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Abstract
Geological investigations planned for the Europa Clipper mission will examine the forma-
tion, evolution, and expression of geomorphic structures found on the surface. Understand-
ing geologic features, their formation, and any recent activity are key inputs in constraining
Europa’s potential for habitability. In addition to providing information about the moon’s
habitability, the geologic study of Europa is compelling in and of itself. Here we provide
a high-level, cross-instrument, and cross-discipline overview of the geologic investigations
planned within the Europa Clipper mission. Europa’s fascinating collection of ice-focused
geology provides an unparalleled opportunity to investigate the dynamics of icy shells,
ice-ocean exchange processes, and global-scale tectonic and tidal stresses. We present an
overview of what is currently known about the geology of Europa, from global to local
scales, highlighting outstanding issues and open questions, and detailing how the Europa
Clipper mission will address them. We describe the mission’s strategy for searching for and
characterizing current activity in the form of possible active plumes, thermal anomalies, ev-
idence for surface changes, and extremely fresh surface exposures. The complementary and
synergistic nature of the data sets from the various instruments and their integration will be
key to significantly advancing our understanding of Europa’s geology.

Keywords Europa · Geology · Exploration

Europa Clipper: A Mission to Explore Ocean World Habitability
Edited by Haje Korth, Bonnie J. Buratti and David Senske

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11214-023-01036-z&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9790-2972


18 Page 2 of 55 I.J. Daubar et al.

1 Introduction

The presence of a likely liquid water ocean beneath the ice shell of Jupiter’s moon Europa
means this moon may be the most promising place in our solar system for hosting life outside
of Earth (Pappalardo et al. 2024; Vance et al. 2023). Accordingly, Europa’s astrobiological
potential has made its exploration a priority for the three planetary decadal surveys (National
Research Council 2003, 2011; National Academies of Sciences 2022). This is the primary
driver behind the formulation of the Europa Clipper mission. The overall science goal of
the mission is to “Explore Europa to investigate its habitability”. However, in order to test
the suitability of this ocean world for life, we must first understand its properties and the
exchange processes that cycle material between the interior, ocean, icy crust, and surface.
To address this goal, the mission is designed around three science objectives (Pappalardo
et al. 2024):

(1) Characterize the ice shell and any subsurface water, including their heterogeneity,
ocean properties, and the nature of surface-ice-ocean exchange;

(2) Understand the habitability of Europa’s ocean through composition and chemistry;
(3) Understand the formation of surface features, including sites of recent or current

activity; identify and characterize high science interest localities.
This paper focuses on the third of these objectives. Within the mission’s science team,

the Geology Thematic Working Group (GWG) focuses on investigations of formation, evo-
lution, and expression of geomorphic structures found on Europa’s surface. In addition to
providing information about the moon’s habitability, the geologic study of Europa is com-
pelling in and of itself. Europa’s fascinating collection of ice-focused geology provides an
unparalleled opportunity to investigate the dynamics of icy shells, ice-ocean exchange pro-
cesses, and global-scale tectonic responses to tidal forces.

Herein, we present an overview of what is currently known about the geology of Europa,
from global (kilometers) to local (several to tens of meters) scales, highlighting outstanding
issues and open questions that Europa Clipper will address. We then describe the integrated
datasets that the mission will use to significantly advance our understanding of Europa’s
geology. The mission will revolutionize the understanding of both Europan and icy satellite
geology in general and address outstanding questions such as:

• What is the global distribution, morphology, and compositional diversity of geologic land-
forms on Europa?

• What are the geologic processes responsible for the formation of landforms including
ridges, bands, chaos terrain, smooth plains, domes, and pits? What do these formation
mechanisms imply for subsurface structures, thickness and composition of the ice shell,
nature of the ocean, and ice-ocean interactions?

• What do Europa’s resurfacing processes imply regarding the timescales and pathways for
transporting material to and from the subsurface ocean?

• Are apparent regional variations in spatial distributions of geologic features, including
impact craters, real or a product of limited resolution of previous data?

• What are the relative ages of Europa’s surface units? Have resurfacing processes acted
globally or regionally, and are they ongoing or sporadic? Are there as yet undiscovered
older terrains on Europa’s surface?

• What is the nature of the surface at the meter-scale? What are the morphologic, ther-
mophysical, and mechanical properties of the uppermost layer of Europa? How do these
surface properties vary across the globe?

• Are plumes present at Europa, and if so, what is their nature - density, frequency, compo-
sition, driving mechanisms, and sources?
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• What, if any, evidence is there for other current or recent geologic activity? If found, what
does that tell us about resurfacing processes and rates, material properties of the regolith,
and exchange with the subsurface?

The Europa Clipper mission’s Thematic Working Groups (TWGs) are stewards of the
mission’s overall Science Goal (assess Habitability) and three Science Objectives (charac-
terize Interior, Composition, and Geology) (Pappalardo et al. 2024). The primary goal of
the GWG is to provide a high-level, cross-instrument and cross-discipline, geology-driven
science perspective to these overarching objectives. Activities related to the science and
safety of a future landed mission (Sect. 5) are shepherded by the Reconnaissance Focus
Group (Phillips et al. 2023), which reports to the GWG. Plume search and characterization
(Sect. 3.2), which are cross disciplinary activities, are shepherded by a Plume Focus Group
that interacts with all four TWGs.

The GWG helps ensure that the Europa Clipper mission can meet its mission objective to
understand the formation of surface features, including sites of recent or current activity, and
characterize localities of high science interest. This includes oversight of the three geology-
focused Level 1 requirements (Table 1), along with the geologic aspects of a cross-cutting
Recent Activity theme (Pappalardo et al. 2024). These Level 1 requirements define the spe-
cific measurements that Europa Clipper must perform to complete the mission objectives;
these then flow down to lower-level requirements that detail the implementation of how that
science will be achieved. The mission’s geology-focused Level 1 and Level 2 requirements
(Table 1; supplemental information) are drawn from previous Science Definition Team re-
ports and decadal studies (National Research Council 2003, 2011; National Academies of
Sciences 2022), and are influenced by the mission’s selected instrument investigation pro-
posals to NASA.

The geology-focused science mission requirements are generally grouped by the spatial
scale of the processes involved (Table 1). Global-scale data will be used to define the dis-
tribution of geologic landforms, characterize Europa’s overall shape, and ultimately help
to determine the thicknesses of the ice shell, ocean, and the overall subsurface structure
(Roberts et al. 2023). Regional-scale data (100 s of meter scale) will be used to derive the
composition (Becker et al. 2024), spatial distribution, and formation mechanisms of ob-
served landforms, as well as characterize the near-subsurface structure and search for any
perched liquid deposits. Local-scale data (less than a meter to tens of meters) will be used
to determine regolith properties and characterize erosional and depositional processes oper-
ating at the meter-scale. The local- and regional-scale data will also satisfy reconnaissance
objectives for future landed missions (Phillips et al. 2023).

This manuscript is organized in a parallel structure to the requirements, discussing Eu-
ropa’s geological processes at the global (Sect. 2.1), regional (Sect. 2.2), and local (Sect. 2.3)
scales. Plumes, thermal anomalies, and other potential evidence for current surface activity
are discussed in Sect. 3. In Sect. 4, we summarize the synergy between the expected datasets
from all of the investigations. While these data are described in more detail the investigation
papers in this collection, Sect. 4 presents a cross-instrument perspective on how the datasets
are combined and complement each other to address the mission’s geology-focused science
objectives. Finally, planned efforts to gather reconnaissance data for a future lander, which
is complementary to this mission’s geology objectives and uses many of the same integrated
datasets, are discussed in Sect. 5.

In addition to formal requirements that flow down from the high-level science objectives
(Table 1), the Europa Clipper team also has less formal metrics referred to as “Planning
Guidelines” to evaluate the scientific effectiveness of various Jupiter tours and observation
plans. One Planning Guideline developed by the GWG is meant to ensure the opportunity
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Table 1 High-level geology-relevant Level 1 requirements and summaries of Level 2 science
requirements for the Europa Clipper mission. For full official text, see supplemental information.
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for simultaneous observations from all instruments over certain landforms (regional-scale
geologic features), which the GWG has determined are of high scientific value. This evalu-
ation was based on previous data showing anomalous albedo, texture, or size that indicates
the landform could be particularly young or indicative of ice-shell properties. We have de-
fined two categories of landforms, shown in Fig. 1c that are deemed to be type examples of
key terrain types. Category A contains those for which it is highly desirable to have a flyby
that is able to view at least one of each landform type, with all instruments taking data. Only
a select number of landforms have been identified to be in this category. Category B con-
tains landforms that the GWG assessed would benefit from having as many flybys that can
view these landforms as possible while allowing all instruments the opportunity to observe
simultaneously. Altitude ranges for these flybys are derived from a combination of the best
observing conditions for remote sensing and in-situ instruments, and imaging instruments
for which the balance between the best pixel scale/resolution and field of view are func-
tions of altitude. (See Supplemental Information for the full text and rationale of the GWG
Planning Guideline.)

2 Geologic science at different scales

Previous data have shown Europa to be a fascinating body, even at low resolution. The
earliest data revealing Europa at the global scale were provided by the Voyager missions
(1979), with limited spatial coverage, ranging from ∼2 km/pixel to >20 km/pixel (Luc-
chitta and Soderblom, 1982). The Galileo mission (1997–2003) provided an improved im-
age data set with one image having a resolution as good as 6 m/pixel (Greeley et al. 2000).
However, the high-resolution (<50 m/pixel) images were only acquired in a few limited
areas, covering less than 0.03% of the total surface. Lower resolution image data, ∼1 to 2
km/pixel, cover a significant portion (∼70%) of Europa’s surface and have revealed a num-
ber of unique and interconnecting landforms across its surface (e.g., Doggett et al. 2009).
Perhaps the most useful Galileo imaging data for geological investigations averages ap-
proximately 250 m/pixel and covers 10% of the surface. These data include two nearly
pole-to-pole mosaics separated by 120° in longitude. These mosaics have allowed many
landforms to be characterized at different scales and across many latitudes, resulting in a ba-
sic understanding of Europa’s general stratigraphic sequence (Figueredo and Greeley 2000,
2004). A small amount of Galileo Near-Infrared Mapping Spectrometer (NIMS) data corre-
sponding to some of the imaged areas has yielded further information about the formation
processes and evolution of some of Europa’s geological features (e.g., Shirley et al. 2010;
Dalton et al. 2012). Global-scale photometric and ground-based radar studies of Europa
have allowed for deductions about the material properties of the surface such as roughness
and porosity (e.g., review in Moore et al. 2009), but current models have many assumptions,
and the data are severely limited in resolution. Thermal measurements from the Voyager and
Galileo spacecraft are limited in coverage and spatial resolution, but have yielded some in-
formation about thermal inertia and heat flow (e.g., Hanel et al. 1979; Spencer 1987; Spencer
et al. 1999).

Based on these limited data, we have gained substantial expertise about the array of
geologic features and have formulated hypotheses regarding the processes that have shaped
this unique body. Here, we briefly summarize the current state of knowledge about Europa’s
geology, from the global to the local scale, and discuss how the Europa Clipper mission
will address the many as-yet-unanswered questions and test various hypotheses regarding
geologic feature formation and evolution.
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2.1 Global-scale processes

Europa’s crust is affected by a combination of exogenic and endogenic processes that af-
fect its albedo, rheological properties, and composition. Dominant exogenic processes on
Europa include impact cratering and charged particle bombardment from Jupiter’s radiation
belts resulting in sputtering. The decameter-scale surface reveals few large (>20 km diam-
eter) impact craters. It is instead dominated by large areas of chaos terrain and numerous
ridges and bands, which can extend thousands of kilometers across surface and give Europa
its unique “ball of string” appearance at the global scale (Fig. 1). Endogenic processes, in-
cluding volcanism and tectonism, drive the erasure of most impact craters and the formation
of those surface features.

To better lead our discussion of the geology of Europa, we begin here by defining refer-
ence systems, as these are important in understanding the interaction of the greater jovian
environment and the surface. The coordinate system used here is planetocentric positive
east longitude, and the longitude reference point is the center of the crater Cilix, at 178°E
(Phillips and Korth 2017). (For more discussion of coordinate systems, see Sect. 4.) Eu-
ropa’s global geography is often described by referencing a system of overlapping hemi-
spheres that form unique quadrants: sub-Jovian (Jupiter-facing), anti-Jovian (facing away
from Jupiter), leading (facing the direction of orbital motion), and trailing (facing away
from the direction of motion). The locations of the hemispheres are fixed with respect to
Jupiter, as Europa is tidally locked to the planet. Dividing the surface by these four faces,
each consisting of half the moon, results in four longitudinal quadrants with each defined
by a unique combination of the two halves described above: trailing sub-Jovian (0°–90°E),
trailing anti-Jovian (90°–180°E), leading anti-Jovian (180°–270°E), and leading sub-Jovian
(270°–360°E) (Fig. 1).

2.1.1 Hemispherical Differences

There are hemispherical large-scale differences in albedo, composition, and geomorphol-
ogy between Europa’s four longitudinal quadrants. These can arise from exogenic processes
such as implanted material from volcanic eruptions on Io, charged particle bombardment
from Jupiter’s radiation belts, or impactor variability (Johnson and Pilcher 1977). For syn-
chronously rotating satellites, cratering rates, impact gardening, and micrometeorite bom-
bardment are expected to be greater on the leading hemisphere (Zahnle et al. 2003), while
plasma implantation and bombardment by high-energy electrons, protons, and heavy ions
from Jupiter’s radiation environment are expected to be strongest on the trailing hemisphere
(Paranicas et al. 2001, 2010; Breer et al. 2019; Meitzler et al. 2023). The limited mapping
coverage currently available for Europa does not permit a statistically significant determi-
nation of whether the crater density is hemispherically asymmetric (Schenk et al. 2004;
Bierhaus et al. 2009). The Voyager and Galileo datasets are similarly insufficient to de-
termine if there are hemispherical differences in albedo and color correlations driven by
generation of radiolytic products (Paranicas et al. 2001, 2010; Breer et al. 2019). By deter-
mining the crater distribution (Sect. 2.2.3) and identifying materials on the surface that were
likely deposited or modified as a result of high-energy electron and ion bombardment, the
Europa Clipper mission will test whether nonsynchronous rotation is fast enough to erase
the expected hemispherical signals (Roberts et al. 2023).

2.1.2 Ages of surfaces

Europa’s surface appears to be extremely young due to the paucity of impact craters. The
globally averaged surface crater retention age has been estimated to be between 40–90 Myr
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Fig. 1 (A) Global image mosaic of Europa (USGS, 2002) in east positive coordinates and simple cylindrical
projection; (B) Global geologic map of Europa at 1:15M (Leonard et al. 2023). The legend for the global
geologic units (lower right) is mapped to the regional geology discussed in this manuscript. (C) Combined
landform map for the Europa Clipper Geology Working Group Planning Guideline (includes Bands, Chaos,
Craters, and Depression landform maps). See text (Sect. 1 and supplemental material) for the definition of
the categories. For examples of the features mapped here, see Fig. 2.

(e.g., Zahnle et al. 2003; Bierhaus et al. 2005, 2009; Schenk and Turtle 2009). Uncertainty
in the impact rate and the mechanics of cratering in ice could expand that range to 20–200
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Myr (Sect. 2.2.3). As such, obtaining a clear understanding of the distribution of impact
craters is important to better constrain an average surface age.

