
Robotic astrobiology
If life exists on Mars, it is likely to be sparse and not easy to find. So two teams of researchers at Carnegie Mellon 
University are developing tools that might be used in an automated search for extraterrestrial life. With NASA 
funding, they will be testing their devices beginning next month in Chile’s desolate Atacama Desert.

CMU’s Molecular Biosensor and Imaging Center is 
developing a system to identify life based on 
fluorescence — either natural fluorescence from 
chlorophyll-containing bacteria or fluorescent dyes that 
are activated by organic molecules. The automated 
microscope would be beneath a robotic rover.
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The Atacama Desert 
The Atacama Desert gets 
less than half an inch of 
precipitation annually.  
Life there can be difficult 
even for humans to find. 
Field tests will occur 
along the Tropic of 
Capricorn, in the vicinity 
of the city of Antofagasta.

A solar-powered robot formerly known as Hyperion has been refitted by the Robotics 
Institute for field experiments next month in the Atacama Desert. David Wettergreen, 
technology leader of the team, says future field experiments will use a new robot that will 
carry an array of instruments and an arm for turning over rocks.
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If life exists on Mars, it is likely to be sparse and not easy to find. So two teams of researchers 
at Carnegie Mellon University are developing tools that might be used in an automated 
search for extraterrestrial life. With NASA funding, they will be testing their devices over the 
next three years in Chile’s desolate Atacama Desert.
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