. 

NASA also plans to position the orbiter at an angle to try to "shield" astronauts from incoming space debris during 
spacewalks to repair Hubble. And NASA has readied another shuttle for launch in case Atlantis runs into trouble, as it 
would be too far to dock with the station in case of emergency. 
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