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As DART closed in on Dimorphos at 

22,530km/h, it livestreamed its navigation 

camera’s view back to Earth. Its last image, 

taken just six kilometres from the surface, 

cut out half way through transmitting as 

the spacecraft was destroyed.

Three minutes later, the Light Italian 

CubeSat for Imaging of Asteroids 

(LICIACube) – which had separated 

IURP�'$57����GD\V�HDUOLHU�Ś�ƆHZ�SDVW�WR�

photograph the impressive dust cloud 

raised by the impact. Meanwhile, dozens 

of amateur and professional telescopes 

on Earth were watching closely. The 

asteroid, 9.6 million kilometres away, was 

MXVW�D�GRW��EXW�WKH\�FOHDUO\�VDZ�D�ƆDUH�LQ�

brightness during impact, followed by 

trails of ejecta spreading away.

Astronomers then set about 

remeasuring Dimorphos’s orbit time to  

see if its speed had changed. The goal 

was to shorten the orbit by one percent  

– about 10 minutes – though anything 

over 73 seconds would be a success. 

Within weeks Dimorphos’s new provisional 

orbit time was announced: 11 hours and 23 

minutes, a reduction of 32 minutes. 

DART hits  
the bullseye

How to deflect an

An epic trial run of a plan that may one 
day save Earth took place in September

ASA’s Double Asteroid 

Redirection Test (DART) 

launched on 24 November 

2021, heading towards  

the Didymos system  

– a large asteroid orbited 

by a smaller ‘moon’, Dimorphos. It arrived 

at the system on 26 September 2022 and 

at 11:14pm GMT that day crashed into 

Dimorphos’s surface. The collision wasn’t 

an accident but the mission’s goal: NASA 

ZDV�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�GHƆHFW�WKH�VPDOO�

asteroid’s orbit in a rehearsal for a future 

PLVVLRQ�WKDW�FRXOG�RQH�GD\�GHƆHFW�DQ�

asteroid on a collision course with Earth, 

should one ever be found. 
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Crash test dummy: 

DART closes in on small 

asteroid Dimorphos  IL
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Þ %RWK�WKH�-DPHV�:HEE�DQG�+XEEOH�6SDFH�7HOHVFRSHV�FDSWXUHG�WKH�ƆDUH�RI�WKH�LPSDFW

&UXQFK�WLPH��WKH�ƅQDO�

image transmitted of the 

whole 160m asteroid before 

DART’s demise
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Original orbit 

11 hours 55 mins

New orbit

11 hours 23 mins

Didymos 780mDimorphos 160m

DART

LICIACube

1.2km

The DART team now want to understand 

exactly how DART transferred its energy to 

Dimorphos. One particular area of interest 

is the dust cloud, as the recoil from its 

HMHFWLRQ�FRXOG�KDYH�DPSOLƅHG�WKH�LPSDFW�

First, they need to gauge Dimorphos’s 

physical properties, such as its mass, 

composition and physical structure. The 

wealth of observations of the impact 

will help, but the best answers will come 

from the European Space Agency’s 

Hera spacecraft. Launching in October 

2024 and due to arrive in the system in 

2026, it will observe both Didymos and 

Dimorphos for six months, mapping their 

surfaces and interiors to fully understand 

the effect of the impact. 

Should a hazardous asteroid ever be 

discovered, this understanding will help 

SUHGLFW�WKH�SDWK�RI�D�GHƆHFWHG�VSDFH�URFN�

and keep our planet safe.

Understanding the impact’s impact 

Plumes of ejected material will 

be examined for clues about the 

asteroid and the impact process

The thump from DART shortened 

Dimorphos’s orbit around the larger 

Didymos by 32 minutes

< Despite  

its size, DART 

managed 

to alter the 

asteroid’s 

velocity

DART  

spacecraft 

19m

Great Pyramid 

of Giza 

139m

Dimorphos 

160m




