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JOHNSON:  Today is June 29th, 2022.  This interview with Dave Jarrett is being conducted for the 

Discovery 30th Anniversary Oral History Project.  The interviewer is Sandra Johnson.  Mr. Jarrett 

is in Fairfax, Virginia, and talking to me today over Microsoft Teams.  I appreciate you talking to 

me today and agreeing to interview with us for this project.  I want to start today by asking you to 

briefly describe your background, your education, and how you first came to NASA. 

 

JARRETT:  Okay.  My education is aerospace engineering.  I received a bachelor’s degree from 

Penn State University [University Park] followed by a master’s degree from MIT [Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology, Cambridge]. 

 

JOHNSON:  Once you graduated, did you go straight through or were you working?  Did you have 

any kind of connection with NASA before you graduated with your master’s? 

 

JARRETT:  I went straight through.  Part of my master’s thesis was a space construction experiment 

on the Space Shuttle.  This was long before Space Station and we were trying to figure out the best 

ways and the issues of doing construction in space.  My thesis was the time and motion studies of 

neutral buoyancy training (training in a swimming pool) versus on-orbit performance of the crew 

that did the assembly and disassembly. 
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JOHNSON:  Were you interested in working for NASA at that time or was that just a general interest?  

Why did you choose that? 

 

JARRETT:  Oh, I’m a space cadet, I grew up in the space age with Apollo and followed all the Moon 

landings and that’s what inspired me to pursue this career. 

 

JOHNSON:  Talk about how that happened.  How did you first decide to apply? 

 

JARRETT:  Originally, I graduated from MIT in May of 1986.  This was just after the Challenger 

accident [STS-51L] and NASA wasn’t really doing a whole lot of hiring at that point in time 

because they were trying to recover from the accident and understand what went on there.  I was 

hired by the Jet Propulsion Laboratory [JPL] out in Pasadena [California].  I went out and worked 

there as a spacecraft systems engineer.  I did that on the Mars Observer Project,1 the Magellan 

Venus Radar Mapper Project,2 and then another classified project that was part of the Strategic 

Defense Initiative (also called the “Star Wars” program) at the time. 

 

JOHNSON:  Go ahead and talk about some of the other positions you held before you started with 

the Discovery Program. 

 

 
1 The Mars Observer was based on a commercial Earth-orbiting spacecraft and designed to study and take high-
resolution photography of the Martian surface. 
2 Magellan was the first spacecraft to image the entire surface of Venus and made several discoveries about the 
planet including that at least 85 percent of the Venusian surface is covered with volcanic flows. 



NASA Discovery 30th Anniversary Oral History Project David B. Jarrett 

29 June 2022 3 

JARRETT:  I spent several years at JPL as a spacecraft systems engineer.  I had a niece growing up 

on the east coast quite rapidly.  She was born in ’84.  I wanted to get back to the east coast 

essentially to be a part of her life and a colleague recommended that I look into becoming a detailee 

to NASA Headquarters [Washington, DC].  I investigated that and found a detailee position in the 

Flight Systems Division of the Office of Space Science and Applications.  This was the 

organization that put together missions of various space science experiments and flew them in the 

cargo bay or in the middeck of the Space Shuttle.  I had several of these missions over the course 

of something like seven years, which was fantastic.  That was the most fantastic organization I’ve 

ever belonged to.  I learned a lot from everybody in the division and, as I said in the e-mail 

yesterday, I met with two of the people I worked with 30 some years ago and it was a great 

experience.  Everybody associated with it says the same thing about that organization.  I was taught 

some very good things very early in my career on how NASA works and how to work within that 

framework. 

 After that, NASA was going through a downsizing phase under Administrator Dan [Daniel 

S.] Goldin and I transferred out to the Marshall Space Flight Center [Huntsville, Alabama] under 

the Microgravity Research Program Office.  I did that in 1997.  Under that, I ran the office 

[Manager, Flight Planning and Requirements Integration Office] that essentially manifested 

microgravity and commercial research projects on everything from the Space Shuttle to the 

Russian space station Mir and planning for the International Space Station [ISS].  I even had 

sounding rockets, as well as microgravity aircraft flights, the parabolic flights, also known as the 

“vomit comet” [KC-135 reduced gravity aircraft].  I’d never seen that shade of green in a person’s 

face before. 
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JOHNSON:  You got to be on the plane when it was doing that? 

 

JARRETT:  Yes, I did.  That was a fun experience.  Never saw the Earth coming at me at that angle 

before as I looked out the cockpit window. 

 

JOHNSON:  So you were in the front of the plane. 

 

JARRETT:  Essentially the seats were in the back; there were very few seats.  There was an open 

area in the middle where they conducted these experiments, and then the cockpit.  They had the 

cockpit door open.  As I moved around, I could look out the side windows and see the horizon at 

a very interesting angle both going up and coming down.  Yes.  Looking out the front was quite—

it’s something you’re not used to seeing. 

 

JOHNSON:  No.  It wouldn’t be something most people would want to see in a normal plane, that’s 

for sure. 

