
Sources:
space.com
nasa.gov

Image:
NASA/NOAA/GSFC/Suomi NPP/VIIRS/Norman Kuring

At 5:48 am, October 28, 2011, an unmanned Delta 2 rocket blasted off from 
California's Vandenberg Air Force Base carrying NASA's $1.5 billion Suomi NPP 
climate and weather satellite. The satellite's mission is to help monitor Earth's 
weather and natural disasters, like volcanic eruptions, wildfires and floods.

The satellite has already started beaming back spectacular views of our planet. 
First the one on the left, and then the one below.

 The Suomi NPP orbits Earth at an altitude of only 824 km (512 miles), which 
makes it impossible to have this perspective, similar to the famous photograph 
taken by the Apollo 17 astronauts traveling toward the moon. That original 
photograph, however, was taken at a distance of about 34,062 km (28,000 
miles). The view the Suomi NPP has is from up close, equivalent to observing a 
25cm basketball from 1,5 centimeters away. To get a full picture, NASA scientist 
Norman Kuring had to “step back” digitally, combining data from six different 
orbits of the satellite and then stitching this data into one complete mosaic. 
The satellite had to fly above this area of Earth six times over an eight hour time 
period to obtain enough information to create the full image. 

Suomi NPP is equipped with five instruments that provide atmospheric and sea 
surface temperatures, humidity sounding, land and ocean biological 
productivity, cloud and aerosol properties, total/profile ozone measurements, 
and monitor changes in the Earth's radiation. The biggest and most important 
instrument riding aboard the Suomi NPP is the Visible Infrared Radiometer 
Imaging Suite (VIIRS), which is a high-resolution sensor package designed to 
observe Earth in different ranges of the light spectrum and is responsible for the 
incredible clarity of these images, the sharpest ever taken of the planet. NASA 
scientists gave the image a name: Blue Marble. 

According to Flickr, this first Western hemisphere Blue Marble 2012 image has 
been viewed more than 3.1 million times as of February 1, making it one of the 
all-time most viewed images on the site after only one week. NASA released a 
second image on Feb 2, this time showing Africa and the Middle East.

The Suomi NPP satellite is named after the late meteorologist Verner E. Suomi, 
considered the father of satellite meteorology. The spacecraft is expected to 
observe the Earth through at least 2016. The mission is conducted under a 
partnership between NASA, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration and the U.S. Department of Defense.


