
EXPLORING THE SOLAR SYSTEM: Static Electricity

Watch out for Static Electricity 
Static electricity can be dangerous to rovers  
exploring other moons and planets. 

Scientists and engineers building  
NASA’s Mars 2020 rover took 
precautions to prevent static electricity. 

LEARN MORE:
nasa.gov/vision/space/
livinginspace/10aug_crackling.html

Static electricity—caused by a charge imbalance when 
positive and negative charges are separated—can 
damage sensitive electronics. Researchers building the 
rovers and landers that explore the solar system must 
be careful to minimize discharging static electricity. 
To do so, they often wear wrist straps that prevent 
static electricity from building up on their bodies. Static 
electricity can also be a problem after spacecraft 
have landed on a moon or planet. The Earth’s moon, for 
instance, can become charged with static electricity 
after passing through clouds of particles emitted by the 
Sun. This charge imbalance can release sparks that can 
harm a spacecraft’s electrical equipment. 

Static electricity can cause moon dust to  
cling to spacesuits, equipment, and instruments, 
which was a problem for Apollo astronauts. 



Planets other than Earth also experience lightning, including Venus, Jupiter, and Saturn.  
And research has shown that intense electrical storms might even exist on exoplanets far 
beyond the solar system. Lightning bolts can form when positive and negative charges separate 
within clouds. The air between the charges acts as an insulator, but when the charges build 
up enough to overcome this insulator, there is a rapid discharge of electricity that we know as 
lightning. Lightning is an important phenomenon on our planet and others because its energy 
can break molecules into smaller pieces. These fragments of molecules can then combine in new 
ways, changing the chemistry of a planet’s atmosphere and potentially its ability to support life. 

Lightning on Other Planets
Earth isn’t the only world that has lightning.
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LEARN MORE:
nasa.gov/feature/jpl/
juno-solves-39-year-old-
mystery-of-jupiter-lightning

An artist’s impression of 
lightning in Jupiter’s northern 
hemisphere.

Storms on Jupiter illuminated by 
lightning strikes, taken by NASA’s 
Galileo spacecraft. 



BUILD AN

ELECTROSCOPE

CURL ONE END 
OF THE WIRE.�) MAKE A SMALL HOOK 

ON THE OTHER END.�)

CUt two small Foil 
Rectangles.�)

Punch a hole at 
the top of Each 
foil rectangle.

Flatten the foil 
by smoothing 
it on the table.

�) Slide both foil
rectangles onto
THE small hook.

�)

FOLD A SPONGE AROUND THE 
WIRE (LIKE A TACO) AND SLIDE 
IT ONTO THE BOTTLE.

YOU’VE MADE AN 
ELECTROSCOPE!

�)

2 INCHES

APPROXIMATE SIZE

1/2
INCH

GENTLY PUSH THE 
SPONGE INTO 

THE NECK OF THE 
BOTTLE.

THE FOIL 
SHOULD HANG

FREELY!
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