NEWS
      NEWS
NEWS

www.highfrontier.org

Strategic Issues Policy Brief

For More Information Contact 



         
      
     High Frontier—703-671-4111

July 9, 2003

 Needed: A New Home for Developing Space Defenses

By Ambassador Henry F. Cooper

The current issue of Space News reports that Terry Little, Director of the Pentagon’s Kinetic Energy Interceptor program, said that “technical problems with miniaturization and weight proved severely limiting” in recent reviews by industry of the possibility of demonstrating space-based interceptors by 2005
. He also reportedly argued, “You need a lot of satellites and they need to be affordable to buy and launch – they’re not there.” 

Consequently, the Missile Defense Agency (MDA) has delayed its space-based testbed program until 2008 until “research” provides answers to these critical problems.  According to Space News, Little justified this delay by noting, “If you enter development with major technical problems, you’re going to end up in trouble.”

These views are so ludicrous it is hard to figure out where to begin in dismissing them. 

Perhaps it is first worth noting that the program to examine the potential for space-based interceptors was not a serious effort – the cuts heralded in the Space News article were to a $14 million effort, mostly to produce viewgraphs. 

Apparently forgotten is the work accomplished a decade ago, e.g., when $300 million was “appropriated” in 1993 to support two contractors – Martin Marietta (now included in Lockheed-Martin) and TRW (now subsumed by Northrop Grumman) – before the Clinton administration scuttled this competitive space-demonstration effort of the most advanced technology produced for the $30 billion SDI investment during the Reagan-Bush I years. Perhaps, Mr. Little might get a clue or two by reading “The Rise and Fall of Brilliant Pebbles” written by MDA’s historian, Dr. Don Baucomb
. 

A little checking should educate Mr. Little to the fact that the key first generation Brilliant Pebbles technology except for miniature propulsion was space-qualified by the 1994 Clementine mission, which mapped the Moon’s surface in 13 spectral bands and discovered water at its South Pole. (A replica of the award-winning Clementine spacecraft hangs in an honored place at the Smithsonian.) The miniature propulsion was demonstrated on an Astrid flight later in 1994. 

Second, I’d call Mr. Little’s attention to the fact that how to build inexpensive small satellites is reasonably well known – though perhaps the United States has forgotten how after the Clinton purge of the SDI space defense programs and personnel in 1993.  The two contractor teams mentioned above were working on fully approved Major Defense Acquisition Programs which had withstood the scrutiny of numerous Defense Science Board and other critical technical reviews, the Pentagon’s independent cost analyses and other Defense Acquisition Board reviews – and their objective was to develop and deploy 1000 Brilliant Pebbles and operate them for 20 years for $11 billion in FY1989 dollars. (Included was replacing each Pebble once, so that 2000 were purchased.)

To persuade himself that building relatively inexpensive lightweight satellites is still possible today – even if the contractors with whom he has consulted have forgotten how, Mr. Little might visit the webpage of Surrey Satellite Technology, LTD (http://www.sstl.co.uk/) – which claims with some justification to be the world’s pioneer of small satellite applications and technology. They have for years been building small (under 10 kg) satellites, which they construct in very short periods of time (1-2 years) at very low cost ($2-3 million each).  This technology is being transferred to others, including China. China’s official news agency (Xinhua) has reported on “parasitic” satellites intended to attach themselves to target satellites and wreck them upon subsequent radio command. Thus, miniature military satellites already exist, though MDA personnel and their contractors – who do what they are told, of course – appear to be uninformed.  As to operating large constellations of satellites, I’d suggest Mr. Little consult with Motorola, which applied SDI technology and methods to build and operate Iridium with a handful of qualified people.

Finally, the appalling mindset betrayed by Mr. Little’s suggestion that all major technical problems must be solved before entering development illustrates why the development of space-based defenses should be removed from the Missile Defense Agency. Needed is a small, competent, informed technical team in government and industry to develop space defense systems – a time proven way to innovative development.  For example, long before we knew how to solve all “major technical problems,” such teams built our first land-based and sea-based ballistic missiles in around 4 years. 

In the 1950s, these Air Force and Navy teams were specially formed outside of the existing bureaucratic order to conduct the innovative development and deliver for the Nation. If the Bush administration is at all serious about developing space-based defenses, such a dedicated team is again needed – away from the Missile Defense Agency, which clearly has no interest in innovative development. 
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