ON CREATING A SPACE FARING SOCIETY
By Adam Martin  

 
          The shuttle bumps as it hits the atmosphere.  It was a flying dream, you think as you rub your eyes and the 'fasten safety belt' light flicks on.  
          “Ladies and gentlemen, there will be slight turbulence during reentry.  Estimated time of arrival at the Los Angeles space port is twenty-five minutes.  Thank you for flying with us today, we hope you enjoyed your visit to the moon,” says the pilot.  As you sit up you wonder if your spouse has another surprise party waiting for your homecoming. 

Is this a dream? 
For now, yes, it is a dream – but it doesn’t have to be.  There is a way to ensure that this becomes a reality within the next two generations.  However, there are two problems: it will require sacrifice and a willingness to change.  Here is the current situation that our space program faces today: 
In a Dittmar study commissioned by NASA in 2006, 72% of people surveyed between the ages of 18-24 felt that the money spent on NASA would be better used elsewhere.  51% of them said that NASA is irrelevant, and a shocking 37% of them believed that we had never reached the moon. 
Now, as much faith as we have in Buzz Aldrin he’s getting a little too old to knock sense into all of them.  The fact is that when these individuals grow up and get into congress – if nothing has changed – then NASA will cease to exist as we know it today.  In fact, that possibility may be happening sooner than we think.  In several meetings with the Augustine committee (Obama's appointed committee which will decide the next 10 years for NASA), Congressmen from around the country have said that we should, “really take in to consideration the future of NASA.” 
No one is saying it out loud, but many people are whispering that NASA doesn’t have many more missteps to take before congress takes drastic action.  Our dream is fading by the minute.   
So what will it take for NASA to get people on the moon again?  Many say the answer is more money.  Robert Lightfoot, director of Marshal Space Flight Center, got on stage Wed. July 29 2009 and said that NASA projects are under funded – not two months after Christopher Scolese, interum director of NASA, approved $3 Billion for a flagship mission to the outer planets and nearly another billion to be spent on Discovery class exploration missions in 2013 and 2014.  NASA would have more money to spend on going to the moon if they didn’t spend it on trips to the outer planets and other such (in the words of the public) “irrelevant” projects.
61% of the respondents said that “new space” was relevant because, “regular people get to go.”  This is particularly interesting because there is a large camp within NASA that believes that only robots should be used to explore space.  The Dittmar study provided a large hint to these people: either pursue relevant manned missions or lose public support.  And if NASA looses public support Congress is required, by rule of democracy, not to support NASA as well.  If that happens then we won’t be launching anything, manned or unmanned. 
Time and time again people have said that the solution to NASA’s problem lies in “inspiration.” They look for a leader to pop from the bushes shouting, “Yes we can.” Then everyone will support NASA, the money will flow, and the country can be filled with happy little spaceniks again.  Reality doesn’t work this way.  Good leaders are necessary, yes.  In fact, some are very brilliant.  However, the “inspiration” solution is like pursing goal number two without even knowing what goal one is supposed to look like.  The only reason inspiration worked during Kennedy's era is because Russia's Sputnik spacecraft made the German science team, and their engineering, relevant.  When the engineering became relevant Kennedy was able to inspire the country, and NASA's employees, to unite behind the corporate goal. 
NASA needs to follow these steps once more: 
1. Relevancy
2. Inspiration
3. Unity 
And NASA's unity needs to be behind one, or two, relevant projects – which probably need to involve people in space.  Again, many engineers at NASA will argue about humans in space.  However, the public wants people in space and NASA is a governmental institution that’s funded by the public, so I say, get over it.  If NASA begins fulfilling relevant goals reliably by uniting the whole force of their institution behind them, inspiration will follow – and so will public trust.  The funding/cancelling cycle of pet projects at NASA must stop now.  It wastes money, turns the NASA workforce into cynics, and destroys public trust. 
There is one last thing that is killing NASA which I, being a third generation NASA insider, have come to despise.  There are far too many petty tyrants running their own middle management kingdoms, each of which has their own pet projects to spend money on.  In fact, two of the top officials just appointed at NASA come from a certain space advocacy organization.  As a member of that organization for several years I’ve found that the top groups inside it are so rife with political in-fighting and backstabbing that it is terrifying.  When approached by a small company who believed that they had a solution for NASA, one of those newly appointed NASA members even said, “What’s in it for me?” 
That type of attitude is so opposed to what made programs like Apollo successful - I just can’t express the depth of my worry at what will become of NASA under this type of leadership.  My Grandmother was a secretary for Wernher Von Braun, and let me tell you - the words, “what’s in it for me,” never entered into that man’s brain.  In Germany or the USA, the only thing he ever wanted to see was men in space.
The “what’s in it for me” needs to be removed from NASA like the cancer it is.  Otherwise, unity will never happen.  Luckily, NASA’s new director - Charlie Bolden - is a good man and a good leader.  It is my sincere hope that he can root out these self indulgent vipers in advance, so that they can’t turn him into a lame duck before he’s even begun. 
One thing that NASA has done well in recent years is the COTS program.  This program is the single most promising aspect of NASA and is a shining ray of hope for the future of space flight.  The COTS program centers around businesses receiving grants in order to find ways of getting into space cheap and making a profit at the same time.  Space X is a COTS recipient of $450 million, the equivalent cost of one NASA Discovery class mission. 
With that seed money, Space X has developed the Falcon 9 rocket where, for a current price of $45 million, they will launch you and/or your cargo into LEO (low earth orbit).  In comparison, read this statement from the FAQ at NASA.gov: 
“Q. How much does it cost to launch a Space Shuttle? 
A. The average cost to launch a Space Shuttle is about $450 million per mission.” 
The space shuttle also goes to LEO and the math doesn’t lie.  Give a successful entrepreneur $1 and they will turn it into $10.   
Remember the sacrifice and willingness to change I mentioned earlier?  Prepare for a shock, this is my future plan for NASA and it isn’t for the feint of heart.   
If we dismantled NASA as it is now and forced it to become a granting institution which gave seed money to “new space” companies based on missions that congress decides, then NASA’s current budget of $17 billion could become an effective budget of $170 billion.  This is because entrepreneurs earn money from doing business and don't just take tax payer handouts.  
NASA would own the research data from these new companies and could compile a list of standardized parts to further reduce costs for new start ups.  We could also supply or sell this data to allied nations for additional income.  
Instruct the new space companies to find a profit stream or they loose funding, and they will find a way for space to become profitable.  Profit is relevant to the public and is inspiring to pretty much everybody – regardless of the industry. 
From mining planetoids and tourism to endless sources of energy and high dollar real estate - in a time of recession, the “new space” industry could become a powerful tool to get cash flowing and knock us out of debt for many decades to come.  However, this is only possible in the hands of publicly & privately owned companies.  Many of my NASA friends are going to hate me for creating this essay and distributing it to the public, even my family stands to lose if my suggestion gets enacted.  However, this is the truth as I see it.  God bless us all and may our manifest destiny be with the stars.
