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ALTADENA, CA – Mars rovers, Spirit and Opportunity, have, by now, spent almost two 
years on the surface of Mars. They traveled several miles each, frequently stopping and 
analyzing scientific targets with their cameras, spectrometers and other instruments to 
uncover evidence of liquid water on Mars in the past. Their mission is a smashing success 
for NASA.

But what if NASA had a platform on Mars that was able to cover these distances in a matter of hours instead and study the 
rocks on the surface in the same detail as rovers do? Scientific return from such a vehicle would be immense – scientists 
would be able to study the whole planet in greater detail in a time span of a single year.

While orbiters can look at virtually any point on the surface of a planet, they lack the resolution provided by instruments on 
rovers or landers. Rovers, on the other hand, have limited mobility and cannot travel very far from their landing site. As the 
atmosphere of Mars is very thin, an airplane at Mars would last for just an hour until it runs out of fuel.

Global Aerospace Corporation of Altadena, CA proposes that the Mars exploration vehicle combining the global reach similar 
to that of orbiters and high resolution observations enabled by rovers could be a balloon that can be steered in the right 
direction and that would drop small science packages over the target sites. The concept being developed by the Global 
Aerospace Corporation is funded by the NASA Institute for Advanced Concepts (NIAC).

Balloons have been long recognized as unique, scientific platforms due to their relatively low cost and low power consumption. 
Two balloons flew in the atmosphere of Venus in 1984. In the past the inability to control the path of Mars balloons has limited 
their usefulness, and therefore scientific interest in their use.

Global Aerospace Corporation has designed an innovative device, called Balloon Guidance System (BGS) that enables 
steering a balloon through the atmosphere. The BGS is an aerodynamic surface – a wing – that hangs on a several kilometer-
long tether below the balloon. The difference in winds at different altitudes create a relative wind at the latitude of the BGS 
wing, which in turn creates a lifting force. This lifting force is directed sideways and can be used to pull the balloon left or right 
relative to the prevailing winds.

Floating just several kilometers above the surface of Mars, the guided Mars balloons can observe rock formations, layerings in 
canyon walls and polar caps, and other features – at very high resolution using relatively small cameras. They can be directed 
to fly over specific targets identified from orbital images and to deliver small surface laboratories, that will analyze the site at 
the level of detail rovers would do. Instruments at the balloon’s gondola can also measure traces of methane in the 
atmospheric and follow its increasing concentrations to the source on the ground. This way the search for existing or extinct 
life on Mars can be accelerated. 

Global Aerospace Corporation

Sailing the planets: Exploring Mars with guided balloons

September 27, 2005

Print this page

E-mail this page to a friend

More articles about " Exploring Mars "

Related Reading

Exploring the Solar System: Mars (Exploring the Solar System)

by Giles Sparrow

Exploring Mars

by Greg Young

Exploring Mars

by Roy A. Gallant

Mars: Exploring the Red Planet (Start Me Up Special)

by Wolfgang Engelhardt

Exploring Mars (Today's World in Space)

by David Baker

Search BrightSurf.com

Search

9/28/05 3:38 PMSailing the planets: Exploring Mars with guided balloons

Page 1 of 2http://www.brightsurf.com/news/headlines/view.article.php?ArticleID=21123



Tools & Hardware

Outdoor Living

Exploring Mars (Explore Space!)

by Deborah A. Shearer

Exploring Mars

by Ruth Young

Exploring Mars (Lucent Library of Science and Technology)

by Peggy J. Parks

Colonice Marte con robots.(TT: Exploring Mars with robots.)(Entrevista) : An article from: Epoca

by Ana del Paso

Exploring the Moon and Mars: Choices for the Nation

BrightSurf.com Today's Science News

September 28, 2005

Long-term smoking is associated with up to 40 percent increased risk of breast cancer

Impact of somatization on health resource usage in patients with irritable bowel syndrome

Gene therapy to lower blood pressure just enough

Hybrid grass may prove to be valuable fuel source

Studying climate change in the Arctic: Scientists and students working together

Eating foods with ‘weak estrogens’ may help reduce lung cancer risk

Preserving a 460 year old wreck

Unusual meteorite unlocks treasure trove of solar system secrets

Hypnotherapy an effective treatment for IBS

Inheritance, Smoking Spawn Mysterious and Deadly Lung Disease

Long-sought Maya City–Site Q–found in Guatemala

New method for growing barium titanate films at atmospheric pressure

Penguin chicks exposed to human visitors experience spike in stress hormone

Gene variants linked with increased risk of death among heart patients treated with beta-blockers

Higher consumption of some soy products, grains and vegetables linked to reduced risk of lung cancer

Heavy smokers who cut their smoking in half may reduce their risk of lung cancer

Effects of bacterial pneumonia no worse for HIV-positive patients

© 2005 BrightSurf.com

9/28/05 3:38 PMSailing the planets: Exploring Mars with guided balloons

Page 2 of 2http://www.brightsurf.com/news/headlines/view.article.php?ArticleID=21123