 

JARRETT:  Definitely not.  I did that for a couple years.  I think I was also acting as the Space 

Station liaison for a period of time between the Microgravity Research Program Office and the 

ISS Payloads Office. 

 

JOHNSON:  It’s interesting because a lot of what you were doing was with human spaceflight.  How 

do you think the work you did before you joined the Discovery Program office prepared you for 

doing that work with Discovery? 
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JARRETT:  I worked with a lot of different organizations.  I worked with NASA Headquarters, 

international affairs, public affairs.  I worked with the Office of Space Flight for coordinating 

Shuttle missions.  A lot of it had to do with more or less how you deal with people on a one-to-

one basis and in groups and organizations.  That translates across whatever you’re doing at the 

Agency, as well as elsewhere. 

 I learned about the bureaucratic side of NASA and what procedures you need to follow.  

They had progressively gotten more intense or complicated over time.  But it was the interaction 

with all these different organizations that was very helpful as I transitioned into the Discovery 

Program. 

 

JOHNSON:  As you mentioned, Dan Goldin was making changes at that time, especially at NASA 

Headquarters, where the Discovery Program management was for the first few years, but then 

decided to move that out to JPL.  I talked to Mark [P.] Saunders who was in that position ahead of 

that time.  He did not want to continue and go to JPL.  Talk about that transition and then that 

move and your decision to join that program. 

 

JARRETT:  I had always had the desire to return back to planetary exploration after having worked 

at JPL.  I found that to be very exciting and had applied for several positions or tried to move over 

from the organization I was in into the Planetary Science Division.  But because of the downsizing 

at NASA Headquarters, they weren’t allowing transfers between different organizations because 

that would then grow another organization and not contribute to the effort they were trying to 

accomplish.  But when I was at Marshall, I got notified that this was happening, that the Discovery 
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Program Office was being set up, in the NASA Management Office [NMO], at JPL, and was this 

something I would be interested in.  I jumped on that immediately.  I said, “Absolutely.”  I called 

the Director of the NMO, Bob [Robert A.R.] Parker, who I had known from my Spacelab days at 

Headquarters.  He was previously in the Office of Space Flight and in charge of the Spacelab 

Program on that side of the house.  You had asked what was helpful from that timeframe.  This 

was helpful with making that connection. 

 With that, he hired me and I moved out to JPL, or rather to Pasadena, and started to 

establish what the Discovery Program Office would be from the ground up. 

 

JOHNSON:  How much were you following what Discovery was doing prior to that?  Were you 

aware of the beginnings and how Discovery first came to be? 

 

JARRETT:  No, not directly at the time.  I did have conversations later with some people at 

Headquarters that were responsible for some of this.  Mary Kicza, I think was the Deputy Division 

Director for the Solar System Exploration Division at the time.  Wes [Wesley T.] Huntress was 

the Associate Administrator.  But it was on-the-job training very quickly as things were explained 

to me, what the intent was, how it had been outlined to Congress and the White House and went 

from there.  That’s where we first established the documentation.  There’s something called the 

Program Commitment Agreement, and that was between the NASA Administrator and the Space 

Science Associate Administrator.  Then we had the Discovery Program Plan, which was the 

documentation between the Associate Administrator of the Science Directorate and the Discovery 

Program Manager, and that outlined my roles and responsibilities and the roles and responsibilities 

of the Program Executive and Program Scientist at Headquarters as well.  Below that would have 
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been the project plans, which were the agreements between the Discovery Program Office and 

each individual project.  That was essentially the documentation governing the Discovery 

Program. 

 

JOHNSON:  Prior to that was there any documentation similar to that before it was split and sent to 

NMO as far as the actual Management Office? 

 

JARRETT:  Not that I’m aware of, although I know I didn’t start from scratch.  I was provided either 

with original copies or drafts of these documents.  That’s about the best I remember there.  While 

we were doing that, I had to staff the office out there.  Prior to my arrival, Bob Parker, head of the 

NMO, had hired a guy by the name of Bob Metzger to run what was called the Discovery Program 

Support Office, which was a JPL office staffed with JPLers. 

 

JOHNSON:  When you were working on that documentation how did you do that?  Coming into it 

you were given those original documents.  How do you go about establishing that and that Program 

Commitment Agreement, the plan for the Discovery Program when you’re just walking into the 

situation? 

 

JARRETT:  A lot of it starts with templates.  I guess at that point it was something called NPR 

7120.5, NASA program and project management.  That told you what you needed to do and what 

needed to be in these documents.  I used that and used the information that was provided to me by 

people at Headquarters.  It was an iterative process to get the final drafts ready for signature. 
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JOHNSON:  Let’s talk about setting that office up.  You said you set that office up, and Bob Metzger 

was there, but then you brought in some other people to work with you.  It wasn’t a large office. 

 

JARRETT:  No, it was not a large office.  I was directed to keep things small.  Back to the origins 

of the Discovery Program, it was under Dan Goldin’s better, faster, cheaper paradigm.  That was 

explained to me as well and I was told, “You’re going to minimize the NASA overhead and 

oversight of these projects.”  The principal investigator [PI] was the ultimate leader of each project, 

and the PI would write a proposal that was solicited under an announcement of opportunity, a 

competitive process, and then went through peer review, then was selected or not selected to go 

forward into project formulation. 

