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In recent years, NASA has become an agency suffering from a bi-polar disorder bordering on an identity crisis of major proportions.  On one hand, NASA has been resting on the laurels it received from the up-to-now crowning achievement of being the only organization that has successfully placed humans on the Moon and returned them safely to Earth. Because of this achievement, the entire world has looked up to NASA, and to America, as the leaders in space exploration, and, in particular, in human space exploration.  Other nations, and individuals from other nations, seek to participate in NASA’s program of human space exploration and, indeed, the International Space Station (ISS) program has become a model for international cooperation on a human space exploration venture. NASA today still feels entitled to be called THE leader in human space exploration.
On the other hand, NASA is heavily involved with our military programs and regularly draws its astronauts and leaders from the military.  Because of this, many NASA leaders see a need to use NASA almost exclusively to advance American interests.  So, in attempting to remain the leader in space exploration, NASA has, in the past four decades, alienated some in the international community (India, China, Russia), even as it attempts to bring in friendly nations (Japan, Canada, Europe, Brazil) into its programs.  The political actions taken to de-orbit Russia’s Mir space station as a precondition for admitting Russia into the ISS program is but one of the puzzling actions taken by NASA, in the area of human space exploration.  Other puzzling actions taken by NASA in the past two decades involve the resistance to allowing space “tourists” to visit the ISS, and to facilitating the development of privately-built and operated space vehicles and launch facilities.  Slow progress is being made in the latter case, but, apparently, only after much public demand forced the hand of congress and of NASA.
I believe that this identity crisis afflicting NASA is the main reason that human space flight has been stuck in a holding pattern in LEO for the past 40 years, allowing other nations to “catch up.” NASA needs to decide once and for all if it truly wants to be the leader in human space flight or relegate that lead to the Chinese or the Russians. If NASA wants to maintain that lead, it needs to go back to being the “old” NASA by doing bold things again.  This means sending humans to where no humans have been before and developing the technologies, processes and logistics to safely transport humans across space to other worlds and back to Earth.  Given today’s budgetary constraints, however, this is easier said than done.
When we speak of the future of human space flight, we need to state some assumptions up front; assumptions that greatly impact, not only American pre-eminence in space exploration, but the future of world affairs and the evolution of nations.  After witnessing the fits and starts of NASA’s human space programs over the past four decades, and considering the funding source for NASA, I’m convinced that the only way humans will ever again get off this tiny blue marble floating in the vastness of space is for NASA to join with other nations in sending humans to other worlds. In other words, NASA needs to make human space exploration a global joint venture, with NASA leading the way.
How can this be done?  First, NASA needs to forget about “firsts” on the ISS.  The American public has become tired of Space Shuttle launches to the ISS, each claiming a “first.”  How many “firsts” can we accomplish with a set of tin cans orbiting the Earth and still claim that we are leading the way in human space exploration?  NASA needs to turn ownership of the ISS to researchers and commercial ventures who can capitalize on that marvelous piece of engineering. This act will free up badly needed funds to concentrate on bold new ventures in human space flight.
Secondly, the current administration needs to set the tone for the future of human space flight by painting a far-reaching vision of sending humans to the cosmos.  This should be a vision without a timetable, but, instead, a vision of cooperation among all the nations of the world to bring the vision to reality (the emphasis will be on cooperation and technology development, for the short term, until roles and responsibilities have been defined for each nation).  The vision should, at a minimum, place humans on Mars and beyond, and should show humans routinely traveling through space to asteroids, to the Moon, to Mars and back, utilizing technologies and logistics infrastructure provided by everyone on Earth.  Such a vision will have a long-lasting impact, for generations to come, and will be paid for on a “pay as you go” basis, with each nation contributing their portion while never losing sight of the final outcome.
Thirdly, in terms of international cooperation, NASA needs to lead in showing the way forward towards the vision, and in getting every nation on board to help execute.  Every nation should be given a chance to participate and contribute.  For example, some nations might offer to host launch facilities, others might offer technologies, others workers, resources, raw materials, etc. The main objective for obtaining international cooperation on a global scale is to insure that the vision is maintained despite political and economic obstacles.  An example should be drawn from the pages of such global industry giants as Boeing, Microsoft, McDonald’s, DuPont, etc.
Lastly, divorce the military from the vision.  Leading the way in human space exploration requires a genuine interest in international cooperation, with its attendant trust, and there needs to be not even an appearance of military involvement.  This may mean building new facilities that separate current NASA launch facilities from facilities used for launching military payloads.
I truly believe that human space exploration of other worlds will not happen until we humans learn to cooperate collectively as one. It’s not only arrogant of any nation to think they alone will explore space, but it’s a self-destructive way forward as the rest of the world is rendered mere spectators who retain whatever hostile feelings they may have harbored towards that nation. With this call to rethink human space flight, I see a great opportunity to bring a collective peace to this world, by forcing nations to learn to cooperate.  It’s time for America to change in the face of the world and become a trusted leader once more. I think Human Space Exploration offers a way to do just that.
