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Max Planck Society scientists contribute 
 to NASA space missions GLAST and Phoenix

The GLAST Burst Monitor will examine mysterious gamma-ray bursts
The Phoenix Mission on Mars: German Mars Camera detects indication of ice
Every now and then astrophysicists catch a glimpse of some mysterious gamma flashes lasting from a few seconds to a few minutes. The cause of these gamma-ray bursts (GRBs) is still not fully understood. Even more puzzling are some bursts with an exceptionally long afterglow of gamma rays with a particularly high energy. One of the major scientific goals of NASA´s GLAST  mission is to find out  more about the origin of these afterglows. GLAST (Gamma-Ray Large Area Space Telescope) is designed to observe gamma rays with unprecedented sensitivity. 

NASA has scheduled the launch of the satellite from Cape Canaveral for June 11, 2008. On board of the satellite will be an instrument called GLAST Burst Monitor (GBM) which was partly developed by the Max-Planck-Institute for Extraterrestrial Physics (MPE) in Germany. It measures gamma rays at lower energies, which means from 10 kiloelectronvolt to 30 megaelectronvolt. The instrument is complementary to the Large Area Telescope (LAT), the main-instrument, which measures gamma rays above 30 megaelectronvolt. “The GBM helps us to link the findings about the high-energy afterglows of some of the gamma-ray bursts to the data we already have”, says Andreas von Kienlin. Previous missions observed the flashes in the range which is now covered by GBM. Anyway up to now only six bursts with high-energy emission have been observed. “So GLAST and especially the burst monitor enables us to constrain theories on a broader data basis than we have now”, says von Kienlin. 

The combination of the LAT and the GBM provides a powerful tool for studying gamma-ray bursts by sending the information about detected GRBs immediately to an international network of observing sites including other satellites, enabling immediate follow-up observations. The GBM was built to find and localize gamma-ray bursts and thus acts as a pathfinder for where the LAT should look. 
Development of the GBM and analysis of its observational data is a collaborative effort between the National Space Science and Technology Center in the U.S. and the Max Planck Institute for Extraterrestrial Physics (MPE) in Germany.  The MPE is responsible for the development and manufacture of the detectors and the power supplies of the GBM. 

Scientists from another Max Planck Institute are involved in another high-profile space mission, the NASA space probe Phoenix which landed on Mars on May 25, 2008. The Max Planck Institute for Solar System Research (MPS), together with colleagues from the University of Arizona, developed the camera mounted on the Phoenix’s robotic arm. This camera plays an important role in searching for frozen water in the ground and can therefore help to clarify whether there has ever been life on Mars. It has already detected a white material in the martian soil, which scientists believe may be ice or salt. "We think that Phoenix landed on a layer of this material, that possibly extends out into our work area", says Dr.Horst Uwe Keller of MPS.

Based in Germany, the research institutes of the Max Planck Society employ approximately 23,400 people worldwide and perform cutting-edge basic research in the interest of the general public, in natural sciences, life sciences, social sciences and humanities. Since 1990 the organization has successfully spun-off 76 companies.  The Max Planck Society credits 17 Nobel Prize winners since 1948. 

Innovation Incentive funds from the State of Florida will be used to establish a Max Planck Institute in Palm Beach County with a biomedical focus. The Max Planck Florida Institute will directs is research on bioimaging to achieve a deeper understanding of the structure, dynamics and function of molecules and tissues in order to tackle challenging problems in biology, bioengineering and medicine. Max Planck Society´s President Peter Gruss envisages the Institute as “one of the motors within a thriving biotech cluster in Palm Beach County.”
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