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EYE OPENER

In full 
bloom
FRIEDRICHSHAFEN, 

GERMANY

This is Europe’s first 

five-metre-diameter 

deployable reflector for 

radar satellites. It’s been 

designed to be able to  

send and receive higher 

resolution signals for 

better observations of 

Earth. Built by Airbus, it’s 

currently scheduled for 

launch in 2022. 

It’s special because it’s 

made from a semi-rigid 

material. Normally, dishes 

as big or bigger than this 

have to be flexible so they 

can be folded up to fit 

inside a rocket. It’s like 

putting a ship in a bottle, 

except the ship is a satellite 

and the bottle is the rocket 

carrying it into space. Once 

the rocket reaches orbit, 

the satellite is deployed 

and unfolded, and if all 

goes according to plan it 

begins transmitting and 

receiving signals.

The trouble is, satellite 

dishes work better if 

they’re rigid. Hence Airbus 

has developed this one, 

which is too rigid to fold in 

the traditional sense but is 

just flexible enough to 

close like a flower so it can 

be stowed for launch.
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