FAQs: What is Deep Impact?
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· What is the Deep Impact mission?
Deep Impact is a NASA mission to a comet. It is sending a spacecraft that will fly-by the comet (the fly-by spacecraft) and also an ‘impactor’ that will be released into the path of the comet so that the 2 will collide.

· Why collide with a comet?
So far scientists have been able to observe comets remotely and look at the outside of the nucleus, the coma and the tails. What isn’t yet known is what the nucleus is like inside. For example, what the composition is and what structure it has (it could be solid or full of holes).

· When was the spacecraft launched?
Deep Impact was launched from Cape Canaveral in Florida, USA, on January 12th 2005. 

· When will the impact take place?
The impact will take place on the morning of July 4th 2005, around 06:50 British Summer Time.

· Who will be watching the impact?
The impacting spacecraft will take images of the comet prior to the collision and the fly-by spacecraft will take images of the impact itself. There will also be other satellites and ground based telescopes around the world watching the event too.

· What is going to happen?
No-one can predict exactly what will happen on impact because scientists do not know the structure of the interior of the nucleus. The outcome of the impact could range from the production of crater the size of a football stadium, to the impactor going straight through the comet and out the other side!

· What is the name of the comet?
The comet is called Tempel 1 and is about 6 km across. It orbits the Sun in about 5.5 years.

· Will the impact change the orbit of the comet?
The impact will not change to orbit of the comet because the mass of the impactor is too small compared to the comet itself. Scientists have compared the impactor hitting the comet as being similar to a fly hitting the window of a lorry traveling down the motorway.

Deep Impact – mission to a comet
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