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Exobiology

Finding ET life
(interplanetary probes)

Interplanetary probes have traditionally been 
the best, and the only, way to conduct 
detailed studies on other planets within our 
Solar System and to look for life. So far , the 
search for life in the past three decades has 
centered around Mars, not our other closest 
neighbour Venus. Before Venus had been 
visited by the first spacecraft, many 
scientists felt that V enus might be very much 
like Earth due to its similar size; they even 
envisaged seas of oil and water.

Venera 7, the Russian spacecraft sent to 
Venus and the first ever successful 'soft 
landing' on another planet. Courtesy 
NASA/JPL     Consequently, it was a 
disappointment when the Mariner series of 
US space probes orbited Venus and 
recorded its high temperature of 464ºC. No 
more dreams of a planet just like Earth.

Unlike the Americans, the Soviet exploration 
of Venus was not so successful; four of their 
Venera series of landers either crashed on 
the surface or stopped transmitting (it was 
discovered that they simply couldn't 
withstand the high temperatures and 
eventually melted). Veneras 7 to 10 were 
successful in transmitting back information 
about Venus' surface - in fact, Venera 7 was 
the first ever successful 'soft landing' on 
another planet (in 1970).

All the information gathered from V enus 
unequivocally states that life will not be 
present on its surface. It is possible that in 
Venus' past, before its runaway greenhouse 
effect, life may have existed but its present 
conditions mean that any evidence of that 
life has most likely been destroyed.

Venera 7 , the Russian spacecraft sent to Venus and the first 
ever successful 'soft landing' on another planet. Courtesy 
NASA/JPL
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So Venus, as a planet to astrobiologists searching 
for life, is not as interesting as Mars, which for 
reasons explained elsewhere has greater chances of 
harbour life or evidence of past life.

The first interplanetary probes consisted of only 
satellites, or orbiters; these satellites would be 
slung away from Earth and enter orbit around the 
planet in question using retro rockets. Readings 
would be taken primarily by video cameras and 
information transmitted back to Earth.

Later on, landers began to be used to conduct 
experiments on the planet surface. Usually these 
landers would be sealed in a protective capsule in 
transit to the planet, and then this capsule would 
open to release the lander once it reached the 
planet. Landers in general have not had such a high 
success rate as orbiters, due to the difficulties in 
ensuring a soft landing; while orbiters only have to 
deploy their rockets at specified times, landers have 
to deploy sets of parachutes and landing rockets as surface of Mars for months without ever touching 
well as landing in the correct location (i.e. not on down. There are also plans to construct a probe to 
the side of a cliff). They also have to contend with be sent to Europa that will melt its way through 
variable planetary conditions such as wind and thick several kilometers of ice and deploy an autonomous 
atmosphere. submersible in the ocean underneath. Landers and 

satellites are by no means the only options for 
interplanetary spacecraft exploration.

More recently, what can only be described as 
‘hybrid orbiter/landers' are being considered, such 
as airplanes and balloons that will float above the 
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Artist's conception of the Mars Polar 
Lander . The MPL never made it to Mars intact, 
having probably been destroyed when it landed 
in the wrong place on a steep slope. Courtesy 
NASA/JPL
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