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Executive Summary: NASA’s Regional Planetary Image Facility (RPIF) network has preserved
and provided access to planetary mission data for over four decades. Following NASA’s
withdrawal of dedicated funding in 2020, these facilities now operate solely on institutional
support, threatening their sustainability and the preservation of irreplaceable scientific
records. The RPIF network, including facilities at Cornell University, Arizona State University,
and the Lunar and Planetary Institute, maintains over half a million planetary images, maps,
and mission documents essential for ongoing research and future mission planning. As NASA’s
2021 Planetary Data Ecosystem Independent Review Board recognized, these facilities fill a
critical gap in planetary data accessibility and training. We recommend that NASA restore
dedicated funding for core RPIF nodes through the previous arrangement between PGG and
its host institutions. This cost-effective investment would secure data preservation, maintain
expert staff, support workforce training, and fulfill NASA’s statutory mandate to disseminate

information for public benefit.

I. The RPIF network and NASA's data
preservation challenge

Every planetary mission generates large volumes of
data, images, maps, instrument readings, and
mission documentation. NASA's Planetary Data
System now holds over 1.2 petabytes of archived
planetary science data, and modern missions
routinely generate terabytes of new data (Milazzo,
2017). This data represents billions of dollars in
taxpayer investment and constitutes the scientific
foundation for future exploration. However,
preserving and providing access to this data requires
ongoing infrastructure and expertise that extends far
beyond simply storing files on servers.

NASA's Regional Planetary Image Facility (RPIF)
network was established in 1977 to address this
challenge (Lunar and Planetary Institute, 2021). The
network grew to include 17 facilities worldwide,
nine in the United States and eight internationally,
each maintaining libraries of planetary mission
photographs, maps, and documentation (NASA,
2020). Collectively, these facilities hold over half a
million hard-copy planetary images spanning

missions from Apollo and Voyager through modern
Mars rovers and the Cassini mission to Saturn (NASA
Science, 2023).

The RPIF network serves multiple critical functions.
Staff provide expert assistance to researchers
navigating complex mission archives, maintaining
institutional knowledge about data formats,
calibration procedures, and the context necessary to
interpret  decades-old observations. Cornell's
Spacecraft Planetary Image Facility (SPIF) alone
serves hundreds of planetary science students and
researchers annually and reaches thousands more
through public outreach programs (Cornell SPIF,
2024). Many facilities house unique holdings,
one-of-a-kind items rescued from researchers'
collections and obsolete storage media (Lunar and
Planetary Institute, 2021). The Arizona State
University facility maintains over 200,000 images
from missions, including Lunar Orbiter and Galileo
(NASA, 2020), while the USGS Astrogeology facility
in Flagstaff houses over 100,000 lunar and planetary
maps, original airbrush map artwork, and Apollo
astronaut training films (USGS, 2024).
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Unfortunately, in 2020, NASA formally withdrew
dedicated funding for the RPIF network, due to a
combination of budget cuts, budget reorganization
and change of priorities, shifting the financial
responsibility to host institutions (NASA, 2020). The
funding had been administered through the
Planetary Geology and Geophysics (PGG) Program. It
supported staff positions, primarily data managers,
equipment, and operational costs at each node
through formal agreements that included significant
leveraging by host institutions (Williams et al,
2021). Under this structure, NASA provided core
support for data management staff while host
institutions contributed physical space, faculty
oversight, and supplementary resources. In 2019,
the NASA History Office conducted a review of all
unique content across the nine US RPIFs, and in April
2020, a report was provided identifying
high-priority items for digitization. At the same time,
funding for the RPIFs was discontinued (NASA
Science, 2023). NASA did not publicly articulate a
detailed rationale for the withdrawal beyond the
transition to institutional support.

This policy shift threatens the long-term viability of
these irreplaceable scientific resources. A recent case
at Cornell's SPIF illustrates the ongoing value of
these facilities. In Spring 2025, an undergraduate
student sought to work with MoonKAM data from
NASA's GRAIL mission, a small educational camera
project originally hosted by UC San Diego. Years after
the mission ended, the website links were broken,
and the data had become effectively lost. The student
contacted Cornell's still-active RPIF, and staff tracked
down the material, recovered the missing items, and
converted it into modern formats. This kind of data
rescue work happens regularly at RPIF nodes. As Dr.
Lori Glaze, then NASA's Planetary Science Division
director, acknowledged, these facilities "spark
interest, learning, and understanding of our solar
system" and have inspired "future generations of
explorers” (NASA, 2020). Without stable support,
this inspiration and the scientific infrastructure on
which it depends are at risk.

