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Abstract A sensitivity study has been performed to estimate detection limits of various atmospheric trace
gases achievable by a Mars‐orbiting solar occultation Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectrometer. This
was accomplished by ﬁrst computing realistic limb transmittance spectra based on a model (T, P, VMR, and
dust proﬁles) of the Mars atmosphere and adding appropriate noise and systematic errors based on assumed
instrument design/conﬁguration/performance. We then performed spectral ﬁts to the resulting synthetic
spectra to derive slant column abundances and their uncertainties. A proﬁle retrieval was performed to infer
limits of detection. This methodology was applied to a Mars‐orbiting FTIR solar occultation spectrometer
covering the 850–4,300 cm−1 spectral region at 0.025‐cm−1 resolution. We conclude that most gases can be
retrieved with a single‐occultation sensitivity of 20–100 ppt. But this sensitivity varies considerably with the
dust loading, especially for gases whose strongest absorption bands are toward higher wavenumbers where
scattering is large. We conclude that for CH4, the ν4 band centered at 1,305 cm−1, despite being more than
2 times weaker than the ν3 band centered at 3,015 cm−1, offers better sensitivity due to its close spectral
proximity to the dust extinction minimum. We also conclude that for the purpose of CH4 detection, a
high‐resolution (0.025 cm−1) broadband instrument would have a substantial advantage over a
medium‐resolution (0.15 cm−1) instrument, despite the latter having a much larger signal‐to‐noise ratio.

Plain Language Summary

We have estimated whether an infrared spectrometer might have
enough sensitivity to measure minute amounts of gases (e.g., CH4, N2O, HCN, and OCS) in the Martian
atmosphere that might arise due to life or volcanic activity. We conclude that by viewing the Sun at sunset
and sunrise, many gases would be detectable at the 20–100 ppt level which would reduce current upper
limits of several gases, some by factors of more than a hundred (e.g., N2O). But airborne dust is a major
impediment to detecting gases in the lowest few kilometers of the atmosphere, close to their likely sources.

1. Introduction

©2019. The Authors.
This is an open access article under the
terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution‐NonCommercial‐NoDerivs
License, which permits use and distribution in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited, the use
is non‐commercial and no modiﬁcations or adaptations are made.

TOON ET AL.

Trace gases are a sensitive indicator of planetary activity, whether photochemical in the atmosphere or biochemical in the subsurface (Smith et al., 2009; Zurek et al., 2011). Here, we document the capability of a
high‐resolution, broadband, solar occultation Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectrometer, modeled
on the canceled Mars Atmosphere Trace Molecule Occultation Spectrometer (MATMOS) to detect and
quantify proﬁle abundances of CH4 and other trace gases in the Martian atmosphere. Unfortunately, the
National Aeronautics and Space Administration ended its involvement in the Trace Gas Orbiter (TGO) mission in 2012, which terminated work on the MATMOS instrument and associated science studies. MATMOS
was replaced by the Atmospheric Chemistry Suite (ACS), which is described by Korablev et al. (2014, 2018)
on TGO, a component of the U.S./European Space Agency ExoMars program. This paper summarizes the
performance modeling done in support of MATMOS (Wennberg et al., 2011) in the hope that it might beneﬁt
future Mars experiments.
MATMOS had strong heritage from the Atmospheric Chemistry Experiment (ACE), launched into Earth
orbit in 2003 (Bernath et al., 2005; Coheur et al., 2007; Olsen et al., 2016), and the Atmospheric Trace
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Molecule Spectroscopy (ATMOS) experiment (Farmer, 1987), which ﬂew on the Space Shuttle in 1985, 1991,
1992, and 1994. Additionally, MATMOS beneﬁtted from advances in 24‐bit Analog‐to‐
Digital Converter (ADC) technology, tested in the Jet Propulsion Laboratory MkIV Fourier Transform
Spectrometer (FTS), that eliminate the need for gain switching (Bekker et al., 2009).
The existence of methane in the Martian atmosphere has been the subject of much debate in recent years
(Formisano et al., 2004; Krasnopolsky et al., 2004; Mumma et al., 2009; Zahnle et al., 2011) but has now been
conﬁrmed by the Mars Science Laboratory by Webster et al. (2015, 2018) measuring a local, seasonally varying, background value of 0.41 ± 0.16 ppb (2 sigma) and apparent peak of 7.2 ± 2.1 ppb in Gale crater over a
60‐sol period. This background value is 4,500 times smaller than on Earth (1,850 ppb). Combined with the
much lower Mars surface pressure, the Mars column CH4 is 750,000 times less than that on Earth.
The discovery of CH4 on Mars reorients our understanding of the Martian environment and potential for life.
Since CH4 has a photochemical lifetime of only 300 years, its presence in the atmosphere requires a continually replenishing source, defying the conventional framework of a geologically and biologically inactive
Mars. So now the question is as follows: What is producing methane on Mars? Leading hypotheses of
Martian methane sources include water‐rock chemistry and methanogens (see, e.g., Yung et al., 2018).
Distinguishing between hypotheses will require more measurements, and these will in turn require major
theoretical, experimental, and technological advancements. In particular, we must integrate source, transport, and (possibly unknown) sink processes in our theoretical and experimental scope to properly identify
and interpret observable signatures.
In this work we review high‐resolution FTS remote sensing capabilities in the anticipation of a new era of
Mars research that will unfold around potential biomarkers like methane, beginning with the ExoMars
TGO (Vago et al., 2015). We pay special regard to the ability of FTS to detect and resolve unique spectral ﬁngerprints of trace gases in the infrared. In the context of large observatories, FTS observations of exoplanets
transiting the disk of their star may also become a technique of choice to probe the atmospheres of promising
exoplanets in the era following the James Webb Space Telescope.

2. Solar Occultation Technique
In the solar occultation technique, illustrated in Figure 1, direct sunlight that has traversed the atmosphere
parallel to the surface is measured at local sunrise or sunset. Long limb paths contain large slant column
abundances, on Mars ~45 times more than a vertical path from the same minimum altitude, and therefore
provide very high sensitivity to atmospheric trace gases. This observation geometry also provides a vertical
resolution of a quarter of a scale height (~3 km for a uniformly mixed gas on Mars) providing a detailed proﬁling capability. The brightness of the directly viewed Sun provides a high signal‐to‐noise ratio (SNR).
The long limb paths are also a drawback since they contain large amounts of absorbers not of interest (e.g.,
CO2 and dust), which black out broad swaths of the spectrum, especially at low altitude. The other drawback
is the infrequency of the solar occultations, for example, only two 3‐min occultations per 117‐min science
orbit described by TGO—a 5% duty cycle.
FTIR spectrometers are ideal survey instruments. Their high throughput allows a huge free spectral range
and high spectral resolving power simultaneously, allowing measurements of many different gases in the
same spectrum, including gases not considered in the prelaunch phase. This, together with their narrow
and stable instrumental line shape (ILS), allows weak absorption lines to be cleanly resolved from much
stronger adjacent lines of more abundant gases (e.g., CO2). This technique has been successfully applied
to the Earth's atmosphere in the 700‐ to 4,300‐cm−1 region where nearly all gases have their strongest
absorption bands. For example, the ATMOS (Farmer, 1987), MkIV (Toon, 1991), and ACE (Bernath et al.,
2005) solar occultation FTIR instruments have collectively detected more than a dozen gases in the
Earth's atmosphere for the ﬁrst time. This broadband approach also allows for serendipitous science, accomplishing objectives that were not considered important at the time the mission was formulated. For example,
the spectra from ATMOS, which last ﬂew in 1994, are still being analyzed.
The MATMOS telescope used a f/3, 240‐mm focal length, off‐axis, paraboloidal primary mirror. The incident
beam was limited by an 80‐mm diameter aperture stop and a 0.375‐mm diameter ﬁeld stop, the latter setting
the external ﬁeld‐of‐view (FOV) diameter to 1.56 mrad. Thus, less than 1/15 of the solar disk area was
TOON ET AL.
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Figure 1. Illustrating the solar occultation observation geometry. As the spacecraft (depicted as black/gray rectangles)
enters or emerges from the shadow of Mars (eclipse), the ray path from the Sun traverses the atmosphere at different
altitudes, providing information on the vertical structure of the atmosphere. Limb ray paths are depicted by green arrows.
Cold calibrations are denoted by purple arrows labeled “SDARK” and include deep space and the nightside of Mars.
Bright calibrations are denoted by red arrows labeled “SBRIGHT” and occur viewing the Sun at tangent altitudes above
200 km, where atmospheric absorption becomes negligible.

admitted by the telescope. The beam exiting the telescope and feeding the FTS was collimated by a secondary
mirror to 20‐mm diameter with 6.25‐mrad angular divergence, giving the telescope a magniﬁcation of 4.
The MATMOS interferometer subsystem, manufactured by ABB in Quebec City, leveraged heavily from
ACE with a double‐passed pendulum design pivoting about a ﬂexure. The MATMOS design incorporated
several improvements that resulted from ABB's experience with ACE and GOSAT including switchable scan
speed and better mounts for the mirrors.
MATMOS planned to acquire a double‐sided interferogram every 2–3 km in tangent altitude during occultations, in order to achieve a quarter scale height vertical resolution (~3 km). The external FOV of 1.56‐mrad
diameter, projected on to the Mars limb, 1,600 km distant from 300‐km orbital altitude, also subtends ~3 km.
MATMOS had a maximum optical path difference of 25 cm. This, together with the 6.25‐mrad diameter
internal FOV, gave it a spectral resolution of 0.025 cm−1 corresponding to a resolving power of 120,000 in
the 3,000‐cm−1 region. The MATMOS instrument planned to process raw interferogram data into spectra
in the downtime between occultations, reducing the data volume to be telemetered back to Earth by a factor
~100. A variable scan speed was planned since the rate of change of tangent altitude is strongly beta angle
dependent (beta is the angle between the Sun direction and the orbital plane). Taking scans on a ﬁxed time
interval, rather than a ﬁxed vertical interval, would have resulted in too many spectra to be on‐board
processed at high beta angles or too coarse a vertical spacing at low beta angles.
An important consideration is the number of detectors. Although a single HgCdTe detector could easily
cover the desired 800‐ to 4,300‐cm−1 region, the photon noise from this bandpass would be quite large,
and so the SNR at the lower wavenumbers, where the solar Planck function is weak, would be poor. By using
a dichroic to split the spectral domain over two detectors, the photon noise can be reduced, especially at the
low wavenumbers. Increasing the number of detectors from 2 to 3 would produce further improvements in
SNR but may not justify the increased complexity, power, and onboard data processing. Furthermore, at
lower tangent altitudes where the solar signal is more attenuated and no longer source photon noise limited,
there is no advantage of splitting the spectrum domain over multiple detectors. So the choice of the number
of detectors depends on the altitudes and wavenumbers that are most important, scientiﬁcally. For the
remainder of this paper, two detectors are assumed: HgCdTe covering 800–1,850 cm−1 and InSb covering
1,850–4,320 cm−1, as was planned for MATMOS.

3. Simulated Mars Occultation Spectra
The Mars atmosphere used in this work is that described by Nair et al. (1994). The surface pressure was
assumed to be 7 mbar with a temperature of 240 K. The main radiation‐absorbing gas constituents were
CO2 (95%), H2O, and CO. Dust opacities in the Mars atmosphere vary considerably, over time and with
wavenumber. At 1,075 cm−1, nadir opacities, also known as aerosol optical depths (AODs), vary from 0.1
under low‐dust conditions to 0.3 more typically and 0.6 under higher dust conditions (Montabone et al.,
2015). Even larger opacities are possible during a major dust storm, but these are rare. Based on this, occultations of simulated Mars limb transmittance spectra were computed for four different dust amounts
TOON ET AL.
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(τnadir = 0.0, 0.1, 0.3, 0.6). The zero value is unrealistic but was included
for reference purposes and to compare with earlier studies that assumed
no dust.

