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The ‘Small Super pressure Balloons’ project was funded by the CEOI Grants for Exploratory Ideas 

scheme. The project, which sought to develop low cost, easy to manufacture Super Pressure Balloons, 

was undertaken by students from the University of Bristol Students for Exploration and Development 

of Space (UBSEDS) society with the support of staff from the Department of Aerospace. 

The project investigated forming balloon skins from thermally welded multi-layer food packaging – a 

material which is widely and cheaply available thanks to its main application, but that also displays the 

low permeability and high tensile strength required for super pressure balloons. 

The original objectives mapped out a series of laboratory tests aimed at better understanding the 

material properties, followed by an extensive set of flight trials.  During the project is was realised that 

project goal was better met by increased lab testing and modelling over flight trials: for example 

investigations into stresses of balloon envelopes formed from flat skin sections. In addition the need 

for ultra-low power, low temperature electronics to fulfil the role of the on board balloon tracker was 

quickly realised: the target flight time of the balloon meant that existing circuits would not suffice. 

In January 2016 the students of UBSEDS launched a Balloon made from the multi-layer food packaging 

film, constructed using basic techniques. The flight began in Bristol and when contact was eventually 

lost due to an expired battery, the balloon was over Iceland, having covered some 31,000km. 
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