II. Current status and response

Following NASA's funding withdrawal, RPIF facilities
have continued operations through institutional
support and short-term grants. Of the original nine
US nodes, five remain active in smaller capacities,
including Cornell University's SPIF, Arizona State

University's Ronald Greeley Center for Planetary
Studies, the Lunar and Planetary Institute's RPIF in
Houston, the USGS Astrogeology facility in Flagstaff,
and the Smithsonian's Center for Earth and
Planetary Studies in Washington, D.C. (NASA Science,
2023). Of the original 17 RPIF facilities, only 5 of the
9 US nodes remain active and most of the 8
international nodes have closed, leaving roughly 11
of the original 17 no longer operating in their
original capacity (Lunar and Planetary Institute,
2021). When nodes close, their unique holdings,
including one-of-a-kind images, original maps,
mission documentation, and obsolete-format media
rescued from individual researchers, are typically
absorbed into general library collections, transferred
to other institutions, or discarded when storage
costs exceed institutional priorities. The 5 remaining
US nodes continue their charter to provide public
access to planetary data while expanding their roles
as training centers.

In 2021, the remaining US RPIF nodes were
informally recognized as elements of NASA's
Planetary Data Ecosystem (PDE), filling a
documented need for physical and online access to
planetary data, alongside supporting documentation
and expert assistance (Lunar and Planetary Institute,
2021). In practice, this recognition is largely
symbolic;RPIF nodes are listed on NASA's PDE
Elements webpage, and some participate in the
competitively funded Planetary Data Training
Workshops program. However, it lacks dedicated
funding, formal programmatic integration, and an
advisory role within NASA's data infrastructure
(NASA Science, 2023). NASA's Planetary Data
Ecosystem Independent Review Board (IRB),
comprising nearly 40 experts from academia,
industry, and government, delivered its final report
in April 2021 with 67 findings and 65
recommendations (NASA, 2022a). The report
explicitly acknowledged that "the data gathered by
the planetary sciences community is humanity's
treasure”. It emphasized NASA's responsibility to
"preserve and ensure its present and future
usability” (NASA, 2022b).

NASA responded to the IRB report by appointing a
Chief Scientist for the Planetary Data Ecosystem and
publishing an internal progress assessment covering
April 2021 through September 2023 (NASA, 2022a).
However, the RPIF network specifically has not been
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a priority action item in these responses. The
Planetary Science Division has faced intense budget
pressure from high-cost programs, particularly Mars
Sample Return, which has consumed significant
management attention and congressional debate.
The FY2026 budget cycle was dominated by a
proposal from the Office of Management and Budget
to cut NASA's Science Mission Directorate by 47%, a
proposal Congress ultimately rejected by restoring
near-full funding at $7.25 billion (AAS, 2026; The
Planetary Society, 2026). In that environment, a
small archival program is easily overlooked.

Current facilities operate on limited resources.
Cornell's SPIF, for example, provides research
support, GIS training workshops, and PreK-12
educational outreach throughout Central New York,
yet operates with minimal permanent staff (Cornell
SPIF, 2024). The facility has taught planetary data
workshops at major conferences, including the
Geological Society of America and the Lunar and
Planetary Science Conference. However, these
activities depend on grant-by-grant funding (Cornell
SPIF, 2024). Cornell's SPIF is currently sponsored by
the Cornell Center for Astrophysics and Planetary
Science (CCAPS) and supplements its activities with
competitive grants, including NASA Topical
Workshops, Symposia, and Conferences (TWSC)
funding for its training workshops (Cornell SPIF,
2024). USRA's cooperative agreement with NASA
supports the LPI RPIF in Houston. Arizona State's
Ronald Greeley Center has used NASA's Planetary
Data Archiving, Restoration, and Tools (PDART)
program to digitize field photographs (Williams et
al, 2021). Each facility pieces together support in
different ways, and staff spend significant time
writing grant proposals and managing multiple small
funding streams rather than focusing on their core
mission of data preservation and user support. The
National Academies' 2022 Planetary Science Decadal
Survey noted that "regular, accessible, and effective
training programs for researchers" remain needed
for "data producers, mission specialists, and others
who need to archive with the PDS" (National
Academies, 2022).