Figure 2. Mars dust extinction (absorption + scattering) efﬁciency plotted
versus wavenumber. Based on a Mie calculation for a particle distribution
with an effective radius of 1.06 μm and an effective logarithmic variance of
0.3 (Kleinböhl et al., 2009; Kleinböhl et al., 2011). The strong increase in
−1
extinction from 1,300 to 7,000 cm is caused by scattering by dust particles
smaller than the wavelength of the radiation. The secondary peak centered
−1
at 1,075 cm is due to silicate absorption.

Figure 2 shows the dust extinction efﬁciency (Qext) used in this study. It is
based on the Mie scattering calculation of Kleinböhl et al. (2009, 2011) and
assumes an effective particle radius of 1.06 μm and an effective variance of
0.3 in loge space. Qext is the dimensionless ratio of the effective extinction
cross section (cm2/particle) of the particles to their actual cross‐sectional
areas. Both scattering and absorption terms are included. The general
increase in extinction between 1,300 and 7,000 cm−1 is due to the increase
of scattering with wavenumber. The secondary peak at 1,075 cm−1 is due
to silicate absorption. Around 1,300 cm−1, there is a minimum in the dust
opacity, which is fortunate for low‐altitude measurements of the ν4 CH4
band centered at 1,305 cm−1. The extinction at 21,500 cm−1 (0.89 μm) is
roughly 2.6 times that at 1,075 cm−1 (9.3 μm), which is 2.7 times that at
450 cm−1 (21.6 μm). The shape of this extinction spectrum is assumed to
be independent of altitude.

Mars also has ice clouds, with absorption peaking at 800 and 3,000 cm−1.
These were not included in the calculation, since we believe that these mainly occur in the polar winter,
which is never sampled by MATMOS. The effects of small amounts of ice clouds at seasons and latitudes that
are sampled by MATMOS is not within the scope of this study.
Simulated Mars limb transmittance spectra under low (τ = 0.1) and high (τ =0.6) dust conditions are shown
in Figure 3. The dust is assumed to be uniformly mixed, meaning that the extinction decreases exponentially
with altitude with a scale height of ~10 km. The broad absorption features are due to dust absorption and
scattering, mirroring the Qext shown in Figure 2. The narrow absorption features are due to gases. The spectral dependence of the dust opacity is dominated by scattering at large wavenumbers and by the silicate
absorption band around 1,075 cm−1. Since the limb opacity is ~45 times larger than the vertical opacity,
the limb path just above the surface is virtually opaque under most conditions except for the window around
1,300 cm−1. At higher tangent altitudes, however, the dust extinction diminishes rapidly. At 160‐km tangent
altitude the only discernable gas absorptions are from CO2 and CO.

4. Instrument Performance Model
To investigate design trade‐offs, we built a computer model of the MATMOS performance using Matlab. This
was coupled to the simulated Mars limb transmittance spectra described above and a solar irradiance spectrum, allowing the various error terms to be quantiﬁed as a function of tangent altitude. The noise terms considered in the model include source photons, background photons, detector noise, preampliﬁer noise, ADC
noise, and calibration error. Some of these terms depend on the scene (e.g., source photon noise), whereas
others do not. Some depend on the spectral bandwidth; some depend on the detector temperature. The
ADC noise depends on the number of bits to which the signal is digitized.
The performance model also considers the throughput and modulation efﬁciencies of the interferometer,
which depend on the quality of the optics and their alignment. It also includes metrology system errors, dark
current, pointing jitter, Doppler shift due to pointing, self‐emission, stray light, and channel
fringes (etaloning).
The throughput efﬁciency is the probability of a photon, within the instrumental FOV, reaching the photosensitive part of the detector. Throughput efﬁciency is wavenumber dependent but independent of optical
path difference. The modulation efﬁciency (ME) is the depth of modulation of the varying signal. It depends
on how completely the radiation from the two arms of the interferometer interferes with each other and
therefore depends on the relative intensities of radiation from the two arms and the conformity of the wavefronts. Poor alignment or surface ﬂatness in one arm of the interferometer, not matched in the other arm,
degrades the ME. Typically this degradation varies with wavenumber as exp[−(νΔx)2],
TOON ET AL.
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Figure 3. Simulated Mars limb transmittance spectra. Colors denote different tangent altitudes from purple (4.9 km), to
red (160 km). (top) Low‐dust conditions (τnadir = 0.1). (bottom) High‐dust conditions (τnadir = 0.6). Broad features are due
to dust, narrow features due to gases.

where v is the wavenumber, so a given wavefront error (Δx) causes a much more severe drop in ME at high
wavenumbers than at low wavenumbers.
The performance model does not consider noise terms that our off‐line sensitivity studies had previously
showed to be negligible in MATMOS. These include sampling jitter, ghosts from detection nonlinearity
and periodic sampling errors, scan velocity variations, detector temperature variations, and digitization
noise (assuming 24‐bit ADCs).
Figure 4 shows a validation of the spectral dependence of the SNR predicted by the performance model
under high‐Sun conditions (i.e., no atmosphere). The top panel shows the SNR achieved by ACE (Soucy
et al., 2007). Over most of the 1,000‐ to 2600‐cm−1 region ACE achieves a SNR of 300–350. At lower wavenumbers, the SNR is poorer due to the dimmer solar Planck function. At larger wavenumbers the SNR
declines due to degradation of the interferometer ME. The middle panel shows the prediction of our performance model for the ACE instrument. Although the details of the dips and peaks are not reproduced, the
general behavior is well rendered. The bottom panel shows the predicted SNR of the MATMOS instrument
using our performance model. The SNR values are approximately double those of ACE (note the doubling of
the y scale). There are several reasons for the much improved performance of MATMOS:
1. Improved ME at high wavenumbers. In ACE, ME was degraded by distortion of the interferometer end
mirror and the cube corner retroreﬂectors by their mounts.
2. MATMOS detectors were smaller (0.5 vs. 0.8 mm). Hence, they had less detector noise.
3. MATMOS HgCdTe detector has an 850 cm−1 cut‐on versus 750 cm−1 for ACE.
4. MATMOS used 24‐bit ADCs, as compared with 14‐bit for ACE, avoiding the need for gain switching.

TOON ET AL.
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Figure 4. Validation of performance model. (top) Achieved ACE performance. (middle) Our prediction for ACE. (bottom)
Our prediction for a MATMOS exo‐atmospheric spectrum. ACE = Atmospheric Chemistry Experiment; MATMOS = Mars
Atmosphere Trace Molecule Occultation Spectrometer.

5. MATMOS acquired data more slowly due to the smaller orbital velocity at Mars (4.5 km/s) compared
with 7.8 km/s in low Earth orbit and therefore had longer integration times.
Another important aspect of the performance model is predicting the variation of SNR with tangent altitude.
Many of the trace gases of interest will be most abundant close to the surface since this is close to their
sources and also where the atmospheric pressure is highest. But at these low tangent altitudes, much of
the solar signal will have been extinguished by Mars dust. If the instrument can maintain source photon
noise limited performance, even at these lowest altitudes, then the noise will get smaller as the square root
of the average signal. So even if the signal were diminished by a factor 25, if the noise also reduces by a
TOON ET AL.
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Figure 5. Signal electrons as a function of wavenumber for various tangent altitudes in the HgCdTe (left) and InSb (right)
channels.

factor 5, then the SNR would still be reasonable. In many ways, the SNR at low altitudes is more important
for short‐lived trace gas detection than the SNR predictions for high altitudes shown in Figure 4. In the
design of the MATMOS instrument, we optimized performance under conditions of dim illumination. For
example, reducing the detector size reduces its noise at the risk of increased nonlinearity under high ﬂux
conditions, as does increasing the cut‐on wavenumber to 850 cm−1.
An unexpected prediction of the performance model is that in some of the “window” spectral regions, the
SNR actually increases as the Sun gets dimmer due to dust extinction. This is because the photon noise
(which depends on the average ﬂux seen by the detector) drops faster than the local signal. Figure 5 shows
the vertical behavior of the SNR as a function of wavenumber. The 1,305‐ and 3,015‐cm−1 regions containing
the two strongest CH4 bands are highlighted in yellow.

5. In‐Flight Calibration
One of the advantages of the solar occultation approach is that calibration spectra can be easily obtained. By
viewing direct sunlight at large tangent altitudes at the beginning and/or end of each occultation, a “bright”
solar spectrum free of atmospheric absorptions can be obtained. And by viewing deep space (or the nightside
of the planet), a “dark” calibration spectrum can be obtained, which essentially describes the instrument
self‐emission. Under the assumption that the bright and dark calibration spectra are sufﬁciently close in
time to the limb spectra that the instrument did not change signiﬁcantly, the limb transmittance can be calculated by the equation
T i ðνÞ ¼ ½Si ðνÞ−SDARK ðνÞ=½SBRIGHT ðνÞ−SDARK ðνÞ

(1)

where Si(ν) are the raw, uncalibrated, limb spectra. This ratioing removes the instrumental and solar
features from the resulting limb transmittance spectra (provided the solar features are fully resolved). The
main problem with this calibration approach is that the instrument will most rapidly change temperature
at sunrise and sunset, which will introduce artifacts if the calibration spectra are acquired too long before
or after the limb spectra. For example, if the MATMOS spectral response contains channel fringes, these will
shift as a function of instrument temperature and therefore may not completely cancel between limb spectra
and the calibration spectra. Also, since MATMOS sees only one ninth of the solar disk, and since the solar
spectrum is not uniform across the disk, changes in the pointing between the acquisition of the limb spectra
and SBRIGHT will leave residual solar features in the calibrated limb transmittance spectra.
For detection of Mars trace gases, the altitudes of main interest are near the surface, and so having the
calibration spectra several minutes earlier/later could be problematic. If the instrument temperature were
drifting, it might be better to use spectra of the nightside of Mars, acquired immediately presunrise, for a cold
calibration (SDARK) rather than a deep space spectrum measured ~5 min before/after the sunrise. The
nightside of Mars (180 K) is 13–45 times dimmer than the instrument self‐emission, depending on the
TOON ET AL.

842

Earth and Space Science

10.1029/2018EA000469

Figure 6. Flow diagram of the sensitivity analysis. Rectangular boxes represent data ﬁles. Ovals represent software. Colors
are arbitrary.

wavenumber. It would therefore allow the self‐emission to be quantiﬁed to 0.2–0.7%, which is <0.03% of the
solar Planck function. So using the nightside as a cold calibration is likely better than a deep‐space
calibration spectrum, by virtue of being closer in time to the limb spectra. Of course, this all depends on
the instrument temperature stability. If the instrument changes slowly, the timing of the calibration
spectra becomes less critical. The ACE FTS instrument was shaded by the solar panels, which kept short‐
term temperature changes small. But on TGO, this was not an option for MATMOS.
The requirement that a high quality SBRIGHT(ν) spectrum can be recorded every occultation imposes severe
constraints on the mission and instrument design. Even though the primary science comes from the lower
altitudes close to the Mars surface where the Sun will be dim, the instrument still has to accommodate the
high‐altitude spectra, where the total solar signal may be 10 times larger.

