
  

 

UNITED STATES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20460 

 

 
OFFICE OF 

POLICY 

 

 

      December 7, 2022 

 

Steve Slaten 

NASA MSR NEPA Project Manager 

NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory 

4800 Oak Grove Drive 

M/S: 180-801 

Pasadena, California 91109-8099 

 

Dear Mr. Slaten: 

 

In accordance with our responsibilities under Section 309 of the Clean Air Act (CAA) and the National 

Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has reviewed the 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration’s (NASA) Draft Programmatic Environmental Impact 

Statement (PEIS) for the Mars Sample Return (MSR) Campaign (Docket ID: NASA-2022-0002), (CEQ 

No. 20220159). The CAA Section 309 role is unique to EPA. It requires EPA to review and comment 

publicly on any proposed federal action subject to NEPA’s environmental impact statement 

requirements.  

 

NASA, in coordination with the European Space Agency (ESA), proposes to conduct a 

campaign to retrieve samples from Mars and transport them to Earth. A selected set of samples (i.e., 

Martian rocks, regolith, and atmosphere), acquired and cached on the surface of Mars by the 

Perseverance rover, would be returned to Earth for scientific analysis and research. The proposed MSR 

Campaign involves several flight elements associated with retrieving 450 grams (approximately 1 

pound) of samples on Mars, launching them into Mars orbit, capturing the samples in orbit, and 

returning them to Earth for study. This includes Multiple Lander launches from either Kennedy Space 

Center or Cape Canaveral Space Force Station in Florida; Launch of the Orbiter from French Guiana, 

and Return of the Orbiter to include initial recovery, containment, and handling of the samples once they 

reach the Earth’s surface. The Tier II analysis will include site-specific analysis of the potential impacts 

associated with the MSR Campaign ground elements. The proposed sample landing location is the 

Department of the Air Force (DAF)-managed Utah Test and Training Range (UTTR). This PEIS  

analyzes the potential impacts of the MSR Campaign both programmatically (flight and ground 

elements) and site specifically (Earth-based launch elements and landing of the Earth Entry System 

(EES) at the UTTR. 
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The Mars 2020 mission launched the Perseverance rover in July 2020. The rover landed on Mars in 

February 2021 and began collecting and storing samples for potential return to Earth for study. 

The Orbiter would be provided by ESA and launched from French Guiana in 2027. It is anticipated that 

the launch for the Lander would occur in 2028, arriving at Mars in 2030. Backup launch dates are in 

2030 and 2032, with the expected return of the Mars samples approximately five years after launch. 

EPA provided scoping comments on this effort on May 12, 2022. We appreciate NASA addressing 

EPA’s concerns regarding water resources, unplanned releases and cultural/biological resources 

identified in the letter. Based on the review of the draft PEIS, EPA did not identify significant 

environmental concerns to be addressed in the Final EIS. However, EPA notes that the draft PEIS 

references in multiple places (i.e., pages 3-4) that “studies regarding burnup/breakup, atmospheric 

release, contingency planning, and the likelihood that sample material will be distributed outside of the 

landing site radius are ongoing, and procedures to recover EES fragments, if it is damaged upon reentry 

and landing, are still in development.” EPA recommends that these studies be addressed in the 

contingency planning discussion of the final PEIS and/or follow on tiered analyses as applicable. In 

addition, we recommend that this discussion include/propose a timeframe that will allow other local, 

state, tribal, and federal response agencies time for review and coordination. NASA should allow time to 

coordinate this planning with appropriate response partners (such as the Utah State Fire Marshall’s 

Office) to ensure they are prepared for any landing outside of the target area and/or outside Department 

of Defense (DoD) controlled space.  

 

EPA is providing the following recommendations to be included in the contingency plan discussion. 

They will improve the assessment and/or environmental outcome of the proposed action 

 

• Review of the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act 

(CERCLA) and National Contingency Plan (NCP) response authorities, roles and responsibilities 

for NASA, EPA, State of Utah, Tribal governments, and local jurisdictions. There may be 

unanticipated changes to the mission that would require involvement of additional response 

agencies and authorities beyond DoD and NASA. NASA should communicate to these entities 

any known changes to the mission that would indicate re-entry or landing activities have 

transitioned to a response scenario (e.g., mid-air mishap, landing outside of the target zone).    

• Establish and coordinate notification protocols for unanticipated events. Protocols should 

consider timeframe(s), landing location(s), and provide emergency contact information for all 

entities involved (e.g., NASA, DoD, National Response Center, state emergency reporting lines). 

• Include any classification concerns as applicable. Specifically, NASA should coordinate with 

EPA in advance on how to properly “read in” our Secret/TS/SCI cleared personnel in the 

unlikely event of a mishap with the return of Martian sample materials. 

• Discuss, to the extent possible, NASA’s response structure (i.e., under the National Incident 

Management System or NIMS) and how NASA would coordinate its response with other 

agencies possibly in Unified Command as well as how public messaging may be handled. 

 

We welcome the opportunity to discuss appropriate response authorities with NASA and are available to 

assist with additional information if required.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 

 

The EPA looks forward to reviewing the Final PEIS. If you have any questions, please contact Marthea 

Rountree, the lead reviewer for this project, at 202-564-7141 or by e-mail at Rountree.Marthea@ep.gov. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

  

 

 

 

       Robert Tomiak 

       Director 

Office of Federal Activities 
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