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The NASA Stardust comet sample return mission is functioning 

very well and it is nearing its comet sample collection phase which 
will occur during a 6.1 km/s close flyby of comet Wild-2 on Jan 2, 
2004.  It is expected that over 1000 comet particles >15µm will be 
collected by impact into low density silica aerogel.  The samples 
will return to Earth on Jan 15, 2006 via parachute recovery near Salt 
Lake City and they will be processed at the NASA Johnson Space 
Center curatorial facility.  Following a ~6 month period of 
examination by a Preliminary Analysis Team (PAT) the samples 
will be made generally available to researchers by an allocation 
system modeled after NASA lunar sample and cosmic dust 
programs.  The goal of the preliminary examination will be to: A) 
provide information needed for optimum requests and utilization of 
the samples and B) provide an initial scientific assessment of the 
samples.  

Given the exceptional value of these returned samples, and 
obvious desire for release of exciting results to the planetary science 
community and general public at large, we have are considering 
running the preliminary examination in an accelerated, and 
hopefully exciting manner.  The analysis plan has not been finalized 
but we are considering the following general scheme. We are 
proposing that a broad cross-section of the extraterrestrial sample 
community be invited to participate in the preliminary analysis 
phase. We would like to have several  PAT sub-teams, each focused 
on different analytical techniques, including isotopes, min-pet, noble 
gases, organics, bulk composition, etc. Sub-teams would receive a 
limited number of samples, generally prepared to be ready for 
business-as-usual analysis by existing state-of-the art techniques.  
Investigators would normally receive microtome slices or the 
equivalents of “potted butts” and normally they would not have to 
deal with aerogel extraction processes. The PAT sub-teams would 
focus on a few basic problems such as comparison of the comet 
samples with known extraterrestrial material types and estimation of 
the ratio of pre-solar to nebular solids in Wild 2. The PAT sub-teams 
would work quickly and be required to publish the preliminary 
investigations with all group members as co-authors.  It is 
anticipated that some PAT members would apply for funding from 
the NASA Participating Scientist Program, and that such 
participants would participate in project responsibility for 
organization and coordination of sub-group activities. We encourage 
interested and qualified scientists to consider PAT effort, how they 
might participate and how the overall analysis program should be 
implimented.  After the preliminary examination period samples will 
be open to general allocation to interested researchers including 
PAT members.  
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