 What I set out to do was streamline processes where I could and not add additional burden 

to the projects as they go through their formulation and development.  Part of that was setting up 

this office with minimal staff.  I mostly had administrative people.  Bob Metzger was my right-

hand man to run day-to-day processes and set up reviews.  Another person I hired and am very 

proud of is a woman by the name of Shari Asplund.  She came in to be my Education and Public 

Outreach Manager and did an absolutely great job in that position.  As far as I’m aware, she was 

the longest-lasting, longest-serving person from that original program office.  When the program 

office transferred to the Marshall Space Flight Center, they kept her on board to continue her work.  

Like I said, we tried to minimize what each project had to do, so she piggybacked off of efforts 

that JPL was doing as an institution to interact with the public and educational organizations and 

was very instrumental in integrating the Discovery Program into those efforts. 

 Along those lines since there hadn’t been a program as such, I undertook efforts to bring 

the projects together.  They were like, “Okay, we all want to work on our own.  Program is nice, 
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but what does that do for me?”  We had a very interesting first meeting where all the project 

managers and PIs came together and I stood up and explained what I can do for them.  It was quite 

the experience. 

 

JOHNSON:  This was all for the current missions that had been selected or flying during that time? 

 

JARRETT:  Correct.  I sent you earlier this morning a master schedule that showed the projects that 

were in operation or some aspect of formulation or the project life cycle while I was managing the 

program. 

 

JOHNSON:  Talk about that meeting when you brought all of them together. 

 

JARRETT:  Let me precede that by saying one of the first things I had Shari do was come up with a 

program logo as the unifying way of doing things.  We spent a lot of time designing that.  They 

won’t see this on the audio recording but I dug out the shirt that still fits that shows the logo.  I 

can’t take original credit for the whole concept of it because I had seen something similar before.  

But I was very proud of doing that.  We made pins, patches, and decals and distributed them to all 

the projects.  Shari also created a newsletter.  I don’t know if it was a monthly or quarterly 

newsletter that she wrote that addressed the different aspects of the different missions.  That went 

over real well, and I believe last I knew they were still continuing to do that.  She also produced a 

video of the projects that either had gone before or were in process at the time, so that we could 

use that in places, like either public presentations or up on the Hill when talking to Congress, to 
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try to describe in a nutshell what the Discovery Program was all about.  I know that still exists and 

I believe Shari had updated that at one point to make it more current. 

 Getting back to your question, I also learned something—and this goes back to the human 

spaceflight days at Headquarters of having meetings where you bring in senior NASA officials 

from NASA Headquarters, you bring in people from the program office, and you bring in people 

from the projects, and you get them all together on a regular basis.  That’s where the idea for the 

Discovery Retreat came from, the Discovery Program Retreat.  Some projects were more than 

willing to come and participate in that, and other ones had to be persuaded.  But what I learned in 

my Shuttle days was that it wasn’t so much the presentations that were given in the conference 

room; it was the conversations in the hallway and over dinner where information got transferred, 

lessons learned got transferred, between different projects, and that’s what I was aiming for. 

 At least to my credit I think that worked out really well.  I think we had two or three of 

those while I was program manager.  But the intent was to exchange knowledge, not so much 

discussing each project and the specifics of each project. 

 

JOHNSON:  I could see where that would be helpful since all of these missions, they were coming 

out of different areas, different PIs of course outside of NASA.  Was this the first time they had 

all had a chance to get together? 

 

JARRETT:  As far as I know, yes.  Including all the people from Headquarters that were involved 

with each project.  It was a unifying initiative on my part to bring everybody together at least 

annually to discuss issues.  For instance, one project had just gotten finished at KSC [Kennedy 

Space Center, Florida] preparing for launch and they had some good recommendations for the next 
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mission coming along that was going to go to KSC to integrate for launch.  I thought that worked 

out real well.   

 

JOHNSON:  Once things split and then you were at NMO, who did you answer to?  Was it the 

program executive at that point?  Is that when that was established? 

 

JARRETT:  Officially I reported to the Associate Administrator.  They weren’t called directorates 

at that time.  But it was the science organization.  Day-to-day reporting was done through I believe 

it was the division director.  The person’s name was Ken [Kenneth S.] Ledbetter and his title 

changed over time and things shifted over time as to how Headquarters was organized.  But when 

I left, I was essentially reporting to the division director for the Planetary Science Division [Colleen 

Hartman]. 

 

JOHNSON:  That part is confusing to me because I look at the people I’m interviewing and their 

different titles, and it’s like okay, how did these all interact together. 

 

JARRETT:  It is confusing to this day.  Programmatically the project manager reported to the 

principal investigator.  The principal investigator reported to me.  I reported up to the Planetary 

Sciences Division director, and that’s how official direction flowed as well as the money, the 

funding. 

