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Return to the Moon, This Time to Stay!
High Frontier welcomes today’s press reports that President George W. Bush will announce next week a NASA initiative to return to the Moon to stay. Based upon the wealth of available background material from studies, technology programs, and associated recommendations dating to the Apollo program and earlier, this mission can be completed within a decade and for relatively small additional investment over NASA’s planned on-going budget. This welcome initiative will help rectify three decades of a lack of a national vision for Human Space Flight Program.
“The U.S. space effort has moved forward for more than 30 years [since Apollo] without a guiding vision, and none seems evident. In the past, this absence of a strategic vision in itself has reflected a policy decision, since there have been many opportunities for national leaders to agree on ambitious goals for space, and none have done so. . . . We believe that the White House, Congress, and NASA should honor the memory of Columbia’s crew by reflecting on the nation’s future in space and the role of new space transportation capabilities in enhancing whatever space goals the nation chooses to pursue.”

COLUMBIA ACCIDENT INVESTIGATION BOARD

Report Volume 1, August 2003

The recent Columbia Accident Investigation Board, chaired by Retired Admiral Harold W. Gehman, focused on the physical and organizational causes of the Columbia accident and recommended actions for future safe Shuttle operations. Most profound is the Board’s realization, stated on page 209, of two key missing causal realities that undermine the nation’s ability to sustain a viable, vibrant manned space program:  

· “The lack, over the past three decades, of any national mandate providing NASA a compelling mission requiring human presence in space;” and, following the lack of such a clearly defined long-term space mission, 

· “The lack of sustained government commitment over the past decade to improving U.S. access to space by developing a second generation space transportation system.”

For over three decades technical experts have differed little about what should be the space exploration steps after the American flag was placed on the Moon in response to President Kennedy’s historic 1961 charge to send Americans to the Moon and return them safely “before this decade is out.” What has been missing is the same kind of political commitment and will to empower NASA to take the next logical step beyond program Apollo.

Under growing adverse political and fiscal pressures associated with the Vietnam War, President Nixon rejected NASA’s 1969 proposed strategic vision and detailed technical plan for a post-Apollo effort that involved full development of low-Earth orbit, permanent outposts on the Moon, and initial journeys to Mars. Since then, these objectives have reappeared in numerous proposals for the long-term vision of the U.S. space program, for example:

· The 1986 National Commission on Space, following the Challenger accident, proposed “to lead the exploration and development of the space frontier, advancing science, technology and enterprise, and building institutions and systems that make accessible vast new resources and support human settlements beyond Earth orbit, from the Highlands of the Moon to the plains of Mars.”

· Following President George H.W. Bush’s 1989 call for a Space Exploration Initiative on the 20th anniversary of the first Lunar landing, the National Space Council’s 1990 Advisory Committee on the Future of the U.S. Space Program observed that the primary justification for the space station is to conduct research to plan missions to Mars and other distant destinations. In 1991, former astronaut Retired Air Force Lt. General Thomas Stafford led The Synthesis Group in examining four architectures for President Bush’s proposed Space Exploration Initiative: 1) Mars Exploration; 2) Science Emphasis for the Moon and Mars; 3) The Moon to Stay and Mars Exploration; and 4) Space Resource Utilization.

Regrettably, no particular architecture was pursued – leading to another decade without a strategic vision to guide NASA in making policy or day-to-day program decisions.  And, as the adage goes, “ When you don’t know where you are going, any road will take you there.” High Frontier believes that Option 3 was, and is, the correct choice – with the emphasis on returning to the Moon to establish a permanent base of operations, both to provide numerous benefits to life here on Earth and to determine if it makes sense to proceed to the next logical step with human exploration of Mars.  Unmanned missions to Mars and throughout the universe should continue while taking this logical and relatively inexpensive next step.

High Frontier(2800 Shirlington Rd., Suite 405(Arlington, VA  22206(Phone 703-671-4111(Fax 703-931-6432

