
 
 

 
Human space exploration is a challenging endeavor. Our bodies are highly adapted to life in Earth gravity, 

and as such are significantly affected by the microgravity environment. Some of the effects are temporary, 

while some are permanent. Humans also require a lot of resources to sustain life including a breathable 

atmosphere, water and food. Currently, it is relatively easy to work in low Earth orbit (LEO), as resupply is 

possible and in an emergency, one can return to Earth in a couple of hours. As we venture deeper into 

space, to the future station dubbed “Deep Space Gateway,” to the Moon and beyond, human nutritional 

needs become one of several challenges that will limit how far and how long humans may remain in space. 

A means of producing at least some of the food requirements in space will be critical for these future 

missions. ExoLab Flight 5 explores the questions, “Is it possible to sustainably grow plant foods in 

microgravity?” and “What plants are the best candidates?” 

 

ExoLab Flight 5 launched aboard SpaceX CRS-16 on Wednesday, December 5, 2018 from Cape Canaveral 

Launch Complex 40 after a 1 day launch slip. This flight will feature a new apparatus that accommodates 

four smaller tubes instead of the previous two larger tubes. Each of the tubes were seeded with a different 

plant species. The four plants selected for this flight were, Amaranth (Amaranthus powellii), Pak Choi 

(Brassica rapa, chinensis), Wasabi (Eutrema japonimcum) and Purslane (Portulaca oleracea). 
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How will these four plants cope with the microgravity environment? 
What are the nutritional benefits of each of these plants? 
Are there other plants that make equally good, or better candidates? 
 
Join Flight 5 and compare the growth of your plants in the Earth analog ExoLab in your classroom with the 
ExoLab on orbit aboard the International Space Station. 
 
Flight 5 includes a library of dedicated lessons to support classroom implementation of this investigation, as 
well as additional resources for students and teachers and extension investigations to probe more deeply 
into the subject. 
 
Ad Astra! 