6. Retrieval Method
Gas proﬁle retrieval simulations were performed using the “GGG” software, developed at Jet Propulsion
Laboratory for quantitative analysis of solar absorption spectra of the Earth's atmosphere. This software
has been used extensively for analysis of solar occultation spectra of the Earth's atmosphere, including
MkIV balloon proﬁles (Sen et al., 1998), the Version 3 ATMOS shuttle spectra (Irion et al., 2002), and also
ground‐based solar absorption spectra such as the Total Column Carbon Observing Network (Wunch et al.,
2011). For the MATMOS experiment, the GGG software package was adapted for Mars, which involved
changing the planet radius, the gravity, the mean molecular weight, the T/P/Z proﬁles, and the gas VMR
proﬁles. This was then validated by ﬁtting (nadir) spectra acquired by the Mars Express Planetary Fourier
Spectrometer instrument (Formisano et al., 2005), obtaining sensible results for easily measured gases
(e.g., H2O and CO2) and plausible upper limits for CH4.
The retrieval consists of two parts: (1) In the “spectral inversion” a nonlinear, least‐squares, spectral ﬁtting
program (GFIT) computes the slant column abundances of each gas and their uncertainties from the spectral
ﬁts to simulated Mars spectra. (2) The “vertical inversion” solves the matrix equation relating the “measured”
slant column abundances to the unknown concentration proﬁles and the computed slant path
distances (Figure 6).
GFIT consists of two parts: a “Forward Model” that computes a spectrum over a user‐deﬁned window based
on atmospheric models, the observation geometry, and a user‐prescribed linelist, and an “Inverse Method”
that compares the measured and calculated spectra and decides how to adjust the assumed gas VMRs to
TOON ET AL.
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improve the match. A Gauss‐Newton iteration scheme is employed that solves the normal equations by QR
factorization of the Jacobian matrix.
In the vertical inversion the concentration proﬁles were retrieved onto a 2‐km vertical grid, which is less
than the separation of the tangent altitudes, which were calculated to vary from 2.9 km near the surface
to 2.1 km at 200‐km tangent altitude. The slant column uncertainties are directly proportional to the root‐
mean‐square spectral ﬁts and also depend on the number and strength of the absorption lines of interest.
The matrix equation solved by the vertical inversion can be represented as


S−1=2 K x≅S−1=2 Y

(2)

where S is the measurement covariance matrix, K is the matrix of calculated slant path distances, Y is the
vector of measured slant columns, and x is the unknown concentration proﬁle. The least‐squares solution is
−1 T −1
x ¼ K T S−1 K
K S Y
(3)
The uncertainty in the retrieved concentration proﬁles is computed from the diagonal elements of the covariance matrix (KT S−1 K)−1.
For a trace gas, perhaps assumed to be present at an abundance of only a few parts per thousand, the errors
bars on the retrieved VMR proﬁle will generally encompass zero at most altitudes, implying that the gas is not
detectable. But in this case the error bars still provide upper limits: estimates of the minimum detectable VMR
at each retrieval altitude. As the absorptions become deeper than the spectral noise, the errors bars start to
increase due to the effects of systematic errors. So whereas a gas like CH4 may have a minimum detectable
abundance of 80 ppt for a single occultation, if 7,000 ppt (7 ppb) of CH4 were to exist on Mars, in line with
the Mars Science laboratory detection (Webster et al., 2015), the errors bars would grow to ~250 ppt since
the CH4 lines would become optically thick in the occultation spectra which would increase the residuals
due to the effects of systematic errors (ILS, temperature, zero‐level offsets, etc.) on the CH4 lines.

7. Error Sensitivity Analysis
Various types of spectral errors were added to the simulated Mars occultation spectra described in section 3.
Their impact on the retrieval uncertainty was calculated by ﬁtting the perturbed spectra using GFIT and
then performing the retrieval as described in section 6. Figure 7 shows examples of spectral ﬁts in the
3,016‐ to 3,088‐cm−1 region containing the R branch of the ν3 CH4 band. Seven different types of error were
considered: six systematic and one random.
Random noise. The performance model computed a 0.16% contribution from photon source noise plus 0.08%
from detector noise. The former varies as the square root of the mean limb transmittance seen by that detector, whereas the latter is constant. Combined in quadrature, these two random terms result in a spectral SNR
of 560 for a limb transmittance of 100%, SNR = 156 for a limb transmittance of 16%, and SNR = 12 for a limb
transmittance of 1%. In the latter case, detector noise is dominant, so the SNR can be approximated
by 1%/0.08% = 12.
Residual channel fringes. Two sets of fringes were added, each with an amplitude of 0.04% with periods of
~0.4 and 1.0 cm−1. In Figure 7b you can see these two frequencies beating against each other. These would
arise from incomplete cancellation of much larger channel fringes (perhaps 0.4% in amplitude) between the
limb spectra and the bright calibration spectrum, due to changes in the instrument temperature.
Spectroscopic errors. Spectroscopic errors were estimated by computing simulated limb transmittance spectra with the HITRAN 2016 linelist (Gordon et al., 2017), then performing retrievals using HITRAN 2012
(Rothman et al., 2013). This approach has the advantage of simplicity but underestimates the true spectroscopic errors in bands that did not change between HITRAN 2012 and 2016 but are imperfect in both. A
more comprehensive spectroscopic error analysis would be much more complicated. In general, the impact
of spectroscopic errors on the residuals will diminish with increasing altitude as the absorption lines
weaken. Since the trace gas absorptions will also weaken, the impact on the retrieval precision will be
roughly constant with altitude.
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Figure 7. Fits to simulated Mars limb transmittance spectra at 10.7‐km tangent altitude in the R branch region of the ν3
CH4 band for conditions of no dust. In each panel, a different spectral error type is introduced. Lowest residual panel
shows the effect of all errors. (a) Random noise. (b) Channel fringes. (c) Spectroscopic error. (d) Zero level offset.
(e) Temperature error. (f) Residual solar absorption. (g) Instrumental line shape error. (h) All error terms.

Zero level offset. This can arise due to drifts in the instrument temperature between the acquisition of the
limb spectra Si(ν) and the dark calibration SDARK(ν). This problem is largest below 1,000 cm−1. In FTIR spectrometers detection nonlinearity can lead to a zero offset in the spectrum. This latter problem can be severe
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845

Earth and Space Science

10.1029/2018EA000469

Figure 8. Illustrating the detectivity for CH4 (a–d) and OCS (e–h) as a function of altitude for four different dust loadings: τ = 0.0, 0.1, 0.3, and 0.6. The contributions
of the various noise terms are included, including the total. In the case of CH4, random noise dominates at all altitudes and dust loadings. For OCS the effects of
atmospheric temperature errors dominate.

for solar occultation spectrometers because of the high photon ﬂuxes. Unfortunately, this offset is signal
dependent and so will not be canceled by subtraction of the SDARK spectrum. This effect is represented by
a 0.5% zero level offset in the spectra.
Atmospheric temperature error. Although MATMOS will retrieve temperature from its own spectra, these
retrievals will not be perfect and the temperature errors will cause spectral ﬁtting residuals for
temperature‐sensitive, high ground‐state energy (E″) lines of the strongly absorbing gases (e.g., CO2, CO,
and H2O). Any weak trace gas absorption feature in the vicinity of one of these temperature error‐induced
residuals will be strongly perturbed. To represent this effect, the temperature was biased by 4 K at all altitudes. The effect of T errors will decrease with increasing altitude as the absorption lines weaken. Since
the trace gas absorptions also weaken, the net effect of T errors is roughly constant with altitude.
Residual solar absorption. The solar disk is nonuniform (e.g., limb darkening and sunspots). To obtain good
vertical resolution, the MATMOS external FOV is only one third of the solar diameter. This means that any
drift of the location of the FOV on the solar disk between acquisition of limb spectra and SBRIGHT can lead to
imperfect cancellation of the solar features when performing the calibration. For this analysis, we assumed
that only 98% of each solar absorption feature was removed by ratioing, such that residual solar features
remained in the limb transmittance spectrum at 2% of their original depth. Since solar features can reach
50% in depth in the Mid‐InfraRed, this can lead to a transmittance error of up to 1%. In the spectral window
shown in Figure 7f, this error reaches 0.3% at 3,084 cm−1.
ILS errors. ILS errors cause distortion of the line shapes from the theoretical expression. Although the ILS
can be parameterized in the laboratory (prelaunch) and/or from the high‐tangent‐altitude spectra, the
parameterization is never perfect at all wavenumbers. This results in spectral ﬁtting residuals in the
vicinity of strong absorption lines (e.g., CO2, CO, and H2O), which can corrupt overlapped trace gas
absorptions in their vicinity. Figure 7g shows the effect of a 3% error in the assumed ILS width, resulting
from a 7% error in the assumed divergence of the radiation inside the interferometer. ILS errors decrease
with increasing altitude as the absorption lines weaken. Thus, the impact of ILS errors is constant
with altitude.
Dust has not been considered an explicit systematic error because its extinction signature is very smooth and
can therefore be clearly distinguished from the narrow, discrete gas absorption lines of interest by ﬁtting a
polynomial to the slowly varying (with wavenumber) continuum signal in each ﬁtted window. But dust
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reduces the signal and hence the SNR. Furthermore, layering of the dust
causes rapid variations of the incident solar ﬂux during the course of
acquiring a single interferogram, which distorts the ILS. So indirectly,
the effects of dust are partly considered via the ILS.
Figures 8a–8d show the retrieved CH4 uncertainty as a function of altitude
for dust loadings of τnadir = 0.0, 0.1, 0.3, and 0.6. The spectral windows
ﬁtted for CH4 cover the entire ν4 band centered at 1,305 cm−1 and the
entire ν3 band centered at 3,015 cm−1. These are the two strongest CH4
bands in the infrared. The assumed CH4 amount was only 14 ppt, so these
uncertainties represent single‐occultation single‐altitude detection limits
(detectivities). It can be seen that in the no‐dust case, the detectivity gets
larger with altitude. When dust is added, the detectivity near the surface
progressively degrades.
Figures 8e–8h show the detectivity of OCS as a function of altitude for dust
loadings of τ = 0.0, 0.1, 0.3, and 0.6. Due to the strong ν3 OCS absorption
bands occurring at 2,200 cm−1, a region of high dust extinction, the detectivity of OCS degrades rapidly with increasing dust loading. In the OCS
case, temperature uncertainties dominate for low dust loading below 35‐
km altitude. At high dust loadings, random noise and residual solar CO
absorptions dominate below 20 km. The latter is due to the proximity of the ν3 OCS absorption band (by
far the strongest) centered at 2,062 cm−1 to the CO fundamental. Over the 1,800‐ to 2,300‐cm−1 region there
are solar CO absorptions exceeding 40% in depth, giving rise to residuals exceeding 0.8% in our spectral ﬁts.

Figure 9. Mars Atmosphere Trace Molecule Occultation Spectrometer
single‐occultation detectivity proﬁles for seven gases plotted as a function of
altitude. Solid symbols and connecting lines denote low‐dust conditions
(τnadir = 0.1). Empty symbols with dashed connecting lines denote
high‐dust conditions (τnadir = 0.6).