Due to the relative lack of large primary impact craters on Europa’s surface (Moore et al.
2001; Leonard et al. 2018a,b), traditional methods of relative dating of planetary surfaces
using crater counts are challenging to apply on Europa. Instead, relative ages of terrains
are determined using cross-cutting relations between different geologic units and relative
albedos (changes in albedo as a function of time). In terms of albedo, the youngest features
have been observed to have the lowest albedo (e.g., Greeley et al. 2000; Prockter et al.
2002) and many non-impact related features appear to brighten with age. It is not known
whether this is due to radiation processing, micrometeorite bombardment, or changes in
composition. Stratigraphic relations suggest that there have been at least three episodes of
resurfacing over the visible surface history, each dominated by a different type of surface
feature. The oldest period involved the formation of ridged plains and other linea. The next
period was dominated by the formation of bands, and the most recent geologic period by
chaos formation (e.g., Greeley et al. 2000; Sect. 2). While this relative age relation holds
in even the highest-resolution images of Europa thus far obtained (Leonard et al. 2018a,b),
Europa Clipper will provide imaging coverage and resolution to confirm these relations,
determine detailed deformation history within these broad periods, and understand how it
may vary regionally. Additionally, the image coverage to be provided by the Europa Imaging
System (EIS) will enable counting of small craters in order to date different terrains, if the
signal from secondary craters can be separated out (Bierhaus et al. 2005). Secondary crater
rays, which can be tied to the source crater, provide extensive stratigraphic markers for
relative ages.

Another way of dating terrains on Europa, at least in theory, may be achieved by the
characterization of the radiation-induced modification of surface material. Europa Clipper
will observe regions across a range of predicted surface radiation fluxes. The presence and
abundance of radiolytically produced compounds detectable by the Mapping Imaging Spec-
trometer for Europa (MISE) could serve as a metric for total absorbed dose, and thus surface
exposure time. Fresh surface materials are subjected to radiolysis and thermal desorption
that is expected to loft particulates and gases into Europa’s exosphere where they can be an-
alyzed in situ by the MAss Spectromeer for Planetary EXploration (MASPEX). Key non-ice
compositional markers in the atmosphere may thus be used to identify geologically young
environments relative to older, more radiolyzed surfaces (Teolis et al. 2017; Sect. 3.3).

2.1.3 Global Landform Distribution

Global geologic mapping using Voyager and Galileo data suggests that the locations of
landforms may possibly have a longitudinal dependence (Doggett et al. 2009; Leonard et al.
2020). That is, ridged plains appear to be generally widespread over the surface, while bands,
cycloids, and other linear features (Sects. 2.2.1 and 2.2.2) appear to be more common in the
trailing anti-Jovian quadrant and leading sub-Jovian quadrant (Fig. 1). In addition, chaos
terrain appears to be more common in the trailing sub-Jovian quadrant and leading anti-
Jovian quadrant (Fig. 1). This apparent longitudinal preference could be related to cross-
cutting relations, formation mechanisms, or could be an artifact of the current limited image
coverage and the variability in image resolution. EIS is expected to map >80% the globe at
scales better than 100 m/pixel, sufficient to resolve these questions.

Additionally, chaos terrain (Sect. 2.2.4) appears to occur more commonly at lower lati-
tudes (Figueredo and Greeley 2004; Doggett et al. 2009). This apparent trend could possibly
be related to the distribution of internal heat sources or ice-shell thickness (Ojakangas and
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Stevenson 1986). However, the apparent lack of chaos near the poles may be an imaging
bias as the Galileo Solid-State Imager (SSI) images of higher latitudes are of low resolution
and of limited coverage. Improved coverage provided by EIS will aid in determining the
global distribution of landforms.

The global distribution of microchaos (also known as pits, spots, and domes, or lenticu-
lae; cf. Sect. 2.2.7) is also not currently well constrained due to insufficient image coverage
at a uniform high resolution. Regional mapping appears has shown that microchaos is more
common in the equatorial regions (Greenberg et al. 2003; Culha and Manga 2016; Noviello
et al. 2019). It has been hypothesized that this potential clustering of microchaos could cor-
relate with locations where the ice shell is weaker because it is thinner or warmer. To address
this, data from the Europa THermal EMission Imaging System (E-THEMIS) (Christensen
et al. 2024) will allow us to search for possible associated thermal anomalies (Sect. 3.3),
providing a clear link between the interior and the surface geology.

Understanding the distribution of landforms, especially linear tectonic features, across
Europa’s surface can aid in constraining global stress patterns and provide insight into the
processes involved in the evolution of Europa’s ice shell. Stresses related to diurnal tides,
nonsynchronous rotation, true polar wander, libration, and obliquity may all result in the
generation of distinct stress patterns on Europa’s surface. Recent analysis has suggested that
stresses resulting from true polar wander (Schenk et al. 2008, 2020) and/or obliquity changes
(Rhoden et al. 2021) may be responsible for regional-scale, arcuate depressions, a.k.a. “crop
circles” (Schenk et al. 2008, 2020; Sect. 2.2.7). Likewise, libration- and obliquity-induced
stresses have been proposed to affect the orientation and shape of Europa’s cycloids, pro-
viding a better fit to the observations than diurnal stresses alone (e.g., Rhoden et al. 2010).
Reconstructions of Europa’s surface have indicated that plate tectonic-like activity has rear-
ranged portions of the surface in the past, and that this activity may be driven by convection
and influenced by global stress patterns (Collins et al. 2022). Testing the driving mecha-
nisms for tectonism on Europa requires global coverage to reveal large-scale patterns as well
as sufficient local detail to resolve the type of strain accommodated by tectonic features.

2.2 Regional-scale landform geology

Based on imaging data from the Galileo mission, Greeley et al. (2000) generated a classifi-
cation system of landforms on Europa divided into seven broad morphological categories:
ridges, bands, impact features, chaos, smooth plains, domes, and pits. We follow this nomen-
clature in the subsections below, briefly describe each category of landform, and review
hypotheses from the literature for their formation. We then discuss how observations from
Europa Clipper will aid in distinguishing among existing hypotheses. As a mission of ex-
ploration, another likely outcome will be completely new hypotheses for these various land-
forms and any new ones discovered. Note that the categories of pits, domes, small patches of
smooth plains (sometimes called “spots”), and chaos areas less than 15 km in diameter have
sometimes been grouped together in previous studies under the category of “lenticulae” or
“microchaos.” (Fig. 2). In the discussion below, we adhere strictly to morphologic categories
and do not use the term lenticulae, though we recognize that the similar shapes, sizes, dis-
tributions, and clustering of the features described in Sects. 2.2.4–2.2.7 hints at a possible
continuum involving similar formation mechanisms (e.g., Pappalardo et al. 1998a,b; Collins
and Nimmo 2009; Noviello et al. 2019; Singer et al. 2021).

Because Europa Clipper is designed to execute multiple flybys of Europa instead of or-
biting this moon, it is important that the spacecraft trajectory allows sufficient opportunities
to examine every subcategory of landform. Most landforms, such as ridges, dilational bands,
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Fig. 2 Examples of landform subtypes discussed in Sect. 2.2. Ridges (Sect. 2.2.1): (A) Double ridge (86°E,
15°N); (B) Trough (86.5°E, 9.5°N); (C) Single ridges (42°E, 2°N); (D) Ridge complex (132°E, 36.5°N); (E)
Cycloid (78°W, 56°N); (F) Ridged plains (162°E, 17°S). Bands (Sect. 2.2.2): (G) Lineated dilational band
(163°E, 16°S); (H) Smooth dilational band (160°W, 66°S); (I) Bright band (170°E, 40°S). Impact features
(Sect. 2.2.3): (J) Simple crater (21°N, 143°E); (K) Regular complex crater (178°E, 2.5°N); (L) Irregular
complex crater (89°E, 26°S); (M) Multi-ring basin (147°W, 33°N). Chaos (Sect. 2.2.4): (N) Platy chaos
(87°E, 10°N); (O) Knobby chaos (82°W, 22°N); (P) Microchaos (89°E, 9°N). Smooth plains (Sect. 2.2.5):
(Q) Smooth plains (33.3°E, 5.5°N). Domes (Sect. 2.2.6): (R) Unbroken domes (132°E, 2°N); (S) Cracked
dome (84°E, 9°N); (T) Steep-sided dome (74°W, 43°N). Pits (Sect. 2.2.7): (U) Pit (132°E, 31°N); (V) Arcuate
depression (164°W, 27°S).
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small impact features, chaos terrain, smooth plains, domes, and pits, are common enough
and widely distributed enough that the spacecraft trajectory will pass over multiple exam-
ples. For more rare types of landforms, however, it is important to identify trajectories that
provide opportunities to study them. Bright bands and arcuate depressions are spatially ex-
tended enough to be relatively easy to target, while opportunities to study multi-ring impact
basins and potentially active chaos must be carefully assessed during tour evaluation activi-
ties (see Sect. 1).

2.2.1 Ridges

Ridges and areally extensive ridged plains are the most common landforms on Europa
(Fig. 2A–F) and are subdivided into double ridges, single ridges, ridge complexes, cycloids,
and ridged plains. Though there is much variation in specific expression, ridges are gener-
ally topographically elevated, quasi-linear, occurring in parallel sets, and they may also be
associated with flanking troughs running parallel to the ridge crests. Different subtypes of
ridges can grade into one another along a feature’s length, sometimes making them difficult
to classify. We also include a description of troughs here, as they may be a precursor to
ridges.

Double ridges (Fig. 2A) are composed of a pair of subparallel ridges separated by a
distinct medial trough. The most common ridge type on Europa, double ridges are found
across the ridged plains that cover most of Europa (Fig. 1), with multiple generations of
these features cross-cutting each other. Typically, ∼0.5–2 km wide and ∼100–300 m tall,
the outer flanks of the ridges usually slope <20°, though the inner slopes bounding the
medial trough can be steeper (e.g., Head et al. 1999; Coulter 2009; Coulter and Kattenhorn
2010). Some double ridges run distances of up to ∼1000 km; some run remarkably straight
across the surface, likely on great circles (McEwen 1986); while others curve or are sinuous
in planform. Vestiges of the underlying terrain can often be traced up the flanks of some
ridges (Sullivan et al. 1998; Head et al. 1999).

Models for double ridge formation typically incorporate a combination of tectonic and
volcanic processes, though all models are predicated on a pre-existing fracture in Europa’s
ice shell (Kattenhorn and Hurford 2009). Tectonic models include volumetric deformation
under compression (Sullivan et al. 1998; Aydin 2006; Fig. 3A), wedging due to repeated
compression (Turtle et al. 1998), uplift of buoyant ice warmed by tidal shear heating along
an underlying fracture (Gaidos and Nimmo 2000; Nimmo and Gaidos 2002; Han and Show-
man 2008; Fig. 3B) or linear diapirism (Head et al. 1999; Fig. 3C). Purely volcanic models
include fissure eruptions (Kadel et al. 1998), which may include the simultaneous injection
of a liquid sill (Dombard et al. 2013; Craft et al. 2016; Fig. 3D). Johnston and Montési (2014)
proposed a case where the freezing of a subsurface liquid water lens deforms the surface,
forming single or double ridges, while Culberg et al. (2022) use an analogous process ob-
served in the Greenland ice sheet to show how the refreezing lens would force water toward
the central crack area to form the characteristic double ridge morphology (Fig. 3E). Hybrid
tectonic-volcanic models typically leverage cyclic tidal forcing on the pre-existing fracture
in which ice is added during the opening phase of the tidal cycle, then during the closing
phase, that ice is either squeezed onto the surface (Pappalardo and Coon 1996; Greenberg
et al. 1998; Tufts et al. 2000; Fig. 3F) or remains in the subsurface to deform the surrounding
ice (Melosh and Turtle 2004; Han and Melosh 2010; Fig. 3G).

Single ridges (Fig. 2C) consist of one high-albedo, topographically elevated landform,
rounded in cross-section, with a lack of central topographic low or trough. It is unclear if
single ridges are an artifact of image resolution (Figueredo and Greeley 2004; Leonard et al.
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2018a,b), where the trough of a double ridge is not resolved and therefore the landform
appears as a single ridge. These features have not been imaged at resolutions better than
100 m/pixel. If they exist on Europa, single ridges may be part of the evolution from troughs
to double ridges (Geissler et al. 1998; Greenberg et al. 1998; Head et al. 1999).

Ridge complexes (Fig. 2D) are intricate and varied landforms that consist of a series
of anastomosing or tightly packed ridges and troughs. Individual ridges in a complex may
vary from linear to curvilinear and bifurcate along their lengths. Ridge complexes vary in
size from ∼500 m to >10 km in width, can run up to hundreds of km in length, and vary
in ridge flank morphology from relatively steep and straight to gently convex (Kattenhorn
and Hurford 2009; Leonard et al. 2018a,b). Additionally, part of a ridge complex can split
or join along its length (e.g., Head et al. 1999; Figueredo and Greeley 2000, 2004) to form
multiple complexes.

In some cases, there are subsidiary features found to be flanking prominent ridges and
ridge complexes, consisting of parallel broad topographic depressions tens of meters deep
on either side, often with sets of small parallel troughs. These flanking troughs are typi-
cally interpreted to be the result of lithospheric flexure under the ridge load (Hurford et al.
2005; Dombard et al. 2013). Some of the troughs are observed to contain discrete patches
of smooth, low albedo deposits distributed along their lengths that appear to drape over the
surrounding terrain (cf. Sect. 2.2.5). Ridges flanked by low albedo material are sometimes
referred to as “triple bands” due to their appearance at low resolution as a central bright
stripe with two darker stripes on either side.

Ridge complexes may form via a continuation of the double ridge forming process (e.g.
Head et al. 1999; Manga and Sinton 2004), and in some occurrences double ridges are ob-
served to grade into ridge complexes along their length (Figueredo and Greeley 2000, 2004).
However, some morphological differences between double ridges and ridge complexes are
difficult to reconcile, and there may be a gradation from symmetrical ridge complexes to
dilational bands, implying a similar origin (Patterson et al. 2010).

Cycloids (Fig. 2E) have similar morphologies as the ridges and troughs described above,
but are distinguished as chains of arcuate lineaments, with the arcs being generally of sim-
ilar sizes (∼100 km long) and convex in the same direction, linked together by sharp cusps
(Hoppa et al. 1999c) at an average angle of ∼51° (Groenleer and Kattenhorn 2008). The
arcuate morphology of cycloids is generally accepted to result from varying diurnal tidal
stresses (Hoppa et al. 1999a,b), possibly with some additional non-synchronous rotation
stresses (Hoppa et al. 2001a,b; Hurford et al. 2007; Rhoden et al. 2010) and obliquity (Hur-
ford et al. 2009; Sarid et al. 2009).

Ridged plains (Fig. 2F) (also known in the literature as regional plains, background
plains, and ridge-and-trough terrain) is generally the stratigraphically oldest unit on Europa,
superposed by every other feature (e.g., Greeley et al. 2000). This unit is characterized by
a series of small-scale (∼200–500 m in width) high-albedo ridges in multiple orientations,
averaging ∼60 m in topographic relief (Leonard et al. 2020). Ridged plains material covers
50–60% of Europa’s surface (Doggett et al. 2009).

Troughs (Fig. 2B), also known as “fissures,” are linear landforms with relief of a few
hundred meters at most (Schenk et al. 2020) that can extend tens to hundreds of km in length,
and are typically 50–500 m in width. These should not be confused with the much wider ar-
cuate depressions discussed in Sect. 2.2.7. They appear to have steep, near-vertical sides
and v-shaped cross sections (Pappalardo et al. 1998a,b). Troughs are typically identified
as among the youngest features on Europa’s surface (Figueredo and Greeley 2004; Doggett
et al. 2009; Leonard et al. 2018a,b). Examples have been identified of “raised-flank” troughs,
or “proto”-ridges, leading to suggestions that troughs are precursors to double ridges (Pap-
palardo et al. 1998a,b; Head et al. 1999; Kattenhorn 2002).
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All ridge types are sufficiently widespread on Europa’s surface so as to allow for many
opportunities for them to be investigated by a multiple-flyby mission. Europa Clipper will
utilize various types of observations of ridges: The Radar for Europa Assessment and Sound-
ing: Ocean to Near-surface (REASON) will detect thermally or chemically induced dielec-
tric changes including potential subsurface liquid water sills, and salts in the ice if such sills
are saline (Buffo et al. 2020; Chivers et al. 2021). Imaging by EIS at multiple scales will
reveal detailed morphology, topography, and stratigraphic relations of all ridge types and as-
sociated structures, such as flanking troughs and smooth plains. These will be used to test the
hypothesis that there is a continuum of morphologies and thus a genetic relationship among
the different ridge categories. MISE data will be used to investigate whether low-albedo
flanking material is the result of eruptions of subsurface material, and how that material
may be related to nearby chaos or smooth plains. Associations between ridges and possible
active plumes could be established by a combination of magnetosphere and plasma signa-
tures from measured by the Europa Clipper Magnetometer (ECM, Kivelson et al. 2023),
the Plasma Instrument for Magnetic Sounding (PIMS, Westlake et al. 2023), and REASON,
particle detections from by the SUrface Dust Analyzer (SUDA) and MASPEX, and/or vi-
sual detection of any possible plumes or deposits from EIS, MISE, or the Europa Ultraviolet
Spectrograph (Europa-UVS). E-THEMIS measurements may identify regions of recent ac-
tivity, where the surface may be warmer or the particle size is different from a recent plume
material, or where dike/sill injection or shear heating has warmed the material immediately
surrounding the ridge.