 I learned this years later when I transferred back to Headquarters.  The program exec and 

what became mission managers—I did not have mission managers.  I managed all the missions 

directly, although we did have two independent program reviews that recommended that I staff up 
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and hire some people called mission managers similar to the program office at Goddard [Space 

Flight Center, Greenbelt, Maryland], the Explorers Program Office.  I never got to that point where 

I had established that level.  Again, I was told to keep things small and not to have a huge 

organization. 

 But the mission manager in the program office, in this case being only me, had day-to-day 

programmatic interface with the projects.  My audience was more at that level and the response 

that I was doing to questions from Headquarters was along the programmatic lines.  The program 

executive at Headquarters was responsible for responding to inquiries from OMB [Office of 

Management and Budget], OSTP [Office of Science and Technology Policy], the Hill, working 

with international affairs on international agreements and things like that.  They’re complementary 

roles, if you will, between a mission manager and a program executive at Headquarters. 

 

JOHNSON:  As you mentioned, the PIs were leading the missions and Discovery was unique in that 

they were PI-led.  But of course principal investigators by nature are scientists.  Most of them 

aren’t managers.  Let’s talk about that formula for running these missions and the roles of the PI 

and project manager and how that worked, and what your relationship was to them. 

 

JARRETT:  Okay.  Let’s see.  To my knowledge before the Discovery Program was established, the 

PIs reported directly to NASA Headquarters.  There were four projects underway, either had 

finished or were underway.  I did not include Mars Pathfinder.  That was done long before I showed 

up.   

When I was at JPL originally back in the mid 1980s, the project manager was in charge.  

He or she had ultimate authority and decision making for the project.  For the Discovery Program 
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and PI-led missions, the PI was in charge.  How they organized was up to the PI and his relationship 

or her relationship with the project manager.  But the PI did not work for the project manager like 

a project scientist would or a project science team would.  The science was independent of the 

program office.  I did not have any scientists within the program office.  It was purely managerial 

and programmatic type things.  The science was managed at Headquarters.  Part of it was in the 

proposal they had to have two sets of criteria.  I’m going to have to get you the correct wording for 

that, but it was a baseline and a floor [baseline and minimum science requirements].  They 

proposed the baseline science mission.  But if they ran into any trouble schedulewise or budgetwise 

the PI was authorized to descope to the science floor under the caveat that he or she had to notify 

NASA Headquarters that they were going to go do this.  That did come into play at least once 

during my tenure. 

 The interaction between the project manager and the PI varied by project.  I had one project, 

Genesis,3 where the PI more or less had the project manager work all the day-to-day activities and 

I would say was not as actively involved as the MESSENGER [Mercury Surface, Space 

Environment, Geochemistry, and Ranging]4 PI, who was very integral to the project.  One of the 

things we did to keep this independence was instead of funding the PI through the project, we 

funded the PIs independently via contract with their institution, whether it was the Southwest 

Research Institute or APL [Johns Hopkins Applied Physics Laboratory] or JPL.  We had 

differentiated between the funding for the project manager and the funding for the PI.  The funding 

contractual mechanisms. 

 
3 Genesis collected samples of the solar wind and brought them back to Earth. 
4 The first spacecraft to visit Mercury in 30 years, and the first ever to orbit, MESSENGER mapped the entire 
planet, discovered abundant water ice in shadows at the poles, and unlocked knowledge about Mercury's geology 
and magnetic field. 
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 When we got into it and trying to track the different decisions, if any of the project reserves 

needed to be allocated, we created a form that had my signature on it, the project manager’s 

signature on it, and the PI’s signature on it that said, “We’re going to use project reserves in this 

amount for this purpose.”  Everything was aboveboard and highly visible.  If the PI didn’t sign off 

on it then it wasn’t accepted.  That was not in place beforehand.  But the PI was like, “Well, how 

do I know I’m in charge?”  This is how we made sure that the PI was in charge. 

 

JOHNSON:  That’s an interesting relationship for NASA, that whole situation or that PI-led idea.   

 

JARRETT:  I have an example where this came into play.  We had a project at APL, CONTOUR 

[Comet Nucleus Tour],5 where the rates for doing business, the burden rates at APL, had gone up.  

This drove the budget up for the mission and the PI was like, “Well, I have no control over this.  

What can I do?”  We said, “Well, you picked your partner and you’re responsible.”  Through some 

discussions we determined that we could descope one of the three comet flybys, keep the project 

within budget and on schedule, and if the project was successful, we could then add that third 

comet flyby back into the project.  But they had descoped one of the three flybys to stay within 

budget. 

 Now there were other factors where if it was beyond the PI’s control and the project’s 

control then they were allowed to come back and request additional funding.  An example of that 

is after the loss of the two Mars ’98 missions, NASA set up what they called Red Teams to go 

evaluate all the current projects that were getting close to launch to make sure we didn’t have 

 
5 CONTOUR was built to study and compare the interiors of two to three comets. Contact with the spacecraft was 
lost after an engine burn to leave Earth’s orbit. 
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anything we weren’t aware of going on within the project that could lead to a mission failure.  That 

was very time-consuming for the projects, especially as they were getting ready for launch.  

