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GDR Exobio

GDR CNRS 1877, or Groupement de Recherche en Exobiologie, is a national
federation of research laboratories in Exo/Astrobiology, created by the
National Centre of Scientific Research (CNRS) in 1999 and renewed in 2003.
Its main goal is to promote, induce and coordinate the development of
Exo/astrobiology scientific programs in France. It includes about 50
laboratories, and is supported by the CNRS and CNES (the French Space
Agency).

4 main research topics are addressed:

» The ingredients of primitive life in their geological, planetological and
interstellar context

» From the chemistry of the origins of life to the emergence of life:
structures and functions of biological molecules

* Terrestrial life as a reference: fossils, biomarkers, extreme
environments

» Habitats and signatures of extraterrestrial life

GDR Exobio has a scientific Council consisting of 19 scientists from different
fields, including astrophysics, planetology, physics, chemistry, Earth sciences,
life sciences, as well as philosophy and epistemology. The GDR has been
affiliated with the NAI since November 2001.

Main recent activities

During the period July 2002-June 2003, the GDR Exobio, within the
framework of its main 4 topics, has been active in several directions directly
connected to NAI activities. Below are just a few examples of these activities,
with the corresponding references given in the Reference list.

Several important results on Titan's organic chemistry (Raulin Owen 2002)
have been obtained by joint studies involving GDR and other teams, including
the determination of optical properties of Titan's tholins (Ramirez et al., 2002)
and the potential presence of oxirane on Titan (Coll et al, 2003). Evidence that
POM may be a precursor of formaldehyde in comets has been obtained
through laboratory experimental data and modeling (Cottin et al, 2003). The
development of methodologies and instrumentation for in situ exobiologically



oriented analyses of Martian soil has been reported by GDR US teams (Buch
et al., 2003; Cabane et al, 2003).

The effects of solar radiation on amino acids and their derivatives exposed in
Earth orbit has been examined (Barbier et al., 2002a,b; Boillot et al., 2002).
The effects of interstellar and atmospheric mechanisms on the prebiotic
synthesis have been studied (Meierhenrich et al., 2002). The identification of
stable, biogenic, chiral aliphatic hydrocarbons by GCMswas demonstrated by
Meierhenrich et al. (2003). An experiment simulating artificial meteorites
showed that extraterrestrial sediments can reach the Earth (Brack et al.,
2002a,b). Evidence for the fractionation of oxygen isotopes during entry of
artificial meteorites into the Earth's atmosphere has been shown (Miller et al.,
2002).

The environment of the early Earth as the context for early life on Earth and as
an analogue for life on other planets has been the subject of a number of
publications (Westall et al., 2002; Westall et al., 2003; Westall and Drake,
2003; Westall, 2003a,b,). Modern and ancient biofilms from the Early
Archaean have been studied as analogues for potential extraterrestrial biofilms
(Westall and Walsh, 2003; Walsh and Westall, 2003; Toporski et al., 2003a,b).
It has been shown that previous investigations for microfossils and for a
biogenic carbon isotope signal in the Early Archaean, 3.7 to 3.8 Ga rocks from
Greenland did not take into account the presence of modern contaminating
microorganisms (Westall and Folk, 2003). The evolutionary status of the
earliest microfossils from 3.3-3.5 Ga rocks from Barberton and the Pilbara
was examined by Westall (2003c) Stromatolitic microfossils preserved by
hematite in the 2 Ga Gunflint Formation serve as an analogue for potential
Martian microfossils in the Meridiani Planum hematite deposit (Allen et al.,
2003).

The presence of various microbial eukaryotes in deep—-sea hydrothermal
settings and the association of potential biogenic signatures to
sulfur-metabolizing bacteria have been shown (Lopez—-Garcia, 2003a, 2003b).

Our efforts were also devoted to investigate one of the most important
biological aspects of the origins of life, that is the ribonucleic acid (RNA) world
hypothesis (Meli et al, J. Biol. Chem, 2002; 2003). On the other hand, we were
able to show by Surface Enhanced Raman Spectroscopy (SERS) the
detection of a subpicomolar amount of nucleic acid components trapped on
mineral surfaces (Elamri et al, in press).

The search for indications of biological activity on extrasolar planets is also an
important part of the studies that are carried out by the GDR team, which
involve large—scale cooperation, especially with other teams linked to the NAI
(Des Marais et al, 2003).

Exobio'03, the 3rd bi—annual National exo/astrobiology summer school, will
take place in Corsica in September 2003. As for the 2 previous schools, it will
be attended by close to 100 participants coming from astronomy and
geophysics (60 persons) and from chemistry and biology. The program of this
year includes: chronology: comparison of time scales in astronomy,



geophysics, chemistry and biology; impacts and Earth bio—geo evolution;
Moon formation; chemical and biological evolution; auto—organisation and
complexification; exoplanets; life on Mars, Titan, Europa; interstellar chemistry;
Last Universal Common Ancestor (LUCA); and Atrtificial life.
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Future Hopes

The GDR wishes to participate in cooperative programs of research, on clearly
identified topics, in the framework of its affiliation to NAI. The NAI connection
should be a great opportunity to share and exchange researchers, in particular
PhD students, to promote joint participation in research programs on
Exo/astrobiology, and to use the synergy induced by the different ways of
thinking and working of researchers from different origins to promote the wide
field of Exo/astrobiology. Targets such as Titan, in relation to
Cassini—-Huygens, Mars and its international program of exploration, Europa
and Extrasolar planets are already among the topics of high interest likely to
be part of such joint research projects. In addition, the need for networking,



with new and efficient tools for teleconferencing (including asynchronous
communication) remains a technical priority.
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