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NASA TO SEND A DRONE
TO EXPLORE SATURN’S 

BIGGEST MOON
Project Dragon�y is scheduled for launch in 2026

NASA has announced an ambitious new mission to look
for evidence of past and even present life on Saturn’s largest
OQQP� 6KVCP� 6JG &TCIQP�[ OKUUKQP YKNN EQPUKUV QH C JKIJ�VGEJ�
FTQPG VJCV 0#5# ECNNU C TQVQTETCHV� 2QYGTGF D[ C PWENGCT
IGPGTCVQT� KV YKNN NCPF KP VJG n5JCPITK�.Co FWPG��GNFU PGCT
6KVCPoU GSWCVQT� (TQO VJGTG� KV YKNN WUG KVU GKIJV TQVQTU VQ �[  
to dozens of sites across the moon, taking samples and
RGTHQTOKPI CPCN[UKU�

Titan’s chemical composition is thought to resemble
VJCV HQWPF QP VJG RTKOQTFKCN 'CTVJ� +P UVWF[KPI VJG OQQP�
UEKGPVKUVU�JQRG�VJCV�&TCIQP�[�YKNN�DG�KPXGUVKICVKPI�VJG 2  
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2 chemical environment that gives rise to
life on Earth. It will also look for evidence of 
life on Titan.

“Visiting this mysterious ocean world
could revolutionise what we know about life
in the Universe,” said NASA administrator
Jim Bridenstine in his announcement of the 
mission on 27 June 2019.
&TCIQP�[ YKNN DG VJG �TUV FTQPG VQ �[

on another planet. As the operators gain
GZRGTKGPEG �[KPI VJG ETCHV� VJG[ YKNN DWKNF WR
VQ C UGTKGU QH NQPIGT �KIJVU� ECNNGF NGCRHTQIU�
Each of these will take the rotorcraft up to
eight kilometres at a time. The goal is to
reach the Selk impact crater, where there is
evidence for liquid water and carbon-rich
molecules having once existed in abundance.
These are the conditions that scientists think
are essential for life to emerge.

Titan has been visited once before by the
European Space Agency’s Huygens lander.
It was carried to the Saturnian system by
NASA’s Cassini spacecraft, which completed 
a 13-year tour of Saturn and its moons
in September 2017. Among other things,
Cassini revealed that Titan had lakes of
liquid methane across its surface.
p=&TCIQP�[? KU C TGCNN[ GZEKVKPI OKUUKQP

VJCV HQNNQYU QP HTQO VJG �PFKPIU QH VJG
Cassini mission. Titan is like a primordial
Earth, covered in liquid methane lakes. If we
YGTG VQ �PF NKHG QWVUKFG QH 'CTVJ DWV YKVJKP
our Solar System, places like Titan would be
prime candidates,” said Dr Sheila Kanani of
the Royal Astronomical Society in London.
0#5# JQRGU VQ NCWPEJ &TCIQP�[ KP �����

It will arrive at Titan in 2034, and its mission 
is planned to last for at least 2.7 years.

Food allergies are on the rise –
especially in kids – and now we may
know why. Researchers have found a
link between junk food and food
allergies in kids aged 6 to 12. The study,
at the University of Naples Federico II,
found higher levels of ‘advanced
glycation end-products’ (AGEs) in
children with food allergies. AGEs are 

formed when proteins or fats combine
with sugars, and large amounts are
present in highly processed foods.
“Existing hypotheses of food allergy do
not adequately explain the dramatic
increase [of allergies] observed in the
last years,” said study leader Dr Roberto
Berni Canani. “Dietary AGEs may be the 
missing link.”

News
in brief

IS JUNK FOOD BEHIND FOOD ALLERGY INCREASE?

The date that Titan was
discovered by the Dutch
astronomer Christiaan
Huygens, a�er whom the
ESA lander was named.

The amount of sunlight
falling on Titan that is
absorbed by its thick
atmosphere. This means
that it is always twilight.

This is the surface
temperature on Titan. This
means that methane can
exist as a liquid, and water
freezes as hard as rock.

This is the amount of time
it takes Titan to orbit
Saturn. Titan keeps its
same face to Saturn, like
our Moon does to Earth.

Titan is the only moon in
the Solar System with an
appreciable atmosphere. It
is four times denser than 
Earth’s atmosphere.
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Photo of Titan in false
colour, taken by the 
Cassini cra�
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Stuart is an astronomy journalist. 
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