Abstract for the 2nd International Planetary Probe Workshop

“Project Prometheus and Future Entry Probe Missions”

Thomas R. Spilker

Project Prometheus is a large, relatively new NASA program aimed at providing a broad range of nuclear electric power and propulsion (NEPP) technologies, emphasizing some based on fission reactors, to the space science and exploration communities.  Technologies being developed under Project Prometheus address a wide range of applications, at power levels from a small fraction of a watt to, eventually, megawatts.  Although Project Prometheus does not alter the fundamental science goals in solar system exploration, such a large program providing new capabilities cannot help but change the implementation approach, including mission ordering, to attaining those goals.  For instance, missions once thought to be appropriate for a particular time horizon might be repositioned farther off in time because higher-priority science objectives, thought impractical to attempt with “current” technologies, are now enabled in a nearer time frame by NEPP.  Also, previously studied mission concepts may be replaced by NEPP missions of much larger scope and very different mission design.  At least some mission concepts being considered for NEPP implementation could involve atmospheric entry probes.  Delivery and support of such probes by a vehicle using NEPP can levy requirements on the probes and their support systems that are very different from those associated with conventional deliveries.  This presentation will discuss the outlook for entry probe mission opportunities in the light of Project Prometheus, and the ways in which delivery and support by NEPP vehicles would differ from conventional approaches.

