
SURVIVAL OF SALINOTOLERANT BACTERIA IN BRINES RELEVANT TO MARS AT 

LOW TEMPERATURES NONPERMISSIVE FOR GROWTH 

Alexander L. Ratcliffe 

Bachelor of Science, Wichita State University, 2010 

Submitted to the Department of Biological Sciences 

and the faculty of the Graduate School of 

Wichita State University 

in partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for the degree of 

Master of Science 

A Thesis by

May 2022



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Copyright 2022 by Alexander L. Ratcliffe 

All Rights Reserved 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iii 

 

SURVIVAL OF SALINOTOLERANT BACTERIA IN BRINES RELEVANT TO MARS AT 

LOW TEMPERATURES NONPERMISSIVE FOR GROWTH 

 

 

The following faculty members have examined the final copy of this thesis for form and content, 

and recommend that it be accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirement for the degree of 

Master of Science, with a major in Biological Sciences.  

 

 

 

 

        

Mark Schneegurt, Committee Chair 

 

        

Li Yao, Committee Member 

 

        

Stephen Arnold, Committee Member 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 

 

DEDICATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 

ABSTRACT 

The limits at which life can occur in our world may not be the same in other worlds. A 

common theme in astrobiology is to search for potential habitable regions beyond Earth, and by 

developing a better understanding of these limits at which life can occur we are able to narrow 

our search to focus on the area’s most likely to harbor life. To find life humankind must search 

for water and examine where it has been or is currently. Using microbiology and the uniquely 

available salty regions on Earth, we can further our understanding of these environments, the 

microorganisms that inhabit them, and similar locations on other worlds. The conditions of 

interest here are near the eutectic points of some relevant salt brines expected to be present in 

special regions near Mars’ surface. The most relevant salts which were examined specifically 

include 24 wt% and 1 wt% NaCl, 25 wt% LiCl, 39 wt% NaClO3, 44 wt% Mg(ClO4)2, and 52 

wt% NaClO4 (Table 32 and Table 33) tested with known organisms identified as Marinococcus 

sp. str. HL11, Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 (Figure 4), and Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 (Table 31). All 

3 species were examined in each salt brine at room temperature (control) and -20 °C, while the 

LiCl and (per)chlorates are subjected to -40 °C as well due to the freezing point depression. The 

implications of microbial survivability have relevance ranging from extremophile biology, 

exobiology, multidirectional planetary protection, life detection, pathogenicity, salinotolerance 

and psychrotolerant microbiology specifically, as well as fulfilling the search to figure out 

whether there is life beyond Earth. Microbiology and current technology supply a method to 

quantify the robustness of growth in these various salt brines, which enhances our current 

understanding of the ability and limitations of these organisms to survive in these conditions; 

thus, furthering our current understanding of the limits at which life can survive, whether bound 

by Earth or not.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The combination of the lowest temperature and the highest salt concentration where a 

solution remains liquid is referred to as the ‘eutectic point,’ and at the eutectic point a solution 

does not form precipitate or ice and it remains liquid at subfreezing temperatures and heavy 

brines on Mars formed through deliquescence may exist as eutectic solutions with very low 

freezing points (Chevrier and Altheide 200; Mohlmann and Thomsen 2011; Clark and Kounaves 

2016; Rivera-Valentin et al. 2018, Wilks et al. 2019). At this point adding any more salt would 

cause precipitate to form and lowering the temperature would cause ice to form (Wilks et al. 

2019). Studies of survivability of halophilic organisms that prefer salty environments for growth 

at eutectic conditions are extremely important for deciding whether organisms can potentially 

survive the harsh Martian environment (Nuding et al. 2014, Rummel et al. 2014, Toner et al. 

2014, Carrier et al. 2020). Valuable insights can be gained by studying similar locations here on 

Earth to seek a better understanding of the potential for microbes to survive on Mars. Isolates 

have been gathered and studied already from environments rich in salts by our laboratory (Caton 

et al. 2004, Crisler et al. 2012, 2019, Kilmer et al. 2014). Such locations include the Great Salt 

Plains of Oklahoma, the Basque Lake found in British Columbia, Canada, and Hot Lake in the 

state of Washington. In fact, of all the surface waters on Earth, Basque Lake may have the 

highest concentrations of divalent ions (Hammer 1978, 1986; Haynes and Hammer 1978, Last 

and Slezak 1988, Last and Ginn 2005, Crisler et al. 2019) which makes it relevant to our studies. 

A multitude of studies have been conducted at all 3 of these locations and have furthered our 

understanding of the ability of halophilic organisms to grow in these extreme environments 

(Caton et al. 2004, Crisler et al 2012, 2019, Kilmer et al. 2014, Pontefract et al. 2017, Fox-

Powell and Cockell 2018). Bacterial isolates from these locations have previously shown growth 
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in high concentrations of NaCl and MgSO4 and (per)chlorates (Caton et al. 2004, Crisler et al. 

2012, Schneegurt 2012; Kilmer et al. 2014, Al Soudi et al. 2016, Fox-Powell and Cockell 2018). 

Hot Lake and Basque Lake are like each other in that they are both saturated with MgSO4, while 

the Great Salt plains of Oklahoma are more of a NaCl environment (Crisler et al. 2019). These 

locations have various brines present saturated with MgSO4, NaCl and other sulphate ions. Some 

of the isolates that have been collected and analyzed, examined survivability in various salt 

concentrations and brines including chlorates and perchlorates in addition to those previously 

mentioned (Al Soudi et al. 2016, Wilks et al. 2019).  

Since earlier work has already shown growth of Hot Lake and GSP isolates in 67% 

saturated MgSO4 (Crisler et al. 2012, Kilmer et al. 2014, Wilks et al. 2019) here we seek to 

figure out whether they are able to survive near eutectic conditions in other brines as well. This 

research looks to build upon our current understanding of the limitations of growth determined 

thus far by the earlier studies in our lab.  

Isolates from Hot Lake were able to grow in a range of MgSO4 with most growing in a 

2M concentration (Kilmer et al. 2014) and Basque Lake isolates showed a similar growth pattern 

(Crisler et al. 2012). In these studies, most isolates tested grew at 50% MgSO4, and some could 

even grow under saturated conditions of 67% MgSO4 (Crisler et al. 2012, Wilks et al. 2019). 

This is the highest concentration (~2.7 M) of proven growth in Mg in a saturated salt solution 

besides NaCl. There is a strong correlation between MgSO4 and NaCl survivability in Basque 

Lake isolates specifically (Crisler et al. 2012). This could show that these microbes were adapted 

to an environment of various salt concentrations similarly to what would be expected during 

snow or permafrost melt on Mars (Crisler et al. 2012, 2019, Rummel et al. 2014, Al. Soudi et al. 

2017, Pontefract et al. 2017, Carrier et al. 2020). For the LiCl, robust growth was previously seen 
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at 1 M and slight growth was seen at 3 M (~12 wt%) (Crisler et al. 2012). Survival is expected at 

25 wt%, but at what temperature is yet to be figured out. The NaClO3 brine has previously 

shown growth of some organisms near 2.75 M (~25 wt%); and as high as 27 wt% (Wilks et al. 

2019), but not at the eutectic temperature of -23°C (Al Soudi et al. 2016, 2017) yet. Most of 

these brines are expected to kill the organisms being tested at cryogenic temperatures due to high 

osmotic stress, low water activity and high chaotropicity, resulting in membrane destabilization, 

protein dysfunction, and metabolic inhibition (Grant, 2004, Rummel et al. 2014, Toner et al. 

2014, Pontefract et al. 2017). Though studies have been done previously with (per)chlorates of 

other cations such as K+ (Wilks et al. 2019) at its eutectic point (3% at -3 °C), no other specific 

studies have examined these organisms near the eutectic points for Mg(ClO4)2 or NaClO4, at such 

low temperatures.  

1.1 Aim 

First, we figured out whether selected organisms could survive in various salt brines, still 

in a liquid phase, at cryogenic temperatures. This was to address the question, ‘Can 

salinotolerant bacteria survive under the physical and chemical conditions, specifically salinity 

and cryotemperatures, of Mars and ocean worlds?’  

 We evaluated a new spot assay for survival. To find how well an organism may survive 

after treatments to extreme temperatures and salinities, based on how robust the colonies grow, 

this new spot assay finds through qualitative analysis how much the selected organisms are able 

to survive, or whether they die. This is an easy measure of viability. Spots were quantified by 

size at several timepoints after inoculation. 

1.2 Hypotheses 
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All 3 of the organisms being examined will survive in 24 wt% NaCl as well as the low 

salt 1 wt% NaCl control at room temperature and at -20 °C. NaCl is naturally found in the 

environment in which these organisms were collected in high concentration so these organisms 

were expected to do well in these chemical conditions, these environments experience –20 °C, in 

a wide range of temperatures, and it is frequent practice to store microorganisms at much lower 

temperatures. Our microbes have already showed robust growth at more moderate temperatures 

in this brine. The (per)chlorates, 44% Mg(ClO4)2 and 52 wt% NaClO4, are much more toxic to 

cells than the other salt brines examined here however, and the -40 °C environment is even more 

extreme, and so it is predicted that these conditions will not allow any of the 3 organisms being 

examined to survive. Even at room temperature or -20 °C the (per)chlorates are highly toxic to 

cells so the likelihood of survival is low. The LiCl is also highly toxic to cells, and it is predicted 

that none of the 3 organisms will show survival after exposure to these conditions at -40 °C. 

