
 
 
NASA Announces New Mars Exploration Strategy 
 
April 1, 2009 
 
NASA’s successful exploration of Mars over the last several decades has returned much scientific 
information, but has always been faced with the significant challenge of getting to the Red Planet.  Mars 
is never closer than 35 million miles from Earth, and is often much farther.  But that’s about to change. 
 
“For over thirty years, we’ve been making the long trip to Mars every time we had a mission,” said Rio 
Palof, manager of NASA’s Mars Exploration Program at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory.  “Clearly, it would 
be much easier to have Mars closer to Earth, and then make relatively short trips with our new rovers and 
orbiters.”  Palof said he got the idea watching trucks load and unload at JPL’s loading dock:  “They bring 
the truck right to the building, and move the cartons just a few feet, rather than parking the truck out in a 
lot and shuttling back and forth.  But that’s what we’ve been doing with Mars—shuttling back and forth 
over long interplanetary distances, rather than making a shorter, more manageable trip.”   
 
Changing the orbit of Mars to bring it closer to Earth will not be an easy task, but it’s not as complicated 
as it seems.  “It’s a simple problem of pushing on the planet to slow it down,” said Elan Timora, JPL’s 
chief engineer.  “We got our start in the 1930’s working on propulsion problems—that’s the “P” in JPL, 
after all—so we understand the technology and the calculations here.”   
 
The amount of impulse, or force, required is substantial, but JPL management is confident that economic 
stimulus funding will be made available for this task.  “By having Mars close by, we’ll be able to have 
many more missions to it, and consequently more scientific discoveries, more technological spinoffs, and 
a tremendous boost to science and engineering education in the country.  This enhancement of our 
intellectual infrastructure is exactly what stimulus funds are intended for” said Timora. 
 
NASA is sensitive to concerns that this approach could be seen as altering the solar system environment.  
“We’ve done a preliminary study of the effects on Earth of changing Mars’ orbit, and we don’t see any 
noticeable impact.  There might be an increase in ocean tidal activity, but there are lots of surfers who 
would welcome bigger waves.”   
 
The effects on Mars are more difficult to estimate.  Changing its orbit to bring it closer to Earth also means 
that it would be nearer to the Sun, and thus there is the possibility of climate change—a “global warming” 
effect—on Mars.  Palof said that NASA is taking the appropriate precautions here.  “First, let’s not forget 
that Mars is a very cold place to begin with, and warming it up would seem to be a good idea.  But we’re 
not making this decision unilaterally.  We will engage the stakeholders on Mars to receive their input 
before we finalize our plans.”   
 
The delay in the launch of the Mars Science Laboratory (MSL) will allow engineers to install notice 
placards on the spacecraft announcing a series of public hearings to consider the environmental impact 
of the Mars orbit adjustment.  In addition to the placards, MSL will have flashing lights and sirens to 
attract the attention of any Martians in the vicinity.  Furthermore, JPL is installing microphones on the 
exterior of the lander that will be continuously monitored by mission control, so Mars dwellers need not 
come to the hearings on Earth to express their views. 
 
Palof is excited at the new possibilities that the Mars orbit change will permit, as well as the much higher 
success rate of missions to Mars.  He explains that many of the disappointments in the Mars exploration 
program would not have occurred if Mars were nearer to Earth.  “The Mars Climate Orbiter mission failed 
in 1999 due to navigational errors that accumulated over the long trajectory to Mars.  If Mars had been 
closer, these errors would have been smaller, and mission could have been saved.”   
 
For more information about NASA’s Mars Exploration Program, visit 
http://marsprogram.jpl.nasa.gov/  
 
For a final opportunity to visit Mars before its orbit is changed, visit 
http://www.expedia.com/daily/mars/flights-to-mars/?mcicid=Mars_home_us  