I11. Policy options

i. Option 1: Establish dedicated RPIF funding within
the Planetary Science Division budget

NASA's Planetary Science Division should establish a
permanent budget line item of approximately $2 to
$3 million annually for a modernized RPIF network
support program. While exact pre-2020 PGG funding
for the RPIF subline is not publicly documented, the
program likely operated in the range of $1 to $1.5
million annually, sufficient to support a
data-manager position and modest operations at
each of the 9 US nodes. The proposed range reflects
continued operations at the 5 active US nodes
(roughly $200,000 per node) plus shared support for
digitization, training infrastructure, and a small
program-management line. The proposed funding is
intended to stabilize the 5 currently active US nodes
rather than restore closed facilities, since closed
nodes face institutional, staffing, and
physical-archive recovery challenges that are not
well suited to a single funding line. Selective
restoration of high-priority closed nodes could be
considered in a later phase once the active network
is stable. Rather than a reversion to the pre-2020
model, which focused primarily on physical archives,
the renewed program should explicitly expand its
scope to include digitization of legacy holdings,
cloud-based data access tools integrated with the
Planetary Data System, workforce training in
modern data analysis methods, and public
engagement activities. The program would complete
the modernization envisioned by the PDE IRB,
replacing the current grant-dependent program with
stable funding. The program could be administered
through an existing mechanism, such as the
Planetary Data System or the Topical Workshops,
Symposia, and Conferences program.

Within NASA, this funding could be reallocated from
existing data-infrastructure lines such as the
Planetary Data System operations budget or the
Planetary Data Archiving, Restoration, and Tools
(PDART) program, where RPIF activities already
align with stated programmatic goals. Alternatively,
the cost is small enough to be absorbed within
normal year-over-year variation in the $3 billion
Planetary Science Division budget without displacing
mission funding. A parallel pathway lies with
Congress. NASA's appropriations are ultimately set
by the House and Senate Commerce, Justice, Science,
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and Related Agencies (CJS) Appropriations
Subcommittees, which can direct support for specific
programs through report language accompanying
the annual appropriations bill or by establishing a
dedicated program line. Members representing
host-institution districts have a clear interest in this
support, and Congressional direction would
establish funding without requiring NASA to
reprioritize internally. Both pathways could also be
pursued in parallel.

Advantages

Dedicated funding would provide stability, allowing
facilities to retain experienced staff whose
institutional knowledge is essential for interpreting
historical data. The PDE IRB report specifically
recommended that NASA ensure training programs
and data access services are sustained (NASA,
2022a). NASA selected a proposal in 2022 to offer
Planetary Data Training Workshops, recognizing this
need (NASA Science, 2023). Permanent RPIF support
would institutionalize these efforts rather than
relying on competitive grants. Additionally, this
approach directly fulfills Section 203(a)(3) of the
National Aeronautics and Space Act of 1958, which
mandates NASA "provide for the widest practicable
and appropriate dissemination of information
concerning its activities and the results thereof”
(NASA, 2024). At roughly $2 to $3 million annually,
the cost represents about 0.07 to 0.10 percent of
NASA's $3 billion Planetary Science Division budget
(The Planetary Society, 2024), well within normal
year-over-year fluctuations in  program-level
funding.

Disadvantages

Establishing a new budget line requires internal
NASA prioritization and, if necessary, congressional
direction. In a constrained budget environment
where the Planetary Science Division faces pressure
from large missions, any new funding commitment
competes with existing priorities. However, the cost
of maintaining core RPIF nodes, primarily staff
salaries and modest operational expenses,
represents a fraction of typical mission budgets.

ii. Option 2: Multi-agency partnership with NSF,
state, and institutional support

A second approach addresses the staffing problem
directly by adapting an established academic-public
partnership model. The University of Pittsburgh

sustains the historic Allegheny Observatory with a
small permanent staff, including an outreach and
events coordinator hired in 2023, while courses such
as Astronomy 0086 and Astronomy 1263 and the
STEPUP exoplanet research program supply most of
the operational labor through credit-bearing student
research. Applied to RPIF nodes, this model would
require NASA or the host institution to fund one
professional  coordinator per node, while
digitization, metadata curation, and outreach
activities are folded into existing courses, capstones,
and graduate research practica at the host university.
Cornell's SPIF, the Lunar and Planetary Institute, and
Arizona State already run training workshops and
student programs, so formalizing these into
for-credit research experiences would shift much of
the operational labor onto the existing student
pipeline at no marginal cost. NSF Research
Experiences for Undergraduates (REU) site grants,
Library Services and Technology Act (LSTA)
digitization funds, and individual state
higher-education appropriations could further offset
coordinator salaries. Similar
coordinator-and-students models are already in use
at the Lowell Observatory predoctoral program and
at several university-hosted observatories that pair a
single permanent staff position with student
research labor.