The more dust the worse the sensitivity to trace gases, and the altitude of best sensitivity moves upward.
For a uniformly mixed gas and dust, this best altitude occurs where the absolute depths of the gas
absorption lines reach a maximum, which happens where the optical depth (OD; on Mars, primarily
due to dust) is unity (see Appendix A). At higher altitudes the gas density falls off exponentially. At lower
altitudes the dust extinction increases, reducing the source brightness exponentially and eventually
completely blacking out. The altitude of peak sensitivity will therefore vary with the dust loading. For a
gas with its main absorption around 3,000 cm−1, the peak sensitivity will occur at ~15‐km altitude under
low‐dust conditions (τnadir = 0.1), and ~30 km under higher dust conditions (τnadir = 0.6). For a gas with
its strongest absorption around 1,000 cm−1 (e.g., O3), where dust absorbs more weakly, these altitudes of
peak detectivity are lower.
For CH4, random noise is dominant, which is actually a good thing because when aggregating results over
multiple occultations, the random errors will decrease as 1/√N but the systematic errors (channel fringes,
spectroscopy, ILS, etc.) will decrease more slowly. So although random errors dominate in a single
occultation, systematic errors will limit the overall measurement performance over the entire mission.
There are other gases in different spectral regions where systematic errors are dominant even in a single
occultation. For example, the OCS detectivity is dominated by the effects of temperature errors below
50 km. This is because the main OCS absorption band is centered at 2,062 cm−1 where there are strong overlapping CO2 and CO lines, some with high E″ and hence temperature sensitivity.
Figure 9 shows six examples of single‐occultation detectivity proﬁles for CH4, OCS, NO2, HCN, HO2, and
N2O under low‐ and high‐dust conditions. In every case, at every altitude, the detectivity is larger (poorer)
under high‐dust conditions. Gases with strong absorption bands near the dust window at ~1,300 cm−1, for
example, N2O, CH4, and HO2, show less than a factor of 2 deterioration/increase in detectivity above
10 km with increasing dust opacity from 0.1 to 0.6. On the other hand, gases whose only strong absorption
band is at high wavenumber, for example, HF, show more than a factor 10 deterioration/increase in
detectivity with increasing dust opacity.
Table 1 shows the spectral windows that were ﬁtted for the weakly absorbing gases shown in Figure 9 and in
Table 2. In cases such as CH4 where multiple windows were ﬁtted, the results were combined before the
vertical inversion was performed.
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Table 1
Windows Fitted for the Weakly Absorbing Gases in the Mars Atmosphere as
Deﬁned by the Window Center Wavenumber and the Full Width
Gas
N2O
CH4
NO
SO2
NH3
NO2
OH
OCS

H2S

HCl
HF
HCN
H2O2
HCOOH
H2CO
HO2
CH3Cl
C2H2
C2H4
C2H6

PH3
CH3OH

−1

−1

Center
−1
(cm )

Width
−1
(cm )

Smax (cm /
−2
molecules cm )

Stot (cm /
−2
molecules cm )

1,285.0
2,220.0
1,305.0
3,015.0
1,813.0
1,895.0
1,360.0
2,500.0
975.0
1,650.0
1,615.0
2,900.0
3,555.0
860.0
1,050.0
2,055.0
1,280.0
2,685.0
3,805.0
2,890.0
3,970.7
1,410.0
3,310.0
1,270.0
1,106.0
2,840.0
1,096.0
1,395.0
1,420.0
2,965.0
1,320.0
3,280.0
950.0
3,000.0
835.0
1,475.0
2,980.0
1,100.0
2,335.0
1,030.0
2,925.0

105.0
125.0
105.0
180.0
80.0
80.0
80.0
90.0
248.0
295.0
75.0
75.0
400.0
42.0
60.0
55.0
200.0
90.0
250.0
205.0
300.0
175.0
85.0
125.0
8.0
221.0
120.0
120.0
200.0
51.0
105.0
125.0
125.0
125.0
50.0
100.0
22.0
250.0
188.0
100.2
250.0

1.69E−19
1.00E−18
9.62E−20
2.09E−19
1.99E−20
2.32E−20
4.85E−20
1.02E−21
5.49E−19
6.94E−20
1.30E−19
6.64E−21
6.13E−20
1.54E−20
5.20E−21
1.25E−18
1.81E−21
3.61E−22
1.83E−21
5.03E−19
2.37E−18
5.06E−20
3.48E−19
3.89E−20
2.35E−20
6.13E−20
4.05E−21
6.69E−21
3.36E−21
6.70E−21
1.38E−19
2.46E−19
8.41E−20
8.96E−21
1.11E−21
3.55E−21
1.03E−19
3.68E−20
2.52E−19
4.58E−20
7.50E−21

9.59E−18
5.66E−17
4.50E−18
9.46E−18
1.41E−18
2.98E−18
2.88E−17
5.97E−19
1.84E−17
4.30E−18
5.66E−17
2.88E−18
9.10E−19
1.40E−18
5.45E−19
1.12E−16
6.44E−20
1.46E−20
1.83E−19
4.52E−18
1.26E−17
1.49E−18
7.60E−18
1.83E−17
4.34E−18
2.29E−17
1.24E−18
2.07E−18
2.60E−18
2.80E−18
2.43E−18
9.45E−18
9.79E−18
2.41E−18
5.80E−19
3.05E−18
5.51E−18
5.52E−18
1.86E−17
1.74E−17
1.97E−17
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The MATMOS instrument would have obtained a spectrum every 2–3 km
in the vertical. Its overall ability to detect a gas is therefore better than the
sensitivity at any particular altitude. We have therefore deﬁned a single‐
occultation‐aggregated detection limit (SOADL) as

SOADLGAS ¼ Σi DGAS ðzi Þ−2

−0:5

(4)

where DGAS (zi) is the detectivity (uncertainty in the retrieved VMR) of
GAS at the altitude zi. This equation assumes that the detectivities, DGAS
(zi), at the different tangent altitudes have a Gaussian distribution with
no correlation between adjacent levels. SOADL is smaller/better than
any of the best single‐altitude detectivities, typically by a factor of 3–4.
The SOADL provides a single number that conveniently summarizes the
overall, vertically integrated sensitivity to a particular gas. Table 2 shows
values of SOADLGAS computed for 21 different gases under four different
dust loadings. In all cases SOADL worsens (becomes larger) the higher the
dust loading. But for gases whose main absorption is at larger wavenumbers (e.g., HCl: 2,900 cm−1; C2H6: 3,000 cm−1; and HF: 4,000 cm−1) this
degradation happens faster than for gases whose main absorption is at
lower wavenumbers (e.g., SO2, 1,350 cm−1).
Despite the solar occultation geometry being highly sensitive to dust, the
single‐occultation SOADL values shown in Table 2 are typically 2 orders
of magnitude better than current upper limits (CUL). For N2O the
MATMOS is 3 =2 orders of magnitude better than the CUL value. To make
the CUL values directly comparable with the 1 sigma MATMOS values
and with each other, we have divided them by the number of sigma that
they represented. For example, Villanueva et al. (2013) reported 3 sigma
values. Maguire (1977) reported 2 sigma uncertainties. And
Krasnopolsky (2012) appears to have quoted a 2.5 sigma upper limit of
0.2 ppb for C2H6. In cases where the original reported upper limit was
not 1 sigma, the VMRs in Table 2 will not reﬂect the reported value.
1

Appendix B provides a “back‐of‐the‐envelope” calculation of the detectivity of CH4 and NO2, in the absence of dust and systematic errors, based on
the spectral line intensities, the spectral resolution and SNR, and the total
atmospheric slant column.

8. Isotopologue Ratios

Note. The maximum line intensity (Smax) for each gas in each window is
included, as is the sum of all the 296‐K target line intensities (Stot).

Isotopic abundances provide important constraints on the evolution of
planetary atmospheres. The high spectral resolution of MATMOS allows
separation of weak isotopic lines from nearby much stronger lines of the
parent isotopologue. Figure 9 shows the expected single‐occultation
precisions of the isotopic ratios of the named isotopologues and their parents. For abundant gases (CO2
and CO) and abundant isotopologues, the precision is generally about 1% and independent of altitude since
the isotopologue spectral signatures remain strong even at 100‐km altitude. For the less abundant gases, the
fractionation precision degrades rapidly once the isotopologue spectral absorption depths fall below the
noise level. At lower altitudes the precision of the isotopic fractionation degrades toward the surface as
spectral bands with the strongest isotopologue lines become blacked out by the parent band. And of course,
under high‐dust conditions (τnadir = 0.6) the precision is far worse/larger at low altitudes than under low‐
dust conditions (τnadir = 0.1). The HDO/H2O ratio can be determined to 1% over the 20‐ to 35‐km altitude
range. The H218O/H2O ratio has a similar shape but with a slightly superior precision. Under high‐dust
conditions, the H2O fractionation sensitivity is completely lost below 15‐km altitude.
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Table 2
Single‐Occultation‐Aggregated Detection Limits (ppt) for 19 Trace Gases for
Four Different Dust Loadings
Gas
CH4
C2H2
C2H4
C2H6
OCS
SO2
N2O
NH3
HF
HCl
H2CO
HCOOH
HCN
NO
NO2
HO2
CH3Cl
CH3OH
PH3

τ = 0.0

τ = 0.1

τ = 0.3

τ = 0.6

CUL

7
9
27
11
6
16
8
7
4
6
12
7
13
77
4
101
53
26
35

17
17
47
32
9
18
9
11
19
22
37
38
34
113
6
128
118
54
66

24
22
87
67
12
21
11
20
40
47
76
85
58
184
8
167
179
98
127

33
30
138
109
17
26
16
31
65
80
122
133
84
274
11
214
243
151
202

2,200 , 600
a
1,400
a
1,370
a
c
66 , 80
d
5,000
e
c
f
550 , 500 , 150
a
22,000
d
2,700
N/A
100
a
1,300
N/A
a
700
c
850
d
5,000
a
66,000
a
4,800
a
2,300
d
50,000

a

b

Note. The sixth column shows 1 sigma current upper limits (CUL) from
remote sensing measurements. Bold values in the CUL column represent
detections.
a
b
Based on the work of Villanueva et al. (2013). Based on the work of
c
Webster et al. (2018). Based on the work of Krasnopolsky (2005,
d
e
2006). Based on the work of Maguire (1977). Based on the work of
f
Khayat et al. (2015). Based on the work of Encrenaz et al. (2011).
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It is perhaps surprising that 17OCO and 18OCO can be determined more
precisely than the 13CO2 given that they are less abundant by factors of
15.1 and 2.8, respectively. This is because the ν1 band (symmetric stretch),
centered at 1,376 and 1,366 cm−1 for 17OCO and 18OCO respectively, is
infra‐red inactive for symmetrical isotopologues, so 17OCO and 18OCO
can be measured without interference from much more abundant but
symmetrical 12CO2 and 13CO2. So most of the low‐altitude information
on these asymmetric isotopologs comes from the ν1 band, the stronger
ν3 region (asymmetric stretch centered at 2,350 cm−1) being completely
blacked out by 12CO2 and 13CO2. Also, in terms of dust absorption, the
CO2 ν1 band is near the minimum.
The precision of the 13CH4/12CH4 ratio varies inversely with the
assumed CH4 amount—the more CH4 the smaller/better the precision.
For a 14‐ppt CH4 amount, the precision was found to be best at around
15 km with a value of 320 (32,000%) and 600 for dust opacities of 0.1
and 0.6, respectively. For a CH4 amount of 45 ppb (assumed in
Korablev et al., 2018), the MATMOS precision of the 13CH4/12CH4 ratio
was 10% and 19% for nadir dust extinctions of 0.1 and 0.6, respectively.
Using only the ν3 band degraded these precisions to 15% and 45%. Since
the atmosphere will be opaque below 10 km in the 3,000‐cm−1 region,
we conclude that MATMOS would be unable to make a scientiﬁcally
useful (10%) measurement of the CH4 fractionation in a single occultation, unless more than 45 ppb of CH4 were to be present above 10‐km
altitude. In contrast, Korablev et al. (2018) claimed that ACS would
achieve a 2% precision for the 12CH4/13CH4 ratio from a 1‐s integration,
using just the ν3 band.

Table 3 shows the occultation aggregated isotopic ratio precisions, deﬁned
as in by equation (1) but with the precisions of the isotopic ratios replacing the detectivities. For the abundant isotopologues, where a high level of measurement precision is maintained to high altitudes, the reduction in the occultation aggregated precision is about a factor 6 smaller than the best point on the proﬁle
(Figure 10). And the variation with dust amount is small because the bulk of the information is coming from
above the dust. For less abundant gases like H2O whose isotopologues are difﬁcult to measure above 40 km,
the occultation aggregated precision is only a factor 2–3 times better than the best point on the proﬁle. It is
interesting that increasing the CH4 abundance by a factor 3,200 (from 14 ppt to 45 ppb) improves the
precision by only a factor ~1,000. This is because as the 12CH4 lines grow in depth, they cause extra ﬁtting
residuals (via the ILS, zero level offset, temperature errors, or CH4 spectroscopic errors) that affect the much
weaker 13CH4 lines nearby.

Table 3
Occultation Aggregated Precisions (%) of Various Isotopic Ratios
Isotopic ratio
13

12

CH4/ CH4
12
CH4/ CH4
13
12
CO2/ CO2
18
12
OCO/ CO2
17
12
OCO/ CO2
17
18
OCO/ OCO
13
12
CO/ CO
12 18 12
C O/ CO
18
H2 O/H2O
HDO/H2O
13

TOON ET AL.

