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The prospect of capturing a celestial body and relocating it into Earth’s gravitational neighborhood was once the 

exclusive domain of science fiction. However, following the seminal 2012 Asteroid Retrieval Feasibility Study 

conducted by the Keck Institute for Space Studies (KISS), the concept transitioned into a serious engineering 

pursuit. This initiative explores the identification, robotic capture, and return of a small Near-Earth Asteroid (NEA)

to a high-Earth orbit or a lunar Distant Retrograde Orbit (DRO). As humanity seeks to become a multi-planetary

species, understanding the technical, economic, and logistical feasibility of asteroid retrieval is paramount for both

deep-space exploration and the nascent space-mining industry.

The Strategic Significance of Asteroid Retrieval

Asteroids are not merely drifting rocks; they are the pristine remnants of the early solar system, rich in volatile 

compounds and precious metals. The retrieval of these objects serves three primary objectives: resource 

utilization (In-Situ Resource Utilization - ISRU), scientific research, and planetary defense. The economic

incentive is staggering, with some estimates valuing specific metallic asteroids at over $100,000 quadrillion due to

their concentrations of platinum-group metals (PGMs). Furthermore, the ability to harvest water ice from

carbonaceous asteroids provides a source of oxygen and hydrogen fuel, effectively creating "gas stations" in orbit

that could lower the cost of Mars missions by orders of magnitude.

Core Technical Challenges

Despite the immense potential, the feasibility of such a mission hinges on overcoming significant hurdles. The 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)  and the California Institute of Technology (Caltech)have

highlighted that the success of a retrieval mission depends on the precise overlap between the smallest detectable

NEAs and those with trajectories that allow for a return within a reasonable timeframe (typically 6–10 years). The

primary technical constraints include:

•  Target Characterization: Identifying NEAs with a mass of approximately 500,000 kg and diameters between 5 

and 10 meters.

•  Propulsion Efficiency: The requirement for high-impulse, low-thrust propulsion systems to move massive 

objects over interplanetary distances.

•  Capture Mechanics: Developing robotic systems capable of despinning and securing an irregularly shaped, 

potentially non-solid object.

Theoretical Framework: Orbital Mechanics and Delta-V Requirements

The physics of asteroid retrieval is governed by orbital mechanics and the Tsiolkovsky rocket equation. To 

move an asteroid from its natural heliocentric orbit into a geocentric orbit, a specific change in velocity (Delta-V) is

required. The Keck study focused on targets requiring a total Delta-V of less than 3,000 m/s for the return trip.

The Role of Solar Electric Propulsion (SEP)

Traditional chemical propulsion systems are unsuitable for asteroid retrieval due to their low specific impulse (Isp). 

To move a 500-ton asteroid, the mass of chemical propellant required would exceed the capacity of any current or 



planned launch vehicle. Therefore, High-Power Solar Electric Propulsion (SEP) is the enabling technology. SEP 

systems, such as Hall Effect Thrusters , use solar energy to ionize and accelerate a propellant (typically Xenon) at

extremely high exhaust velocities.



Propulsion System Specific Impulse 
(Isp)

Thrust-to-Weight 
Ratio

Fuel Efficiency Suitability for 
Retrieval

Chemical (LOX/LH2) ~450 s High Low Unfeasible (Mass 
penalty)

Nuclear Thermal ~850 s Medium Medium Theoretical (Political/
Tech barriers)

Solar Electric (SEP) 3,000 - 5,000 s Low Extremely High Primary Candidate

Trajectory Analysis of 2008 HU4

One of the primary case studies in the feasibility reports involves the asteroid 2008 HU4. Trajectory analysis 

suggests that this specific NEA could be returned to high-Earth orbit using a single Atlas V-class launch vehicle.

The mission architecture involves a "slow-push" spiral trajectory where the SEP system operates continuously for

several years to gradually nudge the asteroid into the desired capture window.

Mission Architecture and Procedural Execution

A standard asteroid retrieval mission is envisioned to occur in four distinct phases. Each phase requires specialized

hardware and autonomous software capable of making real-time adjustments without direct Earth intervention due

to communication latency.

Phase 1: Target Identification and Characterization

Ground-based telescopes like the Pan-STARRS and space-based infrared sensors are used to identify potential 

candidates. The feasibility hinges on finding a "slow rotator" with a known composition. Spectroscopic analysisis

used to differentiate between S-type (siliceous) and C-type (carbonaceous) asteroids, as the latter are preferred for

their water content.

Phase 2: Outbound Transit and Rendezvous

The spacecraft, equipped with a 40-50 kW SEP array, launches and begins a multi-year transit. During this phase,

the spacecraft must perform precise navigational corrections to match the asteroid’s velocity within centimeters per

second.

