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Thermal infrared spectra of the martian surface indicate the presence of
small concentrations (�2 to 5 weight %) of carbonates, specifically dom-
inated by magnesite (MgCO3). The carbonates are widely distributed in the
martian dust, and there is no indication of a concentrated source. The
presence of small concentrations of carbonate minerals in the surface dust
and in martian meteorites can sequester several bars of atmospheric carbon
dioxide and may have been an important sink for a thicker carbon dioxide
atmosphere in the martian past.

Carbonate minerals play an important role
in determining the history of the martian
atmosphere, geology, and hydrology. Spe-
cifically, carbonate minerals provide a
trace for the presence of liquid water in the
martian past and form readily in a CO2

atmosphere when water is present (1, 2).
Carbonate minerals are also a potential sink
of atmospheric CO2 because there is no
known widespread carbonate-recycling
mechanism present on Mars such as plate
tectonics on Earth. This sink may have
important implications as regards the fate
of a potentially thicker past martian atmo-
sphere. Determining the quantity, form, and
distribution of carbonate minerals on Mars
is key to a basic understanding of the evo-
lution of water and the atmosphere and to
determining local climatic conditions in the
martian past suitable for sustaining life.

Carbonate minerals have unique absorp-
tions throughout the near-infrared and ther-
mal infrared spectral regions (3–6) with over-
tone and combination bands at 2.35, 2.55, and
4.0 �m, and fundamental absorptions near 7,
11, and 30 �m. However, definitive identifi-
cation of carbonate minerals on Mars has
remained elusive (7–10).

Researchers used the Viking labeled re-
lease experiment to limit the concentration of
carbonates present in the martian soil to lev-
els near 1 to 2% in the presence of smectite
clays (11, 12). These low levels, as well as

the lack of spectroscopic evidence for car-
bonates, have driven investigations of mech-
anisms such as ultraviolet photodissociation
and acid-fog weathering (13, 14) that may be
responsible for the lack of carbonate minerals
on Mars. Carbonate minerals have been
found in low concentrations (up to �1 weight
%) in several martian meteorites (15), indi-
cating that they must be present at some
locations on Mars.

The systematic coverage, radiometric ac-
curacy, and multiple emission angle observa-

tions of the Thermal Emission Spectrometer
(TES) data have allowed for the isolation of
the thermal infrared emissivity spectra of the
surface dust (16) (Fig. 1). These data allow
for characterization of the surface and atmo-
spheric properties and separation of the sur-
face and atmospheric contributions to the
spectra (16). The multiple emission angle
observation data use the aerosol opacity in-
formation retrieved from each observation to
remove aerosol effects and produce quantita-
tive surface emissivities (17).

We selected 21 multiple emission angle
sequences from a variety of dust-covered,
high-albedo regions between 30°S and 15°N,
and the surface emissivity was retrieved (17)
(Fig. 1). All surface spectra have the same
spectral character, including a relatively nar-
row absorption near 830 cm�1 and a broad,
deep absorption at �1250 cm�1. A superim-
posed, narrower emissivity minimum is lo-
cated near 1580 cm�1 with a local emissivity
maximum near 1630 cm�1. A prominent con-
vex spectral curve is present from 1450 to
1580 cm�1. There is little to no absorption at
frequencies �550 cm�1 and between 900
and 1250 cm�1. The standard deviation in the
spectral shape of the surfaces is �0.01 from
250 to 1610 cm�1 and climbs from 0.01 to
0.02 from 1620 to 1650 cm�1 (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Mars high-albedo surface dust spectrum (top, solid line) � SD (dashed lines). A fine-
particulate basalt spectrum (solid line, offset) displays similar spectral features from 200 to 1300
cm�1 due to its high plagioclase content. Similar to other silicates, sulfates, and oxides, the
spectrum does not match well at �1300 cm�1. Bound or adsorbed water is present in the basalt
sample, resulting in the emission peak near 1620 cm�1.
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The low emissivity values at 830 cm�1

and �1250 cm�1 are due to fine particulate
silicate materials that contain an unknown
concentration of plagioclase or zeolites (16,
18). Although the absorption present at
�1250 cm�1 is consistent with volume
scattering effects in fine-particulate silicate
materials (16, 19), the spectral shape and
depth of the martian dust spectrum require
the presence of a material that is highly
absorbing at these wave numbers to raise
the emissivity (lowering the reflectivity) to
the level seen on Mars. The emission peak
present at 1630 cm�1 indicates the pres-
ence of bound or adsorbed water, but the
water cannot account for the high emissivi-
ties in the martian spectrum from 1350 to
1580 cm�1.

