
 

Atacama Desert microbes may hold clues to
life on Mars
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Picture taken at one of the sites inspected in the Coastal Range of the Atacama
Desert. On this picture Professor Azua-Bustos and González-Silva are donning
sterile suites and using sterile collecting materials in order to avoid the
contamination of the sites studied. Credit: Margarita Azua

Microbial life on Mars may potentially be transported across the planet
on dust particles carried by wind, according to a study conducted in the
Atacama Desert in North Chile, a well-known Mars analogue. The
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findings are published in Scientific Reports.

Armando Azua-Bustos and colleagues investigated whether microbial
life could move across the Atacama Desert using on wind-driven dust
particles They sought to determine where these microorganisms
originate, which may have implications for microbial life in extreme
environments.

The authors collected 23 bacterial and eight fungal species from three
sampling sites across two regions of the Atacama traversing its hyperarid
core, which in addition to its extreme aridity is known for having highly
saline/oxidizing soils and extremely high UV radiation. Only three of the
species were shared among transects, suggesting that there are different
airborne ecosystems in different parts of the desert.

Bacterial and fungal species identified from the samples included
Oceanobacillus oncorhynchi, a bacterium first described in aquatic
environments, and Bacillus simplex, which originates from plants. These
observations indicate that microbes may arrive at the hyperarid core
from the Pacific Ocean and the Coastal Range of the desert.

The authors found that microbial cells collected in the morning tended to
come from nearby areas, whereas in the afternoon, marine aerosols and
microbial life on dust particles were carried by the wind from remote
locations. This finding suggests that microbial life is able to efficiently
move across the driest and most UV irradiated desert on Earth. Potential 
microbial life on Mars may similarly spread over, the authors speculate.

  More information: Aeolian transport of viable microbial life across
the Atacama Desert, Chile: Implications for Mars, Scientific Reports
(2019). DOI: 10.1038/s41598-019-47394-z , 
www.nature.com/articles/s41598-019-47394-z
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https://phys.org/tags/dust+particles/
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