They may be able to survive at -20 °C in the 25 wt% LiCl brine though and would likely survive 

room temperature.  

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

2.1 Astrobiology 

This research is important because cold brines may be the last habitable water on cold 

arid worlds like Mars, and with relevance to ocean worlds like Europa (Rummel et al 2014, 

Carrier et al. 2020). This research looks to take steps towards better understanding how cells 

respond to cryobrines that are liquid, while the cell might be frozen; and vice versa, with the 

cells still in liquid phase in a frozen brine. A common rule of thumb in astrobiology is, if you 

want to search for life, you must follow the presence of water or search where water has been 

(Rummel et al. 2014, Carrier et al. 2020). The primary solvent for life as we know it is liquid 
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water; however, with most of the planets’ surfaces in our solar system being much colder than 

the freezing point of pure water, it is highly unlikely to find very many habitable regions beyond 

Earth (Rummel et al. 2014, Heinz et al. 2018, Carrier et al. 2020). Although Earth was 

dominated by microorganisms long before it was occupied by humans or animals as we know 

them today (Smith 2016), we have yet to become capable of adequately searching for microbes 

on other planets. Certainly, if organisms were to survive on other worlds, then the physiological 

processes by which they are capable of such feats are extraordinary by our current 

understanding. (Rummel et al. 2014, Carrier et al. 2020)  

Mars is of particular interest for several reasons, one being its proximity to Earth and its 

relative ease of accessibility and examination. Another good reason is its perceived former 

landscape being like that of today’s Earth environment (Rummel et al. 2014, Carrier et al. 2020). 

Temperatures range from –68 °C to –3 °C seasonally, but usually average around –33 °C on the 

Martian surface (Mellon et al. 2004, Rummel et al. 2014, Wilks et al. 2019, Carrier et al. 2020). 

This temperature range allows for the capability of liquid brines to be present if they were 

saturated with sulphate salts and perchlorates for example (Hanley et al. 2012, Al Soudi et al. 

2017, Wilks et al. 2019, Carrier et al. 2020), but the locations in which these brines could exist 

are certainly limited (Rummel et al. 2014, Toner et al. 2014, Carrier et al. 2020). At these 

temperatures, the microbes would freeze or perhaps vitrify, but they would potentially survive 

(Fonseca et al. 2016). However, on Mars, since there is essentially little to no atmosphere, the 

intense ultraviolet radiation bombardes the planet (Kuhn and Atreya 1979) and this is an external 

stressor which any potential microbes must be able to endure or be sheltered from to survive 

(Klein 1998). The notion that microbes would survive by being sheltered also adds another 

difficulty, because if a microbe were to survive by being sheltered from ionizing radiation, then 
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that would also likely come with the tradeoff of light availability. This means the organism 

would not be able to photosynthesize for its energy production leaving limited options (Mazur et 

al. 1978). If light was not available for energy production, then the microbes would need to use 

an alternative means which would be either heterotrophically or some form of chemoautotroph. 

Of course, with the temperature conditions being so low, and due to the smallest amounts of 

liquid water present, certainly water activity presents several issues as well (Klein 1998). One 

caveat to this concept is a hypothetical environment below the surface in a geothermically warm 

area where melting of permafrost and a fresh carbon source such as a volcano would supply 

perfect conditions for life to sustain (Boston et al. 1992). Locations like this may be widespread 

across Mars but explorers have yet to find such areas let alone access them (Rummel et al. 2014, 

Carrier et al. 2020). An important consideration to keep in mind is that if microbes can survive 

these near eutectic conditions of low temperature and high salt concentration, then forward 

contamination of Mars from exploring spacecraft is a realistic possibility (Rummel et al. 2014, 

Carrier et al. 2020). One concept widely accepted is that to survive the harsh arid Martian world, 

microbes potentially delivered as spacecraft contaminants would be psychrotolerant and 

halotolerant (Rummel et al. 2014, Carrier et al. 2020). Since this is a strong probability, every 

concerted effort must be taken to ensure that we are not potentially contaminating Mars with 

microbes from Earth. It is essential in our search for detecting life beyond Earth that we are not 

simply detecting the same organisms that we brought with the machines that we are using to 

search with in the first place. (Rummel et al. 2014, Carrier et al. 2020). For many Millenia 

microbes have undergone competitive adaptation and change to survive the boundary conditions 

of the environments in which they inhabit. On Earth there are obvious limits to life including 

parameters of salinity, acidity, water availability, radiation, pressure, and time. The temperature 
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limitation range is from 253K (-20°C) to 394K (121°C), desiccation range of 60% - 100% 

relative humidity (water activity), pH 0 – 13, hydrostatic pressure 0 – 1,100 bars, and 

theoretically a maximum dormancy period of approximately 250 million years (Marion et al. 

2003). These chemical and physical parameters define the limitations within which life can exist 

on Earth; however, on other worlds, those parameters will differ based on several factors (Smith 

2016).  

Given that liquid water is a key requirement for life and given the cold environment of 

Mars, the number of locations in which water may be present is limited. Studies suggest that 

liquid water is expected to be highly salty and may be present near the polar caps in the form of 

permafrost and/or salt brines (Cull et al. 2010, Lanza et al. 2010, McEwen et al. 2011, 

Mohlmann and Thomsen, 2011, McKay et al. 2013, Crisler et al. 2019). One theory is that 

microbial life may be present in potential brines on Mars, but only in certain limited regions 

(Rummel et al. 2014, Carrier et al. 2020). Studies being done on the potential composition of 

brines show that they may be sodium or calcium chloride, or if present, magnesium sulfate or 

some combination thereof; and having chlorates or perchlorates in the forms of magnesium, but 

really no potassium salts on Mars, or calcium, iron, or sodium as well (Rummel et al. 2014, 

Carrier et al. 2020).  

2.2 Epsotolerance, Halotolerance, (Per)chlorates and LiCl 

The potassium chlorate eutectic condition of 3% at -3 °C also could supply growth to 

some of the isolates previously tested, and the magnesium sulfate eutectic also showed growth 

(Wilks et al. 2019). It is likely that microbes will not be able to grow under eutectic conditions of 

approximately -40 °C, and nearly saturated salt concentrations (Crisler et al. 2019); however, in 

earlier studies greater than 25% perchlorate brines showed growth at room temperature (Al 
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Soudi et al. 2016), so the survivability limits of these types of halophilic organisms still are 

unknown, and this is the basis for our study. Saturated brines could be formed from melting 

permafrost or by the process of deliquescence of salts (Nuding et al. 2014, Al Soudi et al. 2017). 

Deliquescence refers to the ability of a substance to absorb water from humidity in the air to 

dissolve it into a solution. This is indicative of salts and when something has this ability it is 

referred to as a deliquescent material or a hygroscopic substance. Hygroscopic substances attract 

water molecules through adsorption or absorption. Temperature variability along with seasonal 

change could result in wetting and drying cycles throughout the year and this has drastic effects 

on these potential salt brines. This makes studying whether microbes can survive in these 

extreme non-permissive growth conditions, and in environments like those found on Mars, truly 

relevant to the study of searching for life beyond Earth.  

2.3 Psychrotolerance and Psychrophiles 

Given the physical and chemical conditions of various environments on Mars, 

temperature variability is critical in dictating the presence of liquid brines which are likely to be 

high in solutes (Nuding et al. 2014, Al Soudi et al. 2017). This begs the question of which factor 

is more detrimental in inhibiting the growth of microbes in these environments, the high salt 

concentration, or the low temperature, or is it the combination that has a greater effect than 

individually? The solutes from various salts, chlorates, or perchlorates decreases the freezing 

point of water allowing the highly concentrated brines to remain in a liquid state without 

precipitates or ices to form for extended periods of time provided that adequate nutrients are 

available, microbes have the potential to become dormant going into a vegetative state for a 

potentially unknown length of time (Wilks et al. 2019.) Cells individually seem to respond well 

to vitrification at low temperatures (Fonseca et al. 2016) where metabolic activity is 
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exceptionally low, but it is unclear what the long-term effects are of remaining in this state. 

Reanimation of bacteria seems rapid once certain minimum conditions are met like endospores. 

2.4 Relevant Organisms   

In this study, we used the halotolerant bacterial strains Marinococcus sp. str. HL11, 

Halomonas sp. str. BLE7, and Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 (Table 31 and Figure 4) from Hot Lake, 

Basque Lake, and the Great Salt Plains of Oklahoma, respectively (Caton et al. 2004, Crisler et 

al. 2012, 2019, Kilmer et al. 2014, Wilks et al. 2019). Halomonas and Micrococcus genus 

organisms were common among the isolates collected at these sites (Caton et al. 2004; Crisler et 

al. 2012, 2019; Kilmer et al. 2014; Wilks et al. 2019), as well as others. Marinococcus sp. str. 