Assumed total VMR

τ = 0.0

τ = 0.1

τ = 0.3

τ = 0.6

14 ppt
45 ppb
0.95
0.95
0.95
0.95
800 ppm
800 ppm
< 200 ppm
< 200 ppm

3,600
5
0.17
0.13
0.16
0.19
0.38
0.47
0.6
0.7

10,700
10
0.18
0.13
0.16
0.19
0.39
0.49
0.6
0.7

15,300
15
0.19
0.13
0.17
0.19
0.40
0.52
0.6
0.8

21,000
19
0.20
0.14
0.19
0.20
0.41
0.54
0.8
0.9
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9. Methane Discussion

Figure 10. Expected single‐occultation precisions of the isotopic ratios of
the named isotopologues, plotted versus tangent altitude. Solid lines
show results for low‐dust conditions (τ = 0.1), whereas dashed lines show
13
12
results for high‐dust conditions (τ = 0.6). The CH4/ CH4 ratio was also
computed but does not ﬁt on this plot.

CH4 is an interesting case, having strong bands at lower (1,305 cm−1) and
higher (3,015 cm−1) wavenumbers, conferring an intermediate dust
dependence to its detectivity. The 3,015‐cm−1 band is more than double
the strength of the 1,305‐cm−1 band, and the solar Planck function
(ph/s/m2/sr/cm−1) is nearly double (see Appendix C). So at altitudes
above the dust, the combined CH4 sensitivity is dominated by the
3,015‐cm−1 band. But most of the CH4 resides close to the surface, where
the signal loss due to dust extinction is many times larger at 3,015 than at
1,305 cm−1. So our ability to detect low‐altitude CH4 is much better at
1,305 than at 3,015 cm−1. Figure 11 illustrates the location of these two
CH4 bands superimposed onto simulated Mars limb transmittance spectra
at various tangent altitudes. The dip around 1,000–1,100 cm−1 is due to
the silicate absorption band of the dust. The gradual decrease in transmittance with increasing wavenumber is due to extinction by dust particles.
Since these dust particles have to be very small to stay aloft in the thin
Mars atmosphere, they scatter high wavenumbers much more. The sharp
absorptions are due to gases, especially CO2.

Figure 12 shows the altitude dependence of the CH4 detectivity broken
down by band and by dust extinction. It is clear from Figures 12a and 12b that the 1,305‐cm−1 window is
much less sensitive to dust than the 3,015‐cm−1 window. Above 40 km the 3,015‐cm−1 window provides
more sensitivity to CH4 than the 1,305‐cm−1 window due to its lines being more than 2 times stronger
and the Sun brighter. Under high‐dust conditions (red) and at low altitudes, the 1,305‐cm−1 band provides
far more information and hence sensitivity. By measuring both bands simultaneously (Figure 12c),
MATMOS achieves good sensitivity at all altitudes, even under high‐dust conditions. Under low‐dust conditions (τ = 0.1; blue curves), the MATMOS CH4 detectivites are never better than 80 ppt (Figure 12c) and that
without access to the 1,305‐cm−1 band the detectivity would worsen to 160 ppt. Under high‐dust conditions
(τ = 0.6; red) the corresponding detectivities are double.
Our simulations, indicating that MATMOS would have had a best CH4 proﬁle sensitivity of 160 to 360 ppt
using just the ν3 band, depending on the amount of dust, are in contrast to claims of much better CH4 sensitivities for the NOMAD‐SO (Nadir and Occultation for MArs Discovery Solar Occultation) grating spectrometer, recently inserted into Mars orbit, covering the same spectral region. For example, Drummond et al.

−1

Figure 11. Simulated limb transmittance spectra for high‐dust conditions (τ = 0.6 at 1,075 cm ). The locations of the
main absorption bands of CO2, H2O, CO, and CH4 are indicated at the top of the panel. Limb transmittance at 28 km
−1
−1
−1
(lime green) is 90% at 1,300 cm and 25% at 3,000 cm . Limb transmittance at 16.5 km (light blue) is 80% at 1,300 cm
−1
and <1% above 2,600 cm .
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Figure 12. Single‐occultation CH4 detectivities, broken down by band and dust loading, plotted versus altitude. Colors
represent dust loading. (a) The detectivity obtained from Mars Atmosphere Trace Molecule Occultation Spectrometer
−1
−1
using the 1,305‐cm window alone. (b) The detectivity obtained from the 3,015‐cm window alone. (c) The detectivity
obtained by combining these two windows.

(2011) claimed a 10‐ppt detectivity for CH4, Vandaele et al. (2015) claimed 20–25 ppt, and Robert et al. (2016)
claimed detectivities as low as 18 ppt for 20‐km altitude with a possible factor √6 further improvement by
dedicating all six multiplexed channels to CH4. See Appendix C for a more detailed discussion of published
NOMAD performance and CH4 detection limits.
We decided to investigate whether the seemingly superior NOMAD CH4 sensitivity was an inherent advantage of its much higher SNR, or simply due to different assumptions in the performance modeling. So we
applied our MATMOS performance modeling methodology to a hypothetical 0.15‐cm−1 resolution spectrometer covering most of the CH4 ν3 band with a SNR of 3,000 and with no coverage of the ν4 band. We call this
instrument the Moderate Resolution Fourier Transform Spectrometer (MRFTS).
We do not directly equate the MRFTS with NOMAD‐SO spectrometer. The former is a Fourier transform
spectrometer whereas the latter is a grating spectrometer and therefore has different noise characteristics.
Moreover, we have no information on the magnitude of potential systematic errors in NOMAD spectra.
We nevertheless ascribe to the MRFTS the same spectral coverage, resolution and SNR as NOMAD from
Neefs et al. (2015). In terms of systematic errors, we use the same terms and magnitudes as used in our
MATMOS analysis. This seems reasonable because there is no reason why the systematics (e.g., spectroscopic inadequacies) would be any less important in MRFTS than in MATMOS. In fact, one could argue
that due to MATMOS's broader free spectral range, it will do a better job at retrieving atmospheric temperature and pressure than MRFTS because the T‐sensitive CO2 lines (at 950 and 2,400 cm−1) and T‐
insensitive CO2 lines (at 3,300 cm−1) are available in every spectrum.
Because the SNR of MRFTS is so high, systematic errors are much larger relative to the random noise and
therefore more important in limiting the retrieval detectivity. So whereas in a high‐resolution instrument,
random noise is the most important error term at most altitudes, this is less true for the MRFTS. Even if
we were to assign an inﬁnite SNR to the MRFTS, the detectivities would improve by less than a factor 2
because the systematic errors would quickly become dominant.
A fundamental difference between a grating spectrometer (e.g., NOMAD) and an FTS (MATMOS) is that in
the latter the detector sees all wavelengths simultaneously and so the noise is spectrally white; having the
same value at all wavenumbers. In a multidetector grating spectrometer, on the other hand, each detector
pixel sees only a narrow spectral bandpass. So when the signal is small at a particular wavenumber/pixel,
the source photon noise will be reduced, conferring a potentially large advantage to the grating spectrometer
at strongly absorbed wavenumbers. But in solar occultation spectrometry the best opportunities for trace gas
detections occur in spectral regions where the solar ﬂux is large. In this situation there is no noise advantage
to the grating spectrometer, relative to an FTS, so we believe that our MRFTS analysis is not inapplicable to a
grating spectrometer in solar occultation mode.
Figure 13 shows CH4 detectivity proﬁles for the MATMOS and MRFTS instruments. The former uses both
the ν4 and ν3 bands in their entirety, the latter uses just the Q and R branches of the ν3 band. In the
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Figure 13. CH4 detectivity proﬁles calculated for MATMOS (a) and MRFTS (b) under different dust conditions. Note the
factor 5 x‐scale change between the two panels. The dark blue curves represent no dust, the red curves represent a nadir
−1
dust optical depth at 1,075 cm of 0.6. The inﬂections in the curves, particularly noticeable in (a) below 15 km for
Tdust = 0.1, are due to the ν3 and ν4 contributions peaking at different altitudes under nonzero dust conditions.
MATMOS = Mars Atmosphere Trace Molecule Occultation Spectrometer; MRFTS = Moderate Resolution Fourier
Transform Spectrometer.

presence of dust the MATMOS detectivities are orders of magnitude superior at lower altitudes due to the
high transparency of the atmosphere in the region occupied by the ν4 CH4 band, not used by MRFTS. For
example, at 10‐km altitude and with τ = 0.1, the MATMOS detectivity is 72 ppt as compared with 915 ppt
for MRFTS. At higher altitude where the ν3 band dominates, the MATMOS advantage is only a factor ~4.
Below 10 km, even a small amount of dust (τ = 0.1) degrades the MRFTS CH4 sensitivity by more than an
order or magnitude, as compared with no dust. For MATMOS the degradation is less than a factor 3 due
to the availability of the ν4 band.
The ﬁrst two data rows of Table 4 reveal that, even conﬁning the MATMOS coverage to the 3,016‐ to 3,088‐
cm−1 region to match MRFTS, it still outperforms MRFTS by a factor 4 to 6 in terms of CH4 SOADL.
Considering that the MATMOS SNR is only 560 at 3,050 cm−1 as compared with 3,000 for MRFTS, this result
seems surprising at ﬁrst. The superior MATMOS sensitivity arises because the MATMOS spectral resolution
is 6 times better than MRFTS and so isolated CH4 features appear 6 times deeper in MATMOS spectra. And
there are more of them since many CH4 lines that are blended at the MRFTS spectral resolution are well
separated in the MATMOS spectra. The high spectral resolution of MATMOS also means that many more
of the CH4 lines are away from large residuals associated with the inability to correctly ﬁt much stronger
interfering H2O and CO2 lines (due to spectroscopic errors, ILS uncertainties, atmospheric T/P errors,
Table 4
CH4 Single‐Occultation‐Aggregated Detection Limits (SOADLs) in ppt for MRFTS and MATMOS, the Latter With Various
Window Combinations
−1

Nadir optical depth at 1,075 cm
Instrument
MRFTS
MATMOS
MATMOS
MATMOS
MATMOS

Spectral window ﬁtted
−1

ν3 band Q & R (3,016–3,088 cm )
−1
ν3 band Q & R (3,016–3,088 cm )
−1
entire ν3 band (2,925–3,105 cm )
−1
entire ν4 band (1,252–1,357 cm )
both ν3 and ν4 bands

