
7.1 Universities.

The Universities Space Research Association, headquartered in Washington, D.C., is 

made up of 85 colleges and universities, including 79 members in the United States, two members 

in Canada, two in England and two in Israel. The association was founded by the National 

Academy of Science at the request of NASA and is designed to help universities cooperate 

effectively with each other as well as with the government and other space organizations. Its 

centers and programs in space science, earth science, space technology and science policy are 

administrated with the aid of standing panels of technical experts drawn from the research 

community. While the association does not itself originate new research, it can prove valuable by 

referring reporters to key scientists and policy makers.

One increasingly popular, public-sponsored initiative among university space-related 

research programs has to do with the exciting new field of astrobiology. Astrobiology is the 

study of the origin, evolution and destiny of life in the universe. This emerging field is 

interdisciplinary -- synthesizing astronomy and zoology, geology and genetics, ecology and 

paleontology, chemistry and meteorology -- and is sponsored in part by NASA and the National 

Science Foundation.

Stories involving astrobiology often focus on the following topics:

1) Interesting characteristics of life on Earth that might hold true for alien life 

elsewhere. Will it be much like us or different from us in exciting ways? To imagine what life 

might be like on other planets, astrobiologists study how life on Earth survives in extreme 

environments -- those of heat, cold, saltiness, dehydration, acidity, radiation, and so on. Analysis 

of these organisms, known as extremophiles, may also prove commercially important, due to 

possible spin-offs for the pharmaceutical and biotechnology industry.

2) The cosmic environment around Earth, including asteroids, comets, meteorites, 

planets and so on. This includes the notion of panspermia -- the concept that cosmic impacts 



helped deliver the building blocks of life or even life itself, perhaps in the form of microbes from 

Mars hitchhiking on meteorites blasted off the surface of the Red Planet by an asteroid collision. 

Astrobiology also studies how cosmic impacts helped end life on Earth, as may prove the case in 

the mass extinctions at the end of the Cretaceous (which killed the dinosaurs) and the Permian 

(the largest mass extinction in history).

3) Observations and speculations of worlds in our solar system, such as Mars or 

Jupiter's moon Europa, that may once have held or presently hold life or life-sustaining 

conditions.

4) The search for life elsewhere in the universe. SETI (the search for extraterrestrial 

intelligence) falls under this category. This division also includes the detection of planets outside 

our solar system that might prove habitable. Scientists should soon be able to detect individual 

Earth-like planets if they exist around nearby stars.

5) The beginnings and evolution of life on Earth. This arm of research often involves 

geology, paleontology and biochemistry. How might the building blocks of life, such as amino 

acids, have assembled themselves on Earth? What conditions on modern Earth resemble ancient 

Earth? How have physical factors like gravity and radiation influenced our origins and genetic 

history?

6)  The future of life on Earth and beyond. What are the prospects for establishing 

stable ecosystems on Mars that can support long-term human presence on that planet? This also 

includes pie-in-the-sky notions of 'terraforming' other planets to make them habitable for human 

settlement.

7) New spaceflight programs, manned and unmanned, to study our cosmic 

environment. This includes probes to retrieve samples from Mars or Venus.

8) Planetary protection. NASA has a Planetary Protection Officer, John Rummel, 

who works with ecologists such as Margaret Race of the SETI Institute in Mountain View, 



Calif., to protect other planets from possible Earth contamination and to protect Earth from 

possible alien contamination.

NASA's Astrobiology Institute is a partnership between three NASA centers and 11 

other major national research institutions. Founded in 1997, the institute is devoted to promoting, 

conducting and leading astrobiology research, as well as to training a new generation of 

researchers. Member institutions include:

1) NASA Ames Research Center in Moffett Field, Calif., which leads NASA 

astrobiology efforts.

2) NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, Calif.

3) NASA Johnson Space Center in Houston.

4) Arizona State University in Tempe, Ariz.

5) Carnegie Institution in Washington, D.C.

6) Harvard University in Cambridge, Mass. They also have a substantive SETI 

program.

7) Marine Biological Laboratory in Woods Hole, Mass.

8) Michigan State University in East Lansing.

9) Pennsylvania State University in University Park.

10) Scripps Research Institute in La Jolla, Calif.

11) University of California in Los Angeles.

12) University of Colorado in Boulder.

13) University of Rhode Island in Kingston.

14) University of Washington in Seattle.

The head of the University of Washington's astrobiology department, James Staley, is 

also the director of the National Science Foundation's astrobiology program. Other government 

organizations associated with NASA's Astrobiology Institute include the National Institutes of 



Health, which are interested in how space science discoveries might affect human health research, 

and vice versa. NIH has received an increase in funding under the Bush administration while 

NASA programs have received less money, which may mean astrobiology programs may depend 

less on the space agency and more on other government agencies in years to come.

International astrobiology research programs include:

1) University College London Institute of Astrobiology in the United Kingdom. 

2) Centro de Astrobiologia in Madrid, Spain.

3) Cardiff Centre for Astrobiology in the United Kingdom.

4) The Swedish Astrobiology Network at Orebro University in Sweden.

5) The United Kingdom Astrobiology Forum is a committee of the British National 

Space Centre set up to encourage and promote the science of astrobiology.

Other U.S. astrobiology programs that may one day be members of NASA's 

Astrobiology Institute include:

1) SETI Institute in Mountain View, Calif.

2) Tulane Environmental Astrobiology Center in New Orleans.

3) New York Center for Studies on the Origins of Life at the Rensselaer Polytechnic 

Institute in Troy.

7.2 Universities: Websites.

Universities Space Research Association: http://www.usra.edu

NASA Astrobiology Institute: http://nai.arc.nasa.gov

Astrobiology at NASA Ames Research Center: http://astrobiology.arc.nasa.gov

NASA's Center for Computational Astrobiology: http://cca.arc.nasa.gov

Astrobiology Web: http://www.astrobiology.com

Planetary Protection: http://www.astrobiology.com/protection.html

National Science Foundation Astrobiology Program: 



http://www.nsf.gov/home/crssprgm/igert/igertawd.htm

University College London Institute of Astrobiology: http://www.astrobiology.ucl.ac.uk

Centro de Astrobiologia: http://www.cab.inta.es

Cardiff Centre for Astrobiology: http://www.astrobiology.cf.ac.uk

Swedish Astrobiology Network at Orebro University: http://www.oru.se/nat/astrobio

United Kingdom Astrobiology Forum and Network: http://ast.star.rl.ac.uk/exobiology

SETI Institute: http://www.seti-inst.edu

Tulane Environmental Astrobiology Center: http://www.som.tulane.edu/astrobiology

New York Center for Studies on the Origins of Life: http://www.origins.rpi.edu

Interstellar Astronomers Union Commission 51 on Bioastronomy: http://sag-

www.ssl.berkeley.edu/IAUCom51