HL11, Halomonas sp. str. BLE7, and Halomonas sp. str. GSP3, are the identified organisms of 

interest (Table 31 and Figure 4) (Caton et al. 2004, Crisler et al. 2012, 2019; Kilmer et al. 2014, 

Wilks et al. 2019). Marinococcus sp. str. HL11 showed robust growth in 2.75M (25 wt%) 

NaClO4 at room temperature (Wilks et al. 2019). Halomonas sp. str. BLE7, is capable of growth 

in saturated (67 wt%) MgSO4 at 25 °C, with a doubling time ranging from 9.6 to 46.7 hours 

(about 2 days), but at 4 °C the doubling time range increases to anywhere from 300 to 700 hours 

(Wilks et al. 2019). Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 and Halomonas sp. str. GSP3, which has 

previously shown a small tolerable temperature range for growth in a combined MgSO4 and 

NaCl brine, only grew at 25 °C and 37 °C, not 4 °C, 7 °C, or 45 °C (Crisler et al. 2012), 

indicating limited capabilities to grow in multi-salt brines due to multiple simultaneous stressors 

of brine composition (Wilks et al. 2019). While earlier studies have shown growth of a similar 

organism at elevated levels of MgClO4, it was inconsistent (Wilks et al. 2019). Overall earlier 

work has displayed that these organisms have greater growth tolerances to chlorate salts than 

perchlorate salts (Al Soudi et al. 2017). We have investigated how well Marinococcus sp. str 
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HL11, Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 and Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 can survive subzero chloride and 

perchlorate brines, since such conditions may be temporarily present on Mars (Al Soudi et al. 

2017).  

2.5 Water Activity 

One significant difference that must be taken into consideration though is that the water 

activity is not the same for high concentrations of NaCl and the other salt brines being tested. 

NaCl significantly reduces the water activity much more than MgSO4, which prompts the same 

concern for the brines being tested in this study. The limited dissociation of MgSO4 has helped to 

show previously that water activity is not the only physical parameter limiting microbial growth 

in media with exceedingly high solute concentrations (Crisler et al. 2019).  

METHODS 

Ideal organisms selected for testing were based on results from earlier studies of the 

characteristics of the organisms, their ability to survive in some of these salt brines, speed of 

growth in 10% NaCl SP growth media, relevance to Mars and salty environments, and 

availability (Table 31). Cultures and samples were plated on SP (Salt Plains) Media which is a 

nutrient-rich media composed of per liter: NaCl, 9.8 g; KCl, 2.0 g; MgSO4·7H2O, 1.0 g; 

CaCl2·2H2O, 0.36 g; NaHCO3, 0.06 g; NaBr, 0.23 g; FeCl3-6H2O, 1.0 mg; trace minerals, 0.5 

ml; Bactotryptone, 5.0 g; yeast extract, 10.0 g; glucose, 1.0 g; final pH 7.0 (Schneegurt, 2012). 

The organisms were cultured with cells that may have been damaged after being held in extreme 

conditions. Though it is common to store cells still alive at low temperature, before they can 

grow and divide, they still need to recover. Depending on the stage and condition of the cells 

some may remain healthy, while others may be damaged or even die. Spread plating becomes an 
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ineffective technique when the sample is very diluted, the cells are by themselves without 

neighbors, getting shocked by extreme conditions, making them much less likely to recover. A 

liquid broth media would have been more efficient; however, we would not be able to help 

decide that the bug was correct by visualization using this method.  

3.1 Experimental Design 

As such, an effective technique for deciding survivability of bacterial colonies through 

qualitative analysis is to make spot plates. For the purposes of this experiment, this will be done 

with 10 ul of sample in a 4x4 grid (16 spots/colonies) pattern on each plate for comparison. Since 

one hypothesis being addressed is of a qualitative concern by examining death or survival, the 

degree of survival will be decided based on robustness of growth. From this we will directly 

compare various organisms, on a multitude of salts, at different temperatures. Images of the 

plates will allow for analysis through a freely available online program ‘ImageJ’ (Schneider et al. 

2012), which will allow for direct comparison between and among the groups tested, which then 

supplies an opportunity to directly compare the robustness of growth under each condition, based 

on salt type, organism, or length of exposure time. By measuring the growth, we will see the 

changes in growth after 3, 7, and 14 days. Using these methods to generate quantitative data, the 

aim is to supply a better overall perspective of how these different organisms respond to each of 

these conditions.  

The conditions of interest are at or near the eutectic points of relevant salt brines 

predicted to be present in special regions near Mars’ surface. The most relevant salts which will 

be examined specifically include 24 wt% and 1 wt% NaCl, 25 wt% LiCl, 39 wt% NaClO3 

(sodium chlorate), 44 wt% Mg(ClO4)2 (magnesium perchlorate), and 52 wt% NaClO4 (sodium 
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perchlorate) Table 32 and Table 33 for known organisms identified as Marinococcus sp. str. 

HL11, Halomonas sp. str. BLE7, and Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 (Table 31 and Figure 4) (Caton et 

al. 2004, Crisler et al. 2012, 2019, Kilmer et al. 2014, Wilks et al. 2019). All organisms will be 

stored in 1.5-mL pre-autoclaved cryotubes and subjected to each salt type under room 

temperature and -20 °C for the durations of 1-hour, 1-day (24 hours), and 1-week (168 hours) 

before being collected. In addition, all the salt brines except for NaCl will also be exposed to -40 

°C.  

To help answer the first hypothesis figuring out survivability, freezer temperatures used 

to test are based on the eutectic points for NaCl (-23 °C) and NaClO3, (-39 °C) with commercial 

equipment availability currently set at -20 °C and -40 °C. At these temperatures LiCl and 

Mg(ClO4)2, brines stay liquid at -40 °C, which is essential for future experiments using 

microcalorimetry of frozen cells in liquid brines. An important cornerstone and partial purpose of 

the experiment is to keep the medium brines in liquid phase at cryogenic temperatures. The 

freezers used during the experiment are monitored long-term with electric data-logging 

thermometers to figure out temperature variability within the freezer itself to accurately figure 

out the environment; as well as a room temperature probe for the room temperature controls 

being ran during each sampling trial as well. The purpose of the room temperature tests is to act 

as controls to ensure that the organisms are fit enough to grow under more moderate and less 

toxic conditions, which would be indicative of the natural environment in which the organisms 

were collected from; as well as a more moderate temperature that would be found in a SAF 

(Spacecraft Assembly Facility). The thermometers will be used to measure and record the 

temperature at 15-minute intervals for several months. The data is displayed in Figure 2 covering 

2000 data points (20.83 days) prior to, during, and after performing the experiment. The 
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thermometers will be used to assess temperature variability in the long term to ensure 

temperature consistency. Lab isolates were examined by Gram staining for verification by 

comparison to earlier studies (Caton et al. 2004, Crisler et al. 2012, 2019, Kilmer et al. 2014, 

Wilks et al. 2019) which isolated and named the organisms. Afterward and throughout the 

experiment, visual identification will be used to show and verify that the organisms still are 

unchanged and uncontaminated. Batch cultures of the selected organisms will be grown in liquid 

10% NaCl SP media and samples will be gathered during late log/early stationary phase of the 

organism’s growth cycle for testing.  

The cryotubes will each hold 1 ml total; 0.9 ml of the salt brine being tested, and 0.1 ml 

of the sample organism from cultures (inoculum). Cryotubes will be screwcap sealed and placed 

into equivalent plastic containers that will be half-filled with sand, in which the cryotubes will be 

partially buried, so that the top of the brine is below the sand level. Initial trials will begin with 

NaCl at a high concentration near the eutectic point and a low concentration for a control group, 

24 and 1 wt% NaCl, respectively. This was due to the expected survivability in these brines and 

relative ease of showing a baseline for comparison of later tested brines for each organism. It 

was already known the organisms would survive these conditions (Crisler et al. 2012, Schneegurt 

2012, Fox-Powell and Cockell 2018). Each condition will be tested with a total of 3 replicate 

cryotubes. The cryotubes will be placed into the sand containers and placed in the proper freezer, 

and the time noted. The room temperature sandbox containers will be placed in a drawer to 

replicate dark conditions. All cryotubes will be stored in equivalent sandbox plastic containers, 

always with room temperature controls in the same brine as those being tested. It is also 

important to note that the 1 wt% NaCl brine freezes in the -20 °C freezer, as opposed to all of the 

other brines staying in a liquid phase. This procedure is repeated in the 25 wt% LiCl, 39 wt% 
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NaClO3, 44 wt% Mg(ClO4)2, and 52 wt% NaClO4 brines, and subjected to room temperature 

(~20-22 °C), -20 °C, and -40 °C. All salt conditions are exposed to -40 °C except the NaCl 

because of its eutectic point temperature the -20 °C is sufficient for this brine. These brines 

freeze below -20 °C just like the 1% brine and we are not interested in running frozen samples. It 

is important to note that all the salt brines were made weight to weight (w/w) giving (wt%) 

solution for each (i.e., 39 wt% NaClO3 = 39 g of NaClO3 dissolved into water to a total weight of 

100 g) and all salt brines except the NaCl were made using a filter-sterilization method. The 

brines were not autoclaved, except for the 1% NaCl, which was 10% SP media diluted with 

deionized water.  

