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Good morning.  

As we look back today, it is clear that the turbulent wake generated by the Space Shuttle Columbia accident has not yet settled, a perhaps surprising result.  After all, nearly three years elapsed from the loss of Columbia until the Congress set forth the NASA Authorization Act of 2005, adopting and improving upon President Bush’s Vision for Space Exploration.  An unusually fulsome debate was held during those years, culminating in what many considered to be the best strategic plan for human spaceflight since the Apollo era.  

While the Act embraced many nuances of both policy and law, including the intent to foster the commercial development of space, its essence can be captured in a single sentence.  Briefly, the United States would meet domestic and international commitments by using the Space Shuttle to finish the International Space Station (ISS), after which the Shuttle would be retired and replaced by a new system to support space station crew transfer and logistics, enable human lunar return and sustained lunar presence, and pave the way for future voyages to Mars and the near-Earth asteroids.  

Subsequently, a Democratic Congress renewed and strengthened the work of the prior Republican Congress with the NASA Authorization Act of 2008, evidencing once again the strong bipartisan support which has historically been crucial for NASA.    

It might have been expected that these Acts had, after a mature and serious debate, settled the question of what it is that this nation should do and will do in the arena of human spaceflight and, further, that they provided a fitting response to the observations and recommendations of the Columbia Accident Investigation Board (CAIB).  The Board had cited, as a key contributor to the accident, thirty years of failure by multiple presidential administrations and Congresses to provide a coherent strategic plan for NASA.  This failure appeared to have been remedied, with the national interest well served in so doing.  

Dr. John Logsdon, the former Director of the Space Policy Institute at the George Washington University, expressed this better than I can in testimony before Congress on 27 April 2004.  Quoting Professor Logsdon, “Last year I had the privilege of serving as a member of the Columbia Accident Investigation Board.  The Board's August 2003 report was explicit in laying out the negative consequences of the lack of a compelling vision for human spaceflight, and characterized that lack as ‘a failure of national leadership.’  To its credit, the Bush administration has responded to that criticism with what must be characterized in its essence as a ‘compelling vision’ of a human-robotic partnership for the exploration of our solar system. There is an understandable focus in the Congress on the short-term implications of the proposed vision.  I hope that the basic principle put forth by the President – that it is in the nation's interest, now and for future generations, to take the leading role in extending human activity and presence into the solar system, is not lost in this shorter term focus.”    

Things have changed in the past year.  In fact, they could hardly be more different.

With less than a year to go before the Space Shuttle was to be retired, the present administration proposed a radically different plan:  abandoning the moon as a near-term human destination, focusing on a (much more difficult) human mission to an asteroid, pursuit of expensive “game changing” technologies not linked to particular mission goals, and – most importantly – the explicit abandonment of a U.S. government replacement for the Shuttle as a means of providing national human access to space.  Low Earth orbit (LEO) is to be set aside as a commercial preserve.  Until and unless such commercial capability comes into being, this nation will deliberately depend upon Russia and, later, maybe China for access to space and to the ISS.  Our intergovernmental agreements with our Japanese, Canadian, and European partners – to provide U.S. access to and from space for their astronauts and experiments, in exchange for the hardware and laboratories these partners have provided to ISS – will not be honored.
These proposals fly completely in the face the NASA Authorization Acts of 2005 and 2008.  It is as if no heed whatsoever was paid to the years of debate and discussion that went into crafting what became the law of the land.  Sometimes, apparently, it is easier to obtain bipartisan, bicameral cooperation in the Congress than cooperation between the different branches of our government.

The debate surrounding the administration’s proposals has certainly led to a “shorter term focus,” to use the words of Prof. Logsdon, who now finds himself in support of the new plan, in company with fourteen Nobel laureates who have authored a highly public letter to Chairman Gordon.   Regarding this letter, it is unsurprising to find that a group of eminent university-affiliated scientists, along with several former directors of NASA research and robotic spacecraft centers, would favor reallocating the NASA budget toward increased university research, technology development, and robotic space missions instead of human spaceflight.

This exemplifies exactly the disarray and special pleading which results from the lack of a clear, consistent, long-term strategic plan for any public enterprise.  If a program is thought to be politically vulnerable, those whose self-interest lies elsewhere will always find reasons why their claim on scarce resources is nobler and more compelling.  

Personally, I find both scientific discovery and the expansion of the human frontier to be compelling goals, and I would not sacrifice one for another in the manner the esteemed laureates suggest.  But the Congress is the institution that, in our nation, must assess and finally decide the relative merits of these priorities.

