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(54) Thruster and spacecraft

(57) Of the constituting parts of a support structure
(20) for a chamber (8) holding a catalyst layer which can
reach high temperature, a chamber flange (24), fasteners
(36a, 36b, 36c), an introduction pipe (6) conveying hy-
drazine and an introduction pipe flange (26) are made of

a Co-Ni alloy resistant to high temperature, and a pro-
pellant valve flange (22) and columns (30a, 30b, 30c)
arranged between the chamber and a propellant valve
(4) which needs to be kept at low temperature as com-
pared with the catalyst layer are made of a Ti alloy having
a high thermal insulating capability.
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Description

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Field of the Invention

[0001] The present invention relates to a thruster which
produces thrust by spurting out a gas produced by de-
composition reaction of a propellant such as hydrazine
and a spacecraft equipped with the thruster.

Description of the Related Art

[0002] Spacecraft such as artificial satellites and rock-
ets are equipped with thrusters for controlling attitude
and changing orbit in outer space. Monopropellant cat-
alytic thrusters are a type of thrusters which supply a
propellant such as hydrazine from a tank to a catalyst
layer via a propellant valve and an injector to cause the
propellant to decompose on the catalyst layer, and spurt
out a gas resulting from the decomposition through a
nozzle, thereby producing thrust.
[0003] The life of the thrusters for controlling attitude
and orbit of the spacecraft is so crucial that it may possibly
determine the life of the spacecraft itself. It is required
that the thrusters be trouble-free and resistant to repeat-
ed use over a long period of time in special circumstances
of the outer space.
[0004] With regard to thrusters of this type, a technol-
ogy has been developed which prevents local degrada-
tion that the catalyst undergoes in the decomposition re-
action when the propellant is supplied to the catalyst layer
through an extra fine tube connected to the propellant
valve, and improves the responsiveness and safety of
the propellant valve (see JP 2009-257155 A, referred to
as patent document 1).
[0005] The technology disclosed in patent document
1 can increase the life of the catalyst itself. The thrusters,
however, generally have a problem that the catalyst layer
reaches high temperature in the decomposition reaction,
where heat is conducted from a chamber that holds the
catalyst layer to the whole thruster, and to the structure
of the spacecraft to which the thruster is attached.
[0006] For example, in a monopropellant thruster using
hydrazine as a propellant and a catalyst layer formed of
alumina particles coated with iridium which is a catalyst,
the temperature of the propellant valve needs to be lim-
ited to about 120°C while the catalyst layer reaches as
high temperature as about 900°C.
[0007] To meet this requirement, the catalyst layer-
holding chamber is made of a cobalt-nickel alloy resistant
to high temperature, and a thermal-insulating structure
is provided between the chamber and the propellant
valve. However, the cobalt-nickel alloy does not have a
high thermal insulating capability, and thus, it is difficult
to reduce transfer of heat to the propellant valve and to
the spacecraft structure. In addition, a heater is provided
to preheat the catalyst layer and keep the propellant valve

