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Commercial Lunar Robotics to Enhance Human Exploration
NASA’s current plan is to design its lunar transportation and surface systems, such as the Altair lander, lunar habitats, and rovers, without detailed surface information that can only be gained by precursor surface robotic missions.  The previous Robotic Lunar Exploration Program (RLEP) was terminated when projected costs surpassed $1 billion per mission and only an orbiter mission is fully funded.  Private companies are poised to provide robotic lunar services early in the next decade with essentially no risk to NASA and at a much reduced cost over traditional approaches. 
Private-sector robots can support NASA’s crewed expeditions by:
· Collecting lunar surface data on landing and outpost sites to enable effective mission planning
· Conducting in-situ tests of components to broaden equipment options and improve human mission reliability and safety
· Determining the feasibility of a reusable approach to the Altair lander by producing propellants from lunar soil or polar crater ice  

Commercial companies are now competing for the Google Lunar X Prize, a $30 million purse for the first private robot landed and operated on the Moon.  Leading firms are developing systems not just to win the prize, which will prove their capability to precisely land and effectively operate on the Moon as early as 2011, but to establish a business of regular missions to collect data, deliver payloads and perform robotic services.   A key service will be the confirmation of water ice in the permanently dark craters in the polar regions.  Proving the ability to extract oxygen and hydrogen, creating rocket propellant, on the Moon would profoundly improve the productivity of NASA’s lunar program, saving the cost of an expendable lander on every mission while doubling the mass that follow-on Ares V cargo missions can deliver.
NASA veterans of its International Space Station commercial resupply procurement now are investigating a similar program for commercial lunar robotics.  Companies would compete for fixed-price commercial contracts to gather data needed by NASA.  Early announcement of such a program would provide significant encouragement to investors into these companies that need to demonstrate a real market in the future.  Assigning robotic exploration to the private sector supports the mandate to encourage the economic development of space while establishing a clear role for commercial activities within the Constellation program.
Robotic systems under private-sector control will accelerate the pursuit of economic goals on the Moon, which is essential to sustaining public support for lunar exploration.  These entrepreneurial initiatives will put a robust American presence back on the Moon during President Obama’s first term.
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