For the procedure, the cryotubes were collected from the freezer (or room temperature) 

container stepwise so that plating was soon after. Once removed, 10 ul of the samples were spot 

plated 16 times per plate and imaged at 3, 7, and 14 days. Images taken after each of the growth 

periods were used to document the size of each colony as found with the ‘ImageJ’ program for 

statistical analysis (Schneider et al. 2012). Survivability was expected to be seen which will 

supply answers deciding whether selected organisms were capable of surviving in various salt 

brines while still in a liquid phase at cryogenic temperatures. The procedure was performed on 

the organisms Marinococcus sp. str. HL 11, Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 and Halomonas sp. str. 

GSP3 shown on Table 33 and Figure 4 (Caton et al. 2004, Crisler et al. 2012, 2018, Kilmer et al. 

2014, Wilks et al. 2019) at the eutectic salt concentrations of each of the listed salts in Table 31 

and 32. 

To help address the second hypothesis, quantitating survivability, images of the spot 

plates will be taken and analyzed with a program ‘ImageJ’ to find diameters for each colony 

spot. The mean, standard deviation, and a 2-tailed t-test analysis will be performed in Excel 



15 

 

among the data sets for comparison. Plates will be compared and analyzed using the values to 

quantify the robustness of growth in the various salt brines. For this experiment, robust growth 

will be any colony with a diameter of 5 mm or larger. This is an arbitrary threshold. From this 

we should gain knowledge which enhances our current understanding of the ability and 

limitations of these organisms to survive in conditions at or near their respective eutectic points, 

thus furthering our current understanding of the limits at which life can exist, whether bound by 

Earth or not.  

Upon spot plating on 10% SP plates, the plates will be parafilmed and incubated at room 

temperature, in a moist and sealed container. All plates will be imaged from a standard height 

using a ring-stand to ensure that the images are taken in a consistent manner. Images will be 

taken at 72 hours (3 days), 168 hours (7 days), and 336 hours (14 days) after plating. Images will 

be analyzed using the ‘ImageJ’ program (Schneider et al. 2012) measuring the bacterial colony 

diameters of six (6) of the 18 possible colonies inoculated for each plate. In a case where there 

were less than six (6) measurements available, then all measurements were recorded and an (NA) 

was entered for the remaining unavailable colony measurements. Means and standard deviations 

were calculated for every condition tested and all plates were compared to one another using 2-

tailed t-tests for analysis to quantify statistical significance of the data. Results were organized 

into meaningful tables for comparison and analysis. With 3 replicate plates for each condition 

being tested, there was a total of 144 plates per organism resulting in 432 plates overall being 

photographed 3 times each. Had every plate shown growth, this gives a total of 1,296 

photographs analyzed using the ImageJ program; and if every condition resulted in 6 colony 

diameters to be measured for each exposure time, at each time point analyzed, then there would 
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have been a possible 7,776 colony diameters to be measured. This was not the case and a total of 

6,691 of the 7,776 possible measurements were taken, or approximately 86.05%. 

RESULTS 

4.1 Thermometers 

 The –20 °C freezer temperature varied between approximately -19.20 °C and -21.25 °C 

based on 2000 data points taken, at 15-minute intervals, over the span of 20.83 days during the 

experimental periods (Fig. 2). It is important to note that the temperature was monitored long-

term preceding and following the experiments to watch for anomalies. There were no 

abnormalities to note. 

4.2 Marinococcus sp. str. HL11 

 Marinococcus sp. str. HL11 showed robust growth in nearly every salt brine condition 

tested, but not all of them (Tables 1-3, 10-12, 19-28). Every condition tested showed robust 

growth (colony size >5 mm) for all (6) measured spots, for each of the 3 replicate plates in every 

brine and temperature tested except for the 44% Mg(ClO4)2 (Tables 1-3, 10-12, 19-27). The only 

2 other exceptions are a few colonies on the 1-day exposures in 39% NaClO3 at room 

temperature where 3 of the colonies measured just shy of the robust mark of 5 mm, while still 

measuring above 4 mm; and the 52% NaClO4 where 1 replicate plate of the 52% NaClO4 at 

room temperature did not show any growth after 3 days, but at 7 days all but one colony 

measured robust. One of the 52% NaClO4 plates with the 1-hour exposure times had 1 colony 

that measured just shy of robust, still above 4 mm after the 3-day mark.  

 Marinococcus sp. str. HL11 showed no growth at room temperature for any of the 

exposure plates 3 days or 7 days after plating, and never showed any growth for the 1-day 
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exposure plates even at 14 days for the 44% Mg(ClO4)2 brine (Tables 1-3, 10-12, 19-27). The 1-

hour exposure plates finally showed growth for 17 out of the 18 possible colonies, with only 2 

colonies on the same plate measuring robust, and another replicate plate only having 5 of 6 

colonies present after 14 days. While the 1-week exposure plates only had 2 out of 18 colonies 

present, 1 on each of 2 of the 3 replicate plates. Of the 2 colonies present here, one was robust, 

and the other was slightly less than robust, but still greater than 4 mm in diameter. At -20 °C, 

Marinococcus sp. str. HL11 showed no growth at any exposure time after 3 days for the 44% 

Mg(ClO4)2 brine (Tables 1-3, 10-12, 19-27). After 7 days the 1-hour exposure plates had 2 

colonies present, 1 being considered robust, on the same plate with no other growth. The 1-day 

exposure plates had 1 robust colony present after 7 days and no other growth, and the 1-week 

exposure plates had no growth. By 14 days after plating though, the 1-hour exposure plates 

showed 16 out of 18 colonies present with 4 measuring robust, all on the same plate. The 2 

missing colonies were both on one of the other replicate plates. The 1-day exposure plates 

increased to 1 robust and 2 non-robust colonies resulting in 3 out of 18 possible. One plate with 

no growth, one plate with one non-robust colony, and one plate with one robust and one non-

robust colony was seen after 14 days. The 1-week exposure plates had two robust colonies 

present on one plate and no other growth resulting in 2 out of 18 colonies present.  

At -40 °C, Marinococcus sp. str. HL11 showed no growth after 3 days in the 44% 

Mg(ClO4)2 brine (Tables 1-3, 10-12, 19-27). After 7 days the 1-hour and 1-day exposure plates 

showed no growth and only 1 robust colony was present on the 1-week exposure plates. By 14-

days after plating however the 1-hour exposure plates showed 15 out of 18 colonies present with 

1 robust colony present on the same plate that the 3 missing colonies were with the other two 

plates having all colonies present with none being robust. The 1-day exposure plates showed 2 
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out of 18 colonies present, neither being robust and both on separate plates. By 14 days after 

plating each of the 1-week exposure plates had 1 robust colony and nothing else resulting in 3 

out of 18 colonies being present.  

4.3 Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 

Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 also showed robust growth in nearly every salt brine condition 

tested, but not all of them (Tables 4-6, 13-15, 19-27, 29). The 1-hour, 1-day, and 1-week 

exposure plates each showed robust growth (colony size >5 mm) for every spot measured, with 6 

spots for each of the 3 replicate plates for the 24% NaCl at room temperature and -20 °C, 1% 

NaCl control brine at both room temperature and -20 °C, 25% LiCl but only at -40 °C, and 39% 

NaClO3 at -20 °C and -40 °C (except one of the 1-day exposure plates did not have any growth 

by 3-days after plating at -20 °C).  

Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 showed limited or mixed growth results in the 25% LiCl brine 

in each of the conditions tested at room temperature and -20 °C. At room temperature only the 1-

hour exposure plates showed robust growth 3, 7 and 14 days after plating for the six (6) colonies 

measured for each of the 3 replicates, but the 1-day and 1-week exposure plates showed no 

survival after 3 days. The colonies 7 days after plating showed robust growth for 14 of the 18 

combined colonies measured in diameter after 1-day of exposure, but no growth on any of the 

plates for 1-week of exposure. Each of the 3, 1-day exposure plates had at least one colony that 

measured less than 5 mm in diameter by 7 days after plating. By 14 days after plating however, 

both the 1-hour and 1-day exposure plates showed robust growth on all six (6) colonies for each 

of the 3 replicates and only the 1-week exposure plates remained without growth.  
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The 25% LiCl brine showed a somewhat similar pattern at -20 °C as it did at room 

temperature, however here it was able to show robust survival for the 1-hour and 1-day exposure 

plates by 3, 7and 14 days after plating. Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 showed limited growth in 25% 

LiCl at -20 °C after 1 week for exposure. Here, 1 of the 3 plates showed robust growth for all 6 

colonies measured but the other 2 plates showed no growth. This pattern stays unchanged 7 days 

after plating: 1 of the 3 plates showing robust growth, with none on the other two. By 14 days 

after plating though the 1-hour, 1-day, and 1-week exposure plates all showed robust growth for 

all 6 colonies measured on each of the 3 replicate plates.  

Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 showed limited or mixed growth results in the 39% NaClO3 

brine at room temperature. By 3 days after plating of the 1-hour exposure plates, only 1 of the 3 

plates showed growth with only 4 colonies to measure, but each was considered robust leaving 

only 4 of the 18 potential colonies showing growth or survival. The 1-day exposure plates 

showed robust growth on all 3 replicate plates for each of the 6 colonies measured though; 

however, the 1-week exposure plates showed only slight growth with all 18 colonies measuring 

less than 5 mm in diameter. By 7 days after plating still 1 of the 3 plates showed growth with 

only 4 colonies measuring robust, but now with an added 2 colonies that are not robust. After 7 

days, the 1-hour and 1-day exposure plates both showed robust growth for all 6 colonies 

measured on each of the 3 replicate plates for both lengths of exposure. By 14 days after plating 

the 1-hour exposure plates showed robust growth on all 6 colonies of one plate and robust 

growth on 5 out of 6 colonies measured on the 2nd replicate plate, with no growth on the 3rd 

replicate plate leaving 11 out of 18 potential colonies showing robust growth. By 14 days after 

plating both the 1-day and 1-week exposure times showed robust growth on all 6 colonies 

measured for all 3 replicate plates.  
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Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 showed robust growth in 39% NaClO3 at -20 °C for 1-hour, 1-

day, and 1-week of exposure time at 3, 7, and 14-days after plating for all 6 colonies on each of 

the 3 replicate plates, except for the 1-day exposure plates after 3 days only showed robust 

growth on 2 of the 3 plates with the 3rd plate showing no growth. The 7-day and 14-day plates 

showed robust growth on all 6 colonies measured for each of the 3 replicates for all 3 exposure 

times, respectively. Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 showed robust growth in 39% NaClO3 at -40° C 

for all 3 exposure times at 3, 7, and 14-days after plating for all 6 colonies on each of the 3 

replicate plates.  

Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 showed little growth in 44% Mg(ClO4)2 under any of the 

conditions tested overall. None of the conditions tested showed robust growth under any duration 

of time. At room temperature none of the 1-hour or 1-day exposure plates showed any growth 3-

days after plating. The 1-week exposure plates showed growth for all 6 colonies on only 1 of the 

3 plates and for 1 out of the 6 possible colonies on the 2nd plate out of the 3 replicate plates 

resulting in 7 out of a possible 18 colonies showing growth but none being considered robust. 

There was a similar pattern shown by all three exposure times 7 days after plating again with 

none of the 1-hour exposure time plates showing any growth at all. The 1-day exposure plates 

showed slight growth on all 6 out of 6 colonies to be measured on only 1 of the 3 replicate plates 

with the other two plates only showing growth for 4 and 2 colonies respectively, resulting in a 

total of 12 out of 18 colonies showing growth, and again none of which being considered robust 

after 7 days. The 1-week exposure plates showed survival on 6 out of 6 colonies measured on 

only one of the 3 replicate plates and only 1 out of 6 colonies on the 2nd replicate with no growth 

on the 3rd replicate plate, resulting in a total of 7 out of a possible 18 colonies showing growth 

after 7 days. By 14 days after plating Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 in 44% Mg(ClO4)2 at room 
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temperature only 1 out of the 3 replicate plates showed growth on the 1-hour exposure plates 

with 2 of the 6 colonies being considered robust, resulting in a total of 6 out of 18 colonies 

showing growth. The 1-day exposure plates at these conditions showed growth on all 3 plates 

with no colonies being considered robust and only 1 replicate plate showing growth for all 6 

colonies. The other two plates showed growth of 4 and 2 colonies respectively with a total of 12 

out of 18 overall colonies present. The 1-week exposure plates showed growth on 7 out of 18 

overall colonies possible after 14 days with 6 out of 6 colonies present on 1 plate, another plate 

showing no growth, with only 1 colony on the 3rd replicate plate.  

Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 showed a similar pattern of growth in 44% Mg(ClO4)2 at -20 °C 

as it did at room temperature with no colonies being considered robust across all replicates and 

all time durations being tested. With a total of 15 out of 18 colonies showing growth on the 1-

hour exposure plates by 3 days after plating 2 of the 3 replicate plates showed growth for 6 out of 

6 colonies with the 3rd plate showing 3 out of 6 colonies present, none being considered robust. 

The 1-day exposure plates showed no growth on any of the 3 replicate plates. The 1-week 

exposure plates showed growth for 6 out of 6 colonies on 1 out of the 3 replicate plates with the 

2nd plate only showing growth of 1 colony and no growth on the 3rd plate resulting in a total of 7 

out of 18 colonies present and none being robust. By 7 days after plating all 3 replicate plates of 

the 1-hour exposure samples showed growth on 6 out of 6 colonies resulting in growth on 18 out 

of 18 possible with none being considered robust. The 1-day exposure plates showed growth for 

6 out of 6 colonies on only 1 of the 3 plates resulting in 6 out of 18 colonies present, none being 

robust. The 1-week exposure plates showed growth for 13 out of a possible 18 colonies between 

the 3 replicate plates, with 6 out of 6 being present on 2 of the plates, and the 3rd only showing 1 

colony. By 14-days after plating though all of the 1-hour and 1-week exposure plates showed 
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growth on 18 out of 18 colonies measured with none being robust, while the 1-day exposure 

plates showed 12 out of 18 possible with no growth on the 3rd plate.  

Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 in 44% Mg(ClO4)2 at -40 °C showed a similar pattern of growth 

to what it did at room temperature and at -20 °C, except overall there were 4 colonies measured 

out of all the time exposures at different time periods that were robust. By 3 days after plating, 

the 1-hour and 1-day exposure plates both showed growth for 18 out of 18 colonies, meaning 

each of the 3 replicate plates provided 6 out of 6 colonies for growth measurements, but none 

were considered robust, and the 1-week exposure plates showed an overall 12 out of 18 colonies, 

with 2 of the 3 plates having 6 out of 6 colonies present and the 3rd replicate plate with no 

growth. By 7 days after plating, the same pattern was present. All 3 replicate plates showed 

growth for the 1-hour and 1-day exposure plates with only 1 colony on the 1-day exposure plates 

being considered robust; and the 1-week exposure plates showed growth on 6 out of 6 colonies 

on 2 of the 3 replicate plates with no growth on the 3rd. By 14 days after plating the 1-hour 

exposure plates had 1 robust colony on 2 of the 3 replicate plates with all of the remaining 

colonies still present, but not robust. The 1-day exposure plates produced 1 colony that was 

considered robust still by 14 days with a total of 18 out of 18 colonies present. The 1-week 

exposure plates produced no robust colonies after 14 days, but all 3 replicate plates did show 

growth by this point with 18 out of 18 colonies being present.  

Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 showed robust growth in some of the conditions tested at 52% 

NaClO4, and no growth in others overall. At room temperature the 1-hour exposure plates 

showed growth on 18 out of 18 colonies with all 3 replicate plates having growth on 6 out of 6 

measurements possible, with all 18 colonies measuring robust. However, at room temperature 

neither the 1-day or 1-week exposure plates showed any growth whatsoever. The pattern changes 
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by 7 days after plating though with both the 1-hour exposure plates and the 1-week exposure 

plates both showing robust growth on all 18 out of 18 colony measurements, while the 1-day 

exposure plates still showed no growth after 7 days at room temperature. This pattern remained 

somewhat consistent to the 14-day growth period where both the 1-hour and 1-week exposure 

plates showed robust growth on all 18 out of 18 colony measurements, now with one non-robust 

colony each on 2 of the 3 replicate plates on the 1-day exposure plates. A somewhat similar 

pattern is shown at -20 °C for Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 in 52% NaClO4 as the room temperature 

showed. Except this time the 1-hour exposure plate had 1 plate with no growth at all. For the 1-

hour exposure plates there was an overall 8 out of 18 colonies showing growth with one plate 

having all 6 out of 6 possible and the other with only 2. The 1-day exposure plates had 2 of the 3 

replicate plates with 6 out of 6 colonies present and the 3rd replicate plate with no growth 

resulting in a total of 12 out of 18 colonies after 3 days. None of the 1-hour or 1-day colonies 

were considered robust yet at 3 days, but the 1-week exposure plates showed robust growth on 

all 18 out of 18 colonies. By 7 days, the 1-hour exposure plates had 1 plate with 6 out of 6 robust 

colonies, 1 plate with 6 out of 6 non-robust colonies, and the 3rd replicate plate with no growth at 

all. However, by 7 days both the 1-day and 1-week exposure plates showed robust growth on 18 

out of 18 colonies. By 14-days after plating the 1-hour exposure plates showed 18 out of 18 

colonies present, with 7 of the 18 being considered robust and one replicate plate having all 6 

robust colonies present. By 14 days after plating, both the 1-day and 1-week exposure plates 

showed robust growth on all 18 out of 18 colonies present among the 3 replicate plates.  

