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BBC TWO follows mission to Mars

Professor Colin Pillinger is a man with a mission… a mission to Mars! He’s come a long way, but still has a mammoth journey ahead of him. BBC cameras have followed his story for over two years for a film, Beagle 2: Mission to Mars to be shown on Monday July 23 at 11.20pm (BBC TWO).

Colin Pillinger, one of the world’s leading planetary scientists, is based at the Open University in Milton Keynes. In 1997 he heard about European Space Agency (ESA) plans to send a space craft - Mars Express - to the red planet, leaving Earth in June 2003. Pillinger had a fantastic idea - to hitch a 250 million-mile-lift on Mars Express for a small lander which could be launched onto the planet. Once there it would conduct a series of pioneering experiments to look for evidence of life. This is the most important space project originating in Britain for decades and, if successful, will go down in history. Beagle 2: Mission to Mars reveals how a massive science project, such as this, comes to fruition. 

Presented by Keith Allen, the programme reveals the trials and tribulations of Beagle 2 as the BBC follows the team’s progress as they strive to advance science and develop the ground-breaking technology which will enable them to realise their mission.

Inspired by the voyage of HMS Beagle, whose five year journey in the 1830s was key to Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution on Earth, Pillinger calls his lander Beagle 2. He hopes it will enable him to take Darwin’s theory one stage further to answer the question, ‘Are we alone in the universe?’ Naming the project, though, is the least of Colin’s problems. Crucially, he must convince ESA that they should take the lander. Whilst awaiting their response, and with time at a premium, he continues the impossibly difficult task of working out how to reduce a whole laboratory full of state-of-the-art experiments down to the size of a garden barbecue which must weigh no more than 60 kg! Help is needed - a lot of it - to make it all a reality. 

Not solely preoccupied with the technical issues, Colin comments “We’re trying to use this as a vehicle that… promotes science, engineering and education as well. If you win the World Cup everybody wants to be a footballer. So, if Beagle 2 lands on Mars people will think doing space research in Britain can’t be bad either!” 
The team, which includes Mission Manager Mark Sims of the University of Leicester and Engineering Manager Jim Clemmet of Astrium, are unfailing in their determination and dedication to the project. Many are even working ‘free of charge’. Pillinger knows that their ideas mean nothing, though, if there is no money to fund the expertise. The cameras trail him as he goes about trying to raise the profile of Beagle 2  in order to secure the much needed cash, without which this UK born and bred mission won’t get off the ground - literally. £5 million of Government funding gets Beagle 2 off the drawing board and into development, but space travel requires much more money than this. 

From TV interviews and press conferences to exhibits at the Chelsea Flower Show and appearances in pop videos, Pillinger is tireless in his fund-raising efforts. MPs raise his case for further backing in Parliament. Celebrities, from artists to popstars, get on board. Damien Hirst is designing a spot painting to be used to calibrate the equipment. Rock band Blur compose a call sign which will be transmitted back to Earth once Beagle 2 has landed, thanks to the interest of drummer Dave Rowntree and bassist Alex James.

Alex James comments: “[The call sign] is built around a mathematical series… an interpretation of a harmonic series of notes. [Music] is just science really.” 

Dave Rowntree is more down to Earth in comparing Beagle 2’s expenditure so far (£5 million) to that of NASA (billions!). “You couldn’t buy a screwdriver in NASA for that”.
Missions to Mars are not for the faint-hearted, but Pillinger and his team refuse to give up. In the final scenes the Government announces a plan to underwrite the costs. Great news - Beagle 2 is definitely going to Mars. 

The broadcast of Beagle 2: Mission to Mars coincides with the 25th anniversary of the first ever Viking mission to Mars. To commemorate this, Colin Pillinger will be taking part in Viking On Mars on Radio 4 (Saturday 28 July, 8-9pm).

Beagle 2: Mission to Mars is an Open University production for BBC TWO. The Executive Producer is Steve Wilkinson.

www.bbc.co.uk/space
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Notes to Editors:

1) NASA’s project, Viking, placed two landers to search for life on Mars in 1976. The results were tantalising. However it was concluded that what might appear to be biological was a chemical effect.

2) Professor Colin Pillinger, leader of the Beagle 2 project, is based at the Open University in Milton Keynes. His team includes:

· Mission Manager Mark Sims from University of Leicester and Engineering Manager, Jim Clemmet of Astrium (formerly Matra Marconi Space), the prime industrial contractor.

3)  Mars Express began as a recovery mission to launch spare parts that were available after a similar  Russian mission failed. It is the first time Europe and, therefore ESA, has sent a spacecraft to another planet. The launch date is planned to take advantage of a particularly close line up of Earth and Mars in 2003. Beagle 2 is scheduled to land on Mars at around Xmas 2003.
10 Fast Facts about Beagle 2

· Beagle 2 will be the next space mission to land on Mars

· There have been over 30 missions to Mars - about half have failed

· Beagle 2 is just over 60 kgs, a factor of 20 less than Viking which was 2200 lbs

· Viking cost $1 billion (£600 million) - almost a factor of 20 more than Beagle 2 (about £160 000 allowing for inflation)

· The refit of the original HMS Beagle cost only just over £2000

· When Darwin asked his father for permission to sail with HMS Beagle, he was told it was “a wild scheme - nothing will come of it”. No comment!

· Beagle 2 will search for past life by looking for water, minerals deposited in water and the organic matter left over as a chemical fossil by living organisms

· Beagle 2 will search for current life by seeking trace contituents, e.g. methane, in the atmosphere

· The Beagle 2 project will carry out a number of other firsts: sampling beneath the surface, looking inside rocks, measuring geological ages

· When Beagle 2 leaves Earth, it will coincide almost exactly with the 50th anniversary of Britain’s last great geographical achievement - the ascent of Everest