Genesis in particular, they had to sit down with the new team of people and go all the way back to 

the beginning of the project and explain everything they did and a lot of the decisions that were 

made and the rationale for those decisions.  They had to go through the design of the spacecraft 

and all that kind of thing. 

 I saw that and I said, “Okay, this can get not only expensive but is a real distraction at a 

time when you really don’t want this type of distraction.”  As part of the selection process the 

SOMA Office [Science Office for Mission Assessments] at Langley which Mark Saunders I guess 

established, they provided the peer review for the AO [announcement of opportunity] proposals.  

They put together an independent team to do those evaluations.  At one point I sat in before a 

selection to understand the issues with each project that was likely to get selected so that I 

understood what was coming at me ahead of time, so I had a head start.  But I decided to continue 

those reviews and I hired select people that were on the review panels that were established by the 

SOMA Office, and I kept them in place up until launch.  That process was used for what we called 

a confirmation review which occurred after mission PDR [preliminary design review], and that 

was a go/no-go gate at the time.  That was the only go/no-go gate within 7120 I think.  I do 

remember reviews called the pre-non-advocate review and non-advocate review. but I think that 

those predated Discovery. 

 

JOHNSON:  That took the place of those red teams? 
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JARRETT:  I was prepared that if I had something like a Red Team come in, I had people that were 

knowledgeable of the project since before selection that would be available to either be this red 

team or to work with the red team.  It was essentially, I can’t think of the right word, but preemptive 

on my part to make sure that the project could stay on track.  That worked out really well, I think.  

They provided recommendations which the project would implement if it made sense to do so.  I 

claim this but I can’t confirm this, but I believe that was the beginning of the standing review 

boards that are now in place because I knew that the Science Directorate really appreciated having 

that independent review at mission PDR, mission CDR [critical design review].  They then got 

into pre-environmental review and prelaunch reviews.  That process is in place today.  It got quite 

extensive after I had left the program.  Very proud of that too.  That worked out well.   

 As far as oversight goes of the projects because it was faster, better, cheaper, I didn’t set up 

separate monthly reviews or project reviews.  I piggybacked on the existing reviews that the project 

had set up.  Where their institution had a monthly review, I went to those monthly reviews, and I 

heard the same thing that center management was hearing and had the opportunity to ask questions.  

Sometimes I used that to bring center attention to things I was aware of that wasn’t necessarily 

coming forward in the monthly status reviews.  Or something that I just wanted to emphasize. 

 Same with design reviews.  Design reviews were run by the project’s implementing 

organization, APL, or JPL, and I brought in these independent assessment teams to sit through 

those reviews, and that’s how they received their information on the status of the design.  It wasn’t 

a separate review or duplicative review.  It was all done at once.  Again trying to conserve the 

effort on the part of the project while still meeting my needs as program manager.  That worked 

out really well. 
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JOHNSON:  As far as the announcements of opportunity, did you have any input or did you review 

any of the submissions?  I’m thinking about that because when I was talking to Mark Saunders, 

they had streamlined that process too under him, trying to make it not so cumbersome and 

expensive for the people submitting the proposals.  Were you working with them also during the 

AOs? 

 

JARRETT:  No.  I reviewed the AO.  I think I was given the opportunity to review the AO.  I did 

not write the AOs, nor did I participate in the evaluation of the proposals.  I came in at the very 

last review before they were going to be taken to Headquarters for selection.  They had already 

done the downselect.  It’s a two-part process.  They would first be evaluated on the merit and 

feasibility of the proposed science objectives.  They would downselect from there to two or three 

projects or something like that.  Then they would do a Phase A study or concept study.  It was at 

the final review session where I would sit in but I had no official role and no input to that.  I was 

an observer because that process had to be completely independent.  I respected that. 

 But like I said it did give me a heads-up as to what issues I may be facing.  Part of what 

they did was called the TMCO review, technical, management, cost, and other panel.  The science 

had already been preselected at that point when they originally selected the proposals that were 

going to be funded.  That really didn’t get re-reviewed later on.  That was pretty much established.  

I think that was the primary basis of how the first selection was made, was on the credibility of the 

science.  Then they got into the nitty-gritty detail of mission design, spacecraft design, 

programmatics.  It was a very good introduction for me, and then once the projects were selected, 

the first meeting was with my office.  It was with the program scientist, program executive, and 
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members of my office, congratulating them and then giving them an introduction to the 

management structure and approach, and what was expected of them. 

 With Discovery it was very clear that the PI proposed science objectives, proposed a 

schedule and a budget for that.  We held them to those criteria.  If they were to exceed either the 

schedule milestones or the budget, they could be called in for a continuation review or a 

termination review.  That was always there and that was our mechanism for accounting for any 

overruns or schedule slips.  That was utilized on several occasions. 

 

JOHNSON:  Can you give me an example? 

 

JARRETT:  The project came forward, PI came forward, to request additional funds, and then we 

would have a review at Headquarters to go through that, and either approve additional funding or 

not depending on what was being asked and what the rationale for that was to determine whether 

it was or was not outside the PI’s control. 

