Search for organic molecules on Mars: the gas
chromatograph SAM-GC, French participation to
SAM analytical laboratory aboard NASA 2009 Mars
Science Lander.

M. Cabane (1), P. Coll (2), C. Szopa (1), D. Coscia (2), P. Mahaffy (3), D. McLennan
(3), and the SAM-GC Team.

(1) Service d’AEronomie, SA/IPSL, Univ. ParisVI, T45-46 E4 B102, 4 Place Jussieu, 75005,
Paris France, (2) LISA, Univ ParisXll, 94010, CrEteil France, (3) GSFC-NASA, Greenbelt,
MD, 20771, USA ; (michel.cabane@aero.jussieu.fr).

In past times, life might have occurred in Martian conditions milder than the present
ones, and left some remnants at the surface. Even if this did not happen, prebiotic
molecules may have been be preserved, that might be similar to the ones that pre-
vailed on Earth surface some 3.5 to 4 billion years ago. NASAs MSLO09 rover will
arrive at Mars in 2010 to explore its surface and subsurface. Aboard this rover, the
analytical laboratory SAM (Sample Analysis at Mars), developed by NASA GSFC,
will analyze samples from atmosphere and soil. One of SAM goals is to determine
molecular abundances and isotopic ratios (organics, elemental analysis) in the atmo-
sphere and in the soil (from its heating), linked to prebiotic chemistry; SAM will
also examine atmospheric noble gases, linked to the history of the planet, and struc-
tural gases that may be obtained when heating subsurface minerals. The search for
prebiotic information will be performed by analyzing gases, either sampled from at-
mosphere or obtained from soil processing (physical (heating) or chemical), using gas
chromatography (GC), mass spectrometry (QMS) and Infra-red spectroscopy (TLS)
or combinations of these techniques present aboard SAM. We present, here, this an-
alytical laboratory, and, especially, the Gas Chromatograph instrument, which is the
French contribution to SAM.. The GC is a stand-alone instrument, especially dedi-
cated to the study of organic molecules, and we describe, here, its capabilities for the
detection of organic complex molecules, either in Mars atmosphere, or in its soil,



