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NASA awards $3 million to UA for asteroid research,
inclusion of minority students

By Jasmine Demers Arizona Daily Star Jul 18, 2019

A depiction of a CubeSat that students and researchers at the UA will build as part of a program to study asteroids.

Courtesy of the University of Arizona

The University of Arizona will receive $3 million in NASA funding over three years to
study asteroids, while also providing opportunities for minority students not typically

found in STEM programs, the university announced.

Through NASA’s Minority University Research and Education Project Institutional
Research Opportunity, or MIRO program, the UA 1s one of eight institutions that will

share more than $8.2 million distributed as part of the program.
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As a IHispanic-Serving Institution, UA rescarchers hope to usc this funding to provide
opportunities for minority students underrepresented in the STEM field. Specifically,
students will work with researchers to design, build and operate miniature satellites
called CubeSats, which will recreate the surface environment of an asteroid.

The specific CubeSats the students will be building are called asteroid origins satellites.
These satellites, about the size of a bread box, will serve as laboratories and will contain
asteroid material that came from meteorites found on earth. The CubeSats will be placed
into low-earth orbit and will imitate an asteroid’s extremely low surface gravity, where a
human would weigh as much as a mouse.

In addition to UA students, researchers will also include students from Pima
Community College and the University of Puerto Rico in the project.

“Our decades-spanning experience in planetary exploration makes the UA an 1deal
institution to lead this STEM education and research project,” said UA President Robert
C. Robbins. “Underrepresented students from both our local community and
international partners will have an opportunity to learn about asteroid science and space
systems engineering through a project that will actually launch into space. This is the
kind of incredible opportunity we are proud to offer students for them to have the tools
and experience to succeed.”

While the UA is involved in several asteroid detection projects, including NASA’s
OSIRIS-REx mission that is set to return a sample of an asteroid to earth in 2023,
scientists say this project is providing a new way of conducting asteroid research.

“We are coming up with an asteroid proving ground without having to go to an
asteroid,” said Jekan Thanga, principal investigator of the MIRO program and an
assistant professor in the Department of Aerospace and Mechanical Engineering. “This
1s a whole different way of doing science.”

Researchers and students will study an asteroid’s potential for being a source of
spacecraft fuel, test robotic devices, plant surface sensors, and fire small projectiles into
a low-gravity asteroid surface.
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Compared to other asteroid research, this project is much less expensive and gives
researchers the ability to learn about the geophysics of an asteroids surface without

having to spend millions of dollars to go to one.

Researchers hope this project will lead to the development of a much larger spacecraft
that, in low-earth orbit, would allow them to realistically test how a landing vehicle or
astronaut might interact with an asteroid’s surface.

“We would like to build a pipeline of students working with professors to conceptualize,
design, build and fly CubeSats at the University of Arizona,” said Thanga. “We’re
looking to the day in the future where sending a CubeSat to space might be as easy as

sending a payload up on a balloon flight to do an experiment in high altitude.”

Contact reporter Jasmine Demers at jdemers@tucson.com.

On Twitter: @JasmineADemers.
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Capturing history: Tucson resident recounts story of his Apollo 11 liftoff photo

= Ready for impact: UA leads successful global test to asteroid threat

m Arizona looks to the sky, takes lead on several asteroid detection projects
= South Tucson raises sales tax rate to 11 percent

= The best chances for storms today are south and east of Tucson

= Tucson police ID bicyclist killed in Wednesday crash near Fort Lowell Road
= UA summer medical fellowship teaches students importance of ignorance

= Tucson woman's 2 related cancers caused by human papillomavirus

Jasmine Demers
Reporter

Jasmine joined the Star in 2019. With a master’s degree in journalism, Jasmine served in a variety of leadership roles,
including The Daily Wildcat's editor-in-chief. She was also named Outstanding Newsperson of the Year by the UA
School of Journalism.

https://tucson_cominews/localinasa-awards-million-to-ua-for-asteroid-research-inclusion-offarticle 59f68527-b9f3-5472-ad69-2d221a220c99.hitml 414