2.2.2 Bands

Bands are tabular features up to hundreds of km in length, are less than 30 km in width, and
are observed across most of the surface of Europa (Schenk and McKinnon 1989; Pappalardo
and Sullivan 1996; Leonard et al. 2018a,b). While not as common as ridges, bands comprise
∼3.5% of the total surface area of Europa at the global scale (Leonard et al. 2023). The dom-
inant type of band is known as “pull-apart” (Schenk and McKinnon 1989; Pappalardo and
Sullivan 1996; Sullivan et al. 1998), or dilational bands (Tufts et al. 2000) because they are
observed to be areas where extension has opened the surface along fractures. Extension al-
lows fresh material to fill a newly created gap, and in most cases pre-existing features along
the band margins can be reconstructed by closing the band. Although the formation process
is primarily extensional, in some places there is a component of oblique opening (Tufts et al.
2000; Prockter et al. 2002; Kattenhorn 2004). Dilational bands generally fall into two ma-
jor morphological subtypes, having either lineated (Fig. 2G) or smooth (Fig. 2H) textures
(Greeley et al. 2000, 2004; Prockter et al. 2002). Both types of bands exhibit bilateral sym-
metry around a central v-shaped trough aligned parallel to the band margins (Sullivan et al.
1998; Prockter et al. 2002). The relative albedo of dilational bands varies distinctly with ap-
parent age, where the youngest bands have the lowest albedo (dark bands), older bands are
of mid-albedo (grey bands), and the oldest bands have the same albedo as the background
ridged plains (Schenk and McKinnon 1989; Prockter et al. 2002). Some analyses have sug-
gested that bands brighten with age as a result of radiation exposure (Shirley et al. 2011;
Prockter et al. 2017).

A far less common category of bands is that of the bright bands (Fig. 2I). Bright bands
appear much brighter than the surrounding ridged plains at phase angles greater than ∼40°,
though they appear darker than their surroundings at low phase angles (Geissler et al. 1998).
Only three examples have been confirmed and mapped (Leonard et al. 2018a,b), for exam-
ple, Agenor Linea, which is ∼1500 km long and ∼10 km wide. Like dilational bands, bright
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bands have similar small-scale internal morphologies, but they do not have bilateral symme-
try, and it is not possible to reconstruct pre-existing features along the margins by closing
the band (Schenk and McKinnon 1989; Prockter et al. 2000; Greenberg 2004; Kattenhorn
2004).

Analysis from global-scale geologic mapping has suggested that bands may preferen-
tially form on the leading sub-Jovian and trailing anti-Jovian quadrants (Doggett et al. 2009;
Leonard et al. 2023). However, it is unclear if this geographic distribution is due to their re-
moval by chaos terrain formation, which is primarily concentrated on the leading and trailing
hemispheres. There is no apparent latitudinal preference for band formation (Figueredo and
Greeley 2004), though current data is geographically limited.

The bilateral symmetry and internal morphology of dilational bands are strikingly similar
to those of terrestrial mid-ocean ridges, leading to suggestions that both may form through
similar processes: by upwelling of solid-state material along an axis of extension (Sullivan
et al. 1998; Fig. 3H), with band interior morphology indicative of opening rate (Prockter
et al. 2002). Such rates have been modeled at 0.2–40 mm/year, similar to terrestrial rates.
This suggests the active lifetime of dilational bands may be from 0.1–30 Myr (Stempel et al.
2005). Geodynamic numerical models of icy extension have supported the mid-ocean ridge-
like spreading analogy. Plastic necking of the icy lithosphere would occur along an axis of
extension, where warm ice from below would be advected upward towards the surface (Mitri
and Showman 2005; Howell and Pappalardo 2018), resulting in rifting and the creation of
band-like smooth hummocks in a weak lithosphere. Smooth bands with widths comparable
to the ice shell thickness may advect material frozen from the ice-ocean interface to the sur-
face on timescales of ∼ 105–106 years (Howell and Pappalardo 2018). Another hypothesis
for band formation involves progressive ratcheting of a crack open to the ocean, allowing
liquid water to erupt and freeze on the surface (Tufts et al. 2000; Fig. 3I). However, this
model would be implausible if the ice shell is more than 10 km thick, as inferred from crater
morphology (see Sect. 2.2.3).

In addition to the extensional pull-apart bands described above, bright bands (Fig. 2I)
may accommodate contractional strain. In fact, bright bands have been shown to have un-
dergone multiple episodes of dilational, contractional, and lateral deformation (Schenk and
McKinnon 1989; Greenberg 2004; Kattenhorn 2004; Hoyer et al. 2014; Fig. 3J).

A feature identified as a “subsumption band” as part of a tectonic reconstruction by Kat-
tenhorn and Prockter (2014) is an example of an asymmetric bright band. These investigators
theorized that subsumption occurs where one icy slab of lithosphere is forced downward into
the ice shell by convergent tectonics before being thermally equilibrated and “subsumed”
into the icy interior (Fig. 3K). Whether by subsumption (Kattenhorn and Prockter 2014) or
folding (Prockter and Pappalardo 2000; Bland and McKinnon 2012, 2013), there may be a
broader class of features that accommodate the contractional strain that would be necessary
to balance the extension of dilational bands.

Comparison of detailed morphology, topography, subsurface structure, composition, and
any potential thermal anomalies will help elucidate the different mechanisms by which di-
lational and bright bands are formed. Mapping of Europa’s surface at regional scales by EIS
will allow a global inventory of band types to be made, reveal their geographic distribution,
and allow an assessment of relative ages. These data will also provide essential coverage to
allow regional tectonic reconstructions to quantify strain along bands. High-resolution and
stereo EIS data will provide detailed morphological and topographic information to assess
geodynamic models. For mid-ocean ridge analyses on Earth, imaging data with spatial res-
olutions of better than 100 m/pixel and topographic data with vertical resolutions of better
than 10 m have been used to link surface morphologies to the deep tectonic and volcanic
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processes, differentiating between regimes that control surface texture through geomechani-
cal analysis (e.g., Escartín et al. 1999; Buck et al. 2005) and serving as inputs to geodynamic
models (e.g., Howell et al. 2016, 2019). Subsurface sounding from REASON will provide
information about differences in ice shell structure, composition, temperature, or ice phase
beneath bands, as predicted by rifting models, including any evidence of downgoing cold
slabs beneath candidate subsumption zones. Composition measurements from MISE as well
as in situ measurements from SUDA and MASPEX, would aid in testing the hypothesis that
that band material is sourced from the ice-ocean boundary. Compositional data will also help
to determine the relative ages and space-weathering states of bands. Currently and recently
active extension associated with band formation may be associated with thermal anomalies
that could be detected by E-THEMIS. Dilational bands are sufficiently common for there to
be ample opportunities for Europa Clipper to observe them. Because bright bands are rel-
atively rare, it will be important to observe at least one of them with multiple instruments,
thus they are included in the high-priority Category A landforms in the Geology Planning
Guideline (Fig. 1).

2.2.3 Impact features

Impact craters provide insight into surface exposure ages, impactor populations and dynam-
ics, surface properties, and subsurface structure. The latter is of special interest on a body
with a subsurface ocean. Europa has one of the least-densely cratered surfaces in the solar
system, with few craters ≥30 km (Bierhaus et al. 2009), suggesting an active surface that
has erased the earliest geologic history of this icy world. The crater retention age of the sur-
face has been estimated to be between 40 and 90 Myr (Bierhaus et al. 2009; Section 2.1.2).
Other evidence supporting a young age includes the observations that very few craters on
Europa exhibit tectonic or other geological modification, and a lack of evidence for viscous
relaxation (Schenk and Turtle 2009).

Previously, information about small craters on Europa has been limited. The Europan
crater population less than 1 km in diameter is dominated by secondary craters and possibly
sesquinaries, which are craters formed from impact spall ejected from other Galilean satel-
lites (Zahnle et al. 2008), making it difficult to assess the size-frequency distribution (SFD)
of the small primary population. At the scale of tens of meters, Europa’s surface is domi-
nated by small pits that appear to be formed from secondaries (Bierhaus et al. 2001, 2005,
2009; Bierhaus and Schenk 2010). The ejecta of young craters contains bright material that
has been less altered by the Jovian environment, but extensive visible crater rays are rare
on Europa, indicating that rays fade quickly to match the surroundings (Moore et al. 2001;
Bierhaus et al. 2009). Some craters exhibit proximal dark or reddish ejecta, suggesting ma-
terial excavated from certain depths may have a different composition (e.g., Moore et al.
2001; Schenk and Turtle 2009).

From small to large, the craters on Europa can be described in relation to the typical
crater morphological categories, with some differences:

Simple craters on Europa are similar to simple craters found on most other icy satellites:
bowl-shaped, with a well-defined rim. They have diameters less than ∼4 km, and exhibit a
mean depth-to-diameter ratio of ∼0.17 (Schenk et al. 2004). This is smaller than the ∼0.2
value observed on other icy satellites and rocky bodies (e.g., Pike 1980; Robbins et al. 2017
and references therein), though the difference may be due to measurement uncertainty (Bier-
haus and Schenk 2010). An example of this type of crater is Niamh (Fig. 2J).

Regular complex craters occur at diameters of 4 to 20 km, and commonly have well-
defined rims and flat floors (Moore et al. 2001; Schenk and Turtle 2009) and are morpholog-
ically similar to counterparts on Ganymede and Callisto (Schenk et al. 2021). Many of these
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craters exhibit small central peaks or peak complexes. In addition, hummocky deposits may
be present on the crater floor. Examples of this type of crater include Cilix (19 km diameter)
and Rhiannon (16 km diameter; Fig. 2K).

Irregular complex craters are found generally in the 20 to 30 km diameter range. Only
four craters in this category have been identified (Schenk 2002; Schenk and Turtle 2009).
They have degraded rims, are shallower than expected from smaller regular complex craters
and may exhibit lobate flows, proximal dark ejecta, and/or distal bright rays. The interiors
can have an anomalous chaotic appearance, including irregular central peak structures and
pits. Examples of irregular complex craters include Pwyll (27 km diameter; Fig. 2L) and
Mannanán (23 km diameter) (Moore et al. 1998; Moore et al. 2001).

Multi-ring basins appear as an abrupt morphological transition at diameters above
30 km, and are similar to much larger multi-ring basins observed on Ganymede and Cal-
listo (e.g., Valhalla). These structures have no observable rim, are composed of circular
hummocky plains surrounded by concentric ridges and graben-like structures, and exhibit
low relief (vertical relief of <100 m (Moore et al. 1998; Schenk 2002)). Examples include
Callanish (33 km equivalent diameter) and Tyre (38 km equivalent diameter, Fig. 2M).

The morphologies of Europa’s impact craters reveal insights into the subsurface structure,
in particular the ice shell thickness (e.g., Schenk and Turtle 2009 and references therein).
The morphology of the larger impact features on Europa can be attributed to the presence
of a subsurface ocean (e.g., Moore et al. 1998), while crater depth/diameter measurements
have indicated that the ice shell is ∼10–19 km thick (Schenk 2002; Schenk and Turtle 2009).
Some larger impacts may have even penetrated through the ice shell to the ocean (e.g.,
Greenberg et al. 1999; Cox and Bauer 2015). Irregular complex craters sit at the transition
between the expected crater morphology seen on other icy bodies, and the ocean-influenced
morphology implied by multi-ring basins. Hypotheses to explain the unusual morphology of
these craters include enhanced post-excavation collapse of warm, partially molten subsur-
face ice (Fig. 3L; Turtle and Pierazzo 2001; Schenk 2002), which could also be modified by
brine migration after the impact (Fig. 3M; Steinbrügge et al. 2020a,b), and transient cavities
that almost reach the ocean (Fig. 3N; Turtle and Pierazzo 2001).

Data returned by Europa Clipper will enhance our understanding of Europa’s craters
both individually and statistically. Global imaging by EIS will enable the near-complete
characterization of the population of impact craters larger than 1 km in diameter. These
data will allow for age determinations of various large-scale units, and will test for lead-
ing/trailing cratering asymmetries and longitudinal concentrations of craters, distinguishing
planetocentric from cometary impactors. Regional imaging at 25-m pixel scale will enable
a detailed view of crater morphology, impact melt, crater rays, secondary fields, and ejecta.
Crater degradation states will also be studied using high-resolution images, to investigate
resurfacing rates and test the possibility of small- or regional-scale resurfacing events. High-
resolution imaging will also enable stratigraphic assessment using superposed features and
post-impact modification. Detailed mapping of secondary fields will also clarify the pri-
mary SFD at small diameters, as well as providing opportunities for relative age dating from
crossing rays.

Stereo data from EIS will be used to create Digital Elevation Models (DEMs), which can
be controlled to altimetric measurements from REASON. In combination with Gravity and
Radio Science (G/RS), this will reveal depth-diameter relations and morphologic, density,
and dielectric variations important to understanding the structure of the ice shell and possi-
ble spatial and temporal variations in ice shell thickness. For example, features of multiring
basins such as the presence of ring faults, secondary densities (Moore et al. 1998), widths of
ring graben (Lichtenberg et al. 2006; Singer et al. 2013) and lack of radial faulting (Turtle
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1998; Kadel et al. 2000) have been used to constrain the ice shell thickness, which is one
of the primary objectives of the Europa Clipper mission. Better knowledge of crater mor-
phologies will improve these calculations and give ice shell thickness estimates for multiple
locations and times in Europa’s history. Thus, observations of the multi-ring basins Tyre and
Callanish are of high scientific importance to the GWG.

Color, albedo, and compositional measurements by EIS, MISE, E-THEMIS, SUDA, and
Europa-UVS will be used to assess differences due to space weathering and heterogeneous
subsurface composition revealed in ejecta or central peak structures, or exposed in crater
interiors. These instruments may even be able to identify craters with little to no topographic
or albedo expression from their distinct compositional or thermal signatures. All of these
observation sets together will inform our understanding of the properties of the surface and
subsurface, the impacting population, the crater SFD, and ultimately the crater retention age
of different areas and features on Europa.

2.2.4 Chaos terrain

Chaos terrain is defined as regions in which pre-existing surface materials have been frac-
tured into irregular blocks or plates which are embedded within a finer-textured matrix ma-
terial (Carr et al. 1998; Greeley et al. 1998). The possibly related features called “pits, spots,
and domes,” are discussed separately in Sects. 2.2.6 and 2.2.7. Making up 20–40% of the
surface (e.g. Figueredo and Greeley 2004; Neish et al. 2012), chaos is generally considered
to be one of the youngest geologic units on Europa (Figueredo and Greeley 2004; Prock-
ter et al. 1999; Doggett et al. 2009; Leonard et al. 2018a,b). In terms of its distribution,
chaos appears to be clustered around the equator and on the trailing hemisphere (Pappalardo
et al. 1998a; Figueredo and Greeley 2004; Doggett et al. 2009). However, the current lack
of uniformity in image resolution may call this conclusion into question.

