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BepiColombo – a joint ESA-JAXA mission to Mercury – is 
scheduled to launch aboard an Ariane 5 from Europe’s Spaceport 
in Kourou, French Guiana at 01:45 GMT on 20 October 2018.

BepiColombo is the first European mission to Mercury, the 
smallest and least explored planet in the inner Solar System. 
It is the first Mercury mission to send two spacecraft to make 
complementary measurements of the planet’s dynamic 
environment at the same time. 

It will build on the discoveries and questions raised by NASA’s 
Messenger mission, which orbited the planet between 2011 and 
2015, to provide the best understanding to date of the Solar 
System’s innermost planet. BepiColombo will deliver information 
about solar system evolution in general – not just about our 
own, but regarding how planets orbiting close to their stars in 
exoplanet systems form and evolve, too.

The mission comprises two science orbiters: ESA’s Mercury 
Planetary Orbiter (MPO) and JAXA’s Mercury Magnetospheric 
Orbiter (MMO). The ESA-built Mercury Transfer Module (MTM) 
will carry the orbiters to Mercury using a combination of solar 
electric propulsion and gravity assist flybys. Over seven years, 
the mission will make one flyby of Earth, two at Venus, and six 
at Mercury. The orbiters will be able to operate some of their  
instruments during the cruise phase, affording unique opportunities 
to collect scientifically valuable data at Venus, for example.

A big challenge for the mission is the Sun’s enormous gravity, 
which makes it difficult to place a spacecraft into a stable orbit 
around Mercury – even more energy is needed than sending 
a mission to Pluto. After launch, and having escaped the ‘gravity 
well’ of Earth, BepiColombo has to constantly brake against the 
gravitational pull of the Sun. Ion thrusters on the MTM will 

provide the needed low thrust over long durations of the cruise 
phase. The ion thruster technology was demonstrated previously 
in ESA’s GOCE mission to study Earth’s gravity and in the SMART-1 
mission to the Moon.

The high solar intensity experienced during the journey and 
operations at Mercury also demanded new technologies and 
materials to be developed, such as high-temperature coatings 
and multi-layered insulation, a radiator for the MPO, and a novel 
spin-technique for MMO, to avoid overheating. During the cruise 
phase, however, it will not be spinning, so it is protected by a 
sunshield. Many of the technologies developed for operating 
BepiColombo in extreme temperature conditions, both hot and 
cold, are relevant for future missions such as ESA’s upcoming 
Solar Orbiter and Jupiter Icy moons Explorer (Juice).

Why “BepiColombo”?

The mission is named after the Italian mathematician and 
engineer Giuseppe (Bepi) Colombo (1920–84). He is known for 
explaining Mercury’s peculiar characteristic of rotating about its 
own axis three times in every two orbits of the Sun. He also 
proposed to NASA the interplanetary trajectories that would allow 
Mariner 10 multiple Mercury flybys, by using gravity assists at 
Venus for the first time. 

Partners 

BepiColombo is the result of major international cooperation, with 
ESA being responsible for the overall mission design: 

•Airbus Defence and Space in Germany is the prime contractor 
for the design and procurement of the ESA parts of the 
spacecraft, including MPO, MTM, MMO’s sunshield, and the 

interface between MPO and MMO. It provided the design and 
development of the data management, attitude and orbit control 
subsystems, and solar arrays. 

•Thales Alenia Space Italy is the co-prime contractor for the 
development of the MPO’s electrical power, thermal control 
and communications systems and for the integration and test 
activities. 

•In the UK, Airbus Defence and Space is co-prime contractor for 
the electrical and chemical propulsion systems, for the structure 
of all modules and for the thermal control of MTM. Airbus 
Defence and Space in France has developed the onboard software.

•MMO was designed and developed by JAXA, who in turn was 
responsible for procuring the spacecraft from an industrial team 
led by NEC Corporation.

About this media kit
 
This is an interactive media kit. Navigate between pages from 
the contents page or with the arrows at the bottom of each page. 
Explore scientific and technological themes of the BepiColombo 
mission through the series of infographics. Roll over the graphic 
elements to discover hyperlinks to more information on related 
webpages. Click on the symbol     to directly access the infographic 
download page. Links to recommended images, videos and 
animations are provided towards the end of this media kit. An 
internet connection is required to access the external webpages. 



→ EVENT PROGRAMME → LIVE UPDATES 

Provisional schedule at ESA’s mission control centre in Darmstadt, 
Germany, 20 October (all times in local CEST) 

02:30 Doors open 

03:00 Programme begins 
Scientists and mission operations experts present the mission, 
with live transmissions from Kourou including the moment of launch 
at 03:45 CEST. This will be followed by the announcement of 
acquisition of signal from the Main Control Room.

04:30 Q&A and individual interview opportunities 

05:00 End of event – media invited to join team breakfast with 
representatives of ESA, industry and the scientific community. 

Webstreaming 

ESA will cover the launch live from 03:15 CEST 
at esa.int/live 

Twitter 

For live updates throughout the launch period, follow 
@BepiColombo, @esaoperations and @esascience on Twitter. 