We conducted a systematic laboratory
study to determine the composition of the
material that is absorbing at high wave num-
bers in the martian spectrum. A pure 0- to
63-�m-diameter size fraction of labradorite
was used as a standard (17), and 0- to 63-�m
size fractions of different minerals were add-
ed at the 10 weight % level to determine their
effects on the fine-particulate labradorite
spectrum (Fig. 2). Components added includ-
ed calcite (CaCO3), dolomite [CaMg(CO3)2],
magnesite (MgCO3), siderite (FeCO3), hema-
tite (Fe2O3), gypsum (CaSO4�2H2O), and
high-silica glass.

The spectral character at wave numbers
�1300 cm�1 is sensitive to small amounts of
the highly absorbing carbonates (�1 weight
%) mixed within the weakly absorbing sili-
cates. A high absorption coefficient at these

wave numbers is necessary to match both the
increased emissivity and unique spectral
shape of the Mars surface spectrum (Fig. 2).
Only the carbonate minerals and gypsum
have any effect on the spectrum of the fine-
particulate labradorite (Fig. 2). Bound water
in the gypsum approximates the minor emis-
sion peak at 1630 cm�1, but not the emissiv-
ity increase and convex shape between 1350
and 1580 cm�1 seen in the spectra of the
martian surface. All of the carbonate compo-
nents approximate the shape of the martian
spectrum between 1250 and 1650 cm�1, in-
cluding the emissivity minima at 1350 and
1580 cm�1 and maxima near 1480 and 1630
cm�1 (supporting online text, fig S1).

The high–wave number spectral shape of
the spectrum from �1350 to 1580 cm�1 is
sensitive and unique to small quantities of car-
bonate minerals (�0.25 weight %) intimately
mixed with silicate minerals in fine-particulate
materials (�74 �m). This property is similar to
the 2500 cm�1 (4 �m) carbonate absorption
that is detectable at small carbonate concentra-
tions (20) due to the transparency of silicate
minerals. No other common mineral class is
highly absorptive in this spectral region, and
other oxides, silicates, and sulfates have little
influence on the spectral character within this
wave number region (supporting online text).
The spectral shape between 1350 and 1580
cm�1 is unique to materials that contain car-
bonate minerals, and no other available sample
spectrum matches the martian spectrum at these
wavelengths.

Carbonate minerals have strong absorp-
tions at �880 cm�1 and between �300 and

400 cm�1. These absorptions are useful for
detecting carbonates in both the atmospheric
dust and coarse particulate surfaces in large
(�5%) concentrations. These absorptions are
not present or expected to have any detect-
able effect in fine-particulate mixtures of sil-
icates and carbonates because silicates are
highly absorbing in both of these spectral
regions. As a result, both materials have
roughly similar interactions with light at
these wavelengths. In contrast, at wave num-
bers �1300 cm�1, the addition of small
amounts (�1%) of carbonates to silicates has
detectable effects.

The minimum shifts with the specific
composition of the carbonate, from 1540
cm�1 for the siderite-component spectrum to
1580 cm�1 for the magnesite-component
spectrum (Fig. 3). The positions of spectral
features in the 1250- to 1650-cm�1 range
migrate to higher wave numbers with increas-
ing Mg content (Fig. 3), consistent with the
positions of their relative absorptions in
transmission and emission spectra (4, 6).
Other carbonate mineral mixtures may fit the
spectra, and the magnesite fit may represent a
nonunique solution. Researchers have pro-
posed hydrous carbonates for Mars (8) that
may be a precursor for the magnesite. We
investigated hydromagnesite [3MgCO3�
Mg(OH)2�3H2O] and found the spectral char-
acter to be dissimilar in position, shape, and
intensity of its absorptions compared with
that of Mars. Although other carbonates can
mimic the high–wave number spectral shape
of the martian dust spectrum, the magnesite-
component spectrum is the only composition
that matches the wavelength of the spectral
features. The spectral features of dolomite are
offset by 20 cm�1 and the calcite and dolo-
mite are offset by 40 cm�1 from the dust
spectrum (Fig. 3).

The particle size distribution can affect
the magnitude of the effect of carbonates on
the measured spectral features. To estimate
the magnitude of this effect, we separated
labradorite and magnesite into particle size
fractions of 0 to 5, 0 to 10, 10 to 20, 20 to 30,
and 30 to 41 �m (17). For all particle size
fractions, the magnesite component was add-
ed to the labradorite in 0.5 weight % incre-
ments until the resulting sample spectrum
displayed the characteristics present at
�1300 cm�1 in the martian dust spectrum
(17). The spectral features could be repro-
duced with smaller magnesite concentrations
for the 0- to 10-�m size fraction relative to
the other size fractions (fig. S2).

