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The European Space Agency and the national agencies of the main European countries have been working on Mars programs or strong participations in international missions (orbiters, landers or even balloons) for almost 20 years. Following the loss of the Russian-led mission Mars 96 (which included one orbiter, 2 landers and 2 penetrators) in which Europe was strongly involved, the European Mars community initiated several reflight or follow-on programs. A first result of this effort is the ESA Mars Express mission, which has been orbiting Mars since december 25th, 2003.

The orbiter payload, largely based on Mars 96 instruments, includes instruments able to observe Mars Surface and atmosphere at wavelengths from UV to Thermal infrared as well as a new ground penetrating radar. Unfortunately, it has not yet been possible to deploy the radar antenna. The Mars Express mission also included the small probe Beagle 2 (33 kg on the surface), but contact was lost after the scheduled entry and landing.

What happened exactly is not known.

What will be the next european step toward Mars after Mars Express ? until 2002, a french-led mission including a network of 4 small geophysical landers named "Netlander" and "Mars Sample Return demonstration orbiter" have been seriously studied and planned for a launch in 2007. However this project was cancelled in early 2003. At the same time, ESA started a new program officially dedicated to the long-term preparation of the human exploration named "Aurora". The Aurora program now officially plans to send in 2009 or 2011 a 200 kg-class rover dedicated to in-situ, exobiology studies :  Exomars. However, this program is not yet fully funded. Moreover the loss of Beagle 2 and the cancellation of Netlander change theperspective and may results in the selection of a smaller mission with one or several landers in the next years.

