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Oblique view of central South Pole-Aitken basin along day-night terminator derived from
Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter data [NASA/GSFC/ASU] (credit: Ernie Wright, GSFC SVS)].
SPA materials reveal the rich geologic history of the basin, with profound implications for
the early Earth, Moon, and the Solar System. SPA samples are needed to fully address
these diverse and fundamental science questions!
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The Moon’s enormous South Pole-Aitken basin (SPA) holds in its rocks and regolith keys to un-
lock secrets of the early evolution of the Moon, Earth, and Solar System. Was there a cataclysmic
bombardment of the inner Solar System ~4 billion years ago, and if so, what caused it? Did the
impact that formed the SPA basin cause widespread magmatic activity that is recorded in its an-
cient rocks? Did the impact excavate materials from the Moon’s mantle and what can those mate-
rials, as well as later-formed volcanic rocks, reveal about the nature of the Moon’s early differen-
tiation and formation of its planetary-scale asymmetries? To answer these questions, it is critical
to collect and return samples from the interior of SPA and analyze the samples in the best labora-
tories on Earth. Accordingly, sample return from SPA remains a high science priority and a key
test of hypotheses regarding some of the most fundamental aspects of the early history of the Solar
System, with implications for our understanding of environments on the early Earth. Past mission
proposals indicate that a New Frontiers scale is appropriate for SPA sample return. While the
possibility of a human mission to the South Pole of the Moon is compelling as it may provide the
opportunity to sample materials ejected from the SPA basin, such missions may not directly sam-
ple the key material needed to determine unambiguously the basin’s age.

Why Do We Need Samples From The Moon’s South Pole-Aitken Basin?

The Moon preserves an unparalleled and readily accessible record of early Solar System impact
bombardment, and the SPA basin on the Moon’s southern farside is a key scientific target because
it is the largest and oldest well-preserved impact structure on the Moon. As such, its age and the
ages of subsequent large impacts within SPA will provide a new understanding of early Solar
System events relating to heavy impact bombardment during the first ~500 million years following
accretion of the planets. Chemical, mineralogical, and chronological analysis of SPA samples can
resolve fundamental questions about the evolution of the early Solar System, including firm con-
straints on models for migration of giant-planet orbits during the early epoch of Solar System
history (Gomes et al., 2005; Marchi et al., 2012). SPA samples will answer significant questions
about the early evolution of the Moon and, by analogy, the terrestrial planets. The science associ-
ated with this mission concept is among the highest priority for Solar System exploration as laid
out by two previous Planetary Science Decadal Surveys (NRC, 2003; NRC, 2011).

Samples from SPA will provide a test of the “cataclysm” or late-heavy bombardment that is im-
plied by the analysis of lunar samples (Tera et al., 1974). Characteristics of planetary systems
determined from the Kepler mission as well as other astronomical planet-finding data, integrated
with recent advances in concepts for early Solar System history, are reshaping how we think about
early Solar System evolution. It is possible that migration of the giant planets affected the config-
uration of the inner Solar System as well as the positioning of the ice giants (e.g., Nice and Grand
Tack models, summarized by Bottke and Norman, 2017). Determining the chronology of SPA
basin on the Moon is one of the few firm observational constraints that can be brought to bear on
these models.

The SPA impact event was enormous, forming a basin some 2200x2500 km in size (Garrick-
Bethel & Zuber, 2009) and excavating materials from great depth, potentially including both crust
and mantle materials (Potter et al., 2012). Its effects on the Moon were global, forming a Moon-
wide stratigraphic event; determining the age of formation will bracket the ages of other ancient,
Pre-Nectarian basins on the Moon as well the origin of the apparent episode of igneous activity
around 4.35 Ga (Schultz and Crawford, 2015; Kring et al., 2015; Borg et al., 2015; Shearer et al.,
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2015). Materials from SPA basin hold a record of the process of very large impact-basin formation
and will serve as ground truth for remote sensing of SPA basin materials (Melosh et al., 2017).
Despite decades of study, the composition and nature of the lunar mantle is still uncertain, and
SPA-SR could uniquely address this question. Volcanic rocks from the SPA interior will contribute
to our understanding of basin evolution and chronology, as well as mantle heterogeneity. Paleo-
magnetic analyses will provide the oldest constraints on the lunar core dynamo, aiding our under-
standing of the Moon’s earliest thermal evolution.

