
   Today Conex Research, a research group for students and early career researchers, announced they 
have completed their first draft of a mission proposal to locate Planet Nine, and are calling for anyone 
interested to contribute to the project. After beginning as a lockdown project started by a small group of 
undergraduate engineering students, their work has gained the attention of high ranking space industry 
professionals, and their membership has swelled to cover six continents, something about which their 
co-founder James McKevitt jokingly remarks “we’re also proposing a lander for Neptune’s moon Triton 
whichwhich is pretty cold, so I’m hoping with this new appeal we’ll get one or two penguin members and have a 
presence in Antarctica too!”.
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   Conex Research, a portmanteau of Conceptual and Exploration, was founded in April 2020 during the 
first COVID-19 lockdown as a platform for early-career professionals - mainly consisting of current 
undergraduate and recently graduated students - to develop their skills in research and space mission 
proposal writing. Since then the small group has grown, with participants spread across six continents and 
bringing experience in astrodynamics; astronautical, electrical, design, mechanical and nuclear 
engineering; planetary science; graphic design and project management. The group aims to encourage a 
moremore ambitious approach to space mission design by themselves proposing pioneering spacecraft, 
something clearly visible in their first work: Arcanum.

   Arcanum is the inaugural Conex mission consisting of an orbital deep-space telescope Somerville and 
landing probe Bingham. The mission targets a highly-eccentric Neptunian orbit for Somerville’s 
destination, and a soft-landing on moon Triton for probe Bingham, with additional impact probes designed 
to shed light on the moon’s sub-surface. These spacecraft take their names from Scottish polymath Mary 
Somerville, the first female member of the Royal Astronomical Society, and Hiram Bingham III, an 
American explorer well known for his work on Inca civilisation. While Bingham singularly focuses on 
exposingexposing the secrets of Neptune’s mysterious moon Triton with in-situ measurements, Somerville serves 
as a platform supporting both scientific instrumentation observing Neptune, and a 1-metre diameter 
telescope aiming to locate the elusive Planet Nine. Planet Nine is an, as yet, undiscovered planet in the 
outer reaches of the Solar System. Constraining its position is a great astronomical challenge and finding 
it could revolutionise our understanding of the Solar System.

   Conex say they are unique in proposing larger, more complex missions for deep-space, pure science 
cases using the new wave of ‘super heavy-lift launch vehicle’ such as SpaceX’s Starship, Blue Origin’s 
New Glenn and the lower launch costs associated with these private, partially-reusable rockets.

      Working independently of any university or other scheme, the students, young scientists and engineers 
are demonstrating themselves to be both determined and passionate about their new group, and are 
gaining both soft skills and a technical background in spacecraft design. Taking this opportunity to up-skill 
themselves during these difficult times, they are trying to show that there is a large number of young people 
approaching the current situation in a constructive and positive way, and are proud to represent the 
younger generation in a positive light. Regular virtual visits from distinguished guests within industry and 
academiaacademia are allowing the participants in these sessions to gain connections, use the opportunity to ask 
valuable questions, and use Conex as a stepping stone to a career in the space industry.
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