Phase 3: Capture and Despinning

This is the most mechanically complex phase. Most small asteroids are in a state of complex rotation. The capture 

mechanism, often conceptualized as a massive inflatable high-strength fabric bag, must envelop the asteroid. 

Once inside, the spacecraft uses its reaction control system (RCS) to neutralize the asteroid’s angular momentum—

a process known as despinning.

Phase 4: Inbound Transit and Orbital Insertion

With the asteroid secured, the SEP system begins the long haul back to Earth. The final insertion is not into a low-

Earth orbit (due to safety risks and high energy costs) but rather into a Lunar Distant Retrograde Orbit (DRO).

This location is stable and provides a safe environment for future human-led research or mining operations.

Mathematical Modeling of Mass Variability

A unique challenge in asteroid retrieval is the Variable Mass problem. Unlike standard missions where mass 



decreases as fuel is spent, a retrieval mission involves a massive instantaneous increase in system mass upon 

capture. The spacecraft's acceleration (a) is defined by the formula:a = F / (m_spacecraft + m_asteroid)Where F 

is the constant thrust from the SEP. As shown in the IEEE Conference Publications, the feasibility analysis must

account for the structural integrity of the spacecraft under the stress of pushing a 500,000 kg load, ensuring that

the docking interface can withstand the compressive forces of continuous low-thrust acceleration.

Economic Evaluation and Industry Impact

The financial feasibility of asteroid retrieval is often debated. While the initial investment for a robotic retrieval 

mission is estimated at approximately $2.6 billion to $3 billion(comparable to a flagship NASA planetary science

mission), the long-term ROI is found in the creation of an off-world economy.

Comparison of Resource Yields



Resource Type Market Value (Terrestrial) Utility in Space Primary Asteroid Type

Water Ice Low Extremely High (Fuel/Life 
Support)

C-type

Platinum Group Metals Extremely High Medium (Electronics/
Manufacturing)

M-type

Silicates/Regolith Negligible High (Radiation 
Shielding/3D Printing)

S-type

By providing water and shielding materials in orbit, the cost of subsequent deep-space missions is reduced

because these heavy materials no longer need to be launched from Earth’s deep gravity well.

Operational Challenges and Risk Mitigation

Space operations are inherently risky, and asteroid retrieval introduces unique failure modes. Detailed contingency

planning is essential for mission success.

Failure Mode 1: Structural Disintegration

Many small asteroids are "rubble piles" held together by weak electrostatic forces and gravity. Applying force via a 

robotic arm or bag could cause the asteroid to crumble. Solution:The use of circumferential tensioning in the

capture bag to distribute force evenly across the asteroid’s surface.

Failure Mode 2: Inaccurate Mass Estimation

If the asteroid is significantly denser than predicted, the spacecraft may run out of Xenon propellant before 

reaching Earth. Solution:On-site mass determination using gravity tractoring or small kinetic impactors prior to full

capture to calibrate the return trajectory.

Failure Mode 3: Navigation Failure during Earth Approach

A loss of control during the return phase could theoretically pose an impact risk. Solution:Designing the return

trajectory such that the asteroid is never on an Earth-intersecting path. The final lunar capture should use "gravity

assists" that require active thrusting to enter Earth's vicinity, ensuring that a passive failure results in the asteroid

simply sailing past the Earth-Moon system.

Synergy with Planetary Defense: The DART Legacy

The success of the Double Asteroid Redirection Test (DART)mission in 2022 provided empirical data on how

kinetic impactors can change an asteroid's orbit. This data is invaluable for retrieval missions. While DART focused

on deflection, the robotic technologies developed for retrieval—specifically autonomous optical navigation and

close-proximity maneuvering—are directly transferable to defending Earth from larger bolides. The retrieval study

essentially treats planetary defense as the "other side of the coin" to resource acquisition.

Future Outlook: The Lunar Gateway and Beyond

The next logical step in the feasibility of asteroid retrieval is the integration of the Lunar Gateway. As a permanent

station in lunar orbit, the Gateway could serve as a processing facility for retrieved asteroid material. Scientists

could perform hands-on analysis of the 500-ton sample, far exceeding the scientific return of robotic sample-return



missions like OSIRIS-REx, which returned only grams of material.

Ultimately, the transition from feasibility studies to mission execution requires a sustained commitment from both

national space agencies and private entities. The Keck Institute for Space Studies has laid the groundwork, proving

that with current Solar Electric Propulsion technology and Atlas V-class launch vehicles, we possess the capability

to bring a piece of the solar system home. The move toward asteroid retrieval represents the first step in humanity’s

transition from being observers of the cosmos to active participants in its resource cycle, paving the way for a

permanent human presence in the solar system.
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