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‘How the space shuttle

program was sabotaged

From its inception, enemies of man'’s exploration of space have
sometimes changed their arguments, but always made sure the
program didn't have enough funding. Marsha Freeman reports.

From the greatest heights of accomplishment, to the dog days
of massive budget cuts, the U.S. space program has always
been surrounded by individuals and institutions that have
tried to stop man’s exploration of space. The critics have
changed their mode of attack, depending upon the circum-
stances and political environment in the nation, but their aim
has always been the same.

_Since Jan. 28, the nation’s attention has been focused on
the shock of the Space Shuttle Challenger Joss. and the public
circus of the Rogers Commission “investigation.” The press,
speaking for the space critics, has asked whether the Shuttle
program should continue at all, whether it is safe, whether it
is worth the money, ad nauseum.

But before manned exploration of space was even tech-
nologically possible, its opponents were amassing their forces.
Once President John Kennedy had gone above the counsel of
all of his advisers and started the race to the Moon, the focus
of attack became the supposed negative “social impact” of
such a large-scale science and engineering effort.

With Kennedy gone, the assault on the space program
shifted, as opponents insisted that the United States could not
afford the Apollo program, due to the high cost of the Viet-
nam war, and the poverty here on Earth. President Lyndon
Johnson's Great Society replaced the Apollo project, thereby
ushering in the anti-technology “paradigm shift” in the uU.S.
population, which has become so much more pronounced
today.

The Nixon administration certainly did not buy the idea
of cutting the space program to pay for more social programs.
but the economic crisis of the early 1970s put the “conser-
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vative” budget-cutters firmly in charge of major policy deci-
sions. Thanks to Budget Director George Shultz, “cost effec-
tiveness” became the watchword for all federal programs—
to the detriment of scientific rigor.

At the same time, the administration and the Congress
were being convinced by Henry Kissinger (who was assistant
to the President for national security affairs) and Shultz that
rather than spend money on advanced technology for de-
fense, the United States shfould sign the Anti-Ballistic Missile
and SALT treaties. Since the Soviets had no intention of
slowing down either their offensive or defensive science-and-
technology weapons programs, these treaties, plus the slow-
down of the civilian space program, were to lay the basis for
the current strategic superiority of the Soviets. :

The same situation exists today, in that the first cuts that
will be made in defense spending, under the guise of balanc-
ing the budget, will be the Jeading-edge laser and other tech-
nologies in the Strategic Defense Initiative programs, giving
the Soviets the final superiority.

Under President Carter, as “small is beautiful” became
the stated policy of the White House, the decision was made
that no new large programs for space would be started, while
billions of dollars would be wasted on energy conservation,
welfare, and “appropriate technology.”

Although President Reagan would like to have a space
program with challenging goals and a future, he is ending up
with the “Richard Nixon" approach to cost-benefit analysis
and “private enterprise” for the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration (NASA).

Let us be clear about the current situation. If there are
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safety compromises that have been made in the design and
fabrication of the Space Shuttle system, or in the launch rate
or other operational procedures, the blame does not funda-
mentally lie with the management of the space program, or
the contractors. Over the 15 years of the development and
first flights of the Shuttle, the wrong criteria were used in
making crucial choices. When you straightjacket a research
and development agency, and instruct it to build a capability
spending half as much money as it should spend, you can
hardly complain when it does not function according to your
expectations.

When fundamental engineering considerations, such as
the frequency of launch, are determined not by readiness but
by political pressures and the requirement to bring down the
“cost” of the system, there is pressure put on the agency to
increase the launch rate. Combine that with a constant media
campaign that has made NASA look “like a bunch of idiots

who can’t even handle alaunch schedule,” as Kennedy Space

Center Director Richard Smith recently charged, and you are
increasing the risk in the program, and potentially compro-
mising safety, as senior astronaut John Young has pointed
out,

The two questions facing the Congress—the elected rep-
resentatives of a nation, three-quarters of whose citizens in-
sist that they want the Shuttle program to continue—are first,
whether we are willing to commit the resources to actually
have the kind of Space Shuttle capability the nation requires;
and second, whether we will make the same budget-balanc-
ing mistakes with the upcoming space station that was made
in the Shuttle program. '
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Astronaut Bruce McCandless
1l tests a “cherry picker”
device during historical
extravehicular activity, Feb.
7, 1984.