At -40 °C Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 showed a similar pattern for growth as it did at -20 

°C. By 3 days after plating the 1-hour samples, 1 plate showed robust growth on all 6 out of 6 

colonies on the 1st replicate plate with the other two showing non-robust growth with all 18 out 
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of 18 colonies present. The 1-day exposure plates had 3 out of 6 colonies present non-robustly on 

2 out of 3 of the replicate plates with the 3rd plate showing no growth whatsoever resulting in 6 

out of a possible 18 colonies present. However, the 1-week exposure plates showed 15 out of 18 

colonies present robustly after 3 days with the 3 colonies not being considered robust all on the 

same plate. The pattern stays similar but slightly changed at 7 days after plating with the 1-hour 

exposure plates still having 6 out of 18 colonies being robust all on the 1st replicate plate and the 

other 2 replicate plates showing 6 out of 6 non-robust colonies present. Instead, here the 1-day 

exposure plates now show 18 out of 18 colonies present with all 6 out of 6 colonies present on 2 

of the plates being robust with the 3rd replicate plate all being non-robust. By 7 days after plating 

the 1-week exposure plates showed 18 out of 18 colonies present with all being considered 

robust. By 14 days after plating 2 of the 3 replicate plates for the 1-hour exposure show all 6 out 

of 6 colonies being robust, and the 3rd replicate plate showing 6 non-robust colonies. The 1-day 

exposure plates showed 15 robust colonies out of all 18 being present. Finally, the 1-week 

exposure plates showed robust growth for all 18 colonies that were present at -40 °C, 14 days 

after plating.  

4.4 Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 

 Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 showed robust growth for all 24% NaCl, 1% NaCl, 39% 

NaClO3 at room temperature, 39% NaClO3 at -40 °C (except for 4 colonies on the same plate 

measured just shy of robust but still above 4 mm after 3 days on the 1-hour exposure plates), and 

all the 52% NaClO4 except for the 1-day exposure plates 3 days after plating at room 

temperature, the 1-week exposure plates at -40 °C 3 days after plating, and 2 colonies on the 

same plate 3-days after plating on the 1-hour exposure plates at -40 °C, both of which measured 

just shy of the 5 mm robust mark. 
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 Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 showed mixed growth of 25% LiCl at room temperature. After 

3 days, the 1-hour and 1-day exposure plates all showed robust growth on 18 out of 18 colonies 

measured, but the 1-week exposure plates showed no growth. By 7 days after plating 3 non-

robust colonies showed up on the same 1-week exposure plates with the other two replicate 

plates still showing no growth and all of the 1-hour and 1-day exposure plates still showing 

robust growth on 18 out of 18 colony measurements. By 14 days after plating all exposure times 

showed robust growth on all 3 replicate plates for each condition resulting in 18 out of 18 robust 

colonies each. The Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 isolate showed a similar pattern of growth at -20 

°C. After 3 days the 1-hour and 1-day exposure plates both had robust growth for 18 out of 18 

colonies but the 1-week exposure plates showed 7 out of 18 colonies measuring robustly (6 of 6 

on 1 plate), with the 2nd replicate plate having 1 colony measuring just above the 5 mm cutoff 

and the other 5 colonies measuring just shy of that mark, and the 3rd plate showing barely 

measurable growth. By 7 and 14 days after plating all 3 exposure times showed robust growth 

for 18 out of 18 colonies. At -40 °C, the pattern was different with the 1-hour exposure plates 

showing no growth, the 1-day exposure plates showing 18 out of 18 as robust growth, and the 1-

week exposure plates each had 1 non-robust colony per plate. By 7 days after plating at -40 °C, 

the 1-hour exposure plates showed 8 of 18 non-robust colonies with 6 being on the same plate 

and the other two being on separate plates. The 1-day exposure plates showed 18 of 18 robust 

colonies and the 1-week exposure plates showed 13 of 18 robust colonies with all 18 being 

present, the 5 non-robust colonies were all on the same plate. By 14 days after plating the 1-hour 

exposure plates had 1 robust colony and 12 non-robust colonies present with the robust colony 

being alone on its own plate with the 1-day and 1-week exposure plates showing all 18 of 18 

robust colonies for each.  



26 

 

 Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 showed mixed growth in 39% NaClO3 at -20 °C. All conditions 

showed robust growth except 1 of the 1-hour exposure plates did not have any growth after 3 

days or 7 days, but by 14 days it showed 18 of 18 robust colonies. All the 1-day and 1-week 

exposure plates showed robust growth at 3, 7, and 14-days.  

Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 showed mixed growth in 44% Mg(ClO4)2 at room temperature. 

After 3 days, the 1-hour exposure plates showed no growth, the 1-day exposure plates showed 18 

out of 18 non-robust colonies, and the 1-week exposure plates showed 11 out of 18 non-robust 

colonies in a 5, 4, 2, pattern. By 7 days after plating the 1-hour exposure plates showed 8 of 18 

non-robust colonies in a 4, 2, 2, pattern, the 1-day exposure plates showed 6 robust colonies on 

the same plate and 3 non-robust colonies among the other 2 plates, and the 1-week exposure 

plates showed 9 non-robust colonies in a 5, 2, 2 pattern. By 14 days after plating the 1-hour 

exposure plates showed 5 robust colonies among 2 plates in a 3, 2 pattern, with the 3rd replicate 

plate showing 6 of 6 non-robust colonies present. The 1-day exposure plates showed the same 

pattern of colonies dispersed (6,3,2) with the 1 non-robust colony present being just shy of the 5 

mm mark on the plate with 3 colonies. The 1-week exposure plates showed 12 of 18 non-robust 

colonies present by 14 days after plating dispersed in a 6, 4, 2 pattern. At -20 °C, by 3 days after 

plating the 1-hour and 1-day exposure plates showed non-robust growth for 18 out of 18 colonies 

while the 1-week exposure plates showed 13 of 18 colonies in a 6, 4, 3 pattern. By 7 days after 

plating the 1-hour exposure plates showed 18 of 18 non-robust colonies but now the 1-day 

exposure plates showed 17 of 18 colonies present with 8 being considered robust and the rest 

being just shy of the threshold of 5 mm. The 1-week exposure plates showed 12 of 18 colonies 

present with 11 being considered robust with the non-robust colony being on the plate with 6 

colonies present while the other 2 plates each had 3 colonies. By 14 days after plating the 1-hour 
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exposure plates showed 18 of 18 robust colonies, the 1-day exposure plates showed 17 of 18 

robust colonies, and the 1-week exposure plates showed 12 of 18 robust colonies with 2 plates 

missing 3 colonies each. Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 showed mixed growth in 44% Mg(ClO4)2 at -

40 °C. By 3 days after plating the 1-hour exposure plates showed 17 of 18 non-robust colonies 

present, the 1-day exposure plates showed 18 of 18 colonies present with 12 being robust all on 2 

plates with the 3rd replicate plate all being non-robust. The 1-week exposure plates showed no 

growth after 3 days. By 7 days after plating the 1-hour exposure plates still showed 18 of 18 non-

robust colonies present, the 1-day exposure plates showed 16 of 18 colonies present with 9 being 

considered robust, 6 on the same plate with the others having 2 and 1, respectively. All but one 

of the remaining colonies measured just shy of the robust mark here. The 1-week exposure plates 

showed 7 robust colonies dispersed in a 5, 1, 1 pattern among the 3 replicate plates. By 14 days 

after plating there were 15 of 18 colonies present on the 1-hour exposure plates with the 3 robust 

colonies being on the plate missing the 3 colonies. The 1-day exposure plates showed 16 of 18 

colonies present with 15 being considered robust and the 1 non-robust colony barely measuring 

shy of 5 mm being on the plate missing 2 colonies. The 1-week exposure plates showed 11 of 18 

robust colonies present in a 5, 5, 1 disbursement.  

Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 showed robust growth in most conditions at 52% NaClO4. By 3 

days after plating the 1-day exposure plates showed 4 non-robust colonies among 2 of the 

replicate plates in a 3, 1 pattern with the 3rd replicate plate showing 6 of 6 robust colonies. The 1-

hour and 1-week exposure plates both showed 18 of 18 robust colonies after 3 days. By 7 and 14 

days at room temperature all plates showed robust colonies for every condition tested. At -20 °C 

all plates showed robust colonies for every replicate under every condition. By 3 days at -40 °C 

the 1-hour exposure plates showed 18 of 18 colonies present with 16 being robust and the 2 non-
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robust colonies being on the same plate. The 1-day exposure plates showed 18 of 18 robust 

colonies and the 1-week exposure plates showed 9 non-robust colonies present in a 6, 2, 1 

pattern. By 7 and 14 days after plating the 1-hour, 1-day and 1-week exposure plates all showed 

18 of 18 robust colonies present.  

Discussion 

A total count of (432) 10% SP plates will be used overall, 144 for each organism, are 

photographed 3 times each (3, 7, and 14 days) resulting in 1,296 photographs being analyzed. 