Recent analyses have suggested that there may be a continuum of chaos morphologies
according to the relative ratio of blocks to matrix material (e.g., Collins et al. 2000; Gree-
ley et al. 2000; Leonard et al. 2023). At one end of the continuum, platy chaos (Fig. 2N)
are relatively large features (e.g., Conamara Chaos, which is >100 km in diameter), con-
sisting of flat or tilted crustal plates or blocks ranging from a few km to tens of km across
surrounded by a matrix. The plates may stand up to a few hundred meters above the sur-
rounding matrix (e.g. Carr et al. 1998; Williams and Greeley 1998; Skjetne et al. 2021),
and may be translated and rotated from their original positions by up to 5 km (Spaun et al.
1998). Between the plates, the matrix material is lumpy and irregular, and may be found in
domes rising several hundred meters above the surrounding terrain (Figueredo et al. 2002;
Schenk and Pappalardo 2004). Platy chaos regions are commonly bounded by inward fac-
ing scarps, and they may be surrounded by circumferential fractures (Williams and Greeley
1998; Figueredo et al. 2002; Schmidt et al. 2011). On the opposite end of the morphology
spectrum, knobby chaos (Fig. 2O) (Greeley et al. 2000), is dominated by matrix material,
but some preexisting structural features can still be traced through the interior (e.g., Murias
Chaos; Figueredo et al. 2002). Knobby chaos may be associated with smooth plains embay-
ment at feature margins, such as at Thrace Macula (see Sect. 2.2.5). Small-scale chaos areas
(∼5–15 km diameter) may also be referred to as microchaos (Fig. 2P), and these features
exhibit the majority of morphological features found in larger chaos regions (Pappalardo
et al. 1998a). It has been suggested that large chaos areas may grow from the merging of
multiple smaller microchaos (Spaun et al. 1999; Figueredo and Greeley 2004). Extrusive
domes (also known as Type-1 domes) appear morphologically to be a subset of knobby
chaos observed at the microchaos scale, with pronounced updomed topography. Low-albedo
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moats of smooth plains (Sect. 2.2.5) have been observed surrounding these domes (Fagents
2003; Nuñez et al. 2019; Quick et al. 2021).

Eight models for chaos formation have been proposed: (1) solid-state diapirism within
a thick ice shell driven by thermally (Pappalardo et al. 1998a; Rathbun et al. 1998; Show-
man and Han 2005) or compositionally (Pappalardo and Barr 2004) buoyant plumes of ice
breaking up the brittle surface (Fig. 3O); (2) warm plumes of ocean water melting through
the ice shell and causing it to behave as drifting sea ice (Carr et al. 1998; Greenberg et al.
1999; O’Brien 2002; Fig. 3P; see also Goodman et al. 2004); (3) surface breakup due to
mobilization of brines trapped within the ice shell (Head and Pappalardo 1999; Collins et al.
2000; Collins and Nimmo 2009; Fig. 3Q); (4) melt lens collapse and freeze-out (Schmidt
et al. 2011; Fig. 3Q); (5) injection of ocean water into sills within the ice shell, which then
freeze and expand (Collins et al. 2000; Michaut and Manga 2014; Manga and Michaut 2017;
Fig. 3R); (6) impact breaching of very thin ice (Cox et al. 2008; Cox and Bauer 2015; Fig.
3P); (7) catastrophic collapse of subsurface void space during heating (Howell et al. 2021;
Fig. 3S); and (8) eruption and subsequent extrusion of viscous cryolava flows sourced from
gradually freezing fluid reservoirs in Europa’s crust (Fagents 2003; Quick et al. 2017, 2021;
Fig. 3T). None of these models have satisfactorily explained the observations of all chaos
types, including chaos size and the mobility of plates (Collins and Nimmo 2009), and some
models may be a better fit for certain types of chaos than others, e.g., the cryolava extrusion
models could be a good explanation for knobby microchaos.

The range of proposed models for chaos formation suggest key measurements that can
be made to help distinguish which models are viable. Measurements from the Europa Clip-
per investigations will help to test chaos formation hypotheses by constraining the chemical
compositions, the presence of subsurface liquids or salts, relative age relations, and geo-
morphology among chaos terrains. Topography derived from EIS high-resolution images
will allow for detailed characterization of chaos morphology to discriminate between for-
mation mechanisms and allow for potential change detection when compared to Galileo
images. Local imaging by EIS at ∼10 s m/pixel will enable characterization of chaos ter-
rain margins and matrix material, including differences between disrupted and fractured ice
indicative of dynamic or energetic events (e.g., Collins and Nimmo 2009; Schmidt et al.
2011). The global EIS image dataset at 100 m/pixel will establish a detailed global and lo-
cal stratigraphy, and identify the distribution of different chaos types. E-THEMIS data may
identify thermal anomalies associated with recent chaos formation, as well as the thermal
inertia differences between the matrix and block materials; these data will inform formation
mechanisms.

The role of liquid water in chaos formation is critical to hypothesis tests (Schmidt et al.
2011). Sounding of the upper ice shell (∼3 km) by REASON will be sensitive to changes in
dielectric properties, induced thermally or chemically that may be indicative of distributed
past or present subsurface water or salts. Strong reflections from horizontal interfaces may
represent the top of extant subsurface liquid water bodies (e.g., Blankenship et al. 2009).
Topographic information derived from REASON and EIS data can be correlated with sub-
surface reflection horizons to determine if the ice is floating in liquid water, as is done for
ice shelves and subglacial lakes on Earth (Kapitsa et al. 1996; Corr et al. 2001; Carter et al.
2007). REASON data may also discriminate between surface and subsurface textures and
dielectric mixtures that might be consistent with distributed (i.e., “pore filling”) water within
the ice (e.g., Grima et al. 2017). Any differential penetration between the High Frequency
(HF) and Very High Frequency (VHF) bands could help constrain the porosity of matrix
materials at depth due to scattering (Aglyamov et al. 2017) and may be able to directly test
the catastrophic void collapse hypothesis. Similarly, REASON may detect the presence of
subsurface horizons consistent with chaos features that are not expressed at the surface.
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Many of the formation hypotheses for chaos vary in the role of near-surface brines, and
MISE spectra, plus EIS color images, will confirm the presence and locations of surface
salts and variations within different chaos types. The type and concentration of surface salts
will provide context for testing chaos formation hypotheses; e.g., extrusive domes may have
compositions distinct from the surrounding ice, with different types of extrusive material
dependent on compositional evolution of the reservoir through salt concentration and frac-
tionation during freeze out (Chivers et al. 2021; Quick et al. 2019, 2021). SUDA has the
ability to characterize salt compositions in situ by analyzing the positive ions and further
constrain the negative ions such as chlorides or sulphates in the salts. SUDA measurements
will also provide context for the source of materials in chaos areas by detecting organic
molecules, water, and other non-water (ice) components in grain particles ejected from the
surface (Kempf et al. 2024). As MASPEX will measure gas molecular species that are sput-
tered from the chaos regions, in particular non-ice compositions, such as organic molecules
(Waite Jr et al. 2024). These measurements can help characterize the composition of the
chaos terrains and the potential degree of communication with the subsurface in these re-
gions (Teolis et al. 2017).

2.2.5 Smooth plains

Smooth plains (Fig. 2Q) have no visible topographic relief at the limits of Galileo im-
age resolution. They are distinguished as relatively low-albedo contiguous units that tend
to fill in topographic lows, embaying and overprinting pre-existing features (e.g., Greeley
et al. 1998; Greeley et al. 2000). Smaller plains regions (e.g. Fig. 2Q) commonly occur as
discrete subcircular features ∼7–15 km in diameter, and spaced ∼5–20 km apart. The ma-
jority have been identified as “spots” (Pappalardo et al. 1998a,b), and are commonly found
in association with other features of similar size (e.g., microchaos, domes, pits), or inter-
spersed with more disrupted chaotic terrain (Pappalardo et al. 1998a,b; Spaun et al. 1998;
Prockter et al. 1999; Greeley et al. 2000; Doggett et al. 2009; Leonard et al. 2018a,b, see
Sect. 2.2.4). Larger regions of low-albedo plains are found at Castalia Macula (Prockter and
Schenk 2005) and around the margins of Thrace and Thera Maculae (Prockter and Schenk
2016), associated with major chaos terrains. The subcircular Castalia Macula plains unit, the
largest of its type observed on Europa, is ∼30 km in diameter and is estimated to have filled
a depression ∼350 m deep (Prockter and Schenk 2005). Diffuse, low-albedo, smooth plains
material is also found along the margins of large double ridges, extending 8–12 km from
the central ridge (“triple bands” (Sect. 2.2.1); Geissler et al. 1998) or as discrete subcircu-
lar low-albedo patches spaced along the feature (Greeley et al. 1997; Greeley et al. 1998;
Greeley et al. 2000). The plains contain a reddish-brown, non-ice contaminant (Geissler
et al. 1998), and are among the darkest features yet found on the Galilean satellites (Helfen-
stein et al. 1998). Their low albedo and superposition relations indicate that smooth plains
are among the youngest features on Europa (e.g., Pappalardo et al. 1998a,b; Doggett et al.
2009; Prockter and Schenk 2005; Leonard et al. 2018a,b).

Several models have been proposed for the formation of low-albedo smooth plains, all
of which are related to thermal disruption of ice. Diapiric upwellings or other heat sources
within the ice shell could bring the local lithosphere to sufficient temperatures for brine
mobilization and migration to occur, leading to ponding of low-albedo, low-viscosity, brine-
rich material on the surface (Pappalardo et al. 1998a,b; Head and Pappalardo 1999; Fig.
3U). This model is consistent with smooth plains being associated with chaos terrain, but
does not satisfactorily explain the deposits associated with ridges. An associated model sug-
gested that heating of near-surface ice promotes enhanced sublimation of the surface ice,
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producing a dark lag deposit of non-ice material (Fagents et al. 2000; Fig. 3V). While this
model satisfactorily explains the dimensions of some features, it does not readily explain the
smooth, apparently equipotential surfaces of some of the low-albedo deposits. The diffuse
dark margins alongside large ridges have been suggested to result from explosive venting
of a gas-particle spray derived from a subsurface body of volatile-bearing water (Fagents
et al. 2000; Fagents 2003; Fig. 3W), a model that satisfactorily explains the morphology of
discrete patches of material, but does not as easily explain the uniformity of contiguous low-
albedo smooth plains along other ridges. Dark material found in annular depressions around
domes (Sect. 2.2.6) could represent low-viscosity fluids that erupted concurrently with high-
viscosity fluids that formed the dome (Quick et al. 2017). In this case, the two fluids would
have different compositions. It is possible, if not likely, that the low-albedo plains units on
Europa have more than one origin, and consequently may have different compositions.

Measurements from Europa Clipper provide the means to obtain greater insight into the
origin of the low-albedo plains material. Local-scale panchromatic and stereo imaging from
the EIS cameras will reveal detailed surface texture and morphology, to clearly delineate
embayment and other cross-cutting relations. If the plains are cryovolcanic in origin, these
data may enable the locations of source vents to be identified. They should also reveal any
potential flow features that could identify the direction of emplacement and estimates of
material viscosity to be made. If the smooth plains result from explosive eruptions, the EIS
data will enable the identification of any blanketing of material around the source region,
along with the gradual thinning of deposit margins away from the source. EIS-derived to-
pographic information controlled to REASON altimetry will make it possible to determine
whether plains surfaces are equipotential, enabling estimates of eruption viscosity and vol-
ume. In addition, color EIS data, near-IR spectral data from MISE, far-UV spectral data from
Europa-UVS, and compositional information obtained from SUDA and MASPEX will be
used to determine whether the smooth plains material originated from either the ocean or
a perched subsurface body of water (see also Becker et al. 2024). Sounding measurements
from REASON may be able to constrain the thickness of smooth plains deposits, and could
detect thermally or chemically induced dielectric changes indicative of subsurface diapirs
or cryovolcanic feeder dikes. Europa-UVS spectral albedo data may reveal variations in the
possibly amorphous or (∼50–100 nm) fairy-castle-scale porosity surface structure support-
ing relative age and possibly source region discrimination. Thermal infrared measurements
(regional spatial resolution <250 m) from E-THEMIS will help identify regions of recent
activity (via particle size and temperature) and whether smooth plains regolith properties
differ from their surroundings, as would be expected in the formation models presented
above.

2.2.6 Domes

Domes are positive relief features, typically subcircular to elliptical in planform with diam-
eters between 5–10 km (Pappalardo et al. 1998a,b; Culha and Manga 2016; Noviello et al.
2019; Singer et al. 2021). A few larger domes have been identified, e.g., domes tens of km
across are found to the north and south of Castalia Macula (Prockter and Schenk 2005). Un-
broken domes (also called intrusive domes or uplifts in the literature; Greenberg et al. 2003)
(Fig. 2R) preserve the pre-existing structures, landforms and albedo of the terrain they form
in, with no apparent fractures or discontinuous features across them (e.g., Carr et al. 1998).
Cracked domes (Fig. 2S) share many of the same characteristics as unbroken domes, but
exhibit one or more fractures on their surfaces, crosscutting the pre-existing material (Carr
et al. 1998; Pappalardo and Barr 2004). Unbroken and cracked domes are typically ∼100 m
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in relief, with larger domes generally exhibiting larger relief (Singer et al. 2021). These two
types of domes do not show any preferred elongation direction, and are most numerous in
the trailing anti-Jovian quadrant, tending to cluster near the equator (Culha and Manga 2016;
Noviello et al. 2019).

A third type of dome is referred to as steep-sided domes (also known as uplifts or mas-
sifs) as they are high standing with flat tops and have flanking slopes near the angle of
repose (Fig. 2T). The tops of steep-sided domes preserve pre-existing terrain features, and
can reach up to 1 km in elevation above the surrounding terrain, making them some of the
highest relief features on Europa (Prockter and Schenk 2005). At least 15 such domes have
been identified in the global mapping (Schenk 2010; Schenk et al. 2020) and although uplift
suggests compressive stresses, their origin remain unknown. Another type of dome, extru-
sive domes, are described in the chaos section above (2.2.4).

Models of dome formation are similar to some proposed chaos formation models
(Sect. 2.2.4). Diapir models have suggested that the brittle ice is uplifted from the upwelling
of buoyantly rising ice, induced by thermal contrasts and possibly enhanced by composi-
tional segregation (Pappalardo et al. 1998a,b; Rathbun et al. 1998; Sotin et al. 2002; Pap-
palardo and Barr 2004; Fig. 3X), first forming unbroken domes and then fracturing to create
cracked domes from surface curvature induced stresses. Sill injection models suggest that
domes are formed by the upwarping of the upper ∼1 km of ice from liquid volume added to
the ice shell (Michaut and Manga 2014; Manga and Michaut 2017; Fig. 3Y), much like the
formation of a laccolith. Freezing of liquid water in a sill would cause volumetric expansion
and uplift of the surface (Michaut and Manga 2014; Manga and Michaut 2017; Schmidt
et al. 2011; Fig. 3Z).

