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Introduction: iMARS, (the international Mars Architecture 

for the Return of Samples) was chartered in 2006 by the Interna-

tional Mars Exploration Working Group (IMEWG), to develop a 

plan for an international Mars Sample Return (MSR) mission 

potentially occurring in the timeframe 2018-2023. iMARS Phase 

I work took place in 2007-2008 and resulted in a consensus on 

the architecture for an international mission and suggestions for 

the next steps of campaign definition. MSR mission(s) remain a 

high-priority in the exploration of Mars and a number of im-

portant developments have occurred since the iMARS Phase I 

work e.g. the Mars Science Laboratory rover. In early 2014, 

IMEWG reconstituted iMARS with the objectives of incorporat-

ing developments since 2008 and to expand on the scientific 

management aspects of returned Martian samples. We report on 

our work so far, and provide information for our colleagues in the 

extraterrestrial sample analysis community. 

Phase II Science Team Goal: Samples returned from any 

MSR mission will be some of the most scientifically valuable 

samples ever collected and will be the focus of internationally 

collaborative research for many years to come. International par-

ticipation is critical for the successful implementation of the mis-

sion; from launch through to return of samples to Earth and sub-

sequent scientific analyses. A major objective of our work is to 

propose sample science and sample management structure(s), and 

associated facilities, which will enable participation by a varied 

research community. Following from Phase I recommendations 

[1], we have been focusing on the concept of the ‘International 

MSR Science Institute’ (IMSI). Initially this was proposed to be 

a virtual institute, however, much of our discussion has focused 

on its ‘design’, its role and how it interacts with other aspects of 

science and sample management [2]. Similarly, the role of the 

Sample Receiving Facility(ies) (SRF) is one of critical im-

portance; the SRF will be a unique building designed to carry out 

preliminary examination samples and will be the focus of many 

of the investigations which must be carried out within contain-

ment (MSR samples have strict planetary protection protocols). It 

is clear that there will be a strong desire for samples to be made 

accessible rapidly to the wider scientific community. A signifi-

cant function of the IMSI would be to enable sample access; en-

suring the allocation of the most appropriate samples to the most 

appropriate investigators. An important role of iMARS is to en-

sure positive engagement with our colleagues at all stages and at 

all levels, and we welcome comments and feedback to assist us 

with our task. 
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