Cosmos 482 re-enters Earth’s atmosphere after 53 years, likely splashing in Indian Ocean
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A Soviet-era spacecraft, known as Cosmos 482, has likely re-entered Earth's atmosphere after spending over half a century in orbit. Launched on March 31, 1972, as part of the ambitious Venera programme aimed at exploring Venus, the spacecraft faced a malfunction that left it trapped in an elliptical orbit around Earth. Following its descent on May 10, 2025, it is believed to have splashed down in the Indian Ocean, west of Jakarta, Indonesia, confirming the longstanding estimates by various space agencies, including Roscosmos and the European Space Agency.
Despite its status as space debris, Cosmos 482 amassed significant interest due to its distinctive history and the implications of its journey. Measuring around three feet in diameter and weighing approximately 1,100 pounds, the spacecraft was built with a robust design intended to endure the intense conditions found on Venus, including extreme atmospheric pressures—an estimated 90 times greater than Earth’s. Experts have speculated that this durability could mean parts of the spacecraft survived its return, a possibility that contributes to concerns regarding the uncontrolled re-entry of space debris.
For decades, Cosmos 482 remained in orbit, gradually losing altitude due to atmospheric drag, albeit at a slow rate. This phenomenon allows for a prolonged presence in orbit, as the craft was extensively monitored by astronomers and space traffic experts. The unique trajectory it followed suggested that while a safe landing on land was possible, the most likely outcome was a descent into oceanic waters. Experts generally downplayed the associated risks, indicating that large debris pieces typically burn up upon re-entry or fall harmlessly into uninhabited areas.
Marlon Sorge, a space debris expert, highlighted that because the spacecraft’s design was intended to withstand re-entry, there was a reasonable chance parts of it might have returned intact. “This object was designed to survive re-entering Venus, so there’s fair odds that it’ll survive coming back (to Earth) in one piece,” he stated. The return of a historical artefact from the space race era has also captured the attention of space historians, as it symbolizes a bygone chapter in a competition that defined an entire epoch.
The Venera programme, under which Cosmos 482 was launched, was notable for its success in sending several probes to Venus, with many providing valuable scientific data before ceasing operations. Notably, while Cosmos 482 was intended to join its successful sister craft, Venera 8, in studying Venus's atmosphere and surface, a failure during the rocket's fourth stage prevented it from leaving Earth's gravitational influence. The project exemplified the bold ambitions of Soviet space exploration during the Cold War, showcasing both the achievements and setbacks of that era.
In light of this incident, experts have raised reminders about the increasing problem of space debris as commercial space ventures proliferate. With companies like SpaceX regularly launching satellites, the risk of uncontrolled descents is expected to rise, none more so than the reentry of ageing spacecraft like Cosmos 482. Parker Wishik from The Aerospace Corporation noted the advancements in safety standards since the 20th century, yet acknowledged the reminders that objects left in orbit can have lasting consequences. “What goes up must come down,” he said, emphasizing the importance of ongoing monitoring and responsible management of space traffic.
As the world watches the remnants of Cosmos 482 fall from the sky, the event serves not only as a testament to the enduring legacy of Soviet space exploration but also as a prompt for continued vigilance and adaptation in the realm of modern space activities.
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