at appropriate temperature, where lower thermal insula-
tion performance between the chamber and the propel-
lant valve leads to greater power consumption of the
heater.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0008] The present invention has been made to solve
the above problems. An object of the present invention
is to provide a thruster and a spacecraft capable of re-
ducing heat transfer from the catalyst layer to the propel-
lant  valve while keeping the catalyst layer at high tem-
perature, and thus, reducing power consumption of the
heater and preventing failures caused by exceeding the
allowable limit of temperature.
[0009] In order to achieve the above object, the present
invention provides a thruster designed to produce thrust
by introducing a propellant to a catalyst layer from a pro-
pellant valve via a propellant introduction member and
spurting out a gas resulting from decomposition of the
propellant occurring on the catalyst layer, wherein the
thruster comprises a chamber of an Ni alloy for holding
the catalyst layer inside, the propellant introduction mem-
ber is made of an Ni alloy and connects the propellant
valve and the chamber, and a propellant valve flange of
a Ti alloy with a plurality of columns of a Ti alloy is ar-
ranged between the chamber and the propellant valve
to support the chamber by the columns.
[0010] In other words, the chamber holding the catalyst
layer, which can reach high temperature in the decom-
position reaction, and the propellant introduction member
conveying the propellant from the propellant valve to the
catalyst layer are made of an Ni alloy, and the propellant
valve flange arranged between the propellant valve and
the chamber is made of a Ti alloy and designed to support
the chamber by a plurality of columns.
[0011] By making the catalyst layer-side members,
which can reach high temperature, of an Ni alloy resistant
to high temperature and interposing a propellant valve
flange of a Ti alloy having a low thermal conductivity, and
thus, a high thermal insulating capability between the cat-
alyst layer-holding chamber and the propellant valve,
which needs to be kept at relatively low temperature, heat
transfer from the catalyst layer to the propellant valve
can be reduced to a desired level. The propellant valve
flange is designed to support the chamber by columns,
which makes it possible to minimize the regions allowing
conduction of heat to the propellant valve, thereby pro-
viding improved thermal insulation.
[0012] Reducing transfer of heat to the propellant valve
while allowing the catalyst layer to reach high tempera-
ture leads to a reduction in power consumed by a heater
provided to preheat the catalyst layer and keep the pro-
pellant valve at appropriate temperature. This also re-
duces transfer of heat to the spacecraft to which the
thruster is attached using the propellant valve flange.
Consequently, failures caused by exceeding the allowa-
ble limit of temperature for the thruster and the spacecraft
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are prevented.
[0013] Desirably, the columns are three in number.
[0014] Desirably, the columns each have a female
thread at a distal end to allow the columns and the cham-
ber to be connected together by screwing male-threaded
fasteners of an Ni alloy into the columns.
[0015] The present invention also provide a spacecraft
equipped with the thruster, wherein the thruster is at-
tached to the spacecraft using the propellant valve
flange.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0016] The present invention will become more fully
understood from the detailed description given hereinaf-
ter and the accompanying drawings which are given by
way of illustration only, and thus, are not limitative of the
present invention, and wherein:

FIG. 1 is a perspective view showing the whole of
an embodiment of a thruster according to the present
invention,
FIG. 2A is an enlarged exploded perspective view
showing the embodiment of the thruster according
to the present invention, and
FIG. 2B is an enlarged exploded side view showing
the embodiment of the thruster according to the
present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EM-
BODIMENTS

[0017] With reference to the drawings attached, an em-
bodiment of the present invention will be described be-
low.
[0018] FIG. 1 is a perspective view showing the whole
of an embodiment of a thruster according to the present,
FIG. 2A an enlarged exploded perspective view of the
thruster, and FIG. 2B an enlarged exploded side view of
the thruster. The description below is based on these
figures.
[0019] The thruster 1 shown in FIG. 1 is a monopro-
pellant catalytic thruster. A plurality of thrusters of this
type are mounted on a spacecraft for attitude control and
orbit control.
[0020] The thruster 1 is configured such that hydrazine
(propellant) is supplied from a tank 2 to a propellant valve
4. The propellant valve 4 is a solenoid valve with an exit
port connected to an end of an introduction pipe 6 (pro-
pellant introduction member). The other end of the intro-
duction pipe 6 forms an injector, which is connected to a
chamber 8.
[0021] The chamber 8 holds a catalyst layer inside.
Although not shown, the catalyst layer is formed, for ex-
ample of alumina particles coated with iridium which is a
catalyst, and held on mesh. The chamber 8 is cylindrical
in shape, and has a nozzle 10 attached near the end
remote from the injector. The nozzle 10 is oriented at