GRAIL data provided an important revision to ideas about the Moon’s crust, relevant to SPA basin.
It is very likely that the SPA impact formed a transient cavity extending into the Moon’s upper
mantle, and the impact melt that filled the basin is a mixture of mantle and crustal materials. Re-
cent petrologic and geochemical modeling studies suggest that this impact-melt body differenti-
ated, with mineralogical separations that explain the present-day distribution of rocks at the surface
near the center of the basin. These materials were later excavated by impacts into the SPA basin.
This idea represents an important new hypothesis and a potential paradigm shift that is testable by
sample return from the interior of the SPA basin.

Remote sensing missions of the past decade, especially he Moon Mineralogy Mapper (M?) on
Chandrayaan-1, and the ongoing LRO mission, permit a new level of scientific and safety assess-
ment of potential landing sites within SPA Basin. Timing and scientific context for the SPA basin
sample return continue to be excellent and, in fact, even better than at the time of the last Planetary
Science Decadal Survey.

Chronology: Unravelling the impact chronology recorded by complex impact-melt rocks and
breccias requires analysis of samples in the best terrestrial laboratory conditions and by modern,
highly precise analytical methods. Coordinated petrographic and chronologic studies are required
to understand age data and to distinguish, for example, crystallization vs. impact ages. Multiple
chronometers provide data on systems with different closure and diffusion properties. The impact
that produced the SPA basin melted an enormous volume of rock and reset the age of a large part
of the Moon. Analyses of many of the thousands of small rocklets associated with sample return
would define the age of the SPA melt and potentially of a distribution of younger ages from the
later, large impacts within SPA. Such age determinations will clarify whether the mechanisms
proposed to account for the observed lunar cataclysm from Apollo samples are compatible with
the farside SPA samples. These samples will provide a record of the duration and timing of basin
impacts on the Moon as well as a key absolute calibration point for the pre-4.0 Ga chronology
(Hiesinger et al., 2012; Van der Bogert et al., 2017).

The impact cataclysm hypothesis was first indicated by clustering of ages and the identification of
large-scale mobilization of Pb at ~3.9 Ga (Tera et al., 1974). The 3.9 Ga age was also identified in
Ar-Ar chronology (Turner et al., 1977). The hypothesis was further supported by ~3.9 Ga Rb-Sr
ages of impact melt rocks (Papanastassiou and Wasserburg, 1971). The Sm-Nd system is also an
essential analytical method for lunar chronology because it is least disturbed by later impact events
(Norman et al., 2016). This system is important because SPA is old and has undergone later im-
pacts that likely have disturbed other systems. Because of this differential response of the chro-
nometers to impact heating and alteration, samples from the SPA basin must be analyzed by all
these techniques in laboratories on the Earth. High precision methods (TIMS: Rb-Sr, Sm-Nd, U-
Pb; ICPMS: Lu-Hf; and Ar-Ar) will be needed for bulk and carefully separated materials, and in-
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situ analyses such as secondary ion mass spectrometry (SIMS) will be conducted on mineral grains
including zircon (e.g., Grange et al., 2013), other Zr- and U-rich minerals, and phosphates (Merle
et al., 2014). These approaches, when used together, provide the critical data to unravel the impact
history and evolution of SPA.

Impact Basin Formation Processes: Sophisticated numerical modeling of the SPA impact event
has been the object of several recent studies (e.g., Potter et al., 2012; Melosh et al., 2017). These
models will be further constrained with additional sample data. The age of SPA formation will
constrain the thermal state of the Moon’s lithosphere at the time of the impact. Samples will reveal
the rock types and compositions of impact melt produced by the event and subsequent potential
differentiation of the melt volume. Clasts in breccia and geochemical mixing analysis using clast
compositions will reveal target lithologies, including deep crustal and mantle components. The
compositional “anomaly” that still exists in the interior of SPA reflects a mafic (Fe-rich) compo-
sition (Lawrence et al., 2007). However, until we have direct samples of the materials that give
rise to the compositions, we will not know fully how to interpret them. The same holds for the
mineralogical signatures seen in orbital spectroscopic data (e.g., Lucey et al., 1998; Pieters et al.,
2001). Recent mapping of mafic mineral signatures in crater central peaks and elsewhere (Moriarty
et al., 2013; Moriarty and Pieters, 2018) reflects a mixture of SPA substrate lithologies produced
by differentiation of the melt sheet (Vaughan and Head, 2013; Hurwitz and Kring, 2014; Cassanelli
and Head, 2016) and later volcanic rocks. Samples are essential to provide ground truth for the
orbital data.

Thermal Evolution of the Moon. Samples will be used to investigate sources and distribution of
Th and other heat-producing elements to understand the Moon’s differentiation and thermal evo-
lution. Orbital measurements show a modest Th anomaly associated with the SPA interior, and it
is possible that SPA is old enough to have occurred prior to the final migration and solidification
of KREEP-rich materials. Coupling this signature with identification of host lithologies and age
will enable new tests of models of lunar differentiation and the origin of the Moon’s prominent
asymmetries, and of whether the orbital SPA Th signature is associated with differentiation of the
SPA impact melt body (Hurwitz and Kring, 2014) or excavation of late-stage LMO dregs (Mori-
arty et al., 2019).