Advantages

This model directly stabilizes the most fragile
element of the current system, the professional staff
position, while creating durable institutional buy-in
by tying RPIF activities to degree programs. It
produces a measurable training outcome that
strengthens NASA workforce-pipeline arguments
and aligns with the Decadal Survey's call for
accessible training programs (National Academies,
2022). The marginal NASA contribution per node is
small, on the order of $150,000 to $250,000 annually
for one coordinator with benefits and modest
operating support. Across the 5 active US nodes, this
totals roughly $750,000 to $1.25 million per year,
less than half the cost of Option 1 yet sufficient to
halt the current erosion.

Disadvantages

The model requires active host-institution
commitment to embed RPIF work into curricula,
which varies in feasibility across universities. Quality
control and continuity depend on the coordinator,
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creating single-point-of-failure risk if that position
turns over. Student labor is by nature transient,
which limits the program's ability to maintain deep
institutional knowledge over decades. The model
works best as a complement to, rather than a
replacement for, Option 1's dedicated funding line.

iii. Option 3: Formalize the current distributed
institutional model

A third approach would codify the current
arrangement in which host institutions self-fund
RPIF operations, supplemented by competitive NASA
grants for specific activities such as training
workshops (through TWSC) and digitization projects
(through PDART). Under this model, NASA would not
provide dedicated operational funding but would
formally recognize RPIF nodes as PDE partners and
prioritize their competitive proposals within existing
programs.

Advantages

This approach requires no new NASA budget
commitment and reflects the reality of how facilities
currently operate. It preserves institutional
autonomy and avoids the creation of new
administrative structures.

Disadvantages

This model is what currently exists, and its
limitations are well documented. It offers no stability
for staff positions, creates inequities between
well-resourced and less well-resourced host
institutions, and provides no guarantee of continuity.
Facilities cannot plan multi-year digitization
campaigns or maintain specialized equipment when
funding is uncertain from year to year The
competitive grant overhead consumes significant
staff time. Most critically, this model has already led
to the closure of international nodes and has placed
remaining US facilities on a trajectory of gradual
erosion. Formalizing an unstable arrangement does
not make it stable.

IV. Consequences of inaction

Without stable funding, RPIF facilities face a gradual
erosion of capabilities. When experienced staff retire
or depart, their institutional knowledge,
understanding of which data formats require specific
software, where undocumented datasets reside, and
how to interpret calibration anomalies, leaves with

them. This expertise cannot be easily replaced or
reconstructed from documentation alone.

Physical archives containing irreplaceable historical
materials may be transferred to general library
storage, where specialized context is lost, or worse,
discarded if deemed obsolete. International nodes
have already experienced this pattern, with many
closing due to a lack of support (Lunar and Planetary
Institute, 2021). The loss of training programs severs
the pipeline through which new researchers learn to
work with planetary data, creating workforce gaps
that affect NASA's own mission teams.

Every future planetary mission builds on knowledge
from past missions. The Artemis program's selection
of the lunar landing site draws on Apollo-era
photographs and sample documentation. Mars
mission planners consult Viking Orbiter mosaics to
compare with current observations. As the PDE IRB
report emphasized, this data represents "humanity's
treasure”; losing access to it would force future
teams to rediscover what previous generations
already learned, at significant cost to scientific
progress and taxpayer investment (NASA, 2022b).

V. Policy recommendation

We recommend Option 1: NASA's Planetary Science
Division should establish a dedicated funding line for
core RPIF nodes. This funding should support staff
positions, equipment maintenance, digitization
efforts, and training programs at facilities including
Cornell's SPIF, Arizona State's Ronald Greeley Center,
and the Lunar and Planetary Institute's RPIE. The
cost of this investment is modest, primarily
supporting a small number of staff positions and
operational expenses at each node. However, it yields
substantial returns in preserved scientific capability,
trained researchers, and public engagement. NASA's
own PDE IRB recognized that RPIF facilities fill an
essential gap between formal archives and the
research community. Restoring dedicated support
honors four decades of infrastructure development
and ensures that the scientific record of planetary
exploration remains accessible to all. This
recommendation aligns with NASA's statutory
mandate, the PDE IRB's findings, and the Decadal
Survey's emphasis on data infrastructure. It
represents prudent stewardship of past investment
and essential preparation for future discovery.
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