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New space mission is unlikely

By Alicia Chang, Associated Press
March 17, 2006

LOS ANGELES — To scientists scanning the cosmos for signs of life, the stunning discovery of what appears to be
water on an obscure moon orbiting Saturn couldn't come at a more pivotal time.

With a fresh focus on returning astronauts to Earth's own moon, NASA has squashed several missions that over the
next decade were to have continued the search for extraterrestrial life.

Can images from Enceladus, an icy moon located more than 800 million miles from Earth, supercharge interest and
funding for life-finding missions?

Probably not any time soon. Missions take years to launch and what enthusiasm NASA has for finding otherworldly life
already is focused on Mars and the Jupiter moon Europa, where promising leads have been studied for years.

Even those missions aren't on the fast track. Budget woes last year scrapped a NASA project to send a
nuclear-powered spacecraft to Europa, which may hide vast oceans of water under thick ice sheets. The cancellation
of a trip to a moon more accessible and hundreds of millions of miles closer than Enceladus doesn't bode well for new

projects.

"Anyone who thinks they can squeeze an Enceladus mission into the budget planning is awfully naive," said Bruce
Jakosky, an astrobiologist at the University of Colorado.

Still, scientists were abuzz over a report last week in the journal Science that showed what seem to be water geysers
shooting miles above Enceladus' warm southern pole region. Along with a stable heat source and organic substances,
water is believed essential to life.

The tantalizing Enceladus images were snapped by the Cassini spacecraft, an international project managed by
NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, Calif. Cassini plans at least one more pass by Enceladus, in 2008,
which could reveal further details of the moon's potential to harbor life — though not the presence of life itself.

The space agency hasn't ruled out extending that mission, said Andrew Dantzler, director of NASA's solar system
division. But any future mission to Enceladus would come after a Europa trip, he said.
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