
22 Is there a lunar meteorite hazard? 

 Without an atmosphere, there is 
nothing to prevent millions of pounds a year 
of rock and ice fragments from raining down 
upon the lunar surface.   
 
 Traveling at 10,000 miles per hour 
(19 km/s), they are faster than a speeding 
bullet and are utterly silent and invisible until 
they strike.  
 
 Is this something that lunar explorers 
need to worry about? 

 
Problem 1 - Between 1972 and 1992, military infra-sound sensors on Earth 
detected 136 atmospheric detonations caused by meteors releasing blasts 
carrying an equivalent energy of nearly 1,000 tons of TNT - similar to small 
atomic bombs, but without the radiation. If the radius of Earth is 6,378 km, A) 
what is the rate of these deadly impacts on Earth in terms of impacts per km2 per 
year? B) Assuming that the impact rates are the same for Earth and the Moon, 
suppose a lunar colony has an area of 10 km2. How many years would they have 
to wait between meteor impacts? 
 
 
 
Problem 2 - Between 2005-2007, NASA astronomers counted 100 flashes of 
light from meteorites striking the lunar surface - each equivalent to as much as 
100 pounds of TNT. If the surveyed area equaled 1/4 of the surface area of the 
Moon, and the lunar radius is 1,737 km, A) What is the arrival rate of these 
meteorites in meteorites per km2 per year? B) If a lunar colony has an area of 10 
km2, how long on average would it be between impacts? 
 
  
 
 
Problem 3 - According to H.J. Melosh (1981)  meteoroids as small as 1-millimeter 
impact a body with a  100-km  radius about once every 2 seconds. A) What is the 
impact rate in units of impacts per m2 per hour? B) If an astronaut spent a 
cumulative 1000 hours moon-walking and had a spacesuit surface area of 10 m2, 
how many of these deadly impacts would he receive? C) How would you interpret 
your answer to B)? 
 
 

Damage to Space Shuttle Endeavor in 2000 
from a micrometeoroid or debris impact . The 
crater is about 1mm across. (Courtesy - 
JPL/NASA) 

Space Math                                http://spacemath.gsfc.nasa.gov 
 



22 Answer Key 
 

 

Problem 1 - A)  The surface area of Earth is 4 π (6378)2 = 5.1 x 108 km2. The 
rate is R = 136 x 10 impacts / 20 years / 5.1 x 108 km2 =  1.3 x 10-7 
impacts/km2/year. 
 
B) The number of impacts/year would be  1.3 x 10-7 impacts/km2/year  x 10 km2 
= 1.3 x 10-6 impacts/year . The time between impacts would be   
1/1.3 x 10-6 =  769,000 years! 
 
 
 
 
Problem 2 - A)  The total surface area of the Moon is 4 π (1737)2 = 3.8 x 107 
km2. Only 1/4 of this is surveyed so the area is 9.5 x 105 km2. Since 100 were 
spotted in 2 years, the arrival rate is R = 100 impacts/2 years/ 9.5 x 105 km2 =  
5.3 x 10-5 impacts/km2/year.   
 
B)  The rate for this area is  10 km2 x  5.3 x 10-5 impacts/km2/year =  5.3 x 10-4 
impacts/year, so the time between impacts is about 1/  5.3 x 10-4    =   1,900 
years   
 
 
Problem 3 - A)   A sphere 100-km in radius has a surface area of  4 π 
(100,000)2 = 1.3 x 1011 m2. The impacts arrive every 2 seconds on average, 
which is  2/3600 = 5.6 x 10-4 hours. The rate is, therefore, R =  1 impacts / (1.3 
x 1011 m2  X 5.6 x 10-4 hours) =  1.4 x 10-8 impacts/m2/hour.  
 
B)   The number of impacts would be  1.4 x 10-8 impacts/m2/hour  x 10 m2 x 
1000 hours = 1.4 x 10-5 impacts. 
 
C)  Because the number of impacts is vastly less than 1 ( a certainty), he should 
not worry about such deadly impacts unless he had reason to suspect that the 
scientists miscalculated the impact rates for meteorites this small.  Another way 
to look at this low number is to turn it around and say that the astronaut would 
have to take 1/ 1.4 x 10-5   about 71,000 such 1000-hour moon walks in order 
for one  impact to occur.  Alternately, the time between such events is 71,000 x 
1000 hours =  71 million years! 
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