Global image coverage by EIS along with derived topography derived from EIS and
REASON data will provide a means to generate a more complete inventory of dome lo-
cations and establish a detailed morphologic classification. In addition, it will be possible
to assess any surface changes relative to the data collected by the Galileo spacecraft (e.g.,
downslope mass wasting or the emplacement of new domes). High resolution morphologic
and topographic information could confirm whether dome emplacement is consistent with
flexure from intrusive processes (e.g., diapirism, sill injection) along with providing details
of these processes (e.g. relative dome height). Specifically, the ∼10% difference between the
density of water and ice suggests that freezing of subsurface water could create a concomi-
tant positive topographic expression, although this depends on the initial volume distribution
of the water (e.g., Michaut and Manga 2014). Unbroken domes likely share a similar sur-
face composition with the surrounding ice, but cracked domes, resulting from upwelling ice
diapirs, may expose a contrasting subsurface composition. This may be discernible in high
resolution MISE spectral data or in EIS color images (∼tens of m/pixel). Thermal anoma-
lies and differences in thermal inertia across the global population of domes detectable in
E-THEMIS measurements may indicate relative emplacement age, and may help discrim-
inate between formation through liquid water or solid-state diapir processes. If a dome is
underlain by liquid water, REASON sounding observations could detect radar reflections
from the ice-brine interfaces in the shallow subsurface (Blankenship et al. 2009; Culha et al.
2020). As with chaos, the freezing of liquid water bodies, either initially formed by injection
or melting in situ, will likely leave behind regions of salt-rich ice or layers of solid salt pre-
cipitates (Buffo et al. 2020; Chivers et al. 2021) that would likely attenuate the radar signal or
cause a radar reflection, respectively. If compositional or thermal diapirism drives dome for-
mation, REASON data may discern the resulting dielectric contrasts between warm, pure-ice
diapirs and the surrounding ice. The detection of sputtered non-salt, outgassed molecules by
MASPEX may help to constrain the liquid water composition present under cracked domes
(Teolis et al. 2017).
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2.2.7 Pits and arcuate depressions

This section will discuss two types of depressions: pits and arcuate depressions.
Pits (Fig. 2U) are sub-circular to irregularly shaped topographic lows where the pre-

existing terrain within has not been disrupted. Pits are typically <10 km across and have
estimated depths of 200–300 m (Schenk and McKinnon 2001; Greenberg et al. 2003; Gree-
ley et al. 2000; Singer et al. 2021). Pits are less numerous than occurrences of microchaos,
but more numerous than domes and small smooth-plains deposits (Noviello et al. 2019).
They may preferentially form in the trailing anti-Jovian and leading sub-Jovian hemispheres
(Culha and Manga 2016), although this may be related to an observational bias related to
the location of near-terminator imaging by Voyager and Galileo.

Due to their similar sizes and spatial associations with domes (Sect. 2.2.6), it is suspected
that pits may share a similar formation mechanism. In situ melting could explain pit forma-
tion, but models differ on whether the isostatic compensation for the volume change is due
to melting of warm ocean plumes through the ice shell (Greenberg et al. 1999), or large
eutectic melt lenses within the ice shell (Schmidt et al. 2011). Sill injection, as suggested for
dome formation (Sect. 2.2.6), could form a pit instead of a dome if the liquid is injected deep
enough for the newly added mass to be supported elastically by the brittle ice at the top of
the shell (Michaut and Manga 2014; Manga and Michaut 2017; Fig. 3AA). Sills may also be
the source of dikes propagating towards the surface by pressurization during solidification,
causing depressions as they approach the surface (Craft et al. 2019). Diapiric upwellings
induced by the thermal contrast across the ice shell may theoretically reach a few km be-
low the surface (Pappalardo et al. 1998a,b; Rathbun et al. 1998; Pappalardo and Barr 2004)
and could induce partial melting near the surface, producing a pit, especially if the diapir is
composed of pure ice and impurities are present in the near-surface ice (Sotin et al. 2002;
Pappalardo and Barr 2004; Fig. 3BB).

Global mapping of Europa by EIS will allow the current inventory of pit locations, mor-
phology, relative age, and association with other features to be much more extensive. EIS
color images along with MISE near-IR and Europa-UVS far-UV spectra can be used to iden-
tify any non-ice materials present at the pit locations. In addition, EIS stereo-derived topog-
raphy will allow the depths of pits and surface morphology to be compared to model predic-
tions. If a region contains recently active pits, the detection of potential thermal anomalies
by E-THEMIS could provide information on the role of near surface water in pit forma-
tion. Dielectric contrasts detected by REASON will indicate subsurface changes in proper-
ties, composition (e.g., salt precipitates; Buffo et al. 2020) or the presence of liquid water
that could attenuate the signal or create radar reflections. Warmer or less saline ice diapirs
(e.g., Pappalardo and Barr 2004) may also be constrained this way. Furthermore, it might
be possible to identify fracture systems in REASON sounding data. These could be inter-
preted to indicate the presence of conduits for water or fluid movement towards the surface
(Michaelides and Schroeder 2019). Similarly, active pits may be outgassing or subjected to
sputtering of the fresh surface materials. In this case, MASPEX measurements might reveal
a range of chemical molecules that would aid in constraining subsurface composition (Teolis
et al. 2017).

Arcuate depressions, also known as “crop circles”, (Fig. 2V) are broad (∼25–50 km
wide) arcuate topographic lows that can extend hundreds of km in length (Schenk et al.
2008, 2020). Both pits and depressions appear to crosscut almost all preexisting terrain, and
their margins range from relatively steep and scarp-like, to gently sloping, with total relief
across the depression of ∼300–500 m (Schenk et al. 2008). The terrain within depressions
is usually well-preserved and does not appear to be disrupted. The depressions form two
incomplete arcs centered near 10°S, 300°E and 10°N, 120°E (Schenk et al. 2008).
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Arcuate depressions may have a different origin than pits due to their vastly different hor-
izontal scales, but no subsurface models of their formation process have yet been proposed.
In map view, their vast spatial scale suggests that a global tectonic process influences their
formation, and they may be related to true polar wander (Schenk et al. 2008, 2020).

2.3 Local-scale surface and near-surface properties

Surface properties provide essential clues to what processes are currently active or were re-
cently active on Europa. Any surface that is apparently less modified by impact gardening,
sputtering, and sublimation is likely to have been recently emplaced. Additionally, knowl-
edge of local-scale surface properties is critical for selection of sites for potential future
landed surface operations, both to ensure the recognition of sites of maximum science inter-
est, and to optimize the engineering design for mission success (see Section 5; Phillips et al.
2023).

Here, we define local-scale surface properties as those on the scale of a meter, and the
shallow subsurface down to a few (<10) meters (Fig. 4). Unlike larger geologic features
discussed previously, there are no existing data sets that directly sample the surface of Eu-
ropa at these scales. For example, Galileo’s highest resolution images of the surface were
acquired at an order of magnitude coarser pixel scale than expected from EIS. Europa Clip-
per’s improvements on previous data are described in detail in the relevant instrument papers
(see other papers in this issue) and their integrated contributions described in Sect. 4. Iden-
tification of patterns, textures, block distributions (EIS), and other characteristics of these
materials determined from such attributes as their thermal behavior (E-THEMIS and MISE)
or radar response (REASON) will be essential in discriminating among various geological
process hypotheses both at the local scale and for much larger landforms upon which the
fine-scale features are found (e.g. Fig. 3).

Various processes contribute to the landscape and immediate subsurface at local scales,
including tectonism, impact cratering, mass wasting, diurnal thermal cycles, sputtering, sub-
limation, and volatile segregation (Fig. 4). These processes produce small-scale features that
might be expected to be observed, including regolith; loose blocks and clasts; ice blades and
cups; local extrusions of liquids; and potentially plume deposits (see review in Moore et al.
2009).

Local slopes influence local-scale geologic processes, including mass wasting. The ma-
jority of documented mass wasting features occur on steep slopes (Moore et al. 1999; Sul-
livan et al. 1999) where detached material accumulates at the lowest slope of the flank,
creating tongue-like morphology at the terminus (Parekh et al. 2023). The detached mass
further disintegrates producing blocky material (Moore et al. 1999) and fine regolith in the
form of debris at a local scale on Europa. Mass wasting also produces albedo brightness by
exposing fresh subsurface fresh material. All geologic terrain types including crater mate-
rials are pervasively sloping on Europa, with mean slopes of 10°–15° on average (Schenk
2009). Smooth areas with low slopes at scales below a few hundreds of meters are rare, con-
sistent with a lack of ancient, relaxed terrains or heavily eroded terrains. However, the length
scales at which mass wasting might occur on Europa is not yet known, and available slope
measurements are with few exceptions limited to scales of 40 m or more (Schenk 2009).

Ground-based radar observations indicate that the surface layer is porous and/or highly
fractured to a depth of at least a few meters (Ostro and Shoemaker 1990; Black et al. 2001;
Moore et al. 2009). Models of radar backscatter observations have indicated that the porosity
in the upper meter of Europa’s ice shell could range from 33% to 94% (Black et al. 2001; Lee
et al. 2005). Visible and UV observations suggest hemisphere-averaged surface porosities of
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Fig. 3 Theoretical formation mechanisms for Europan landforms. Dark blue indicates the presence of wa-
ter/brines originating from Europa’s ocean, while light blue indicates brines produced within the ice shell.
Yellow indicates the importance of refrozen ocean water or local brines in the mechanism. Pink and purple
indicate warm/positively buoyant or cold/negatively buoyant ice, respectively. Crosshatch pattern indicates
an area of the ice crust intensely processed by tectonic deformation. Red arrows indicate important directions
of material motion. Ridge formation hypotheses: (a) compressional crumpling or volumetric deformation, (b)
shear heating, (c) linear diapirism, (d) fissure eruption with optional sill, (e) sill freezing, (f) tidal pumping,
(g) incremental ice wedging. Dilational band formation hypotheses: (h) mid-ocean ridge like spreading in
viscous ice, (i) progressive dilation of a thin separating floating ice crust. Bright band formation hypothe-
ses: (j) combination of strike-slip, extension, and contraction, (k) subsumption or other contractional motion.
Irregular complex crater and multiring basin formation hypotheses: (l) collapse over a warm ice substrate,
(m) migration and freezing of brine, (n) collapse of thin ice over ocean water. Chaos formation hypotheses:
(o) diapirism, (p) disruption of floating thin ice due to melt-through or impact, (q) brine mobilization and
migration of trapped melts, (r) shallow sill emplacement, (s) relaxation and collapse of void space over a heat
source, (t) extrusion of cryolava. Smooth plains formation hypotheses: (u) expression of mobilized brine onto
the surface, (v) enhanced sublimation over a heat source, (w) cryoclastic deposit. Dome formation hypothe-
ses: (x) diapirism, (y) shallow sill injection/laccolith formation, (z) volumetric expansion due to freezing of
trapped water body. Pit formation hypotheses: (aa) isostatic adjustment over sill and/or dike emplaced in ice
shell, (bb) volumetric contraction due to melting of ice. No local subsurface mechanisms have been proposed
to explain the formation of arcuate depressions. Figure by Geoff Collins.
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∼80–95% for the uppermost micrometers, assuming a uniform grain size distribution, with
the sub-Jovian and anti-Jovian hemispheres having higher porosities than either the leading
or trailing hemispheres (Domingue and Verbiscer 1997; Hendrix et al. 2005). Although we
have a general understanding of the nature of the surface properties, detailed spatial porosity
variations and vertical porosity profiles of Europa’s near-surface remain poorly constrained.
Additionally, models suggest the depth to which millimeter-to-meter scale voids (associated
with porosities between 1% and 22%) may extend from hundreds of meters to kilometers
(Aglyamov et al. 2017; Nimmo et al. 2003), depending on the balance of processes that
either create porosity (e.g., impacts and tectonic fracturing) or those that tend to remove
porosity (e.g., sintering). As such, the array of Europa Clipper instruments and their associ-
ated data sets will be brought to bear to increase our understanding of the properties of the
Europa surface.

Understanding the porosity of the Europan regolith will be important for understand-
ing its origins, composition, and processing. REASON is sensitive primarily to the ratio of
void space (porosity) in ice at the surface. Compact ice (no porosity) is approximately 5 dB
more reflective than old fallout that has been sintered and plastically deformed (porosity
>0.5). Old deposits, in turn, are significantly more reflective than fresh deposits dominated
by gravitational rearrangement (porosity >0.9) (Grima et al. 2014b). REASON reflectome-
try measurements will attempt to disentangle the effects of porosity from those of scattering
from a rough surface to better assess variability in ice porosity. At the surface, porosity can
be derived through photometric modeling of the solar phase curve reflectances measured by
EIS, MISE, and Europa-UVS (e.g., Domingue and Verbiscer 1997; Hendrix et al. 2005).
The number of Europa Clipper flybys at a variety of geometries will allow for robust mea-
surements reflectance across different phase angles and in different regions of the surface,
which will constrain variations in ice porosity.

Thermophysical properties of Europa’s surface will be of particular interest in illumi-
nating the nature of the regolith. Surface temperatures from the Galileo Photopolarimeter-
Radiometer (PPR) have been used to determine the thermophysical properties of Europa’s
surface at higher resolution (Rathbun et al. 2010, 2014; Spencer et al. 1999). Europa’s aver-
age albedo (0.56) is higher than that of the other Galilean satellites, and its average thermal
inertia (69 J m−2 s−1/2 K−1) is among the highest observed for any icy satellite (Rathbun
et al. 2014). Higher thermal inertias are usually indicative of denser surface materials. Due
to the PPR’s relatively low resolution, these data are only indicative of the bulk properties
of the surface at regional scales. Data from the Atacama Large Millimeter Array (ALMA)
have also been used to derive a slightly higher global thermal inertia of 95 J m−2 s−1/2 K−1

(Trumbo et al. 2018). Spatial variations in thermal inertia may not be correlated with very
large-scale surface geologic units, but they might be reflecting material characteristics at a
greater depth.

Telescopic measurements acquired during solar eclipses by Jupiter have also been ana-
lyzed to constrain the structure of the upper regolith (Hansen 1973) over a smaller vertical
length, but with a higher vertical resolution. The regolith on Europa appears to be strongly
layered: the top few millimeters have a low thermal inertia, and underlying that is a much
higher thermal inertia layer, consistent with very fine particulate material on top of an in-
durated/solid ice layer. These results have been interpreted to indicate actively self-healing
regolith through an undetermined process (e.g., Molaro et al. 2018).

While individual Europa Clipper instruments will produce informative observations at
the local scale, the combination of observations will profoundly constrain local surface prop-
erties to a much greater degree. For example, local surface characteristics will be determined
from a combination of EIS local scale, panchromatic, and stereo data for an array of geo-
logically diverse sites and at scales down to ∼0.5 m, with EIS 10-m-scale data providing
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Fig. 4 Schematic visualization of the near surface structure of Europa’s ice shell. The vertical scale is loga-
rithmic. This schematic represents a model that is internally consistent with infrared and radar observations.
Europa’s surface is modified by high-energy sputtering of material and impact gardening, by sublimation due
to insolation, condensation, and possibly by cryovolcanic resurfacing processes (possible plume deposits; the
eruption onto the surface of water or brine; and surface destabilization by melt-through from beneath). As
described in the text, Europa Clipper’s suite of instruments will penetrate the near surface to different depths
and will reveal surface physical structure, composition, and properties. Figure by David Hinkle.

an intermediate scale link between regional and local scales (see also Sect. 4). These prod-
ucts are directly comparable to the high-spatial resolution multispectral cubes that will be
obtained by MISE at dozens of sites at resolutions as good as ∼10 m (Blaney et al. 2024).
Measurements of diurnal temperature variations by E-THEMIS, when combined with those
from MISE (composition) and REASON (near-subsurface structure), will aid in constraining
the small-scale physical and thermophysical characteristics of the surface. Such character-
istics include grain size, small scale roughness, near-surface temperature as a function of
depth, and thermal inertia, which will provide constraints on density and thermal conduc-
tivity. MASPEX will make measurements of Europa’s tenuous diurnal atmosphere, which
cycles through thermal adsorption and desorption processes. E-THEMIS and MASPEX ob-
servations combined will facilitate the characterization of exchange processes between thew
surface regolith and the atmosphere (Teolis et al. 2017; Waite Jr et al. 2024). Altimetry and
reflectometry measurements made by REASON will constrain surface topography, regolith
cohesiveness, thickness and subsurface layering, and surface roughness. Furthermore, joint
analysis of REASON VHF and HF reflectometry data will help to constrain the average
porosity within 150 m of the surface as described above (Chan et al. 2023). Block abun-
dance models can be developed using EIS NAC, E-THEMIS, and REASON observations of
the same locations and then extrapolated to regions with more limited data available.
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Fig. 5 Schematic of a cross-section through the icy crust of Europa showing hypothesized processes (de-
scribed in the text) that might generate plumes, cryovolcanic surface features, and other morphology indica-
tive of current activity. The ice shell is shown as a cold, brittle shell over a warmer, more-deformable ductile
layer, above a global briny ocean. The ice shell is subject to powerful stresses that can first form and then open
and close cracks and conduits, the latter providing indirect pathways for water into the ice shell. These strong
tidal stresses contribute to the formation of cycloids, ridges, and extensional bands. The effects of diapirism
within the ice shell can penetrate to the surface, leading to melt-through and resurfacing. Diapirism and shell
fracturing can lead to the formation of liquid reservoirs within the brittle ice. Stresses in these reservoirs as
the water or brine freezes may lead to the opening of conduits to the surface, the generation of plumes, the
formation of domes, or the emplacement of “cryolavas” or smooth plains. Figure by David Hinkle.