This yields 7,776 colony measurements if everything grew. Overall, all 3 organisms survived 

well in most of the conditions tested. They all survived at room temperature and -20 °C in the 

24% NaCl and 1% NaCl brines which was to be expected. These conditions are not that extreme 

and simply set a baseline from which to compare the other salts. In the 25% LiCl brine at room 

temperature Marinococcus sp. str. HL11 survived best as the other two organisms showed little 

survival after 1-week of exposure time, though Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 did finally show robust 

growth after 14 days. They all did better at -20 °C than room temperature in the 25% LiCl brine 

and better yet even at -40 °C. The 39% NaClO3 brine allowed all 3 organisms to show robust 

growth at every temperature tested following the pattern of the NaCl brines. All 3 organisms did 

very poorly in the 44% Mg(ClO4)2 brine overall. Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 and Halomonas sp. 

str. GSP3 did better at -20 °C and even better yet at -40 °C with Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 doing 

the best after the longest exposure time. All 3 organisms seemed to do much better in the 52% 

NaClO4 brine than in the 44% Mg(ClO4)2 brine, but not as well as the 39% NaClO3 brine. 

Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 struggled to grow at room temperature in the 52% NaClO4 brine while 

Marinococcus sp. str. HL11 and Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 did well. This trend continued down to 

-20 °C, but they all seemed to fair well at -40 °C.  
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Tables 1 to 27 show the mean and standard deviation values in (mm) of each of the 

combinations of salt brines, organisms, temperatures, and exposure times being tested, organized 

by different variables for easier comparison. Tables 1 – 9 are organized by salt brine, showing 

each condition at various times after plating, for each time exposure. Tables 10 – 18 show the 

measurements for each organism separated by temperature and arranged by each salt brine for 

the 3 exposure times. Tables 19 – 27 show all the mean and standard deviation values for all 3 

organisms’ side-by-side for direct comparison at each salt brine and temperature condition.  

 Using student t-tests comparing replicate plates among and between data sets for each of 

the conditions, to figure out correlations in the data that were statistically significant, statistical 

strength can be attributed to some data over others. Statistical significance is when p ≤ 0.05. 

When comparing p values, any value that is greater than 0.05 is considered not to be statistically 

significant because there is too much variation in the data set between the 3 replicate plates and 

resulting possible 18 colony diameters. On the other end of that scale, if the value is exceedingly 

small then more statistical strength can be attributed to those replicate plates because the 

diameters are similar from one plate to the next. In fact, the smaller the value, the more statistical 

strength that data has in relation to the other replicate plates of the same condition. In other 

words, when I am evaluating how confident I am that if I were to repeat the same experiment 

that I would be most likely to get similar measurements for the data sets in which I had the 

smallest p values; while the data sets with p values above 0.05, and the larger they are, the less 

confident that I would be that I would yield similar colony diameters if I were to repeat the 

experiment.  

 Tables 28 to 30 show all the p values for each condition tested 14 days after plating. 

Based on the p values, and the mean and standard deviations of the colony diameters measured 
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in this experiment, I conclude that all 3 organisms did much better than expected and overall 

disproved the 2nd part of my hypothesis which was that the (per)chlorates are much more toxic to 

cells, and the -40 °C environment is extreme, and so I hypothesized that these conditions will not 

allow any of the 3 organisms being examined to survive. Even at room temperature or -20 °C the 

(per)chlorates (44% Mg(ClO4)2 and 52 wt% NaClO4) are highly toxic to cells so I predicted the 

likelihood of survival to be low. The LiCl is also highly toxic to cells, and I hypothesized that 

none of the 3 organisms would show survival after exposure to these conditions at -40 °C. I 

predicted that they may have been able to survive at -20 °C in the 25 wt% LiCl brine though and 

would survive room temperature. They did struggle to grow in some of the LiCl brine conditions 

though. They were in fact able to survive in some of the brines tested, except for the 44% 

Mg(ClO4)2 at these temperatures. Repeat experiments can supply more statistical strength to 

reinforce confidence in these organisms’ ability to survive near eutectic conditions of these and 

potentially other salt brines. The first part of my hypothesis is that I believe that all 3 of the 

organisms being examined would survive in 24 wt% NaCl as well as the low salt 1 wt% NaCl 

control at room temperature and at -20 °C. This data reinforces and supports the first part of my 

hypothesis that all 3 organisms will grow well in the NaCl brine.  

5.1 Experimental Design Relevance 

This work is important because cold brines near the surface of Mars may be one of the 

few last habitable locations beyond Earth, as well as the relevance to other worlds with water 

present such as Europa. Developing and furthering the current understanding of how cells 

respond to cryobrines that are liquid, while cells may be frozen, or vice versa still is critical in 

the advancement of finding the potential presence of life (Rummel et al. 2014, Carrier et al. 

2020). Preventing contamination via robotic spacecraft during life detection missions makes 
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planetary protection of significant importance, especially with the arrival of NASAs new rover 

so eloquently named ‘Curiosity.’ (Rummel et al. 2014, Carrier et al. 2020). This machine is 

already present on Mars giving the possibility that we may have already ‘contaminated’ Mars. It 

is predicted that growth is expected to be seen in some of the conditions tested, but unlikely in 

some of the more harmful extreme brines such as perchlorates or LiCl. Terrestrial microbes have 

the potential to survive some of the extreme physical and chemical conditions native to 

environments on Mars. In this environment the physical and chemical conditions of the cells may 

be dynamic, in that the cells may remain in a liquid phase inside the cell, while the cell or cell 

wall may undergo vitrification to a glass-like state (Fonseca et al. 2016), even if the brine were to 

solidify, and/or vice versa. 

5.2 Conclusions 

Data collected here suggests survivability consistent with the results of (Caton et al. 

2004, Crisler et al, 2012, 2019, Kilmer et al. 2014, Fox-Powell and Cockell 2018) for NaCl with 

the isolates examined, as well as showing survivability in (per)chlorates, thus extending the 

findings of (Al Soudi et al. 2017, Pontefract et al. 2017, Fox-Powell and Cockell 2018) and 

others to other relevant brines. Mean colony diameters measured larger than 5 mm for all the 

conditions tested by 14 days after plating except for the 44% Mg(ClO4)2 for each of the 3 

organisms examined (Tables 3,6,9,12,15,18,21,24,27-30) for each exposure time. The data was 

statistically significant for most of the salt brine conditions examined but not all of them. The 

results for Marinococcus sp. str. HL11 were statistically significant for the brines of 25% LiCl, 

39% NaClO3, and 52% NaClO4, while the data for 24% NaCl, 1% NaCl, and 44% Mg(ClO4)2 

was not statistically significant (Table 28). The data for Halomonas sp. str. BLE7 that was 

statistically significant includes: 25% LiCl, 39% NaClO3, 44% Mg(ClO4)2 at room temperature 
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and -20 °C as well as 52% NaClO4 while the non-statistically significant data included the 24% 

NaCl and 1% NaCl, and the 44% Mg(ClO4)2 at -40 °C (Table 29). The results for Halomonas sp. 

str. GSP3 that was statistically significant includes 24% NaCl, 25% LiCl, 39% NaClO3, 44% 

Mg(ClO4)2, 52% NaClO4, and 1% NaCl at -20 °C, while the non-statistically significant data was 

for 1% NaCl at room temperature (Table 30). When taking mean and standard deviation of the 

colony diameters into account along with evaluating the p values for each condition we infer the 

potential for survivability based on the robustness of growth displayed in each of these 

conditions. Marinococcus sp. str HL11, Halomonas sp. str. BLE7, and Halomonas sp. str. GSP3 

displayed survival based on robustness of growth after exposure to 24% NaCl, 1% NaCl, 25% 

LiCl, 39% NaClO3, and 52% NaClO4 for most exposure times by 14 days after plating, but not in 

44% Mg(ClO4)2 (Tables 28-30). This study is one of the first to display the potential for 

halophilic microorganisms to survive in near deliquescent salt brines beyond NaCl and MgSO4, 

as well as potential (per)chlorates that may be temporarily found in limited locations near the 

Martian surface.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note*: Values marked with an (*) are based on less than 18 colony measurements. All values are 

in (mm). NA stands for an absence of growth. 



33 

 

 

 



34 

 

 

 



35 

 

 

 



36 

 

 

 



37 

 

 

 



38 

 

 

 



39 

 

 

 



40 

 

 

 



41 

 

 

 



42 

 

 

 



43 

 

 

 



44 

 

 

 



45 

 

 

 

 



46 

 

 

 



47 

 

 



48 

 

 



49 

 

 



50 

 

 



51 

 

 



52 

 

 

 

 

 



53 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

REFERENCES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



54 

 

REFERENCES 

Al Soudi, A., Farhat, O., Chen, F., Clark, B.C. & Schneegurt, M.A. (2016). Bacterial growth 

tolerance to chlorate and perchlorate salts relevant to Mars. In The 116th Annual Meeting 

of the American Society for Microbiology. Abstract No. FR-027. 

Al Soudi AF, Farhat O, Chen F, Clark BC & Schneegurt MA (2017). Bacterial growth tolerance 

to concentrations of chlorate and perchlorate salts relevant to Mars. Int. J. Astrobiol 16, 

229–235. 

Boston, P.J., M.V. Ivanov, and C.P. McKay, On the possibility of chemosynthetic ecosystems in 

subsurface habitats on Mars, Icarus, 95, 300-308, 1992. 

Carrier, B.L., et al. “Mars Extant Life: What's Next? Conference Report.” Astrobiology, vol. 20, 

no. 6, 2020, pp. 785–814., doi:10.1089/ast.2020.2237. 

