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CU Boulder team to launch space
weather tracker
EXIS instrument will measure solar flares and light waves
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The world is about to know a lot more about space weather, thanks to a team of
scientists and engineers from the University of Colorado Boulder.
The Extreme Ultraviolet and X-ray Irradiance Sensors (EXIS) is an “instrument
suite” the size of a large microwave that is scheduled to be strapped to a
satellite and launched into space at 3:42 p.m. on Saturday in Florida and can be
watched on NASA TV. It will be used to detect solar ኘares and
measure ultraviolet light and X-ray activity, also known as space weather.

http://www.denverpost.com/2016/11/18/cuboulderteamlaunchspaceweathertracker/

1/5

11/19/2016

CU Boulder team to launch space weather tracker – The Denver Post

Photo courtesy United Launch Alliance

An Atlas V rocket, carrying NASA and NOAA’s GOES-R satellite, is rolled from the
Vertical Integration Facility or VIF to the launch pad at Cape Canaveral Air Force
Station’s Space Launch Complex-41.
These light waves deposit energy in Earth’s upper atmosphere, which can
“impact satellite communications, satellite trajectories and GPS. A whole long
list of other things,” said Dr. Frank Eparvier, principal investigator on the EXIS
project and a senior research scientist at the University of Colorado’s
Laboratory for Atmospheric and Space Physics in Boulder.
A solar ኘare is a sudden release of built up magnetic energy from the sun. They
happen sporadically, sometimes at rates of 12 per day and other times, not at
all, Eparvier explained.
The project is the culmination of 10 years of work and a $105 million grant from
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. The EXIS will be
launched on one of NOAA’s weather-monitoring satellites. The lab intends to
launch three more instrument suites over the next decade, according to a
news release.
NOAA has three such satellites ኘying over the U.S. constantly, with a lifespan of
10 to 15 years. One is positioned over the West Coast and the other is over the
East Coast, with a third stationed nearby to replace the others if they fail. All
three ኘy at about 25,000 miles above the Earth and the same speed as the
Earth’s rotation to remain over the same location.
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Instruments that measure X-rays and UV light already exist, but CU’s
instrument suite will be able to read a wider spectrum of waves and will expand
NOAA’s capability to collect data on space weather, said Tom Woods, associate
director of the Boulder lab. The system will be useful to telecommunications
companies, airlines, the government and power grid companies because it will
help them understand disruptions of GPS systems among other things.
The project was almost entirely conceived, built and researched in central
Colorado. The NOAA satellite being launched Saturday was built by Lockheed
Martin Space Systems Co. in Littleton, which will be launched on an Atlas V
rocket built by United Launch Alliance, headquartered in Centennial.
“The ultimate customer is the NOAA Space Weather Prediction Center in
Boulder,” Eparvier said.
When NOAA detects solar ኘares, they will call industries that may be impacted
by faulty GPS like airlines or some offshore oil rigs that use GPS coordinates for
safety purposes.
“We’re not good enough at the science to predict when solar ኘares will actually
occur, which is why we need to look at the sun at all times,” Eparvier said.
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