τ = 0.0

τ = 0.1

τ = 0.3

τ = 0.6

53
8
8
20
7

134
31
28
22
17

268
70
63
26
24

442
119
103
35
33

−1

Note. The MRFTS covering the Q and R branches of the ν3 band simultaneously (3,016–3,088 cm ) achieves a single‐
occultation SOADL of 134 and 442 ppt for the low and high‐dust cases, τ = 0.1 and τ = 0.6, respectively. Covering the
exact same spectral window, the MATMOS instrument provides a factor 4–6 improvement in detectivity, depending on
the dust amount. Adding the rest of the ν3 band (P branch and high‐J, R branch manifolds) and the entire ν4 band
−1
(centered at 1,305 cm ) to the MATMOS measurements provides improvements of factors of 8 to 13, depending on
the dust conditions. MATMOS = Mars Atmosphere Trace Molecule Occultation Spectrometer; MRFTS = Moderate
Resolution Fourier Transform Spectrometer.
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etc.). So fundamentally, the higher spectral resolution of MATMOS provides many more opportunities to
measure the depths of the CH4 lines.
When MATMOS uses the entire ν3 band, rather than just the Q and R branches, its CH4 SOADL further
improves due to the lines in the P branch. The improvement is only modest because the P branch CH4 lines
are weaker than those in the Q and R branches.
Using the ν4 band alone, centered at 1,305 cm−1, the MATMOS SOADLs are nearly 3 times worse in the
no‐dust case (τ = 0.0), due to the ν4 band being more than 2 times weaker than the ν3
band and the solar Planck function being only half as strong. But the ν4 SOADLs grow/worsen much more
slowly with increasing dust than the ν3 values, due to the much greater transparency of the atmosphere at
around 1,305 cm−1 as compared with 3,015 cm−1. So, for the low‐dust case (τ = 0.1) the ν4 band is already
better than the ν3 band in terms of CH4 SOADL and this advantage grows even larger with increasing dust.
For the high‐dust case (τ = 0.6) the ν4 band is 3 times better than the ν3 band, as compared with nearly 3
times worse in the no‐dust case.
In our simulations, the MRFTS CH4 detectivities did not reach the values claimed for NOMAD‐SO:
(10–25 ppt) by Drummond et al. (2011), Robert et al. (2016), and Vandaele et al. (2018). Even by setting
all systematic errors to 0 and assuming no dust whatsoever in the Martian atmosphere, the best (lowest)
MRFTS CH4 detectivity was 40 ppt at 4‐km altitude for a single occultation. More realistically, with dust
ODoptical depths of 0.1/0.3/0.6 and with the systematic error terms reintroduced, the best MRFTS single‐
occultation detectivities were 310/540/800 ppt occurring at altitudes of 23/30/35 km, respectively. The
MRFTS results were, however, in reasonable agreement with the very recent NOMAD‐SO calculations of
Liuzzi et al. (2018).
In terms of SOADL the MRFTS values were 134/268/442 ppt for the dust optical depths of τ = 0.1/0.3/0.6,
which is 2–3 times better than the single‐altitude detectivities quoted in the previous paragraph.
So according to our simulated retrievals, MATMOS outperforms the MRFTS for two main reasons: (1)
MATMOS has access to the ν4 CH4 band centered at 1,305 cm−1, where dust extinction is much weaker than
in the ν3 band at 3,015 cm−1. (2) MATMOS's 6 times higher spectral resolving power provides many more
useful CH4 lines; useful in the sense that you can ascertain their depths accurately. Even if we were to conﬁne the MATMOS retrievals to the Q and R branches of the ν3 band, exactly matching the MRFTS coverage,
MATMOS would still outperform MRFTS by a factor 4–6, despite having a nearly 6 times worse SNR.
In fact, we have been generous to MRFTS in ascribing similar systematic errors to MATMOS. In reality, the
high‐resolution instrument will have so much redundant information in each spectrum that systematic
errors can often be identiﬁed and (partly) remedied. A MATMOS spectrum will contain (4300 − 800)/
0.025 = 140,000 independent pieces of spectral information. Although there is much redundancy among
these, they nevertheless can help identify systematic errors in the spectra and facilitate their correction or
remediation. For example, spectroscopic errors are easily identiﬁed in a high‐resolution spectrum, as are
channel fringes. And as mentioned earlier, you could argue that due to MATMOS's broader free spectral
range, it will do a better job at retrieving atmospheric temperature and pressure than MRFTS because the
T‐sensitive CO2 lines (at 950 and 2,400 cm−1) and T‐insensitive CO2 lines (at 3,300 cm−1) are available in
every spectrum. Although some of the systematic errors considered here may not be applicable to a grating
spectrometer, there are likely other compensating systematic errors, for example, overlap of grating orders,
that were not considered here.

10. Low Resolution Versus High Resolution
There is a long‐standing debate in the remote sensing community on the comparative virtues of high‐ versus
low‐resolution spectrometers. Increasing the spectral resolving power (R) strongly reduces the SNR of a
spectrometer. Not only are there fewer photons per spectral element, but the instrument FOV and hence
etendue has to be limited, further reducing the photons. And the number of spectra acquired per unit time
decreases. So the net effect of these factors is that the SNR varies as R−β where the exponent β is −1.5 when
the dominant noise is source photons, and −2.0 otherwise. So in a source photon noise limited FTS, increasing the resolving power by a factor 6 (from 0.15 to 0.025 cm−1) may be expected to lower the SNR per unit
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Figure 14. Fit to an average of 189 spectra acquired by the Atmospheric Chemistry Experiment Fourier transform
infrared spectrometer at ~50‐km tangent altitude in the Earth's stratosphere by Atmospheric Chemistry Experiment‐
Fourier Transform Spectrometer. The black diamond‐shaped points are the data; the black line shows the ﬁtted calculation. The colored lines show the contributions of the various absorbing gases including CH3D (red), CH4 (purple), and O3
−1
−1
(green). The light blue line represents the spectrum degraded to 0.05‐cm resolution and the gray line to 0.12 cm .
The root‐mean‐square ﬁtting residual is ~10 times smaller than for a single spectrum, indicating that the dominant error
seems to vary as 1/√N, where N is the number of coadded occultations.

time by a factor 61.5 =15. Whether this improved R is beneﬁcial or not depends on the spectrum, in particular
the depths and locations of the spectral features of interest in relation to the systematic spectral errors. If the
systematic errors are small compared with the random spectral noise, then the low‐resolution approach
generally wins. And obviously, if the features of interest are fully resolved in the low‐resolution spectrum,
there is no growth in absorption depth by increasing R and the SNR worsens. But if the features of
interest are narrow, and the systematic errors large, then the high‐resolution approach offers the best
chance to avoid them, or to identify and correct them.
It should also be pointed out that the high R approach has much lower photon ﬂuxes and is therefore less
prone to detection nonlinearity, which can cause zero‐level offsets in FTIR spectra. This is particularly true
when using the Sun as a source. So we cannot keep reducing R to increase the photon ﬂux, and hence SNR,
without limit.
The high‐resolution approach is also more deﬁnitive, in the sense that more spectral features of the trace gas
of interest will be clearly observable in the spectrum and so their consistency can be checked. In a low‐
resolution spectrum, where fewer features may be clearly observable, it may be difﬁcult to assess whether
the errors bars assigned to the detection is realistic. Finally, the broad‐band, high‐resolution approach is able
to measure all gases simultaneously in every spectrum and therefore provide a much more thorough characterization of any nonequilibrium processes such as life.

11. Co‐Addition of Occultations
All discussion up to this point has concerned single occultations. From 350‐km altitude Mars‐orbit there will
be two occultations every 117 min, the orbital period. Over a 2‐year mission there will be ~15,000 occultations, after accounting for the high beta angle periods when the spacecraft never enters the shadow of
Mars. Aggregating the detectivities over the entire mission (e.g., by averaging spectra or retrieved VMR
proﬁles) has the potential to reduce/improve the detectivity values quoted earlier by more than a factor
100, provided the dominant errors are random on an occultation‐to‐occultation basis. Our error analysis is
not sufﬁciently sophisticated to determine how quickly the total error will reduce as a function of the number of occultations.
Fortunately, we have solar occultation spectra of the Earth's atmosphere measured by the ACE instrument
(Bernath et al., 2005), a precursor of MATMOS. We coadded 189 high altitude ACE spectra and then tested
whether we could detect CH3D in the Earth's atmosphere at 50‐km altitude, where the pressure (0.5 mbar) is
similar to that on Mars at 15 km. The CH3D absorptions are less than 0.1% deep and so cannot be seen in a
single ACE spectrum (SNR = 250:1) in this spectral region. In the average spectrum, however, the CH3D
absorptions could be seen clearly, as illustrated in Figure 14. The ﬁtting residuals were a factor ~12 smaller
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than for a single spectrum, implying that this type of FTIR instrument has the potential to substantially
reduce/improve the detection limits cited earlier by aggregating occultations.
We do not know how much further this averaging of spectra will continue improving spectral ﬁts and hence
the gas detectivities. At some point systematic errors will become dominant, preventing further improvements in detectivity. But if the MATMOS spectra were to behave similar to those of ACE, at least one order
of magnitude improvement would be achieved, and quite possibly more.

12. Summary and Conclusions
We have computed the sensitivity of a solar occultation spectrometer to trace gases and to isotopologues
of major gases in the Martian atmosphere. This involved simulating Mars limb transmittance spectra for
various tangent altitudes under four different dust conditions. Appropriate amounts of random noise and
systematic errors were added, and then spectral ﬁtting retrievals were performed using an algorithm
(GGG) with established credentials for Earth remote sensing. Detectivities were inferred from the retrieval
uncertainties. We have validated this approach by application to trace gases in the Earth's atmosphere
(Figure 14) to show that detectivities obtained from a weakly absorbing band are consistent with the
actual gas amounts, retrieved from an average spectrum. This method has been applied to the
MATMOS instrument to compute detectivities for various gases under various dust loadings. Results
imply that for several gases MATMOS would have had the potential to reduce trace gas detectivities by
2–3 orders of magnitude with respect to pre‐TGO ExoMars values. In doing so, it would likely detect
several gases for the ﬁrst time. Moreover, these new detections would utilize of several lines from multiple
absorption bands (for CH4), making the detections highly deﬁnitive in the sense that the probability of a
false positive would be small.
The same methodology was also applied to a moderate resolution spectrometer (MRFTS) based on our limited knowledge of the NOMAD‐SO spectrometer. Our analysis reveals that despite its much higher SNR, the
MRFTS would produce CH4 detectivities of 300/800 ppt, for low/high‐dust conditions, respectively. This is
nearly an order of magnitude worse than those of MATMOS (55/90 ppt), due to the poorer resolving power
of the MRFTS and its lack of access to the ν4 CH4 band centered at 1,305 cm−1, located in a dust extinction
window (see Figure 11). Consistency with pre‐2018 published NOMAD detectivities could not be reached in
the best case scenario: dedicating all MRFTS observations to the CH4 ν3 region, assuming zero dust, and no
systematic errors.
Access to the 850‐ to 2,300‐cm−1 region gives MATMOS a big advantage, not just because of the lower
dust extinction there, but also because there are several gases whose strongest absorption bands lie below
2,300 cm−1. For example, the NO2 band centered at 1,600 cm−1 is 15 times stronger than the one at
2,900 cm−1. The OCS band at 2,260 cm−1 is 80 times stronger than any of its higher wavenumber
bands. The O3 ν3 band centered at 1,042 cm−1 is nearly 100 times stronger than its second overtone at
3,050 cm−1. The N2O ν1 band centered at 2,224 cm−1 is 25 times stronger than any of its higher
wavenumber bands.
MATMOS can also gather information on isotopic ratios. In CO2 the 13C/12C ratio can be determined to 1.5%
in a single occultation over 20‐ to 100‐km altitude, the 18O/16O ratio to <1% over 10‐ to 80‐km altitude, and
the HDO/H2O ratio to 1.5% between 20 and 32 km. This latter ﬁgure is more than 15 times poorer than that
claimed for the ACS instrument (Table 1, Korablev et al., 2018), a medium‐resolution grating spectrometer.
Since the 2‐year MATMOS mission would have gathered ~15,000 occultations, and since ﬁts to averaged
ACE spectra of the Earth's atmosphere seem to improve as √N, there is a good likelihood that the
mission‐aggregated detection limits will be 1–2 orders of magnitude better than the single‐occultation detectivities presented earlier.
Finally, we hope that this paper dispels the notion that a high‐SNR, medium‐resolution spectrometer, operating in the Short‐Wave‐InfraRed region only, could achieve a superior CH4 detection limits to a high‐
resolution, broad‐band instrument such as MATMOS, a conclusion that might well be reached by surveying
currently available literature.
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Appendix A: Altitude of Best Sensitivity
The fractional depth of a narrow, unresolved, absorption line of a gas of interest (e.g., CH4) varies as
1−expð−SX=ΔvÞ

(A1)

where S is the line strength in cm−1/(molecules cm−2), Δv is the spectral resolution (cm−1), and X is the
absorber slant column (molecules cm−2), which varies with altitude as
X ¼ X o exp½−z=H 

(A2)

where H is the scale height and Xo is the slant column at the surface.
The transmission of the continuum is reduced by dust by the factor exp[−D], where D is the dust optical depth, which varies with altitude as D = Doexp(−z/H) (assuming the same H as the gas). The absolute
depth of the absorption line of interest is the product of these two terms
ð1−expð−SX o exp½−z=H =ΔvÞ expð−Do expð−z=H ÞÞ

(A3)

As we get lower into the atmosphere, the ﬁrst term gets larger but the second term gets smaller. There is a
maximum of the absolute absorption depth at some altitude, before the dust blacks everything out.
Differentiating with respect to z and setting to zero yields
loge ð− loge ð1 þ SX o =ðΔv:Do ÞÞΔv=SX o Þ ¼ −z′ =H

(A4)

where z′ is the altitude at which the absolute line absorption is a maximum.
Assume that the trace gas absorption line is much weaker than the dust absorption
SX o =Δv << Do
in which case loge(1 + SXo/(Δv.Do)) ≈ SXo/(Δv.Do)
1=Do ¼ exp −z′ =H




D ¼ Do exp −z′ =H ¼ 1

(A5)

So the (dust) slant column optical depth is 1 at the altitude (z′) where the gas absorption line has its largest
absolute depth.