Caton, TM, Witte LR, Ngyuen HD, Buchheim JA, Buchheim MA, Schneegurt MA. Halotolerant 

aerobic heterotrophic bacteria from the Great Salt Plains of Oklahoma. Microb. Ecol. 

2004;48(4):449-462. doi:10.1007/s00248-004-0211-7. 

Chevrier VF, Hanley J, Altheide TS (2009). Stability of perchlorate hydrates and their liquid 

solutions at the Phoenix landing site, Mars. Geophys Res Lett 36: L10202. 

Clark BC & Kounaves SP (2016). Evidence for the distribution of perchlorates on Mars. Int. J. 

Astrobiol 15, 311–318. 

Crisler, JD, Newville TM, Chen F, Clark BC & Schneegurt MA (2012). Bacterial growth at the 

high concentrations of magnesium sulfate found in Martian soils. Astrobiology 12, 98–106. 

[PubMed: 22248384]. 

Crisler, JD, Chen, F., Clark, B.C. et al. Cultivation and characterization of the bacterial 

assemblage of epsomic Basque Lake, BC. Antonie van Leeuwenhoek 112, 1105–1119 

(2019). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10482-019-01244-0. 

Cull SC, Arvidson RE, Catalano JG, Ming DW, Morris RV, Mellon MT, Lemmon M (2010). 

Concentrated perchlorate at the Mars phoenix landing site: evidence for thin film liquid 

water on Mars. Geophys Res Lett 37: L22203. 

Fonseca F, Meneghei J, Cenard S, Passot S & Morris GJ (2016). Determination of intracellular 

vitrification temperatures for unicellular microorganisms under conditions relevant for 

cryopreservation. PLoS ONE 11, e0152939. [PubMed: 27055246]. 

Fox-Powell MG & Cockell CS (2018). Building a geochemical view of microbial salt tolerance: 

Halophilic adaptation of Marinococcus in a natural magnesium sulfate brine. Front. 

Microbiol 9, 739. [PubMed: 29713317]. 

Grant, W.D. (2004) Life at low water activity. Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci 359:1249–

1267. 

Hammer UT (1978) The saline lakes of Saskatchewan. III. Chemical characterization. Int Rev 

Hydrobiol 63:311–335. 

Hammer UT (1986) Saline Lake ecosystems of the world. Junk, Dordrecht. 

about:blank


55 

 

Hammer UT, Haynes RC (1978) The saline lakes of Saskatchewan. 2. Locale, hydrology, and 

other physical aspects. Int Rev Ges Hydrobiol Hydrog 63:179–203. 

Hanley J, Chevrier VF, Berget DJ & Adams RD (2012). Chlorate salts and solutions on Mars. 

Geophys. Res. Lett 39, L08201. 

Haynes RC, Hammer UT (1978) The saline lakes of Saskatchewan. IV. Primary production by 

phytoplankton in selected saline ecosystems. Int Rev Hydrobiol 63:337–351. 

Heinz, J., Schirmack, J., Airo, A., Kounaves, S.P., and Schulze-Makuch, D. (2018) Enhanced 

microbial survivability in subzero brines. Astrobiology 18:1171–1180. 

Kilmer, Brian & Eberl, Timothy & Cunderla, Brent & Chen, Fei & Clark, Benton & Schneegurt, 

Mark. (2014). Molecular and Phenetic Characterization of the Bacterial Assemblage of Hot 

Lake, WA, an Environment with High Concentrations of Magnesium Sulfate, and Its 

Relevance to Mars. International journal of astrobiology. 13. 69-80. 

10.1017/S1473550413000268. 

Klein, Harold P. “The Search for Life on Mars: What we learned from Viking.” Journal of 

Geophysical Research, vol. 103, no. 12, 1998, pp. 28,463-28,466., 

doi:10.1029/98JE01722. 

Kuhn, W.R., and W.K. Atreya, Solar radiation incidence on the Martian surface, J. Molec. Evol., 

14, 57-64, 1979. 

Lanza NL, Meyer GA, Okubo CH, Newson HE, Wiens RC (2010). Evidence for debris flow 

gully formation initiated by shallow subsurface water on Mars. Icarus 205:103–112. 

Last WM, Ginn FM (2005) Saline systems of the Great Plains of western Canada: an overview 

of the limnogeology and paleolimnology. Saline Syst 1:10. 

Last WM, Slezak LA (1988) The salt lakes of western Canada: a paleolimnological overview. 

Hydrobiologia 158:310–316. 

Mazur, P., E.S. Barghoorn, H.O. Halverson, T.H. Jukes, I.R. Kaplan, and L. Margulis, Biological 

implications of the Viking mission to Mars, Space Sci. Rev., 22, 3-34, 1978. 

Marion, Giles M., et al. “The Search for Life on Europa: Limiting Environmental Factors, 

Potential Habitats, and Earth Analogues.” Astrobiology, vol. 3, no. 4, 2003, pp. 785–811., 

doi:10.1089/153110703322736105. 

McEwen AS, Ojha L, Dundas CM, Mattson SS, Byrne S, Wray JJ, Cull SC, Murchie SL, 

Thomas N, Gulick VC (2011). Seasonal flows on warm Martian slopes. Science 333:740–

743. 

McKay CP, Stoker CR, Glass BJ, Dave´ AI, Davila AF, Heldmann JL, Marinova MM, Fairen 

AG, Quinn RC, Zacny KA, Paulsen G, Smith PH, Parro V, Andersen DT, Hecht MH, 

Lacelle D, Pollard WH (2013). The Icebreaker Life Mission to Mars: a search for 

bimolecular evidence of life. Astrobiology 13:334–353. 

Mellon MT, Feldman WC & Prettyman TH (2004). The presence and stability of ground ice in 

the southern hemisphere of Mars. Icarus 169, 324–340. 



56 

 

Mohlmann D, Thomsen K (2011). Properties of cryobrines on Mars. Icarus 212:123–130. 

Nuding, D.L., Rivera-Valentin, E.G., Davis, R.D., Gough, R.V., Chevrier, V.F., and Tolbert, 

M.A. (2014) Deliquescence and efflorescence of calcium perchlorate: an investigation of 

stable aqueous solutions relevant to Mars. Icarus 243:420–428. 

Pontefract A, Zhu TF, Walker VK, Hepburn H, Lui C, Zuber MT, Ruvkun G, Carr CE (2017). 

Microbial diversity in a hypersaline sulfate lake: a terrestrial analog of ancient Mars. Front 

Microbiol 8:1819. 

Rivera-Valentin EG, Gough RV, Chevrier VF, Primm KM, Martinez GM & Tolbert M (2018). 

Constraining the potential liquid water environment at Gale Crater, Mars throughout 

MSL’s traverse. Lunar Planet. Sci. Conf 2018, 2752. 

Rummel, J.D., Beaty, D.W., Jones, M.A., Bakermans, C., Barlow, N.G., Boston, P.J., Chevrier, 

V.F., Clark, B.C., de Vera, J.-P.P., Gough, R.V., Hallsworth, J.E., Head, J.W., Hipkin, 

V.J., Kieft, T.L., McEwen, A.S., Mellon, M.T., Mikucki, J.A., Nicholson, W.L., Omelon, 

C.R., Peterson, R., Roden, E.E., Sherwood Lollar, B., Tanaka, K.L., Viola, D., and Wray, 

J.J. (2014) A new analysis of Mars ‘‘Special Regions’’: findings of the Second MEPAG 

Special Regions Science Analysis Group (SR-SAG2). Astrobiology 14:887–968. 

Schneegurt MA (2012). Media and conditions for the growth of halophilic and halotolerant 

bacteria and archaea. In: Vreeland RH (ed.), Advances in Understanding the Biology of 

Halophilic Microorganisms, Springer, Dordrecht, pp. 35–58. 

Schneider, C. A., Rasband, W. S., & Eliceiri, K. W. (2012). NIH Image to ImageJ: 25 years of 

image analysis. Nature Methods, 9(7), 671–675. doi:10.1038/nmeth.2089. 

Smith, Kelly C. “Life Is Hard: Countering Definitional Pessimism Concerning the Definition of 

Life.” International Journal of Astrobiology, vol. 15, no. 4, 2016, pp. 277–289., 

doi:10.1017/s1473550416000021. 

Soudi, Amer F. Al, et al. “Bacterial Growth Tolerance to Concentrations of Chlorate and 

Perchlorate Salts Relevant to Mars.” International Journal of Astrobiology, vol. 16, no. 3, 

2016, pp. 229–235., doi:10.1017/s1473550416000434. 

Toner, J.D., Catling, D.C., and Light, B. (2014) The formation of supercooled brines, viscous 

liquids, and low-temperature perchlorate glasses in aqueous solutions relevant to Mars. 

Icarus 233:36–47. 

Wilks, Jonathan M., et al. “Bacterial Growth in Saturated and Eutectic Solutions of Magnesium 

Sulphate and Potassium Chlorate with Relevance to Mars and the Ocean Worlds.” 

International Journal of Astrobiology, vol. 18, no. 6, 2019, pp. 502–509., 

doi:10.1017/s1473550418000502. 

 

 

 

 