 I don’t remember the specifics of that.  We did have continuation reviews for 

MESSENGER and Deep Impact as well and it had to do with some cost overruns and what they 

were attributed to and not attributed to.  If it was within the project’s control, then it had to come 

out of project reserves.  Then we had to evaluate whether or not they had sufficient reserves to 

continue or not.  Hence the term continuation review. 

 

JOHNSON:  What would a termination review entail? 
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JARRETT:  People didn’t like the term termination review.  It sounded very ominous.  But it was 

essentially the same type of thing where a project got in trouble, either cost or schedule or both, 

and we would have an independent evaluation of where they stood and where they were headed 

and whether or not NASA wanted to continue funding the project or not.  Was it still worth what 

was in the original proposal?  For instance if they were going to go below the science performance 

floor, that would lead to a termination review, because they were no longer meeting the criteria 

under which they were selected. 

 

JOHNSON:  You sent me this list of what was going on while you were there.  Of course NEAR 

[Near Earth Asteroid Rendezvous]6 was already up and flying.  But there were some other ones 

that were very active in different phases.  You had them already going.  You had some just starting.  

You had some missions getting ready to launch.  Let’s talk about those if you want to. 

 

JARRETT:  I have an anecdote and I don’t know if it’s appropriate here.  But my first interaction 

with any Discovery project was a phone call in the middle of the night.  Actually first it was a 

phone call from Ken Ledbetter telling me that NEAR missed going into orbit around the asteroid 

Eros.  They had an issue with the orbit insertion engine and guidance and navigation and they had 

to plot a new trajectory that brought them back one year later.  Actually that was my first 

interaction.  I wasn’t even on the job yet and Ken Ledbetter called me and said this.  I was like, 

“Oh, fantastic.”  I said, “Why are you calling me?”  He said, “Because you’re going to have to deal 

with this when you get on the job.” 

 
6 NEAR Shoemaker was the first spacecraft to orbit an asteroid and also to land on one. 
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 The second interaction was they had lost communication with the Stardust spacecraft.7  I 

was informed of that and I said, “Okay, well, let me know when you reestablish contact.”  Having 

worked Shuttle missions, everything was immediate.  You had to react and you had to react 

quickly, and there was no wait time, and you worked round the clock. 

 For planetary missions you don’t.  You work through the Deep Space Network and you 

have scheduled passes where you’re communicating with the spacecraft and then there’s downtime.  

On my part that took some getting used to.  It’s like well, what are you going to do, what are you 

going to do?  It’s like well, we don’t try again until next week or something like that, two days.  I 

was visiting my mother at the time and the phone rang at 2:00 or 3:00 or 4:00 in the morning and 

it was the project manager calling to tell me that they had reestablished communication with the 

spacecraft.  My mother did not appreciate the phone call at that hour of the night. 

 

JOHNSON:  To talk about some of the missions.  You can start if you want to do it chronologically.  

You said that NEAR, that was your first phone call, and you weren’t even in your position yet.  I 

think Lunar Prospector had also launched already. 

 

JARRETT:  Mars Pathfinder8 was long done.  Lunar Prospector9 was headed towards its end of 

mission and I really never took authority for that.  I left authority for that at NASA Headquarters 

because it would just be too confusing at that point in time to transition that in. 

 
7 Stardust was the first spacecraft to bring samples from a comet to Earth. 
8 Mars Pathfinder was designed primarily to demonstrate a low-cost way of delivering a set of science instruments 
and a free-ranging rover to the surface of Mars. The Sojourner rover was the forerunner of more advanced rovers: 
Spirit, Opportunity, Curiosity, and Perseverance. 
9 Lunar Prospector orbited the Moon to map its gravity and surface composition and was first to find direct evidence 
of water ice at the lunar poles. 
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 Stardust had just launched a month or two before I was on the job.  That was underway.  

Genesis and CONTOUR had already been selected but they were very early on in their design 

phase.  For Genesis, the PI was from Caltech [California Institute of Technology], and all the 

funding for that went through JPL and Caltech. 

 Then CONTOUR was an APL mission.  We had to figure out how we contract with APL 

and get the funding to them.  The PI was from Cornell [University] and we had to establish a 

separate contract.  The decision we had to make internally was originally the PIs were funded 

through grants because that’s how scientists were funded, but now that they had the responsibility 

for a $300 million mission, that was no longer an appropriate funding mechanism.  We had to 

switch over to contracts for the new missions and have the contract with Cornell or University of 

Maryland, organizations like that.  JPL already had a contract with NASA through Caltech.  We 

used that and task plans on that contract to fund JPL projects.  Goddard had a similar mechanism 

for APL, so we were able to piggyback on top of that.  Again not creating anything new. 

 Those were the biggies going on at the very start.  A mission of opportunity called 

ASPERA-3 [Analyzer of Space Plasmas and Energetic Atoms]10 had been proposed under a 

different AO I believe.  Headquarters made the decision that that should be part of the Discovery 

Program, and it was assigned to me to manage.  That was out of the Southwest Research Institute 

in San Antonio.  Both the PI and Project Manager were from Southwest Research. 

