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Such a loss would not necessarily.hip 7

pen in catastrophic fashion as

possible. Instead,
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shuttle will likely lose its. space worthiness

for more mundane reasons, much like an
—old car dies a slow but inevitable deatlfi
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post-shuttle space program. But even if e
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the shuttle returns to its
in the near future, we
conversation now.

d have this-

Even before the tation’ focused itsa&en. :

tion on terrorism and the economy, in re-
cent years the nation’s space policies re-
ceived little attention in Congress, among
policy analysts or in the 5eneral public.

. With little discussion of alternatives, the
National Aeronautics and Space Adminis-
{ration conﬁnueschtn ur }ts post-?epollo_
program approa ext logical steps,”
which began when President Nixon re-

Jected the agency’s ambitious proposals for

a spectacular human mission to Mars.
NASA kept its vision intact by settling on
a more politically saleable series of pro-. .

grams: shuttle, station, then Mars, But- = -

without a political commitment to the en-
tire set of steps NASA chose to pursue
each on its own merits. Unfortunately, NA-
SA’s promises for both shuttle and station
performance have fallen far short of realty.

- Ronald

, not if, we lose another sh{lttle,What then? f
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Pielke is the director of the Centerfor Sclence
and Technology Policy Research at the
Uni lorado in Boulder, Colo.

The space shuttle was sold on the basis
of dramatically reducing the costs of.
launching payloads into orbit because it
would fly 50 flights per year at a cost of
$14 million flight. It has averaged
about five flights annually, resulting in an
average cost of about $1 billion per flight.
’s 1984 announcement that
the nation would build and fly a space sta-
tion within 10 and for no more than
$8 billion simply provides a threshold
against which to measure the program’s
g‘::ving costs — now estimated at more

$30 billion. Promised as either a plat-
form for science or a staging base for a
mission to Mars, the continually scaled
back station faces constant criticism as to
its purpose.

During the 30-year shuttle/station era,
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the American public through Congress has'
provided more funding to its space pro-
gram than it did for the Mercury, Gemini,
Apollo, Skylab and Apollo-Soyuz
combined. This remarkable I of sus-
tained commitment totals many billions of
dollars each year, surely enough to sup-
port any of a wide range of alternative ap-
proaches to humanth space flight. B‘f to in-
vest wisely in the space program, decision-
makers first need viable alternatives to
choose from. No such alternatives are on
th'ile'h table, ” A -

e shuttle’s current mechani gar;tsr

- lems tell us that inevitably, and
soon, NASA and Congress will face diffi-
_cult choices about the future of the space

program. Now is the time to begin a pub-
lic discussion agnoclusxvewmgf ala wide tlvrgnge tof
perspectives about ternative post-
shuttle space programs might look like,
Absent such perspectives, when we lose a
shuttle — and we will — one of the alter-
natives might be no space program at all.
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