Appendix B: Approximate Lower‐Limit Detectivities
A back‐of‐the‐envelope estimate of gas detection limits can be performed for the simple case of no systematic
errors, no atmospheric dust, and no interfering absorption. Random noise is the only error term.
The Mars atmospheric pressure is Ps = 5 mbar, or 500 N/m2, or 0.05 N/cm2 at the minimum usable tangent
altitude of 2 km. This pressure represents the weight of all molecules (mostly CO2). With a surface gravity of
g = 3.7 m/s2, and a mean molecular mass of 44 g/mole or m = 44 × 1.66 × 10−27 kg/molecule, a vertical column abundance of VC molecules m−2 would exert a pressure of
m:g:VC ¼ Ps

(B1)

VC is the vertical column of all molecules. For a gas with a mole fraction of VMR, the VC is
VC ¼ VMR:Ps =mg

(B2)

The limb column will exceed the vertical column by a factor √(2.Pi.R/H) = ~45 for Mars, where R is the distance of the tangent point to center of Mars and H is the scale height. So a limb path grazing the Mars surface
will contain a Slant column (SC) of 45.VC = 45.VMR. Ps/mg molecules cm−2.
The strongest CH4 absorption lines in the ν3 band have strengths of Smax = 1 × 10−19 cm−1/(molecules cm−2)
per resolution element. Multiplying this by the SC gives an equivalent width of Smax.45.VMR. Ps/mg. At a
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spectral resolution of Δν = 0.025 cm−1 the absorption depth of is Smax.45.VMR.Ps/mgΔν. In a spectrum with
a signal‐to‐noise ratio of SNR, a single CH4 feature is just detectable when its absorption depth matches the
noise level
VMR # ¼ mg Δ ν=ðSNR:Smax :45:Ps Þ
¼ 44×1:66×10−27 ×3:7×0:025=ð560×1×10−19 ×45×0:05Þ≈50 ppt

(B3)

Assuming no dust, the MATMOS SNR will be ~560 in the ν3 band of CH4. There are about 25 such CH4 features across the entire band, providing an extra factor √25 = 5 in sensitivity, which means that 10 ppt will be
at the detection limit from a single low‐altitude spectrum. This analysis ignores all systematic error terms,
dust attenuation, and the effect of interfering absorptions. It therefore represents a best case scenario. The
similarity of this best case 10 ppt value with the 20 ppt no‐dust MATMOS at 4‐km altitude in Figure 12a suggests that only a quarter of the 25 CH4 features are actually contributing to the sensitivity, the others being
wiped out by interference.
For NO2 the lines are stronger and there are more of them. Peak intensities are 2 × 10−19 per resolution element and there are probably 50 such features across the window. This should give NO2 a best case detectivity
of 3 ppt that is 3 times better/smaller than that of CH4. This is not inconsistent with the τ = 0 case in Table 2
(4 ppt) and suggests that most of the NO2 lines are contributing to the detectivity, at the MATMOS spectral
resolution, the others being blocked by H2O absorptions.
The strongest N2O lines of the ν3 band at 2,050 cm−1 has an intensity of 1 × 10−18. There are ~25 such lines.
So the N2O detection limit should be 1 ppt in the absence of dust, systematic error, and interfering absorption. The value of 6 ppt in Table 2 indicate that systematic error and interference from strong absorption
lines of other gases plays a major role in limiting the N2O detectivity. This shows that neglecting these factors
can lead to the sensitivity being exaggerated.
We stress that the no‐dust assumption in this appendix is totally implausible, so the sensitivities discussed
here are not at all realistic. They are calculated only to provide some validation of the full calculation of
the detectivity of section 6 for the no‐dust case.
It is noteworthy that the ratio Δν/SNR appears in equation (B3). This gives the impression that a factor 2
decrease in Δν (spectral resolution) is equivalent to a factor 2 improvement in SNR, which would be true
in the absence of systematic errors and interfering absorptions. But when looking for weak absorptions in
a cluttered spectrum, a small Δν is more valuable than a large SNR, as is clear from the MATMOS sensitivities being several times better than those of MRFTS.

Appendix C: Spectral Coverage

Nearly all gases have their strongest (fundamental) vibrational bands in the 650‐ to 4,200‐cm−1 region.
Toward lower wavenumbers, the absorption lines get weaker. Overtone bands at double the frequency of
the fundamental are 20–40 times weaker. Combination band intensities are smaller by a similar factor.
Figure C1a shows the integrated line intensities in 1‐cm−1 bins for a dozen different gases of interest.
Figure C1b shows the solar Planck function, which peaks at ~6,000 cm−1 expressed in units appropriate
for an FTIR spectrometer with photo‐detectors (ph/s/m2/sr/cm−1). Figure C1c shows the product of the
curves in C1a and C1b, illustrating that the 650‐ to 4,200‐cm−1 region offers the best sensitivity in terms
of absorbed solar photons per molecule.
Another consideration in selecting the wavenumber coverage is detector noise. This is less of an issue for
instruments viewing direct sunlight because the source photon noise tends to drown everything else, except
under conditions when the sunlight is highly attenuated. And although detector noise can be mitigated by
cooling, this may be expensive and inconvenient. Detector performance improves toward larger wavenumbers as the necessary bandgap widens, relieving the requirement on detector cooling. So after consideration
of spectral line intensities, the solar Planck function, and detector/cooler technology, the 650 to 4,200 cm−1
is generally acknowledged to be the best place to detect trace gases having very weak absorptions by solar
absorption spectrometry.
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−1

2

Figure C1. (a) The 296‐K line intensities of various gases in units of cm /(molecule/cm ) on a log10 scale, from the
2
−1
HITRAN 20 linelist. (b) The 5800‐K Planck function in units of photons/s/cm /sr/cm . (c) Their product: photons
absorbed per gas molecule encountered (photons/s/sr/molecule).

The broader the spectral coverage the more atmospheric information is obtained, but the noisier the spectra.
At low wavenumbers, extending the coverage requires a detector of smaller bandgap, which dramatically
increases its thermal detector noise (unless steps are taken to cool the detectors to a lower temperature).
At the high wavenumber end, broader coverage increases the photon ﬂux incident upon the detector,
increasing the source photon noise and the risk of detection nonlinearity. So the low wavenumber limit is
a trade‐off between detector noise and low altitude science. The high wavenumber limit is a trade‐off
between photon noise and high‐altitude science.

Appendix D: CH4 Detection Limits Published by NOMAD Team
Drummond et al. (2011) reported a solar occultation (SO) detection limit of 10 ppt assuming a SNR of 4,000
in their Table 1. The integration time period that the 10 ppt corresponds to is not stated, nor is the spectral
interval that was ﬁtted, although Figure 5 suggests that it was the 3,016–3,088 interval. The authors assert “it
would be possible to go below a 10 ppt detection limit with averaging”.
Neefs et al. (2015) report that the NOMAD‐SO spectrometer has a SNR ≥ 900 and an instrument line proﬁle
of 0.22 cm−1 full width at half maximum, reducing to 0.15 cm−1 at 3,000 cm−1 for CH4. A spectral coverage of
2.3 to 4.3 μm is claimed with a free spectral range of 23 cm−1.
Robert et al. (2016) assert that the NOMAD‐SO spectrometer will have a “relative SNR of 2000–2800” and
can multiplex six different 23‐cm−1‐wide spectral domains in 1 s. In their Table 3 CH4 detection limits are
provided for eight different grating orders, each ~24 cm−1 wide. The two best have detection limits of 24
and 25 ppt for a SNR of 2,000 and 18 ppt each for a SNR of 3,000. Robert et al. claim that the SNR could
be further improved by a factor ~2.5 by dedicating all six of the multiplexed orders to CH4, which would lead
to a sub‐10 ppt detection limit. Finally, in their Table 4, Robert et al. state a 25‐ppt detection limit for CH4,
which seems to correspond to dedicating only one of the grating orders and assuming a SNR of 2,000. Robert
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et al. assert that their assumed SNR of 2000 is very conservative and therefore compensates for the neglect of
aerosol in their sensitivity analysis. (We disagree. A reduced SNR degrades the higher altitudes most,
whereas aerosol degrades mostly the lower altitudes, where the vast majority of the CH4 resides). Robert
et al. further claim a 20‐ppt CH4 detection limit in the Limb‐Nadir Observation mode, despite this having
a factor 2 poorer resolving power and only a slightly larger SNR (due to a narrower bandpass).
Vandaele et al. (2018) appear to have taken dust into account in their analysis; their Figure 20A shows the
substantial effect of dust on the detection limits at low altitudes with best CH4 detectivities of 4 ppt for the
no‐dust case, 45 ppt in the =0.1 case, and 145 ppt in the τ = 1.0 case. They do not specify what wavelength
their dust AODs correspond to. If it is 10,000 cm−1 (1 μm), used for example by Korablev et al. (2018) in the
same special issue, the dust extinction is 2.3 times larger than at 1,075 cm−1. So the AOD values would need
to be divided by 2.3 to be compared with those in the current work (Toon et al.). Despite illustrating the large
detrimental impact of dust at lower altitudes, Vandaele et al. nevertheless claim (their Table 2) CH4 detection limits of 25 ppt in SO mode for a SNR of 2,000 and 20 ppt for a SNR of 3,000. Figure 6 shows an expected
SNR of over 5,500 in SO mode.
Finally, we thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out the recent Liuzzi et al. (2018) paper, which was
accepted after submission of our work. Luizzi et al. claim that under low‐dust conditions (τ = 0.375 at
3.3 μm) in solar occultation mode, NOMAD's best CH4 detectivity is 330 ppt at 18‐km altitude, degrading
to 1,000 ppt at 15 and 30 km. These values are more than an order of magnitude poorer than those reported
in earlier NOMAD papers and are therefore much closer to our MRFTS calculations (e.g., Figure 13b).
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windows shown in Table 1. These data
are used in Figures 12a and 12b, and the
CH4 detectivity proﬁles are aggregated
for use in Table 4.

TOON ET AL.