3 Current activity

The lack of a heavily cratered surface is an indication that Europa is geologically young, (see
Sect. 2.2 and associated references), but it is not yet known if the moon is active today. An
important aspect of the Europa Clipper mission will be to provide a greater understanding
to the degree that this icy world may be currently active (Fig. 5). The moon’s extremely
young crater retention age (∼40–90 Myr, Sect. 2.2.3) suggests that geologic processes have
acted in the recent past to erase older terrains – processes which may continue to the present
day and thus could be directly or indirectly observable by Europa Clipper. These processes
could include cryovolcanism, tectonism, geyser-like plumes, impact cratering, or any of the
formation mechanisms discussed in Sect. 2.2 for recent landforms such as chaos terrain
or young ridges/bands (Fig. 4). Evidence of current surface activity (or lack thereof) will
shed light on which of these processes may continue to be active today, and thus what the
driving forces are for geologic change on Europa. Active processes could indicate whether
a subsurface ocean is present today, constrain the thickness of the ice shell, place bounds on
the proximity of intra-ice pockets of liquid water to the surface, allow improved constraints
to be placed on rates of surface–subsurface exchange, provide a means to estimate the rate
of space weathering, and complement other constraints on relative surface ages.

In this section we discuss what is currently known about possible plumes on Europa and
how Europa Clipper will search for and characterize them (Sect. 3.1); thermal anomalies that
might accompany current geologic activity such as volcanic or tectonic activity (Sect. 3.2);
and other indications of current activity such as direct observations of surface activity or
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changes since the Galileo mission of the 1990s, and detection of fresh materials (Sect. 3.3).
Figure 4 illustrates the various forms these processes could take and their possible surface
expressions to be investigated by Europa Clipper.

3.1 Possible Plumes

Cryovolcanic activity in the form of geyser-like plumes and surface flows may play a role in
the resurfacing of Europa. Low-albedo deposits surrounding lenticulae and along lineaments
on Europa might be cryoclastic mantlings that were ballistically emplaced during cryovol-
canic eruptions (Fagents et al. 2000). In addition, features such as lenticulae and chaoses
may be the surface manifestations of internal cryomagmatic processes (i.e., diapirism) (e.g.,
Wilson et al. 1997; Pappalardo et al. 1998a,b, 1999; Prockter and Schenk 2005). Ultimately,
as images and NIMS data from the Galileo mission have revealed features indicative of ef-
fusive cryovolcanism, including low-albedo plains and extrusive domes (e.g., Fagents 2003;
Kattenhorn and Prockter 2014; Prockter et al. 2017; Quick et al. 2017, 2022), cryomag-
matic intrusions (e.g., Rathbun et al. 1998; Figueredo et al. 2002; Sotin et al. 2002; Craft
et al. 2016; Manga and Michaut 2017; Chivers et al. 2021), and possible cryoclastic deposits
(e.g., Fagents et al. 2000; Quick et al. 2013; Quick and Hedman 2020), it is reasonable to
hypothesize that venting in the form of geyser-like plumes may also occur as part of a con-
tinuum of volcanic processes on Europa.

3.1.1 Mechanisms of plume eruptions

Cryovolcanic eruptions may occur when: (1) cracks induced by rising diapirs expose
volatile-rich water to Europa’s zero-pressure surface environment (Crawford and Stevenson
1988); (2) the convergence of ascending diapirs with tidally generated cracks in Europa’s
shell produce dikes capable of transporting volatile-laden water to the surface (Head et al.
1999; Phillips et al. 2000; Fagents 2003); or (3) excess pressures caused by the gradual
freezing of crustal fluid reservoirs, or by tidal stresses acting on crustal fluid reservoirs,
cause fractures to form in Europa’s ice shell that transport cryovolcanic fluids to Europa’s
surface (Fagents et al. 2000; Fagents 2003). Recent models have suggested that eruptive
venting associated with chaos formation or the migration and subsequent crystallization of
brine pockets associated with impacts may also trigger plume eruptions on Europa (Walker
and Schmidt 2018; Steinbrügge et al. 2020a,b). While the former mechanism could release
enough energy to result in sizeable eruptions and plumes up to 150 km tall, the latter would
produce plumes of the order of only a few km in height. Indeed, based on the average impact
frequency and impactor size at Europa, it is unlikely that impact events would trigger sizable
plume eruptions (Roth et al. 2014b). Each of these plume mechanisms would also result in
endogenic heating of the surface that would result in a thermal anomaly (see Sect. 3.2). The
dissociation of clathrate hydrates in the icy crust (Prieto-Ballesteros et al. 2005; Hand et al.
2006) may also trigger eruptions, similar to what was proposed for Enceladus (Kieffer et al.
2006) and may potentially result in the explosive release of large quantities of volatiles in
addition to water vapor.

Existing theoretical models for explosive venting on Europa include ballistic models,
which focus mainly on the particle component of Europa’s plumes and their associated de-
posits (Fagents et al. 2000; Quick et al. 2013; Quick and Hedman 2020). These suggest that
Europa’s potential plumes may be relatively small (<30 km high). These models also pre-
dict that plumes most likely leave behind low-albedo deposits along lineaments and perhaps
in association with domal lenticulae. In addition to particulates, Direct Simulation Monte
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Carlo (DSMC) models have focused on the vapor component of plumes (Berg et al. 2016),
while other models have taken an integrated approach, assessing potential effects of Eu-
ropa’s plumes locally and on its global exosphere (Teolis et al. 2017).

3.1.2 Searches for and indications of plumes on Europa

Previous studies have searched for evidence of plume deposits on Europa’s surface utilizing
several of the same methods that have been employed to observe plumes on other active
moons such as Io, Triton, and Enceladus (Pappalardo et al. 1999; Phillips et al. 2000). Low-
resolution and low-signal-to-noise Voyager observations of two anomalously bright features
on Europa were initially interpreted to be evidence of plume activity, with one feature inter-
preted to be a plume and the other as the resulting deposit (Cook et al. 1982, 1983; Helfen-
stein and Cook 1984). However, subsequent analyses did not confirm these observations
(Pappalardo et al. 1999), and the anomalous features may have only appeared to be excep-
tional because, unlike other bright areas on Europa’s surface, they were imaged at high phase
angles (McEwen 1986). Other searches for active plumes on Europa involved the collection
of a single set of Galileo Solid State Imaging (SSI) frames along the bright limb and detailed
comparisons of Voyager and Galileo data in an effort to detect surface changes. These inves-
tigations yielded no definitive evidence of large-scale venting (Phillips et al. 2000; Schenk
et al. 2020), possibly due to Europa’s unfavorable stress state and orbital position at the time
of observation (Hoppa et al. 1999a,b; Phillips et al. 2000), and suggested that any plume
activity that is currently occurring on Europa may be episodic, produce no observable ef-
fects, and/or may occur over small areas of the surface. Cursory plume searches comparing
images from Galileo and New Horizons yielded no additional evidence of plume activity on
Europa (Quick et al. 2010; Bramson et al. 2011; Schenk 2020). This may be in part because
image scales less than ∼100 m/pixel may be needed to observe Europa’s plumes (Phillips
et al. 2000). Searches for endogenic thermal emissions in Galileo observations were also
unsuccessful, but the data are limited in extent (Rathbun et al. 2010; see Section 4.3.2).

Observations of Europa by the Hubble Space Telescope (HST) using two different ob-
serving techniques have yielded evidence consistent with some characteristics of plumes.
Roth et al. (2014a) discovered hydrogen and oxygen line emission beyond the limb of Eu-
ropa, consistent with the dissociation of a water vapor plume up to 200 km in height located
near the south pole. Column densities for these candidate plumes were estimated to be of
the order of 1016 molecules/cm2. Such plumes would be vapor dominated and particle poor.
While follow-up observations of the same type did not yield similar detections (Roth et al.
2014b), Sparks et al. (2016) found evidence for continuum absorption beyond Europa’s limb
as it transited Jupiter. Three out of their ten observations were interpreted to be consistent
with plume activity, two at latitudes similar to those identified by Roth et al. (2014a). One
source location, just north of the Pwyll impact crater, was observed again by Sparks et al.
(2017) and is coincident with a thermal anomaly observed by Galileo PPR (Spencer et al.
1999). However, follow-up analysis of the thermal data showed that the anomaly was not
endogenic (Rathbun and Spencer 2020). Furthermore, a later detailed analysis of the statis-
tical and systematic uncertainties showed that the features interpreted as plumes in Sparks
et al. (2016) were consistent with random statistical occurrences (Giono et al. 2020). One
general problem in the search for anomalies in the HST transit images is that the position
of Europa on the detector is unknown. Thus, small misalignments of only one pixel can
create artifacts. The trailing hemisphere limb, where all suspected plume features reported
in Sparks et al. (2016) are located, is particularly sensitive to these effects.

Recent observations with the Keck telescope providing direct detection of water vapor,
as opposed to its dissociation products or ultraviolet absorption, suggested that, if present,
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Europa’s plumes may be somewhat smaller than previously estimated, with vapor column
densities of the order of 1015 molecules/cm2 (Paganini et al. 2020). These authors suggested
that venting leading to large plumes that are hundreds of kilometers tall may be the ex-
ception rather than the rule on Europa, in agreement with previous Galileo image analysis
and theoretical modeling suggesting that venting on Europa may be small-scale in nature
(Fagents et al. 2000; Phillips et al. 2000; Quick et al. 2013).

Recent re-analyses of particles and fields data acquired by the Galileo spacecraft during
its close encounters with Europa have yielded additional evidence that is consistent with the
presence of plumes. On the Galileo E12 flyby of Europa, which was that spacecraft’s clos-
est encounter with the moon (closest approach altitude ∼ 206 km), the spacecraft observed
abrupt changes in the magnetic field and localized enhancement of plasma density near the
equator on the trailing hemisphere (Jia et al. 2018). By using a multi-fluid magnetohydro-
dynamic (MHD) simulation, Jia et al. (2018) showed that the observed magnetic field and
plasma density variations are consistent with the spacecraft passing through a vapor plume
with characteristics similar to those inferred from the HST observations. In addition to the
E12 flyby, the only other Galileo flyby that came within 400 km of Europa’s surface was
the E26 flyby. Based on a hybrid plasma simulation, Arnold et al. (2019) suggested that the
magnetic field variations observed near closest approach during the E26 flyby can be ex-
plained by the spacecraft passing through a plume near Europa’s south pole, although it has
more recently been demonstrated that these observations could be explained by instrument
artifacts (Jia et al. 2021).

Given their likely sporadic nature, and in the absence of direct detection, their associated
deposits could enable constraints on the locations, eruption rates, sizes, and composition of
any plumes that may have emplaced them. In addition, owing to their minimum exposure
to Europa’s severe radiation environment, fresh plume deposits could contain and preserve
organic compounds from the interior (e.g., Nordheim et al. 2018). Their potential to contain
biomarkers thus makes their identification a critical step in constraining Europa’s habitabil-
ity potential. Recent analyses of Voyager, Galileo, and New Horizons data have revealed no
evidence of color or albedo changes representative of surficial plume deposits between 1979
and 2007 (Schenk 2020), but the wealth of new data from the Europa Clipper payload will
expand the spatial, temporal, and wavelength range of possible deposit detections.

3.1.3 Europa Clipper plume search and characterization strategy

If detected, plumes on Europa’s may not be tidally controlled, may be sporadic in nature
(Roth et al. 2014b; Rhoden et al. 2015), and unlike Enceladus’ plumes, may not be tied to
any specific region on the surface. In addition, their output and intensity may be markedly
different from Enceladus’ plumes, due to differing gravity, differences in subsurface plumb-
ing systems, and/or differences in the stress states of their ice shells (Hansen et al. 2019).
Consequently, Europa Clipper may need to employ indirect means to locate plumes and con-
strain their eruption frequency. Europa Clipper’s integrated plume search strategy includes
investigations by EIS, E-THEMIS, MISE, Europa-UVS, REASON, MASPEX, ECM, and
PIMS, which are designed to identify plumes and constrain their properties.

As was demonstrated by the Voyager, Galileo, and Cassini imagers at Io (and Enceladus
by Cassini), and more recently at Europa with the HST, Space Telescope Imaging Spectro-
graph (STIS), plume searches and detection can be conducted by direct imaging and moni-
toring of the limb of a moon (McEwen et al. 1998; Sparks et al. 2016). Thus, EIS will image
Europa’s disc near the limb at high phase angles and along the terminator in an effort to
detect the particle component of any plumes. High phase angles are preferred because small
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forward-scattering plume particles would be brightest and the moon’s bright limb is darker,
thus contributing less stray or scattered light that complicates plume detection. In addition,
change detection with the EIS color filters will allow the imagers to search for effusive erup-
tions, which could be spatially located near areas of eruptive venting and represent evidence
of fresh deposits on the surface.

Thermal infrared measurements of Europa, both in and out of Jovian eclipse, could also
reveal hotspots and limb features indicative of plumes and recent surface activity (Johnson
et al. 1984; Sparks et al. 2019). E-THEMIS and MISE data will also be used to search
for endogenic heat sources that could be associated with plumes (see Sect. 3.3). Moreover,
E-THEMIS measurements could be used to detect variations in thermal inertia caused by
the emplacement of fresh plume deposits on Europa’s surface: Plume fallout may reduce
thermal inertia if plume particles dominate and are small, or deposition of plume gases
may increase thermal inertia due to sintering of surface grains (e.g., Rathbun et al. 2004;
Christensen et al. 2024). MISE spectra should also be able to reveal any diffuse patches
of differing composition on Europa’s surface created by fallen plume material. Europa-
UVS scan observations may capture ongoing plume eruptions via hydrogen and oxygen
line emission (Roth et al. 2014a), transit imaging (e.g., Roth et al. 2017), and stellar and so-
lar occultations emphasizing the gas component, as well as gathering surface albedo datasets
to identify unique compositional and microphysical surface deposits possibly due to recent
plume activity. Additionally, the possible bisection of an active plume by one or more of the
many planned stellar occultation observations could return detailed composition and vertical
structure information of any plumes, well sampled over different timescales throughout the
mission. REASON’s contribution to the search for and study of Europa’s candidate plumes
will take two forms. First, relative timing delays between REASON VHF and HF surface
echoes will be used to characterize the ionospheric electron density in the vertical column
between the Europa Clipper spacecraft and the surface (Grima et al. 2015; Scanlan et al.
2019; Blankenship et al. 2024, this collection) where any local anomalies may be indica-
tive of ongoing plume activity. Second, REASON reflectometry measurements will provide
insight into porosity or near-surface layering (see Sect. 2.3) that could be related to plume
deposits.

Active plumes can enhance global water signatures and multiple other plume species,
including noble gases, nitrile and organic species, significantly altering the global composi-
tion of Europa’s tenuous atmosphere (Teolis et al. 2017; Lee et al. 2005; Becker et al. 2024).
Models suggest that a recent plume could produce signature exosphere compositions (as a
ratio to O2) that would be detectable far from the plume by MASPEX (Teolis et al. 2017).
Global enhancements due to active plumes may not be able to localize the source, but would
provide compelling evidence of current activity.

