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Future Mars Astronauts Test Open University Technology

Researchers at the Knowledge Media Institute at the Open University are working with NASA researchers in a human-robot rehearsal for a future manned mission to Mars. The scientists on ‘Mars’ and ‘Earth’ are using collaboration technologies built at the OU to overcome the obstacles of geography and time zones. 
At the Mars Society's Desert Research Station in the Utah desert, a team of geologists, programmers, engineers and social scientists has been experiencing life and work in a prototype of the habitat (‘the Hab’) in which they would live if working on the surface of Mars. As part of this exercise, supported by mobile robots, they conduct a series of geological surface explorations collecting rock samples, and analysing the data on their return. Researchers carry 'smart' laptop computers in backpacks that talk with a prototype robot and to the ‘astronauts’ during the tests. The laptops are loaded with 'mobile agent' software that Open University scientists say will improve communications between human planetary explorers, robots and mission support on Earth. The Open University technology provides replayable virtual meetings, real-time discussion mapping, and geolocation-aware instant messaging, enabling the Mars-Earth team to collectively review key data and decisions.

The Hab Crew uses KMi’s Compendium software, created by Dr Simon Buckingham Shum, Al Selvin and Michelle Bachler, to plan their explorations and analyse multimedia data. Since it would be impractical to physically send all the experts who might be needed in a multi-year mission to Mars, or even gather them in one place, they have to support 
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scientific teamworking across time and space, using the information networks of the future. Compendium is therefore also being used to connect the crew with their colleagues on ‘Earth’ (a team spread across the US) who hold daily internet meetings to provide expert feedback to the crew. 

How can scientists on Earth ‘attend’ and feed into a meeting of their colleagues on Mars? Working with the University of Southampton, the crew’s planning meetings are videoed and converted into a digital video replay of the meeting for ‘Earth’ within a few hours. If the Earth scientists want to see the discussion prior to a particular decision, they can jump to that point in the meeting. 

KMi ‘social software’ is also being used to connect scientists around the globe. The BuddySpace system, created by KMi's Jiri Komzak and Martin Dzbor working with KMi’s Chief Scientist, Professor Marc Eisenstadt, provides instant text messaging and a visual sense of colleagues’ online presence and availability. Scientists can see at a glance when their various colleagues (in multiple time zones) come online, and open up an instant text chat session.

Editor’s Note:

This research is funded by the UK’s e-Science programme and the EPSRC (Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council), working with Kevin Page and Danius Michaelides at the University of Southampton, partners with the OU and University of Edinburgh in the CoAKTinG (Collaborative Advanced Knowledge Technologies in the Grid) project. The Mars Desert Research Station is built and operated by The Mars Society.
Find out more about this project at:
Compendium: www.kmi.open.ac.uk/projects/compendium
BuddySpace: www.kmi.open.ac.uk/projects/buddyspace
Mars Society’s Desert Research Station (MDRS): www.MarsSociety.org/MDRS/ 
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Daily reports from Crew 29: www.MarsSociety.org/MDRS/fs03 
Collaborative Advanced Knowledge Technologies in the Grid: www.aktors.org/coakting
Download high-resolution photos at:
http://www3.open.ac.uk/media/image-bank/news.asp
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