right angles to the axis of the chamber 8. The chamber
8 is  covered with a cover 12 with part of the nozzle 10
exposed.
[0022] The thruster 1 comprises a support structure 20
between the propellant valve 4 and the chamber 8. The
support structure 20 comprises a propellant valve flange
22 to be attached to the propellant valve 4, a chamber
flange 24 integrated with the chamber 8, and an intro-
duction pipe flange 26 integrated with the introduction
pipe 6 at the propellant valve-side end.
[0023] Next, the support structure 20 will be described
in detail.
[0024] As seen in FIGS. 2A and 2B, the propellant
valve flange 22 is approximately in the shape of a six-
pointed star having a notch on each edge to reduce the
weight, and attached to the exit-side end of the propellant
valve. The propellant valve flange 22 has fitting holes
28a, 28b, 28c at locations near three of the six vertices
of the six-pointed star, for use in fastening the propellant
valve flange to the spacecraft by bolts and nuts, not
shown. Further, the propellant valve flange 22 has col-
umns 30a, 30b, 30c at inner locations with respect to the
respective fitting holes 28a, 28b, 28c, the columns 30a,
30b, 30c extending toward the chamber 8. The columns
30a, 30b, 30c are welded to the propellant valve flange
22 at one end, and have a female thread 32a, 32b, 32c
at the other, or distal end.
[0025] The chamber flange 24 is of a disk shape and
integrated with the chamber 8 at the propellant valve-
side end. The chamber flange 24 has three arc-shaped
notches on the circumferential edge for heater sensors
(not shown) to be arranged therein. The chamber flange
24 has three through-holes 34a, 34b, 34c at locations
corresponding to the columns 30a, 30b, 30c. Male-
threaded fasteners 36a, 36b, 36c are screwed into the
columns with female threads  32a, 32b, 32c, through the
through-holes 34a, 34b, 34c, respectively, so that the
chamber flange 24 is supported by the columns 30a, 30b,
30c of the chamber valve flange 22.
[0026] The introduction pipe flange 26 is approximately
in the shape of an equilateral triangle with an arc-shaped
notch on each edge for reducing the weight. The propel-
lant valve flange 22 has a recess 38 corresponding to
the shape of the introduction pipe flange 26 to allow the
introduction pipe flange 22 to be fitted therein when as-
sembling the thruster. The introduction flange 26 and the
recess 38 of the propellant valve flange 22 have three
pairs of through-holes 40a, 42a, 40b, 42b (one pair is not
shown in the Figure) near their vertices. When assem-
bling the thruster, the introduction flange 26 and the pro-
pellant valve flange 22 are together fixed to the propellant
valve 4 by screwing bolts 44a, 44b into nuts 46a, 46b
through the respective pairs of through-holes 40a, 42a,
40b, 42b. The recess 38 of the propellant valve flange
22 has an introduction hole 48 in the center to allow the
propellant to flow to the introduction pipe 6 through it. An
introduction pipe support plate 50 is attached to the in-
troduction pipe flange 26 to support the introduction pipe

3 4 



EP 2 664 774 A2

4

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

6. In the side view, the introduction pipe support plate 50
is undulating and joined to the introduction pipe 6 at the
end remote from the introduction pipe flange, thereby
supporting the introduction pipe 6.
[0027] According to the materials, the members con-
stituting the support structure 20 are divided into two
groups: those made of an Ni (nickel) alloy (Co-Ni alloy,
for example) and those made of a Ti (titanium) alloy. Spe-
cifically, the chamber 8 holding the catalyst layer that can
reach high temperature, the chamber flange 24, the fas-
teners 36a, 36b, 36c fastening the chamber flange 24 to
the columns, the introduction pipe 6 conveying hydrazine
to the catalyst layer, and the introduction pipe flange 26
are made of an Ni allow resistant to high temperature.
The propellant valve flange 22 attached to the propellant
valve 4 which needs to be kept at low temperature as
compared with the catalyst layer, and the columns 30a,
30b, 30c are made of a Ti alloy having a low thermal
conductivity, and thus, a high thermal insulating capabil-
ity. The bolts 44a, 44b and nuts 46a, 46b for use in fas-
tening the propellant valve flange 22 and the introduction
pipe 6 together are made of stainless steel, for example.
[0028] In the thruster 1 constructed as described
above, when the propellant valve 4 is opened, hydrazine
is supplied from the tank 2 to the introduction pipe 6 and
spurted out onto the catalyst layer in the chamber 8. On
the catalyst layer, the propellant decomposes, and a gas
resulting from the decomposition is spurted out through
the nozzle 10 to produce thrust.
[0029] In the decomposition reaction, the catalyst layer
reaches as high temperature as about 900°C, where heat
is conducted from the catalyst-layer holding chamber 8
to the introduction pipe 6, the introduction pipe flange 26,
the fasteners 36a, 36b, 37c and others. These members
are, however, made of an Ni alloy, and thus, resistant to
the conducted heat.
[0030] The columns 30a, 30b, 30c connected to the
chamber 8, which are made of an Ti alloy and thus have
a low thermal conductivity, can reduce heat conducted
to the propellant valve flange 22 and the propellant valve
4. The columns 30a, 30b, 30c and the chamber flange
24 are made of different metal materials and thus difficult
to weld together. In the present embodiment, however,
the columns 30a, 30b, 30c and the chamber flange 24
are connected  together by screwing the male-threaded
fasteners 36a, 36b, 36c into the columns 30a, 30b, 30c
with female threads 32a, 32b, 32c from the chamber
flange 24 side to the column side, and thus, from the high
temperature side to the low temperature side. If made of
a Ti alloy, the fasteners may be damaged by thermal
expansion and contraction. By contrast, screwing the
male-threaded fasteners 36a, 36b, 36c of an Ni alloy re-
sistant to high temperature into the columns 30a, 30b,
30c can provide a strong connection allowing a high tem-
perature state.
[0031] The chamber 8 is supported only by the three
columns 30a, 30b, 30c, which makes it possible to stably
support the chamber 8 while minimizing the regions al-

