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 Structure and properties of 
the atmosphere

 The search for life on Mars
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Structure of the atmosphere
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The search for life on Mars
• We have found methane and

formaldehyde in the atmosphere of
Mars. Methane can be a biomarker

• The map of water vapour close to
the surface largely matches the
methane map.

• Methane is correlated with
formaldehyde, which should be
simply considered as oxidised
methane (iron oxides are efficient
chatalisers)

• The correlation between water
vapour, methane and possible
underground acquifers (Mars
Odyssey) points to a common
underground source for water and
methane.
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Correlation water-methane maps

blue: low water vapour          blue: low methane
green: high water vapour          red: high methane



Hints for life on Mars
If we consider formaldehyde as oxidised methane, then
hints for life become stronger, because it requires a lot of
methane.

Due to the short lifetime of formaldehyde, the observed
spatial variations are easily explained.

Less efficient local oxidation can occasionally allow larger
quantities of methane to be observed.

Conclusions
A new view of the atmosphere.

A basic question: is there life on Mars TODAY?


