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Introduction: NASA Spaceward Bound New Zea-
land 2015 was an astrobiology field expedition organ-
ised in January by the New Zealand Astrobiology Ini-
tiative (NZAI) group of the Royal Astronomical Socie-
ty of New Zealand (RASNZ) in the Taupo Volcanic
Zone (TVZ), North Island, New Zealand.

New Zealand features some of the best sites in the
world to study astrobiology-related extreme environ-
ments. The geographical setup, dynamic and active
geological setting, and the science capability of New
Zealand supports the study of astrobiology: New Zea-
land has unique extremophiles in the hot springs in
the TVZ, explosive volcanism, has access to the K-Pg
Boundary and to the Dry Valleys of Antarctica. New
Zealand is also a world-leader in biosecurity (essential
to planetary protection) and has a rich cultural herit-
age derived from exploration, as Polynesians and Eu-
ropeans arrived there guided by the stars. New Zea-
land’s scientists encompass most of the required fields
in astrobiology: microbiology, ecology, biosecurity,
physics, astronomy, radio astronomy and geology.
This represents an accessible yet rich knowledge base
of local expertise.

While New Zealand benefits from excellent field
sites and knowledge base, until 2014 astrobiology ef-
forts had been scattered around the country without a
centralized strategy for development. However, astro-
biology is an emerging field. It was formalized as a
field of study in the 1960’s, yet NASA established the
National Astrobiology Institute only in 1998 (preceded
by an earlier Exobiology program).

The first New Zealand national recognition of as-
trobiology as a study field was supported by the Royal
Astronomical Society, which voted in June 2014 for
the establishment of the Astrobiology Group also
known as New Zealand Astrobiology Initiative
(NZAI). By doing so, the RASNZ identified the im-
portance of astrobiology as a scientific discipline in
the science and educational landscape of New Zea-
land. Astrobiology, seeking to answer questions such
as ‘what is life?” and ‘are we alone in the Universe?’,
can contribute to “the knowledge, skills, and values to
be successful citizens in the 21st century.”

Synopsis: Spaceward Bound New Zealand consist-
ed of 6 days of field trips, talks and keynote presenta-
tions by NZ university staff and graduate students and

NASA scientists. It included inquiry-based field
work, supported by local universities and experts from
both within New Zealand and international organiza-
tions.

Fifty scientists, educators, teachers and students at-
tended Spaceward Bound New Zealand 2015. Visitors
and locals also participated in various activities at the
headquarters and at field sites at geothermal locations,
the Tongariro volcanic crossing and the active volcano
at White Island. A public event using a drone and
rover attracted about 200 people and was held in Roto-
rua, a present-day geothermal field upon which a
modern city has been built.

Deliverables: The expedition represented, above
all, a networking event, promoting New Zealand as a
significant astrobiological field research location and
supporting the development of the NZ secondary
schools education curriculum, but also encouraging
university-level uptake of science related to astrobiol-
ogy. Although astrobiology-related knowledge is
taught in places as part of the Earth and Space Sci-
ences Secondary Curriculum, until Spaceward Bound
New Zealand 2015, there had been no national effort
to integrate this field at educational and scientific re-
search levels.

This talk will present an overview of the inaugural
SBNZ and include a discussion of the most and least
successful elements of the program, based on post-
expedition feedback from the participants.
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