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Scientists from the Hong Kong Poly­
technic Universityhave devisedways
to precisely map the moon by using
data collected from various space
missions. .

Their work has improved under­
standing of the topography and core
substance of the moon, and will be
useful in determining where to land
in future missions.

Helpedbymainland and overseas
research centres, they created a digi­
tal elevation model of the moon by
combining laser altimeter data ob­
tained from the Chang'e I mission
and others, including Japan's
SELENE and America's Clementine
missions.

Chang'e I was a Chinese lunar­
orbiting spacecraft that was
launched in 2007. Chen Yong-qi,
emeritus professor ofthe university's
land sUlVeying and geo-informatics
department, led the team. Chen is
also on the expert committee of the
mainland's Lunar Exploration
Programme.

"Although research about the
moon began a long time ago, we still
know very little about it -like how
thickexactlyits crust is, what's.inside,
and the topographyandweight ofit,"
Chensaid.

Researchers found that the aver­
age thickness ofthe moon's crustwas
about 40 kilometres on the side near
the earth, and about50kilometres on
the other side. They have come up
with a more accurate gauge of the
moon's shape. Itwas 14like anegg", re­
searchers said. The small end of the
11egg" points towards earth. Thisposi-
tion causes the moon to keep the
same face towards earth at all times.

Researchers also found that the
part of the moon closer to earth is
heavier than the other side, because
of different densities of the rock in
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various places on the moon. Their
findingswereachievedbyintegrating
17.5 million laser altimeter measure­
ments from Cheng'e 1 and other
missions.

The team began to lookatways to
map the moon's surface in 2006. It is
much more difficult than mapping
the earth's surfaces because there are
few control points, which are essen­
tial for accurate map-making-just14
lunar laser ranging retroreflectors
and Apollo lunar surface experiment
package transmitter sites with co­
ordinates. Installed by America's
Apollo and the former SovietUnion's
Luna space missions in the 1960s,
they were available only on the near
side ofthe moon.

Money for the project was about
HK$2.2 million, which camefrom the
university's Niche Area fund and the
government "Since projects like this
don't generate any direct economic
benefits for society, it's difficult to
secure funding," Chen said. He said
he hoped funding for the project
wouldbesupportedbecausesuchre­
search expands mankind's knowl­
edgeandunderstandingoftheworld.


