
“No,” while the answer that these activists
and scientists hope to peddle is, to put it
mildly, not the truth.

The credibility of the environmental
movement depends on its claim to scientif-
ic veracity. If environmental activists and

sympathetic scientists are so willing to
openly fudge the facts for political impact
in this case, how can they expect their
other projections and claims to be taken
seriously?
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Red Planet, Wet Planet
Developments in the Search for Life on Mars

Recent discoveries increase the
likelihood that Mars might once
have had life—or might still hold

life today.
First, the twin Mars Exploration Rovers

launched last summer by NASA landed
successfully in January on different sides of
the planet. Their missions have been
tremendously productive: They have pho-
tographed, brushed, ground up, dug,
drilled, and analyzed Martian rocks, and
aside from a few technical glitches—a
memory-usage malfunction on the “Spirit”
rover and a battery-drainage issue on
“Opportunity”—both of the $400 million
machines performed well. NASA intends to
keep operating the rovers until they run out
of power or the project runs out of money.

The most important result of the rover
missions was discovering that the surface
of Mars once had liquid water on it. Today,
Mars has frozen water concentrated at the
poles, but the planet is too cold for liquid
water. Yet the presence of certain minerals,
and the appearance of certain patterns and
layers in Martian rocks, convinced scien-
tists that the Opportunity rover landed in
an area once “drenched” with liquid water,
NASA announced in March. “We think
Opportunity is parked on what was once
the shoreline of a salty sea on Mars,” said
Steve Squyres, one of the top scientists
working on the project. The Spirit rover

also landed at a place that once had water,
although only “small amounts” that might
have been underground—“not water that
sloshed around on the surface” like it did at
Opportunity’s location, a NASA scientist
said.

All life on Earth depends on water, so
the new evidence of a wet Martian past
makes it more plausible that Mars might
once have been hospitable to microbial life.
But a second discovery, revealed in March,
gives more direct evidence that microbes
might still be alive on Mars today. Using
four different instruments, three teams of
researchers separately found an unusually
high amount of methane in the Martian
atmosphere. The high methane content
apparently can’t be fully explained by any
known chemical or geothermal process, so
the “most likely explanation,” according to
one of the research teams, is that the gas is
being produced by “living subterranean
organisms”—microbes under the Martian
surface.

This explanation jives with the theory of
Martian history that the last few decades
of research has begun to outline: Mars was
once a wet planet where microorganisms
might have thrived; as its climate changed
(for reasons we don’t understand), all liq-
uid water disappeared from the planet’s
surface; it is possible that pockets of liquid
water still exist under the surface; if there
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ever was life on Mars, these underground
reservoirs may still hold it. The scientists
who discovered the high methane levels
have said that their results can be
explained by “extremely scarce” organisms
surviving in subsurface oases, and that the

rest of Mars might be “generally sterile.”
“It seems like with every set of missions

to Mars, instead of a gradual increase in
our understanding, we have a quantum
leap,” one researcher told Space.com. “It’s
really a complicated place.”
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Flying robots, like the Predator and
Global Hawk, have been widely
hailed for their role in recent U.S.

military operations. Less noted, but increas-
ingly important, has been the role of
ground-based robots in the American war
effort. On the battlefields of Iraq and
Afghanistan, semi-autonomous robots,
which rely on soldiers to control them
remotely, have been used for reconnaissance
and bomb-disposal missions. The
Department of Defense believes that such
robots are crucial to the future of the
American military, and there are plans afoot
to make at least one-third of all military
vehicles—from small scout-bots to large
supply trucks—fully autonomous by 2015.

Leading the way has been the Defense
Advanced Research Projects Agency
(DARPA), the Pentagon’s technology
research arm. In early 2003, DARPA chal-
lenged America’s engineers to design a
vehicle capable of traveling at high speeds
across rugged terrain without human con-
trol. The agency promised a million-dollar
prize to the winner of its “Grand
Challenge,” a long-distance race between
unmanned, autonomous ground vehicles.

This was no small order. The robotic
vehicles needed to be equipped with the
ability to sense their environment, to dis-
cern the features of the terrain, and to
respond accordingly. They needed to

maintain their speed and direction without
flipping over or succumbing to hazards en
route. And they had to move quickly: The
race was limited to ten hours, and the
course was expected to be nearly two hun-
dred miles long.

DARPA received 106 entries from
across the country. Out of that pool, only a
couple of dozen teams passed the prelimi-
nary rounds and were selected for the race.
Entries came from professional engineer-
ing firms, university and high school
teams, and amateur engineers. A team
from the University of Louisiana submit-
ted the “Cajunbot,” a six-wheeled rover,
seemingly better fitted for the bayou than
the desert. Oshkosh Truck Corporation, in
cooperation with engineers at Ohio State
University, fielded the race’s heavyweight:
“TerraMax,” a huge, rugged, 16-ton yel-
low truck. One team used a modified Acura
SUV, another used a Chevy Tahoe, and
another used a Jeep Grand Cherokee.

The entry expected to perform best was
“Sandstorm,” a souped-up Humvee de-
signed by Carnegie Mellon University’s
Robotics Institute. Led by William “Red”
Whittaker, a Carnegie Mellon professor
and renowned roboticist, the team received
advice and technology from such compa-
nies as Boeing, Intel, and Caterpillar. They
crammed computing power into their vehi-
cle, and equipped it with a variety of sen-

Miles Still to Go
DARPA and the Great Robot Race

http://www.thenewatlantis.com