If active plumes are located, in situ analyses with MASPEX and SUDA could further pro-
vide characterization and compositional analysis of the plume materials. Along the space-
craft trajectory, MASPEX will measure the spatially resolved density and chemistry of the
exosphere, which is predicted to differ in terms of structure and composition in the presence
of contemporaneous plume activity. SUDA has the capability of determining the mass, size,
and composition of non-ice components such as organic molecules as well as salts of the
grain particles of possible plumes. Negative ion detection and characterization could pro-
vide further constraints on the salinity of the liquid reservoir from which a plume could be
sourced. In addition, SUDA measurements can also provide chemical compositional analy-
sis of any recent plume deposits on Europa’s surface when flying over those areas at lower
altitudes (∼35 km or below).

A plume may generate perturbations to its surrounding magnetic field and plasma envi-
ronment through interaction with Jupiter’s magnetospheric plasma. ECM and PIMS will be
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able to detect localized perturbations in the magnetic field and plasma properties, respec-
tively, that may be associated with a plume, such as changes in magnetic field strength and
orientation and variations in plasma density and flow velocity.

3.2 Thermal anomalies

The most common endogenic thermal anomalies observed with remote sensing throughout
the solar system are the result of volcanism, but they can also be formed by tectonic and
other geological surface processes. Most of these processes are associated with movement of
material from the subsurface to the surface, which, for Europa, makes any thermal anomaly
a high-priority target for probing the interior of Europa, as it may indicate an area where
organic material could have been transported from more habitable portions of Europa to the
surface.

Plumes on Io and Enceladus are accompanied by thermal anomalies at the surface
(Spencer et al. 2006; Davies 2007). Any cryolavas that are warm enough (∼200 K) to flow
(e.g., Quick and Marsh 2016) would also be detectable by E-THEMIS as thermal anomalies
on Europa’s surface (Christensen et al. 2024), which is typically 70–90 K on the nightside
and less than 130 K on the dayside (Rathbun et al. 2010). In addition, MISE is capable of
detecting such thermal anomalies in both day- and nightside observations if the anomaly is
at or greater than ∼190 K and fills more than 10% of a pixel (Blaney et al. 2024).

Besides some limited coverage by the Voyager spacecraft (Spencer 1987), the only
spatially resolved datasets of Europa’s temperatures are from the Galileo PPR instrument
(80–300 km resolution; Spencer et al. 1999; Rathbun et al. 2010) and the earth-based ALMA
(∼200 km resolution; Trumbo et al. 2018). Both sets of observations have successfully been
modeled as passively reradiated solar radiation and showed no obvious thermal anomalies.
Additionally, only a few percent of Europa’s surface were covered by the PPR with enough
detail to conclude that liquid water did not exist in these regions (Rathbun et al. 2010). Those
observations were concentrated near Europa’s leading and trailing points, leaving much of
Europa’s surface unexplored in the infrared wavelength range.

3.2.1 Possible sources of thermal anomalies

Thermal anomalies may result from active resurfacing exposing warmer subsurface mate-
rial, shallowly buried warm material, or active or recent plume vents or deposits. Several
types of geologic features on Europa are young and possibly formed by water or warm ice.
In particular, chaos regions may be formed by the extrusion of warm ice onto Europa’s
surface (see Sect. 2.2.4). Based on the average surface age, Abramov and Spencer (2008)
have suggested that the number of detectable thermal anomalies on Europa’s surface should
currently be 1 to 10 if recent resurfacing is dominated by the formation of chaos regions
with areas of 100 to 1000 km2. Alternative models propose that chaos could form over large
lenses of liquid water in the shallow subsurface (Schmidt et al. 2011). It has been hypothe-
sized that such features could be detectable for thousands of years after the activity ceases
(Abramov et al. 2013). Regardless of the formation method, a near-surface thermal anomaly
associated with a 100-m-thick layer of liquid water may be detectable for at least several
hundred years (Abramov and Spencer 2008).

Tectonic deformation may also create thermal anomalies associated with geologic land-
forms. On Europa, tectonic deformation occurs pervasively through extensional (e.g., Prock-
ter and Patterson 2009) and strike-slip (e.g., Hoppa et al. 1999b) fault activity, with few
observations of potential convergent activity (Prockter and Pappalardo 2000; Kattenhorn
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and Prockter 2014; Collins et al. 2022). Activity associated with extensional bands prob-
ably draws relatively warm and buoyant ice material upward, increasing near-surface heat
flow regionally, and may dissipate heat frictionally on normal faults (Fig. 3), potentially pro-
ducing local thermal anomalies (Howell and Pappalardo 2018). While robust stratigraphic
information for Europa is limited, it has been suggested that the onset of band formation in
the geologic record pre-dates the onset of chaos formation (Figueredo and Greeley 2004;
Doggett et al. 2009). This indicates that extensional tectonics on bands may not be the
most recent style of activity, and may not continue to the present day. Strike-slip features
may dissipate frictional heat that potentially induces melting, producing anomalies indica-
tive of recent or ongoing activity (Gaidos and Nimmo 2000; Nimmo and Gaidos 2002;
Kalousová et al. 2014). In comparison to extensional features, convergent tectonics may de-
press isotherms regionally, resulting in cold surface anomalies with local warm spots due to
friction dissipation on thrust faults (Kattenhorn and Prockter 2014).

3.2.2 Europa Clipper Thermal Anomaly Search Strategy

There are two instruments on Europa Clipper that will contribute to the search for thermal
anomalies. E-THEMIS will acquire thermal infrared images of Europa in three spectral
bands ranging from 7 to 50 microns (Christensen et al. 2024) while MISE will cover a
spectral range of 0.8 to 5 microns (Blaney et al. 2024). E-THEMIS will resolve 50-m surface
features to accurately determine surface temperatures > ∼60 K, while MISE is sensitive to
thermal emission from the warmest possible areas that may be present on Europa. Acquiring
measurements of anomalous thermal emissions from both instruments would provide strong
constraints on the temperature and area distribution present.

One way to distinguish between temperature anomalies due to different thermophysical
surface properties and endogenic heating is to measure temperatures during both the daytime
and nighttime (Rathbun et al. 2010). E-THEMIS will obtain day- and nighttime coverage at
better than 20 km/pixel resolution element over more than 80% of Europa’s surface. This
global dataset will be able to detect endogenic thermal anomalies comparable in magnitude
to the Enceladus south polar tiger stripes over most of Europa’s surface.

Thus, E-THEMIS and MISE datasets, which will both cover most of Europa’s surface,
will enable unambiguous determinations of which features on Europa are very young and
still geologically active. The locations and spatial distribution of such thermal anomalies will
place constraints on models of resurfacing mechanisms (e.g., conduit-like or linear vent, sur-
face flows, melt-through area). These models, in turn, inform interpretations of the specular
and scattered components of the radar surface echoes acquired by REASON (Grima et al.
2014a,b).

3.3 Surface activity evidence

Evidence of modern geologic activity on Europa is of acute interest because it would indi-
cate the current status of Europa’s habitability. Plumes and their deposits (Sect. 3.2), thermal
anomalies (Sect. 3.3) and geologically young terrains (Sect. 2.1.2) are key aspects for pro-
viding greater insight into possible current activity. Additional evidence of current surface
activity could also be found through direct change detection, or indirectly by the identi-
fication of fresh features or materials, particularly at small scales. Surface changes might
include: albedo or color variability as a function of time; growth or appearance of cracks;
increased ridge height or width; lateral changes in offset along a strike-slip faults; change
in relative location of chaos blocks; and the presence of new craters. Fresh features might
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include regions indicative of surface flows; steep slopes; bright material; areas with anoma-
lous roughness, photometry, or color; and features whose size, albedo, appearance, or cross-
cutting relations with other young features indicate very young ages.

Previous searches did not result in any detection of changes over the last few decades.
Overlapping images obtained by the Voyager 2 (1979), Galileo (1996–1998), and New Hori-
zons (2007) spacecraft enabled searches for large-scale surface changes over the interven-
ing decades. No detectable surface changes have been found between these datasets despite
extensive searches, implying that any current activity must be at a smaller spatial scale, dif-
ferent locations and/or be episodic and not continuous (Phillips et al. 2000; Phillips 2015;
Schenk 2020). A maximum surface alteration rate of <1 km2/year, corresponding to a min-
imum surface age of 30 Myr, was calculated based on the null result found between the
Voyager 2 and Galileo images (Phillips et al. 2000). Europa Clipper will provide data over a
longer timeframe to continue this search for recent surface activity by identifying changes in
comparison with previous imaging datasets. Images from EIS will characterize the surface
albedo and color at ≤500-m pixel scale to enable comparisons among previous EIS, Voy-
ager, and Galileo data for assessing large-scale surface changes over the course of decades.
Several of the EIS filters were designed to be comparable to their counterparts on Galileo SSI
for detailed comparisons which could indicate changes in color and/or albedo over time. Re-
peat coverage within this dataset will enable assessment of surface changes over the course
of the Europa Clipper mission.

Surface albedo can be an indicator of relatively recent activity. The surfaces of airless
bodies typically darken with time as they are exposed to the space environment; however,
Europa currently defies that general trend. Bright icy material can indicate fresher surfaces,
particularly when associated with landforms like steep slopes (i.e., fresh material exposed
by mass wasting) or craters (i.e., fresh material excavated from depth and deposited in rays;
see Sect. 2.2.3). Dilational band relative albedo varies distinctly with age (Sect. 2.2.2). Thus,
relative albedo of surfaces can also be used to identify and characterize recent activity.

Another expected form of current activity is mass wasting. Europa is believed to be cov-
ered in regolith (Sect. 2.3). Evidence of mass wasting of that regolith has been found in
high-resolution Galileo images, indicating slope processes at this scale may be widespread
and ongoing today (Moore et al. 2009). Mapping and quantifying such mass wasting in Eu-
ropa Clipper data will show the extent of such activity, the driving mechanisms, and material
properties of that regolith.

Various instruments will be complementary in the search for fresh material that could
indicate current activity. Observations by EIS will allow characterization of small areas of
the surface at resolutions of 10- and 1-m/pixel, enabling a search for signs of small-scale
resurfacing, weathering, and erosion. Regional-scale images with a resolution of about 25
m/pixel will be sufficient to search for evidence of larger-scale mass wasting. EIS color
imaging with pixel scales as small as ∼5 m will be used to identify signs of fresh material
based on photometric properties and color ratios. These data will complement MISE data
that can be used to map ice grain size and crystallinity, allowing for detection of anoma-
lous surfaces that have experienced recent changes. MISE-derived photometric properties
will also constrain the freshness of surface material such as that exposed in downslope mass
wasting processes. Young surfaces produced or modified by recent activity are likely to be
detectable by E-THEMIS as thermal inertia anomalies (see Sect. 3.3), because their sur-
face textures will not have reached equilibrium due to longer-term surface processes such
as sputtering or micrometeorite bombardment. Far-UV spectral albedo maps produced by
Europa-UVS will capture both microphysical and chemical composition variations of the
uppermost layer of the regolith. This thin veneer can be disturbed by impacts and mass
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wasting, replaced or overlain by fresh plume or impact ejecta deposits, and weathered by
the intense radiation effects at Europa. Correlating the far-UV measured albedo variations
in this thin veneer to thermal anomalies observed by E-THEMIS, chemical compositions
detected by SUDA, MASPEX, and MISE as well as topography and subsurface structure
measured by EIS and REASON, provides a powerful opportunity to understand the mecha-
nisms driving recent activity.

Detection of subsurface liquid water would also indicate relatively recent activity. As
discussed in Sect. 2 and summarized in Fig. 3, a number of the proposed formation mecha-
nisms for various landforms imply the presence of water or brines in Europa’s near-surface.
As these liquid deposits are expected to be thermodynamically unstable and therefore short-
lived, their existence would show that processes are actively reshaping Europa’s surface
(Steinbrügge et al. 2020a,b). REASON reflectometry measurements will be sensitive to such
areas of liquid-bearing porous ice regolith, as they are expected to be present with signifi-
cantly stronger coherent reflection strengths than those from an area where the regolith pore
space is empty (Grima et al. 2016).

In addition to remote sensing, in situ measurements will be taken to constrain the fre-
quency and magnitude of current activity by directly measuring materials ejected from the
surface during any ongoing events. For example, atmospheric modeling of Europa suggests
that geologically young features, such as maculae and chaos terrain, produce signature sput-
tered compositions (as a ratio to O2) relative to older, heavily radiolyzed terrain (Teolis et al.
2017). MASPEX will thus measure key chemical species such as CH4 and HCN that may
be sputtered from the surface and identify regions of enhanced ratios that may indicate ge-
ologically young features at scales of 35 to 110 km. SUDA will enable direct capture and
analysis of any endogenous plume particles and also grains ejected from impacts. In order
to constrain the source of detected materials, SUDA will be able to differentiate the back-
ground of sputtered material and impact dust ejecta from that of recently erupted plume
material that may be derived from the subsurface ocean or other liquid water regions within
the ice shell. PIMS measurements of the Jupiter’s magnetospheric plasma will determine
the surface sputtering rates of Europa and constrain surface weathering (Westlake et al.
2023). PIMS measurements of Europa’s ionospheric composition will contribute to our un-
derstanding of the surface and the processes that produce the sputtered atmosphere (Becker
et al. 2024).

4 Integrated Geologic Dataset(s)

Progress toward answering broader questions of habitability associated with geology will
come from the integration of multiple datasets. Each Europa Clipper instrument will gener-
ate datasets that can be used to investigate the various aspects of Europa’s geology, but as
discussed here, the combination of correlated datasets will provide even greater insight. The
strength of the instrument suite on Europa Clipper is that it allows this icy world to be inter-
rogated from the subsurface to the space environment, all measurements providing a piece
to the puzzle (i.e., sounding the interior to in situ sampling of sputter or ejected material).

With a focus on achieving a comprehensive understanding of the geology of Europa, we
provide some examples of key datasets that will be correlated. Compositional data from
MISE become more powerful when combined with morphologic and topographic informa-
tion derived from EIS measurements as it allows us to better understand relations between
structures, time stratigraphic units, and any variations in composition. Folding in REASON
sounding data provides direct insight as to how the observations on the surface are linked
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to subsurface structural or thermal configuration. In relation to the latter, the E-THEMIS
dataset also provides complementary information on endogenic thermal features from pas-
sive thermal emission while derived maps of thermophysical properties aid in better under-
standing surface physical properties and their relation to composition.

From its inception, the Europa Clipper flight system has been designed to accommodate
an imaging suite covering the wavelength range from 60 nm (UVS) to 33 m (REASON’s
9 MHz HF band), and to simultaneously observe along common boresights with overlapping
fields of view (Fig. 6 and 7). Its configuration on the spacecraft is intentionally designed to
enable the integration of data sets to investigate Europa’s habitability. Data from Europa
Clipper’s instruments cover a substantial swath of the electromagnetic spectrum from the
UV (Europa-UVS, EIS), through the visible (EIS), near-infrared (EIS, MISE), mid- and far-
infrared (E-THEMIS), and radio (REASON, G/RS) wavelengths, at spatial scales ranging
from hemispherical to submeter (Fig. 6). Simultaneously, particles and fields instruments
(SUDA, MASPEX, PIMS, ECM, and G/RS) provide crucial information about the local
near-surface environment. Table 2 lists key datasets for addressing the broad goals of Eu-
ropa Clipper’s geological investigations. Used together, these datasets will enable Europa’s
geology to be explored in three-dimensions via a broad swath of the electromagnetic spec-
trum.