Volcanic Components. SPA did not apparently undergo basaltic filling and resurfacing to the
same extent as nearside basins such as Imbrium. Nonetheless, volcanic rocks occur in the interior
of the basin as exposed mare basalts, buried “cryptomare” (Yingst and Head, 1999; Whitten and
Head, 2015), and non-mare emplacements (Moriarty and Pieters, 2015; 2018). Analysis of Apollo
regolith samples indicates that lateral transport would have introduced fragments of these rock
types to regolith in varying degrees everywhere in SPA. Ages and compositions of SPA magmas
will allow us to determine how mantle source regions (composition, volatiles, mineralogy, thermal
history, depth of melting, model ages) on the Moon’s far side compare to basalts sampled by
Apollo, Luna, and lunar meteorites. A sample location near the center of SPA should include rock
materials from “Mons Marguerite” (formerly Mafic Mound), which may be an ancient volcanic
construct associated with the formation of SPA and the evolution of its melt sheet (Moriarty and
Pieters, 2015). Isotopic, geochemical, and mineralogical analysis of these volcanic materials will
help determine global mantle heterogeneity, the nature, timing, and extent of primordial lunar dif-
ferentiation, and post-differentiation magmatic/thermal evolution of the mantle (e.g., overturn of
magma ocean cumulates).
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Volatile-element contents. New discoveries in lunar samples and remote sensing have empha-
sized the importance of volatiles — both exogenous and endogenous — in the Moon’s history. Ma-
terials excavated from deep in the Moon will offer the opportunity to investigate endogenous vol-
atiles in a variety of new and different kinds of lithologies relative to Apollo and Luna samples.
Agglutinates in central SPA should contain a record of more southerly surface volatiles, and po-
tentially exogenous volatile-bearing deposits. Stable isotope compositions of samples record pro-
cesses as well as origin. Modern analytical methods (e.g., SIMS on individual grains) minimize
required sample mass and improve detection limits (Shearer and Borg, 2006; Hashizume & Chaus-
sidon, 2009). Coupled with chronology, results provide time-stamped volatile information in both
magmatic and surface samples.

Implementation: Solar System Chronology remains among the highest priority lunar-focused
missions owing to the unparalleled record of early cataclysmic bombardment of the Earth-Moon
system and the inner Solar System (Cohen et al., 2020). Multiple implementations certainly exist
to address the issue. In this white paper, we present the case for sample return as the most efficient
way to unambiguously determine the chronology of the SPA basin. As a concept that has actually
been proposed three times (2005, 2010, 2016) to the New Frontiers program and that was runner
up to the selected mission twice (Phase A Concept Study Reports, 2006; 2011), we describe briefly
the implementation associated with that mission. The MoonRise mission concept proposed to land
in the center of the SPA basin and sample rock materials in the regolith by scooping and sieving
to extract a kilogram or more of rock material, amounting to many thousands of small rock frag-
ments. Over 100 g of bulk regolith was also planned to be collected. This approach would leverage
the natural impact process, which has, over the millennia, delivered a variety of local rock materi-
als to any given site while preserving the original local material in the regolith. The efficiency of
this process is well documented in the Apollo samples, and impact crater observations and theory
support the effectiveness of ballistic sedimentation in producing well mixed and diverse deposits.

Indeed, the process of excavation and ejection of materials from impact craters renders the South
Pole of the Moon, which lies on the southern rim of SPA, a place where samples could be collected
that would address many of the SPA sample return objectives, especially if collected by astronauts.
Artemis will in fact be a great complementary mission or missions to SPA sample return, and samples
from the two locations, center of the basin and a rim location near the South Pole, would retire many
of the risks associated with having a sample of SPA only from the interior.

Once samples from the SPA interior are in hand, we will connect their characteristics with remote
sensing data sets to better understand a larger portion of the basin. Indeed we will use what is
learned from SPA samples to identify lunar meteorites or Apollo fragments likely from SPA (e.g.,
Garrick-Bethell et al. 2020). Assuming Artemis missions go to the South Pole, those samples will
provide an excellent point of comparison to those collected from the interior of the basin, and
would allow, for the first time, a coordinated analysis of the differences of how material from a
basin are excavated, melted, and emplaced. The integration of these data will lead synergistically
to a significantly improved understanding of the SPA basin, its materials, and what they have to
reveal about the early Moon and entire Solar System.
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