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The Gondola for High Altitude Planetary Science 

(GHAPS) is an observing asset under development by 
NASA’s Planetary Science Division that will be hosted 
on stratospheric balloon missions intended for use by 
the broad planetary science community. GHAPS is 
being designed in a modular fashion to interface to a 
suite of instruments as called for by science needs. It 
will operate at an altitude of 30+ km and will include 
an optical telescope assembly with a 1-meter aperture 
and a pointing stability of approximately 1 arcsecond 
with a flight duration of ~100 days. The spectral grasp 
of the system is envisaged to include wavelengths 
spanning the near-ultraviolet to near/mid-infrared 
(~0.3-5 µm) and possibly to longer wavelengths. 

The GHAPS Science Instrument Definition Team 
(SIDT) was convened in May 2016 to define the scope 
of science investigations, derive the science require-
ments and instrument concepts for GHAPS, prioritize 
the instruments according to science priorities that 
address Planetary Science Decadal Survey questions, 
and generate a report that is broadly disseminated to 
the planetary science community. The SIDT examined 
a wide range of solar system targets and science ques-
tions, focusing on unique measurements that could be 
made from a balloon-borne platform to address high-
priority planetary science questions for a fraction of 
the cost of space missions. The resulting instrument 
concepts reflect unique capabilities offered by a bal-
loon-borne platform (e.g., observations at spectral re-
gions inaccessible from the ground due to telluric ab-
sorption, diffraction-limited imaging, and long dura-
tion uninterrupted observations of a target). We discuss 
example science cases that can be addressed with 
GHAPS and describe a notional instrument suite that 
can be used by guest observers to pursue decadal-level 
science questions. 
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