 Again we had to set up the contracts with them and because it wasn’t a NASA center, we 

had to put extra effort into the process.  I don’t believe at the time they actually planned to conduct 

 
10 The scientific objective of the ASPERA-3 experiment was to study the solar wind-atmosphere interaction and 
characterize the plasma and neutral gas environment near Mars. 
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an official preliminary design review.  We had to explain to them what a preliminary design review 

entailed and what was expected of them.  Then we went through that. 

 Then somewhere down the line another AO came out, Deep Impact11 and MESSENGER 

were selected.  Deep Impact, the PI was from University of Maryland, and the project was managed 

out of JPL.  MESSENGER, the PI was from the Carnegie Institution of Washington, [DC].  It was 

managed out of APL.  That was an excellently run mission as far as I was concerned.  The way 

they had laid out the requirements from mission objectives all the way through mission 

implementation, instrument design was done on a single spreadsheet, and it was very easy to trace 

when we went into these different reviews.  Because you could say, “Well, where are you on this 

timeline or on this requirements flow?”  That was excellent.  I recommended for future AOs that 

either they do that or when they were selected, I wanted to see something like that. 

 We had another project called Netlander.  I believe that was also a mission of opportunity.  

We were going to fly an instrument; JPL had proposed flying an instrument on an international 

Mars mission.  As we approached confirmation review for that one, the European mission had 

slipped out probably by two years if they were going to Mars, and we decided not to confirm that 

mission at that point in time.  They re-proposed later on and they actually did fly a similar type 

investigation on a later JPL lander mission. 

 Then at the very end Dawn12 and Kepler13 were selected. 

 

 
11 The primary mission of NASA's Deep Impact was to probe beneath the surface of a comet. 
12 The Dawn mission featured extended stays at two different extraterrestrial bodies:  giant asteroid Vesta and  
dwarf planet Ceres. Both small worlds reside in the debris-strewn main asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter. 
13 The Kepler space telescope was NASA’s first planet-hunting mission, assigned to search a portion of the Milky 
Way galaxy for Earth-sized planets orbiting stars outside our solar system. 



NASA Discovery 30th Anniversary Oral History Project David B. Jarrett 

29 June 2022 23 

JOHNSON:  As you mentioned the teams, I would imagine the teams and the way they worked for 

all of these were somewhat unique to the mission that they were going to fly.  But CONTOUR had 

a structure failure.  Talk about that mission and how you dealt with that and how you worked with 

the team through it and some of the aftermath of having that failure. 

 

JARRETT:  CONTOUR was designed with a solid rocket motor embedded inside the structure of 

the spacecraft, which was unusual.  Typically you’d mount the spacecraft on top of the upper stage 

and then you would jettison it.  All you would have is the spacecraft and the spacecraft propulsion 

system.  The way Genesis was designed was with the solid rocket motor embedded inside the core 

of the spacecraft.  Most of the outside of the spacecraft was covered with solar arrays.  In order to 

save some money, the project procured a solid rocket motor that was at its design age, design 

lifetime.  Those were the things I knew leading into launch.  We always questioned at these design 

reviews, “Okay, why is the solid rocket motor embedded inside the structure of the spacecraft?  

Did you do sufficient analysis to know this was going to work?”  They always came back and said, 

“Yes, we based it on this.”  It was always acceptable; it always passed the review. 

 CONTOUR had a unique mission design where it was launched into Earth orbit, and then 

it stayed there for a certain period of time before that solid rocket motor was ignited to leave Earth 

orbit and continue on its trajectory.  NASA had a policy at that time due to another failure that you 

had to have communications with the spacecraft during any mission-critical event.  I think this 

came out of the Mars program, one of the Mars missions [Mars Observer].  For CONTOUR, the 

location in low Earth where it was going to ignite the solid rocket motor was not under any type 

of communications coverage.  It was in a communication blackout.  I think it was this project, 
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there was some discussion about hiring a ship to go out with an antenna in the South Atlantic and 

try to establish communications.  That was ruled out because of the expense and the logistics. 

 When we lit the solid rocket motor, we had no communications.  Then when we were 

supposed to reestablish communications with the spacecraft, we weren’t able to do so.  I was out 

at APL at the time doing this.  This was either late in the evening or close to or after midnight.  We 

tried.  We called an emergency.  You can call an emergency for the Deep Space Network such that 

you get as soon of a contact as they can possibly schedule.  We did a sweep of the sky trying to 

find it and were never able to establish communications.  That’s when NASA Headquarters had 

JPL contact NORAD [North American Aerospace Defense Command] at Cheyenne Mountain 

[Complex] to see if they had seen anything.  I don’t know if it was that organization or if it was 

amateur astronomers that saw three distinct pieces of equipment that were reflecting light where 

CONTOUR should have been.   