NASA

The lost opportunity in space

Plans for what should follow the Apollo program, after
man had landed on the Moon, started years before astronaut
Neil Armstrong took that famous first step, on July 20, 1969.

By 1965, much of the hardware for the lunar voyages had

already been ordered, built, and had begun testing, and NASA
was ready to begin planning for the exploration of the next
frontiers.

By 1965, however, NASA was under a barrage of attacks
from the “social™ think-tanks such as the Brookings Institu-
tion, the Tavistock Institute in London, and the self-pro-
claimed Aquarian Conspiracy (see box). President Johnson's
State of the Union address on Jan. 4, 1965 was the first since
Sputnik (1957) that did not even mention the space program.

As the NASA budget began to decline, program planners
fought to keep open the space frontier. German-American
space pioneer Wernher von Braun, for example, penned ar-
ticles and books on lunar colonization, the exploration of
Mars, and other projects that required an Earth-orbital space
station, and a shuttle-type vehicle to service it.

NASA Administrator James Webb refused to operate
with the notion that NASA had been created just to go to the
Moon. In motivating the NASA budget request for Fiscal
Year 1965, Webb stated:

The policy on which this budget is based is the
mastery of space, and its utilization for the benefit of
mankind. This mastery and the relation of our position
to those of other nations will not be determined by
any single achievement.
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The NASA program is designed to expand both
science and technology. We have avoided a narrow
program, one limited, for example, to developing only
the technology needed to reach the Moon with state-
of-the-art hardware. To do so might well be to find,
some years hence, that we had won the battle and lost
the war as far as utlimate and enduring superiority in
space is concerned.

Webb made the painful decision to resign as NASA head
in 1968, just months before Apollo 11 lifted off, because
it had become clear that there would be no budget, and no
post-Apollo plan for space. He left NASA before the lunar
landing which he had prepared for seven years, rather than
preside over an agency which appeared to have no future.

But when man put his first footprints on the Moon, the
anti-science lobby was again shunted temporarily into the
background, as it had been when the Apollo program was
begun by Kennedy, as the imagination of the entire world
was captured by this great achievement.

The Great Society crowd had been voted out of office
in 1968. and a new President was preparing to bask in the
glory of the upcoming Apollo lunar landing. But President
Nixon was to get contradictory advice. The social program-
mers in the Congress, the media, and a faction in the “'sci-
entific” community, accelerated their campaigns to make
sure that Apollo would mark the end-—not the beginning—
of man’s exploration of space.

In February 1969, President Nixon established a Space
Task Group headed by Vice-President Spiro Agnew, to es-
tablish goals in the post-Apollo era. The Task Group con-
sisted of NASA Administrator Tom Paine, Secretary of the
Air Force Robert Seamans, and Presidential Science Adviser
Lee Dubridge. Robert Mayo, who directed the Bureau of
the Budget, had only an observer status.

The Group’s report, titled, The Post-Apollo Space Pro-
gram: Directions for the Future, was released two months
after the Apollo 11 landing. It projected an exciting vision
of a Mars landing before the end of the century, at the latest.

The lunar landing, the authors said, was “only the be-
ginning of the long-term exploration and use of space by
man.” They continued:

We see a major role for this nation in proceeding
from the initial opening of this frontier to its exploi-
tation for the benefit of mankind, and ultimately to
the opening of new regions of space to access by man.

We have found questions about national priorities,
about the expense of manned flight operations, about
new goals in space which could be interpreted as a
‘crash program.” Principal concern in this area relates
to decisions about a manned mission to Mars. We
conclude that NASA has the demonstrated organiza-
tional competence and technology base to carry out a
successful program to land a man on Mars within 15
years.
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There are a number of precursor activities nec-
essary before such a mission can be attempted. These
activities can proceed without developments specific
to a manned Mars mission— but for optimum benefit
should be carried out with the Mars mission in mind.
We conclude that a manned Mars mission should be
accepted as a long-range goal for the space program.
Two of the systems that the Task Group suggested for
space operations were a new space transportation capability
and space station modules, which would utilize the new
capability of commonality, reusability, and economy, the
fruit of the Apollo success. These capabilities would then
ensure that the manned mission to Mars could certainly be
done before the end of this century.

NASA, too, was working furiously to put such forward-
looking goals before the Nixon White House, after the lunar
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