Integration of the various datasets requires the consistent use of agreed upon datums, co-
ordinate systems, map projections, and even data formats (i.e., a spatial data infrastructure
(Laura et al. 2018)), and spatial datasets must be geodetically controlled, especially those
that are not co-aligned such as MISE and EIS NAC, which can point off-nadir. These con-
siderations have been integrated into the Europa Clipper science and operational strategy
from an early stage (Pappalardo et al. 2024; Table 2). Geospatial data will be archived in the
Planetary Data System (PDS) in both the IAU east-positive, planetocentric (consistent with
the JUICE mission) and west-positive, planetographic coordinate systems.

5 Reconnaissance as feed forward to future exploration

Because of its astrobiological potential, an eventual return to Europa to study this world in
situ is a strong desire subsequent to the Europa Clipper mission, and a lander is the next
logical step in the exploration of this moon (Hand et al. 2017, 2022; Phillips et al. 2020).
Whatever form the next mission to Europa takes, reconnaissance data collected by Europa
Clipper will be critical for the identification and assessment of potential future landing sites,
which will need to satisfy criteria for both (1) scientific value and (2) landing and opera-
tional safety. The top-level requirements of the Europa Clipper investigations (see Table 1
and supplemental material), specifically the geology-related ones, are well-aligned with the
needs of reconnaissance. The main inputs to the landing/operational safety aspects of re-
connaissance (e.g., measurement of slopes, detection and characterization of boulders and
surface roughness) are highly relevant to local-scale surface and regolith characterization
(Sect. 2.3).

As a multiple flyby mission, the highest resolution data most relevant for reconnaissance
will be collected during the close approach phase (25–100 km altitude) of each flyby. It
is likely that one of the approximate 50 regions of closest approach will be the landing
site for a future mission. However, not all high-resolution datasets will help address the
fundamental needs of a lander and thus not all regions of closest-approach will contain
feasible landing sites (Phillips et al. 2023). If the spacecraft remains healthy and resources
are available after the prime mission, an extended mission might also provide opportunities
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Fig. 6 Visualization of how different instruments (colored bars) on Europa Clipper will observe Europa’s
surface at a variety of scales (left). The gradation at the bottom of the E-THEMIS and REASON bars indicates
that the meter-scale is inferred by the data these instruments take (rather than directly observed). The in-situ
instruments MASPEX and SUDA (far right bars) will provide observations of Europa at the 30-km scale
and are therefore included in this visualization even though they do not provide observations at a particular
wavelength like the other, remote sensing instruments.

for targeted, follow-on observations of potential landing sites. See Phillips et al. (2023) for
a full discussion of the reconnaissance strategy for landing on Europa.

5.1 Scientific value of potential landing sites

The ability to sample below the surface would enable a lander mission to expand upon the
science return from the Europa Clipper mission. The goals of a future landed mission, such
as to search for biosignatures and assess the geochemical and geophysical context (Hand
et al. 2022), will guide the selection of potential landing sites. As such, sites with lower ra-
diation processing will be preferred because they are predicted to have a greater likelihood
of preserving intact biological signatures closer to the surface (Hand et al. 2017; Nordheim
et al. 2018). Sites that are thought to contain ocean-derived materials would also be impor-
tant. Also of interest are areas shown to have signs of current or recent activity (e.g., color
changes, morphological changes (Sect. 3.3), plumes (Sect. 3.1), or cryovolcanic deposits).
In addition, sites of thermal anomalies (Sect. 3.2) or places where radar observations suggest
the presence of shallow subsurface liquid water would be compelling targets of interest.

5.2 Landing and operational safety constraints for potential landing sites

Fundamental to any landed asset is the ability to safely deliver the flight system to the
ground. To accomplish this at Europa will require assessments of local surface properties
such as slope (e.g., <25°; Hand et al. 2022), surface roughness, vertical topographic re-
lief (e.g., <1 m; Hand et al. 2022), and block abundance. Slope information derived from
Galileo data suggests that any lander should require robustness to slopes greater than 15°
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Fig. 7 Approximate field of view (FOV) for each of the Europa Clipper remote sensing instruments, evaluated
at 100 km altitude as an example. FOVs are shown for the EIS NAC (blue; 1 m/pixel resolution at this
altitude), EIS WAC (green; 22 m/pixel), Europa-UVS (purple; 35 m/pixel), E-THEMIS (cyan; 250 m/pixel),
MISE (pink; 25 m/pixel), and REASON (white) instruments. Colors of instrument FOVs correspond to label
colors. REASON FOVs show the area of the surface that contributes to a single echo measurement and so
are essentially the surface spatial resolutions of these types of measurements. The yellow circle (∼ 3.4 km
in diameter) represents the area on the surface that contributes to an individual reflection to REASON VHF
altimetry and reflectometry measurements. The white circle (∼ 66 km in diameter) encompasses the area on
the surface that may reflect radar energy arriving at the REASON antennas at the same time as a reflection
recorded during the subsurface sounding of a target at 3 km depth in the ice shell. Bolded shapes on the right
portion of the illustration comprise FOVs for individual instrument observations (although at this altitude
EIS WAC will be used in pushbroom mode only, a representative footprint for framing mode is shown for
comparison), while the partially transparent colored strips on the left portion of the image illustrate push
broom dataset coverage when integrated along-track during a Europa flyby. Background images: Galileo
PIA23872 (color, 223 m/pixel; grayscale is same image blurred for illustrative purposes).

(Schenk 2009). It must also be noted that slopes smaller than ∼40-m-scale are unknown and
could be higher. Images acquired by EIS along with derived Digital Terrain Models (DTMs)
will be used to determine slopes, topographic variations, block heights, and fracture hazards.
In addition, thermal inertia derived from E-THEMIS data can be used to broadly character-
ize the safety of potential landing sites as it informs on the cohesiveness and porosity of the
material along with providing insight as to the roughness of the surface (Christensen et al.
2024). In an independent manner, REASON data will inform on the porosity and cohesive-
ness of the surface and near subsurface and can be used to characterize the surface roughness
at horizontal scales of 5 m and 33 m (Blankenship et al. 2024, this collection).

A technique that has proven effective at Mars and at the asteroid Bennu (Nelessen et al.
2019; Lauretta et al. 2022 and references therein) in guiding a lander to its destination on the
surface is Terrain Relative Navigation (TRN), which uses onboard processing of real-time
imaging to guide the final descent. It is anticipated that such a technique will be used for
a Europa lander during the deorbit, descent, and landing process to localize the spacecraft
and precisely navigate to the planned landing site. To make this feasible, local-scale EIS
data would enable a small landing ellipse ∼200 m across, while stereo images obtained at
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Table 2 The global, regional, and local scale datasets from each Europa Clipper instrument that will be used
to investigate Europa’s geology. Note these terms are not formally defined at the same spatial scales for all
instruments, but this table summarizes how datasets will address the formation hypotheses and processes
discussed in Sect. 2 at different spatial scales. Coverage, resolution, etc. values are based on measurement
requirements and Planning Guidelines; values achieved during the active mission may be an improvement on
these.

Data Type Global Scale Regional Scale Local Scale

Global Shape • REASON altimetry
(∼15 m vertical precision
1600 km long globally
distributed profiles)
• Europa-UVS
occultations (∼1 m
vertical accuracy)
• EIS limb profiles
(∼100 m vertical
accuracy)
• Gravity/Radio Science

NA NA

Mapping and
Morphology

• EIS WAC NAC
Photomosaic (≥80%
coverage at ≤100 m/pixel)
• EIS NAC color mosaic
(≥3 filters at 250–400
m/pixel)
• EIS WAC NAC
topography (≥30%
coverage at ≤100
m/posting, 50 m vertical
precision)
• REASON altimetry
(2 km along track, ∼15 m
vertical precision
>30,000 km cumulative
ground track length)

• EIS WAC NAC (≥5% of
the surface, with a target
of ≥30% at 25 m/pixel)
• EIS WAC NAC
topography (target of
≥1.7% coverage)
• REASON altimetry
(2 km along track, 15 m
vertical precision, up to
three 800 km long profiles
in mapped panels)

• EIS NAC images (≥ 40
sites at ≤1 m/pixel, and
≥20 sites at ≤10 m/pixel)
• EIS NAC topography
(≥40 sites with 1 m
postings and vertical
resolution ∼0.5 m)

Composition
(see also
Becker et al.
2024)

• MISE hyperspectral data
(0.8–5 µm, ≥70% global
coverage at 10 km/pixel)
• Europa-UVS (54 nm –
0.21 µm, 70% coverage at
100 km/pixel)
• SUDA and MASPEX
(in situ at close approach)
• EIS NAC color mosaic
(≥3 filters at 250–400
m/pixel) ≥25% at
≤100 m/pixel

• MISE hyperspectral
data (≥0.3% coverage at
< 300 m/pixel)
• Europa-UVS (54 nm –
0.21 µm at ∼1 km/pixel
retrieved at spacecraft
altitudes <1000 km)
• SUDA and MASPEX
(in situ at close approach,
regional spatial resolution
≥ flyby altitude)
• EIS color (∼3% at ≤25
m/pixel)

MISE local hyperspectral
data at ≥14 globally
distributed sites, down to
25 m/pixel at 100 km and
7.5 m/pixel at 25 km
altitude
• EIS small scale color
(≥10 sites at ≤10
m/pixel)

≤22 m/pixel scale would cover the area surrounding the landing site by ≥22 km on all sides
(see Fig. 7 for comparison of Europa Clipper instruments’ FOVs). Because of the small size
of the landing ellipse, the number of potential sites within an imaged area could be large,
increasing the odds of finding landing areas that have high science value and are also safe
from an engineering perspective (Johnson et al. 2015).
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Table 2 (Continued)

Data Type Global Scale Regional Scale Local Scale

Thermophysi-
cal Surface
Properties

• Europa-UVS (54 nm –
0.21 µm, 70% coverage at
100 km/pixel)
• E-THEMIS (80%
coverage with 50%
day/night overlap at 25
km/pixel)
• REASON reflectometry
(11 of 14 mapped panels)
• MISE hyperspectral
data (0.8–4.8 µm, ≥70%
global coverage at 10
km/pixel) to constrain ice
grain size and porosity as
a function of depth down
to ∼1 cm and temperature
from ice band positions

• E-THEMIS (18 distinct
sites separated by a
distance of 100 km,
dayside and nightside,
observation of 15+
unique sites at 250
m/pixel (3+ anti-Jovian
and 3+ sub-Jovian sites)
at 250 m/pixel)
• Europa-UVS (54 nm –
0.21 µm at ∼1 km/pixel
retrieved at spacecraft
altitudes <1000 km
• REASON reflectometry
(up to three 800 km long
profiles in each mapped
panel)
• MISE hyperspectral
data (≥0.3% coverage at
< 300 m/pixel) to
constrain ice grain size
and porosity as a function
of depth down to ∼1 cm
and temperature from ice
band positions

• REASON reflectometry
(cm-m scale roughness at
>10 km scale resolution
and permittivity (with
additional compositional
constraints provides
density)
• E-THEMIS (two bands
7–14 µm and 28+ to
derive meter-scale block
abundance globally)
• EIS Photometry (local
scale properties derived
from 500 m/pixel images
at 2 sites at 6 different
phase angles)
• MISE hyperspectral
data (≥14 globally
distributed sites at < 50
m/pixel) to constrain ice
grain size and porosity as
a function of depth down
to ∼1 cm and temperature
from ice band positions

Thermal
Anomalies and
Current
Geologic
Activity

• E-THEMIS (80%
coverage at 25 km/pixel,
with 2 K accuracy and
precision)
• MISE 4.5–5 µm data to
map thermal anomalies
(3.6 km diameter and
>190 K)
• EIS plume searches
(terminator and limb
observations at distributed
longitudes, true anomalies
and high phase angles at
≤10 km/pixel)
• MASPEX global
atmospheric detection of
plume activity

• EIS recent activity
dataset (500 m/pixel color
images overlapping
previous mission
coverage)
• REASON plume
identification (between
35 km and 1000 km
spacecraft altitude)
• MISE 4.5–5 µm data to
map thermal anomalies
(>110 m diameter and
>190 K)

• E-THEMIS 250 m/pixel
or better
• MISE 4.5–5 µm data to
map thermal anomalies
(>18 m diameter and
>190 K)
• REASON mapping of
plume outfall
• EIS high-resolution
(<10 m/pixel) images (as
discussed in Sec 2.3)

Subsurface
Structure

• REASON HF and VHF
sounding (11 of 14
mapped panels)
• G/RS Line-of-Sight
Doppler residuals
(resolution comparable to
S/C altitude above
surface)

• REASON HF and VHF
shallow sounding (up to
three 800 km long profiles
in mapped panels)

• E-THEMIS surficial
layering (18 distinct sites
separated by a distance of
100 km, dayside and
nightside, observation of
15+ unique sites at 250
m/pixel)
• EIS images that reveal
layering or regional
variations in impact crater
morphologies
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While the collection of reconnaissance data to select a landing site is not a requirement
of the Europa Clipper mission, a set of Planning Guidelines have been developed. These
describe the fundamental parameters needed (e.g., image resolution, stereo imaging con-
straints, and site illumination) (Phillips et al. 2023).

6 Summary

The existing data of Europa, primarily sourced from Voyager, Galileo, and ground-based
observations, have revealed this icy world to be potentially one of the most active and as-
trobiologically compelling targets in the solar system. The Europa Clipper mission will dra-
matically improve upon these existing datasets, with orders of magnitude improvements
in spatial coverage, image and spectral resolution and with coordinated multi-instrument re-
mote sensing and in situ observations. Europa’s geology will be investigated at spatial scales
from the global (kilometers) to the local (meter-scale), in wavelengths from the UV to the
near-IR, thermal, and radio. Measurements of particles and fields will also contribute to our
understanding of this complex moon and its geologic history.

The knowledge gained through addressing open questions about Europa’s geology, fea-
ture formation, and potential recent activity, will contribute to Europa Clipper’s overarching
goal of assessing whether or not Europa harbors a habitable environment. Investigation of
the geology will provide insight into (1) the connection between any liquid subsurface water
and surface features, (2) recent activity, and/or young surface age, (3) the degree that this
moon is active, (4) the depth to an extant liquid ocean and/or subsurface water bodies, and
(5) the energy required for a habitable environment. If geologic features also contain signa-
tures of salts, organics, reductants, or other compounds indicative of water-rock reactions,
then the chemistries conducive to a habitable environment could be present (Becker et al.
2024). Additionally, if evidence is discovered of subsumption, resurfacing, or missing ter-
rains, then exchange of material between the surface and the subsurface may be occurring.
The resulting mixing of oxidants and reductants could provide a habitable subsurface en-
vironment (Vance et al. 2023). Understanding Europa’s geologic features, their formation,
and any recent activity are key inputs in constraining Europa’s habitability. Further, in con-
straining the degree to which Europa possesses the components for habitability, as evidenced
through its geology, the Europa Clipper mission will provide examples and comparisons for
application at other ocean worlds, so that we can better understand why some bodies form
habitable environments and others do not.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.org/
10.1007/s11214-023-01036-z.

Acronyms
DEM Digital Elevation Model
DTM Digital Terrain Model
ECM Europa Clipper Magnetometer
EIS Europa Imaging System
E-THEMIS Europa Thermal Emission Imaging System
Europa-UVS Europa Ultraviolet Spectrograph
FG Focus Group
G/RS Gravity and Radio Science
GWG Geology Working Group
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HDA Hazard Detection and Avoidance
IR Infrared
LIDAR LIght Detection And Ranging
MASPEX MAss SPectrometer for Planetary EXploration/Europa
MISE Mapping Imaging Spectrometer for Europa
MRL Map Relative Localization
NAC Narrow Angle Camera
PIMS Plasma Instrument for Magnetic Sounding
PPR Photopolarimeter-Radiometer on the Galileo spacecraft
PSG Project Science Group
REASON Radar for Europa Assessment and Sounding: Ocean to Near-surface
SUDA SUrface Dust Mass Analyzer
TRN Terrain-relative Navigation
TWG Thematic Working Group
UV Ultraviolet
WAC Wide Angle Camera
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