Most moderate- to high-albedo regions on
Mars have a thin (less than a few millimeters)
layer of particles with diameters �10 �m
(16, 21, 22), probably due to airfall dust. The
0- to 10-�m particle size fraction of the
laboratory magnesite-labradorite mixture
closely matches this estimate. The spectra of

Fig. 2. Mars dust, labrado-
rite standard, and labradorite-
material mixture spectra (offset).
The spectral shape of labradorite
is modified considerably with add-
ed carbonate at�1300 cm�1, co-
incident with a fundamental car-
bonate absorption. The spectral
shape outside this spectral re-
gion is not appreciably modified
because strong silicate absorp-
tions coincide with the other
carbonate absorptions. Only the
labradorite-carbonate mixture
has a notable effect on the spec-
tral shape, except for a peak
present in the labradorite-sulfate
mixture at 1640 cm�1 due to
the bound water in gypsum.
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this size fraction displayed the largest change
in spectral features due to the addition of
small amounts of carbonate, and �2 to 3
weight % magnesite mixed with labradorite
reproduced the martian spectral features (sup-
porting online text).

Other measurements may place limits
on the abundance of carbonates present.
The atmospheric dust is probably similar to
the material on the surface. The spectral
response of the atmospheric dust displays a
smooth continuum from 1300 to 1650
cm�1 with no apparent absorption features
(16 ) that would be detectable if �5% car-
bonate was present in the atmospheric dust
(23). The detection limit is higher for at-
mospheric dust because the observation is
not as sensitive to the presence of carbon-
ates as the surface dust observation (sup-
porting online text). An upper limit of 5%
carbonate on the martian surface has also
been determined from near- and mid-
infrared spectral measurements (7, 9).
Higher concentrations (�10%) of hydrated
carbonates may be present and not detected
spectrally, because their spectral features
are less prominent (8).

There is no detectable variation in the
shape of the short-wavelength spectral shape
within the 21 sites investigated for this study
(Fig. 1), probably because the atmosphere
transports the dust ubiquitously (16). Low-
albedo regions display featureless, high
(�0.98) emissivities at �1300 cm�1. This is
consistent with coarse particulate (�40 �m)
silicate surfaces with �5% carbonate materi-
al (10, 16, 24, 25). The same concentration of
carbonate minerals may be present within

coarse particulate surfaces, but the carbonate
minerals would be below the detection limit
of the TES data.

Carbonate minerals may form under
low–CO2 pressure conditions in which liq-
uid water is not stable but may be present in
a transient state (1). It is unclear, however,
how much, if any, water needs to be present
for carbonate formation to take place. Mg
and Ca carbonates and oxides should be
common and thermodynamically stable
weathering products in the present relative-
ly dry and thin martian atmosphere, where-
as smectite clays and Ca carbonates would
be present if weathering occurred under
wetter conditions in a thicker CO2 atmo-
sphere (2).

Carbonate formation can serve as a buffer
for the martian atmosphere (26, 27). Carbon-
ates can form at a rapid rate when the martian
atmospheric conditions allow for liquid water
in a transitory state (26). In the presence of
unweathered intermediate-to-mafic litholo-
gies, a CO2 atmosphere, and water, carbonate
formation would occur until the atmosphere
became thin to the point that the chemical
reactions involved in carbonate formation
would slow considerably (2, 26–30). Al-
though dependent on a number of factors
under actual martian conditions (27), carbon-
ate formation could become prohibitively
slow at a pressure near the current average
martian surface pressure (and the triple point
of water) and would resume only with an
increase of atmospheric pressure (26).

The carbonate minerals present in the
martian dust may also have originated from
the erosion and dispersal of carbonate-

bearing source rocks. Several martian me-
teorites have small, disseminated concen-
trations of Mg, Ca, and Fe carbonates that
formed by precipitation from water in frac-
tures (15) (supporting online text). Addi-
tionally, a concentrated source of carbonate
minerals may have been present and me-
chanically weathered and mixed with the
other components of the dust. Extensive
searches with TES and other spectroscopic
measurements indicate that high concentrations
of carbonates are not exposed on the martian
surface at the �10-km scale (7–10, 24).

Carbonate minerals at concentrations of
�5 weight % are common in the martian
dust. The apparent wide distribution of car-
bonate minerals may be a large sink of a
thicker past martian atmosphere. It is diffi-
cult to determine the total amount of CO2

sequestered in martian carbonates because
the vertical extent of carbonate minerals is
not constrained. However, a global layer
containing 2% carbonate 1 to 3 km thick
can account for �1 to 3 bars of CO2 (27 ).
Although the thickness of this layer is ar-
bitrary, the presence of carbonates in the
dust and martian meteorites indicates that
carbonates occur on the martian surface and
at depth. Carbonate formation on the mar-
tian surface would be dependent on the
atmospheric pressure, thus serving as a
mechanism that could develop and preserve
the present martian atmospheric conditions.
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