Follow JAXA at @JAXA_jp or @JAXA_en for tweets in 
Japanese or English, respectively.

The three spacecraft modules also have personalised accounts
(@JAXA_MMO, @ESA_Bepi and @ESA_MTM); follow for extra content 
and a unique take on the mission. 

Note that images from the MTM’s monitoring camera, showing the 
deployed solar arrays of the MTM, and the MPO’s antennas, will only be 
taken approximately 12 hours and 1.5 days after launch, respectively. 
They will be shared on esa.int/bepicolombo and from the @ESA_MTM 
account on Twitter in the first instance, once available.
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→ VIDEOS & ANIMATIONS

INSIDE THE CLEANROOM WITH BEPICOLOMBO

CARTOON: TO EUROPE’S SPACEPORT!

BEPICOLOMBO SIMULATION

BEPICOLOMBO PREPARES FOR MERCURY MERCURY TRANSFER MODULE 
SOLAR WING DEPLOYMENT

CARTOON: 
THE EPIC ADVENTURES OF BEPICOLOMBO PART 1

BEPICOLOMBO LAUNCH TO MERCURY

BEPICOLOMBO’S JOURNEY TO MERCURY

TO MERCURY, VIA EUROPE’S SPACEPORT!
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http://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/content/search?SearchText=bepicolombo&SearchButton=Go
https://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2018/08/Inside_the_cleanroom_with_BepiColombo
https://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2018/04/To_Europe_s_Spaceport!
https://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2018/07/BepiColombo_Simulation
https://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2017/08/BepiColombo_prepares_for_Mercury
https://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2017/07/Mercury_Transfer_Module_solar_wing_deployment
http://sci.esa.int/bepicolombo/60045-bepicolombo-in-low-earth-orbit/
https://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2018/06/BepiColombo_launch_to_Mercury
https://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2017/07/BepiColombo_s_journey_to_Mercury
https://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2018/05/To_Mercury_via_Europe_s_Spaceport!
http://www.esa.int/spaceinvideos/Videos/2018/10/The_epic_adventures_of_BepiColombo_-_Part_1_to_the_launch_pad


→ MEDIA SERVICES
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Media services

European Space Agency
ESA Media Relations
ESA Headquarters, Paris, France
media@esa.int
+33 1 53 69 72 99

Media relations – BepiColombo partner agencies and institutes 

Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency
Azusa Yabe
yabe.azusa@jaxa.jp

Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency
JAXA Paris Office
Fuki Taniguchi
taniguchi.fuki@jaxa.jp

ASI 
Francesco Rea
Francesco.rea@asi.int

DLR
Elisabeth Mittelbach
Elisabeth.Mittelbach@dlr.de
Manuela Braun 
Manuela.Braun@dlr.de
Martin Fleischmann 
Martin.Fleischmann@dlr.de

UKSA
Chris Noble
Chris.Noble@ukspaceagency.gov.uk

Livestream of media event

ESA will cover the launch of BepiColombo at esa.int/live on 
20 October, 03:15–04:30 CEST. 
It will cover the liftoff at 03:45 CEST, and the acquisition of signal 
approximately 40 minutes later.

ESA TV productions
ESA TV productions are available at television.esa.int

BepiColombo online
Information for general public: esa.int/bepicolombo
In-depth information: sci.esa.int/bepicolombo

BepiColombo on social media

Twitter
@bepicolombo
@ESA_Bepi
@ESA_MTM 
@JAXA_MMO

Multimedia

A variety of photographs, illustrations, graphics and animations 
are available via:

ESA Space in Images
ESA Space in Videos
ESA’s Photo Library for Professionals
ESA’s Video Library for Professionals

See also pages 18-21 in this media kit for recommended 
multimedia products 

#bepicolombo

Facebook.com/EuropeanSpaceAgency

Youtube.com/ESA

Instagram.com/europeanspaceagency

Official hashtag: 

CNES
Raphaël Sart 
raphael.sart@cnes.fr 
Claire Dramas 
Claire.Dramas@cnes.fr 

IKI
Olga Zakutnayaya 
oz@cosmos.ru

University of Bern
Brigit Bucher
brigit.bucher@kommunikation.unibe.ch

TU Braunschweig
Elisabeth Hoffmann 
e.hoffmann@tu-braunschweig.de

University of Helsinki
Juhani Huovelin
Juhani.Huovelin@helsinki.fi
Emilia Kilpua 
Emilia.Kilpua@helsinki.fi

Italian National Institute for Astrophysics (INAF)
Marco Galliani
marco.galliani@inaf.it / ufficiostampa@inaf.it

University of Leicester
Peter Thorley
pressoffice@le.ac.uk

Space Research Institute of the Austrian Academy of Sciences 
(IWF/OeAW)
Alexandra Scherr
Alexandra.Scherr@oeaw.ac.at
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THANK YOU FOR JOINING US FOR 
THE LAUNCH OF BEPICOLOMBO TO MERCURY!

European Space Agency#bepicolombo


