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Let’s Return to Mars Sample Return
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The latest budget to pass the US Senate Appropriations Committee contained a blow to the
Mars Sample Return (MSR) mission: either stay on budget or you won’t have any budget at
all. The bad news continues–if MSR does get canceled, the majority of the funds will be
redirected to Artemis rather than to another planetary science project.

$5.3 billion for returning a couple of tubes of Martian dirt to Earth may seem exorbitant, but
let’s talk over budget military projects to provide some context. Throughout the 2000s and
2010s, the US military was hoping to create state of the art ground vehicle systems through
its Future Combat Systems (FCS) project. FCS was eventually deemed a failure–the Army
had nothing to show for the tens of billions of dollars already invested, and final cost
estimates for the program were at over $200 billion.1 The dire state of the program
eventually led to its effective cancellation–a complete sunk cost for American taxpayers.
Another example: the Space-Based Infrared Systems satellite project, meant to improve the
US’s ability to track intercontinental missiles, had its original budget of $4.1 billion increased
over 250% to $10.4 billion2. In fact, these ballooning budgets are fairly typical in the US
military, and have been for some time. In 2006, the Pentagon reported “that 36 of its major
next-generation weapon systems are over budget, some by as much as 50 percent.”3
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The 2023 budget for the US military is over $800 billion.4 NASA gets $32 billion.5 Remaining
on-budget and on-time is in the best interest of every American taxpayer–but why penalize
planetary science? Let’s not cancel this key opportunity to better understand potential life on
Mars as well as the origins of our home planet.
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