References
Bekker, D., Blavier, J.‐F., Toon, G., & Servais, C. (2009). An FPGA‐based data acquisition and processing system for the MATMOS FTIR
instrument, IEEEAC Paper #1233, 2009.
Bernath, P. F., McElroy, C. T., Abrams, M. C., Boone, C. D., Butler, M., Camy‐Peyret, C., et al. (2005). Atmospheric Chemistry Experiment
(ACE): Mission overview. Geophysical Research Letters, 32, L15S01. https://doi.org/10.1029/2005GL022386
Coheur, P.‐F., Herbin, H., Clerbaux, C., Hurtmans, D., Wespes, C., Carleer, M., et al. (2007). ACE‐FTS observation of a young biomass
burning plume: First reported measurements of C2H4, C3H6O, H2CO and PAN by infrared occultation from space. Atmospheric
Chemistry and Physics, 7(20), 5437–5446. https://doi.org/10.5194/acp‐7‐5437‐2007
Drummond, R., Vandaele, A.‐C., Daerden, F., Fussen, D., Mahieux, A., Neary, L., et al. (2011). Studying methane and other trace
species in the Mars atmosphere using a SOIR instrument. Planetary and Space Science, 59(2‐3), 292–298. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
pss.2010.05.009
Encrenaz, Th., Greathouse, T. K., Richter, M. J., Lacy, J. H., Fouchet, T., Bézard, B., et al. (2011). A stringent upper limit to SO2 in the
martian atmosphere. Astronomy & Astrophysics, 530(A37).
Farmer, C. B. (1987). High resolution infrared spectroscopy of the Sun and the Earth's atmosphere from space. Mikrochimica Acta (ISSN
0026‐3672, 93(1‐6), 189–214. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01201690
Formisano, V., Angrilli, F., Arnold, G., Atreya, S., Bianchini, G., Biondi, D., et al. (2005). The Planetary Fourier Spectrometer (PFS) onboard
the European Mars Express mission. Planetary and Space Science, 53(10), 963–974. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pss.2004.12.006
Formisano, V., Atreya, S., Encrenaz, T., Ignatiev, N., & Giuranna, M. (2004). Detection of methane in the atmosphere of Mars. Science,
306(5702), 1758–1761. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1101732
Gordon, I. E., Rothman, L. S., Hill, C., Kochanov, R. V., Tan, Y., Bernath, P. F., et al. (2017). The HITRAN2016 molecular spectroscopic
database. Journal of Quantitative Spectroscopy and Radiative Transfer, 203, 3–69. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jqsrt.2017.06.038
Irion, F. W., Gunson, M. R., Toon, G. C., Chang, A. Y., Eldering, A., Mahieu, E., et al. (2002). Atmospheric Trace Molecule Spectroscopy
(ATMOS) experiment version 3 data retrievals. Applied Optics, 41(33), 6968–6979. https://doi.org/10.1364/AO.41.006968
Khayat, A. S., Villanueva, G. L., Mumma, M. J., & Tokunaga, A. T. (2015). A search for SO2, H2S, and SO above Tharsis and Syrtis volcanic
districts on Mars using ground‐based high‐resolution submillimeter spectroscopy. Icarus, 253, 130–141. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
icarus.2015.02.028
Kleinböhl, A., Schoﬁeld, J. T., Abdou, W. A., Irwin, P. G., & de Kok, R. J. (2011). A single‐scattering approximation for infrared radiative
transfer in limb geometry in the Martian atmosphere. Journal of Quantitative Spectroscopy and Radiative Transfer, 112(10), 1568–1580.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jqsrt.2011.03.006
Kleinböhl, A., Schoﬁeld, J. T., Kass, D. M., Abdou, W. A., Backus, C. R., Sen, B., et al. (2009). Mars Climate Sounder limb proﬁle retrieval of
atmospheric temperature, pressure, and dust and water ice opacity. Journal of Geophysical Research, 114, E10006. https://doi.org/
10.1029/2009JE003358
Korablev, O., Montmessin, F., Trokhimovskiy, A., Fedorova, A. A., Shakun, A. V., Grigoriev, A. V., et al. (2018). The Atmospheric
Chemistry Suite (ACS) of three spectrometers for the ExoMars 2016 Trace Gas Orbiter. Space Science Reviews, 214(1). https://doi.org/
10.1007/s11214‐017‐0437‐6
Korablev, O., Trokhimovsky, A., Grigoriev, A. V., Shakun, A., Ivanov, Y. S., Moshkin, B., et al. (2014). Three infrared spectrometers, an
atmospheric chemistry suite for the ExoMars 2016 Trace Gas Orbiter. Journal of Applied Remote Sensing, 8(1), 084983–084,913.
https://doi.org/10.1117/1.JRS.8.084983
Krasnopolsky, V. A. (2005). A sensitive search for SO2 in the Martian atmosphere: Implications for seepage and origin of methane. Icarus,
178(2), 487–492. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.icarus.2005.05.006
Krasnopolsky, V. A. (2006). A sensitive search for nitric oxide in the lower atmosphere of Venus and Mars: Detection on Venus and upper
limit for Mars. Icarus, 182(1), 80–91. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.icarus.2005.12.003

859

Earth and Space Science

10.1029/2018EA000469

Krasnopolsky, V. A. (2012). Search for methane and upper limits to ethane and SO2 on Mars. Icarus, 217(1), 144–152. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.icarus.2011.10.019
Krasnopolsky, V. A., Maillard, J. P., & Owenc, T. C. (2004). Detection of methane in the martian atmosphere: evidence for life? Icarus,
172(2), 537–547. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.icarus.2004.07.004
Liuzzi, G., Villanueva, G. L., Mumma, M. J., Smith, M. D., Daerden, F., Ristic, B., et al., & the NOMAD team (2018). Methane on Mars: New
insights into the sensitivity of CH4 with the NOMAD/ExoMars spectrometer through its ﬁrst in‐ﬁght calibration. Icarus, 321, 671–690.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.icarus.2018.09.021
Maguire, W. C. (1977). Martian isotopic ratios and upper limits for possible minor constituents as derived from Mariner 9 infrared spectrometer data. Icarus, 32(1), 85–97. https://doi.org/10.1016/0019‐1035(77)90051‐3
Montabone, L., Forget, F., Millour, E., Wilson, R. J., Lewis, S. R., Cantor, B., et al. (2015). Eight‐year climatology of dust optical depth on
Mars. Icarus, 251, 65–95. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.icarus.2014.12.034
Mumma, M. J., Villanueva, G. L., Novak, R. E., Hewagama, T., Bonev, B. P., DiSanti, M. A., et al. (2009). Strong release of methane on Mars
in northern summer 2003. Science, 323(5917), 1041–1045. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1165243
Nair, H., Allen, M., Anbar, A. D., Yung, Y. L., & Clancy, R. T. (1994). A photochemical model of the Martian atmosphere. Icarus, 111(1),
124–150. https://doi.org/10.1006/icar.1994.1137
Neefs, E., Vandaele, A. C., Drummond, R., Thomas, I. R., Berkenbosch, S., Clairquin, R., et al. (2015). NOMAD spectrometer on the
ExoMars Trace Gas Orbiter mission: Part 1—Design, manufacturing and testing of the infrared channels. Applied Optics, 54(28),
8494–8520. https://doi.org/10.1364/AO.54.008494
Olsen, K. S., Toon, G. C., Boone, C. D., & Strong, K. (2016). New temperature and pressure retrieval algorithm for high‐resolution infrared
solar occultation spectroscopy: Analysis and validation against ACE‐FTS and COSMIC. Atmospheric Measurement Techniques, 9(3),
1063–1082. https://doi.org/10.5194/amt‐9‐1063‐2016
Robert, S., Vandaele, A. C., Thomas, I., Willame, Y., Daerden, F., Delanoye, S., et al., & The NOMAD team (2016). Expected performances
of the NOMAD/ExoMars instrument. Planetary and Space Science, 124, 94–104. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pss.2016.03.003
Rothman, L. S., Gordon, I. E., Babikov, Y., Barbe, A., Chris Benner, D., Bernath, P. F., et al. (2013). The HITRAN2012 molecular spectroscopic database. Journal of Quantitative Spectroscopy and Radiation Transfer, 130, 4–50. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jqsrt.2013.07.002
Sen, B., Toon, G. C., Osterman, G. B., Blavier, J.‐F., Margitan, J. J., Salawitch, R. J., & Yue, G. K. (1998). Measurements of reactive nitrogen
in the stratosphere. Journal of Geophysical Research, 103(D3), 3571–3585. https://doi.org/10.1029/97JD02468
Smith, M., Allen, M., Banﬁeld, D., Barnes, J., Clancy, R. T., James, P., et al. (2009). Mars Trace Gas mission: Scientiﬁc goals and measurement objectives, white paper submitted to the NRC planetary decadal survey panel, September 15, 2009. https://mepag.jpl.nasa.gov/
reports/decadal/MichaelDSmith.pdf
Soucy, Marc‐André, Henry Buijs, Serge Fortin, Ryan Hughes, ACE‐FTS instrument: After four years on‐orbit, SPIE, 2007
Toon, G. C. (1991). The JPL MkIV interferometer. Optics & Photonics News, 2(10), 19–21. https://doi.org/10.1364/OPN.2.10.000019
Vago, J., Witasse, O., Svedhem, H., Baglioni, P., Haldemann, A., Gianﬁglio, G., et al. (2015). ESA ExoMars program: The next step in
exploring Mars. Solar System Research, 49(7), 518–528. https://doi.org/10.1134/S0038094615070199
Vandaele, A. C., Lopez‐Moreno, J. J., Patel, M. R., Bellucci, G., Daerden, F., Ristic, B., et al. (2018). NOMAD, an integrated suite of three
spectrometers for the ExoMars Trace Gas mission: Technical description and expected performance. Space Science Reviews, 214(5), 80.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11214‐018‐0517‐2
Vandaele, A. C., Neefs, E., Drummond, R., Thomas, I. R., Daerden, F., Lopez‐Moreno, J. J., et al. (2015). Science objectives and performances of NOMAD, a spectrometer suite for the ExoMars TGO mission. Planetary and Space Science, 119, 233–249. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.pss.2015.10.003
Villanueva, G. L., Mumma, M. J., Novak, R. E., Radeva, Y. L., Kauﬂ, H. U., Smette, A., et al. (2013). A sensitive search for organics (CH4,
CH3OH, H2CO, C2H6, C2H2, C2H4), hyperoxyl (HO2), nitrogen compounds (N2O, NH3, HCN) and chlorine species (HCl, CH3Cl) on
Mars using ground‐based high‐resolution infrared spectroscopy. Icarus, 223(1), 11–27. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.icarus.2012.11.013
Webster, C. R., Mahaffy, P. R., Atreya, S. K., Flesch, G. J., Mischna, M., Meslin, P.‐Y., et al. (2015). Mars methane detection and variability at
Gale Crater. Science, 347(6220), 415–417. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1261713
Webster, C. R., Mahaffy, P. R., Atreya, S. K., Moores, J. E., Flesch, G. J., Malespin, C., et al. (2018). Background levels of methane in Mars'
atmosphere show strong seasonal variations. Science, 360(6393), 1093–1096. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aaq0131
Wennberg, P. O., Hipkin, V. J., Drummond, J. R., Dalhousie, U., Toon, G. C., Allen, M., et al. (2011, February). MATMOS: The Mars
atmospheric trace molecule occultation spectrometer. Presented at the Fourth international workshop on the Mars atmosphere: Modelling
and observations, Paris, February 8–11, 2011 (Vol. 1, pp. 480–481).
Wunch, D., Toon, G. C., Blavier, J.‐F. L., Washenfelder, R. A., Notholt, J., Connor, B. J., et al. (2011). The total carbon column observing
network. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society ‐ Series A: Mathematical, Physical and Engineering Sciences, 369(1943),
2087–2112. https://doi.org/10.1098/rsta.2010.0240
Yung, Y. L., Chen, P., Nealson, K., Atreya, S., Beckett, P., Blank, J., et al. (2018). Methane on Mars: Challenges and responses. Astrobiology,
In Press, 18(10), 1221–1242. https://doi.org/10.1089/ast.2018.1917
Zahnle, K., Freedman, R. S., & Catling, D. C. (2011). Is there methane on Mars? Icarus, 212(2), 493–503. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
icarus.2010.11.027
Zurek, R. W., Chicarro, A., Allen, M. A., Bertaux, J. L., Clancy, R. T., Daerden, F., et al. (2011). Assessment of a 2016 mission concept: The
search for trace gases in the atmosphere of Mars. Planetary and Space Science, 59(2‐3), 284–291. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
pss.2010.07.007

TOON ET AL.

860