And that is fortunate indeed.  To that point, we are no longer facing a future in which the administration's proposal is one of the possible outcomes.  The Senate has passed an authorization bill that takes a more mature approach to human space exploration, and the House Science and Technology Committee has issued a draft bill which is even better.  As is to be expected, differences exist between the two bills, but either represents a substantial practical improvement over the administration's proposal.  The Congress, while not yet unified as to what the nation should do in space, is clearly unified in regard to what will not be done.

The task now for the human spaceflight community is to offer a mature and sober technical, programmatic and budgetary assessment of the merits of each Bill, to assist our Congress in providing a new NASA Authorization Act which represents the best of both bills.  
The House draft specifically calls for the development of a national capability to put crew in low Earth orbit.  The Senate bill does not.  It is crucial to capture this provision in conference, to specify that the program shall be managed so as to provide the required capability with all deliberate speed, and to reinforce Section 202 of the House draft to specify a multi-flight test program with the first test not later than 2013.  

A crew launch capability which is not dependent upon commercial interests or the state of international partner relationships is a strategic national asset, and should not be sacrificed to lesser interests.  Clear and demanding milestones are required to focus the program, and to keep non-credible options off the table. 

A robust flight test program is important on many levels, especially during a time of transition following the retirement of the Shuttle.  As Dr. Hugh L. Dryden, NASA’s first Deputy Administrator, noted in regard to the X-15 flight-test program, the purpose of flight test is "to separate the real from the imagined problems and to make known the overlooked and the unexpected."  I cannot do better than Dr. Dryden, and so will simply say that I am tired of viewgraphs.

The Senate bill identifies minimum required performance levels for the new Heavy Lift Vehicle.  This provision must be retained, with 130 metric tons (e.g., Saturn 5 capability) as the minimum performance floor.  150 MT would be enormously better, if we are to build the technical means for manned journeys to Mars in this century.  The Senate bill also allows “evolution” from a 70-100 MT initial performance level, but this provision should be removed as it is technically unwise.  Setting a lower initial floor will inevitably result in a suboptimal design.  Design "evolution" by factors of 50-100% is difficult, expensive, and often equivalent to "jacking up the license plate and attaching a new car.”  The service life of major aerospace systems is customarily measured in decades; we will be using whatever heavy-lifter is developed for the next fifty years.  It should be the right one.  If we don't have the time and money to do it right the first time, where are we going to find the resources to do it over?  

The required capability can be in place by around 2020 if reasonable budget resources for human spaceflight are maintained.  We need to establish such milestones in order to bring an end to further study efforts on a topic which has been studied as extensively as any at NASA; what is needed is action.  Again, I am tired of viewgraphs.
Both House and Senate bills require maximum use to be made of prior investments in Ares and Orion.  This should be retained; however, the House language is clearer and more direct than that of the Senate, and should serve as the template going forward.  Any lack of specificity will be taken by this administration as permission to embark upon “clean sheet” approaches, wasting yet more time and money, and increasing the gap in U.S. access to space.
Safety levels equivalent to the goals set for Ares I and Orion should be retained, as stated in the House bill.  The cost of any lesser standard is simply too high.  The CAIB set forth clear and compelling arguments as to why the post-Shuttle U.S. human spaceflight system should first and foremost be designed for the maximum reasonably attainable safety level.  The Congress accepted these arguments, and NASA enforced them as system constraints.  This administration, which has essentially ignored these CAIB requirements, will not be around to answer for its actions in the aftermath of the next accident; many in Congress will.  If the Congress wishes its earlier intent to remain in force, it must say so.  

Finally, this administration must end this sordid charade of starving the Constellation program of funding in violation of the intent, if not the letter of the law.  The Congress should give such direction in both the Authorization Act and any intervening Continuing Resolution to establish that money appropriated for NASA programs must be spent in its entirety on those programs, and not on a separate reserve for termination liability.  To accomplish this, language such as “notwithstanding any provision of the Anti-Deficiency Act…”  must be used.  It is regrettable that such measures must be taken, but that is the state of affairs.

A NASA Authorization Act that captures the best of both bills will take us beyond the present muddled state of affairs to what we all hope will be a clear statement of national space policy and bipartisan agreement.  Whatever vision for that policy is finally adopted after the turmoil stemming from the loss of Columbia, the need for thoughtful stability is paramount.  No space program of worthy scope can be completed within a given presidential term.  No strategic plan for the nation's future in space can survive if each new president believes that the issue belongs to him alone.  Now is the time, possibly the last time for a generation, for the Congress to make that point.
Thank you.
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