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US scientists are planning a 240,000-mile trip down memory lane - a tour of
inspection of all the Apollo landing sites on the moon.

Search this site In 2008 a powerful camera aboard a new spacecraft called the Lunar

Reconnaissance Orbiter (LRO) will photograph the moon's surface in fine
detail - fine enough to pick out the Apollo 17 moon buggy abandoned 33 years
ago, along with lunar landing platforms and other relics.

The camera will have a resolution of half a metre. So a moon buggy three
metres long and two metres wide should show up clearly.
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"l would say the rovers will look angular and distinct," said Mark Robinson, of
Northwestern University in Evanston, lllinois, one of the scientists behind the

Husband jailed for ingwifein  project. "Even the rover's tracks might be detectable.”
French lake in 1999

Six spacecraft landed on the moon between July 1969 and December 1972,
and 12 astronauts walked on the moon. The LRO mission is the first stepina
return to the moon - but it should also settle a conspiracy theory that has
exasperated Nasa chiefs for 30 years: the claim that the moon landings were
faked. Space-based images of human hardware at the landing sites should put
paid to that one.

Nostalgia is not the driving force. Researchers will compare images taken in
2008 and those taken by the Apolio teams three decades ago and look for
evidence of fresh craters. From these, they could calculate the frequency of
meteorite strikes on the moon. The orbiter will also search for craters that
might be in permanent shadow - and therefore potential reservoirs of primeval
ice that could provide water for a human settlement on the moon.

A second instrument on the LRO will be a high-precision laser altimeter that
will map the surface with exquisite precision, pinning the elevation of lunar
crater rims and the higher peaks to an accuracy of one metre.

LRO was one of a series of missions that competed for Nasa backing.

"The ones that won out were not the ones that answer big science questions,”
said Manuel Grande of Britain's Rutherford Appleton Laboratory, and one of
the scientists behind Smart 1, a European mission now orbiting the moon.
"They were the ones specifically tailored to putting people on the surface and
bringing them back. Everything on that payload is designed to answer
questions about a human return, rather than the big science questions about
where the moon came from."

The European Space Agency also has long-term plans to land on the moon,
but so far only with robots. The Americans see a human base on the moon as
a dress rehearsal for a manned mission to Mars. The Europeans hope to solve
some of the great puzzles about the moon's formation. Did the Earth and the
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moon come from the same object? What did the early solar system look like?
Was there some cataclysmic event 4bn years ago that paved over the
surfaces of the inner solar system? The answers could be locked in the
moon's soils. Apollo astronauts returned with huge quantities of rock, but all of
it from the flat "seas” of the moon that provided safe landing sites. Soil
samples from craters or ridges might tell a different story.

"They are interested in sending people to the moon," Prof Grande said. "All of
us are space nuts, so that's great. But it doesn't answer science questions."

He sees robots as the answer: "There is a crying need to go fo the surface and
analyse lunar material in situ - or bring it back. Remote sensing will not provide
the answer."
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