lowing conduction of heat to the propellant valve 4, there-
by providing improved thermal insulation.
[0032] As described above, the support structure 20 is
designed such that the catalyst layer-side members,
which can reach high temperature, are made of an Ni
alloy resistant to high temperature, the propellant valve
4-side members are made of a Ti alloy, considering the
need to keep the propellant valve 4 at relatively low tem-
perature, and the chamber 8 is supported by the three
columns 30a, 30b, 30c. As a result, heat transfer from
the catalyst layer to the propellant valve 4 is reduced to
a desired level.
[0033] Reducing transfer of heat to the propellant valve
4 while allowing the catalyst layer to reach high temper-
ature leads to a reduction in power consumed by a heater
provided to preheat the catalytic layer and keep the pro-
pellant valve 4 at appropriate temperature. This also re-
duces transfer of heat to a spacecraft to which the thruster
1 is attached by the support structure 20. Consequently,
failures caused by exceeding the allowable  limit of tem-
perature for the thruster 1 and the spacecraft are pre-
vented.
[0034] In the above, an embodiment of the thruster and
spacecraft according to the present invention has been
described. The present invention is however not restrict-
ed to the described embodiment.
[0035] In the described embodiment, the support struc-
ture 20 is designed to support the chamber 8 by the three
columns 30a, 30b, 30c. The number of columns is how-
ever not restricted to three; the chamber may be support-
ed by four or more columns.
[0036] In the described embodiment, the propellant
valve flange 22, the chamber flange 24 and the introduc-
tion pipe flange 26 are not restricted to the described
shapes; they may be in any shape desired.
[0037] In the described embodiment, the nozzle 10 is
oriented at right angles to the axis of the chamber 8. The
nozzle 10 orientation is not restricted to this; it may be
oriented in the direction of axis of the chamber 8, for
example.
[0038] In the described embodiment, the propellant is
hydrazine and the catalyst layer is formed of alumina
particles coated with iridium. The propellant and the cat-
alyst layer are however not restricted to these.

Claims

1. A thruster (1) designed to produce thrust by intro-
ducing a propellant to a catalyst layer from a propel-
lant valve (4) via a propellant introduction member
(6) and spurting out a gas resulting from decompo-
sition of the propellant occurring on the catalyst layer,
characterized in that
the thruster comprises a chamber (8) of an Ni alloy
for holding the catalyst layer inside,
the propellant introduction member (6) is made of an
Ni alloy and connects the propellant valve (4) and

5 6 



EP 2 664 774 A2

5

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

the chamber (8), and
a propellant valve flange (22) of a Ti alloy with a
plurality of columns (30a, 30b, 30c) of a Ti alloy is
arranged between the chamber (8) and the propel-
lant valve (4) to support the chamber (8) by the col-
umns (30a, 30b, 30c).

2. The thruster (1) according to claim 1, characterized
in that
the columns (30a, 30b, 30c) are three in number.

3. The thruster (1) according to claim 1 or 2, charac-
terized in that
the columns (30a, 30b, 30c) each have a female
thread (32a, 32b, 32c) at a distal end to allow the
columns (30a, 30b, 30c) and the chamber (8) to be
connected together by screwing male-threaded fas-
teners (36a, 36b, 36c) of an Ni alloy into the columns
(30a, 30b, 30c).

4. A spacecraft equipped with a thruster (1) according
to any of claims 1 to 3, characterized in that
the thruster (1) is attached to the spacecraft using
the propellant valve flange (22).
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