After that, as with any NASA failure, they set up a failure review board to investigate the 

cause of the failure, and NASA Headquarters did that.  The program executive was the executive 

secretary for that.  I had very little to no involvement in that investigation.  The most likely cause 

or most probable cause was determined to be the melting of the spacecraft structure due to the 

heated propellant flow out of the nozzle of the solid rocket motor.  The nozzle either was not 

sufficiently exposed outside the structure of the rocket—because they had based the design off a 

diagram they had from another mission.  That was what was listed as the most probable cause, but 

it was not definitive. 

 

JOHNSON:  The teams that you had in place all through the phases to evaluate the missions, but 

nothing ever was a red flag for that one? 
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JARRETT:  No, it just looked wrong.  But no, we did not come across anything that would indicate 

that that was going to be an issue.  I have my own theories.  But I won’t go into those. 

 

JOHNSON:  Okay.  Let’s talk about the team and their disappointment.  Did you have any role or 

did you talk to them?  Or how did you handle that since it was such a catastrophic failure for them 

and the science that they wanted to do?  How was that handled? 

 

JARRETT:  During the investigation I had very little interaction.  I probably had interaction with the 

project manager.  We had a very good working relationship.  But there was a lot of classified 

information that was used in that.  At the time I did not have a security clearance, so I wasn’t privy 

to the information.  I don’t know if they were supposed to be talking to anybody outside of the 

investigation board.  I’m not certain of that.  I don’t actually remember.  It was a very emotional 

time, having been on-site for it in real time.  But yes, it was a great disappointment to the team.  

Excellent project team, excellent science team.  The PI was also the PI for NEAR.  He became a 

very close friend, as did the project manager, to this day.  But yes, it was very disappointing.  Very 

very disappointing. 

 

JOHNSON:  Usually when NASA has a failure that’s when we get more attention than other times 

unfortunately.  Did you have any kind of interaction with that?  Or did you have to speak publicly 

about it? 
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JARRETT:  I never had to speak publicly about it.  What it did do is call attention again once more 

of having communications with the spacecraft during mission-critical events.  I believe that carries 

through until today.  That was a decision that was made based on cost and schedule and risk, and 

we might not have known regardless, because if the spacecraft melted, yes, we would have known 

some things up to the point where something happened, but we wouldn’t necessarily have had a 

whole lot of information.  If the solid rocket motor had exploded, yes, there might have been a 

sign of that ahead of time via telemetry.  Actually I think where the policy came about was Mars 

Observer.  I think Mars Observer did their orbit insertion burn behind the planet and we had no 

data coming back to determine what exactly was the cause.  But no, I don’t recall much after that. 

 

JOHNSON:  Let’s talk about the risk tolerance with Discovery because the cost was lower, so there 

was a higher tolerance for risk, and it was of course exploratory and planetary.  How was the risk 

assessed, especially when you’re talking about science?  You have a risk of technology, like 

CONTOUR.  Then there’s risk with the science, if everything’s going to work or not.  How was 

that risk balanced and kept reasonable but still with that tolerance level to keep it under cost? 

 

JARRETT:  If I remember correctly, under the better, faster, cheaper paradigm you were 

theoretically allowed to fail.  I think.  I don’t exactly remember that specifically.  But we assessed 

risk, and to my recollection there really wasn’t anything that came up as high-risk.  Dawn was the 

first science mission using electric propulsion.  It had been demonstrated before on a technology 

mission out of JPL.  This was the first use of it for science.  Trajectory analysis for that is different 

than you would have with standard propulsion systems.  That took a lot of understanding on our 
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part, to understand how you get to a planet using that kind of propulsion or an asteroid with that 

propulsion system. 

 I do not recall any risk other than the fact that the solid rocket motor was procured to save 

money, so that was part of the decision process on the part of the project.  I believe we had the 

manufacturer substantiate that it was still good to go, that it could still be used.  I believe we did 

have the manufacturer do X-rays or some other type of analysis or testing to show that it was still 

good to go. 

 MESSENGER always scared me because the sunshield had to be pointed perfectly and had 

to work.  My biggest fear was it either wouldn’t hold up to the heat of the Sun at that distance, at 

the distance of Mercury, or that the attitude control system wouldn’t be sufficient to keep the heat 

shield pointed at the Sun and therefore melt the spacecraft.  That’s the number one thing I was 

worried about, and I apparently had nothing to worry about.  Apparently, it worked perfectly.  They 

had to learn how to fly the mission, I found out.  I wasn’t there for launch.  But after launch they 

said that that spacecraft wasn’t all that easy to fly.  There was a learning process. 

 

JOHNSON:  Then of course Genesis worked great until the last minute. 

 

JARRETT:  That was heartbreaking.  I had already transferred back to NASA Headquarters and I 

was sitting in a conference room by myself watching NASA TV.  I watched it come down and it 

just kept coming and coming and coming.  Then poof.  As it hit the ground my head hit the table.  

Because it’s like I’m certain that wasn’t supposed to happen. 

 Fortunately they were able to recover a lot of the samples and actually scientifically it was 

a successful mission.  But yes.  A switch had been put in backwards that was to trigger—it was an 
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altitude sensor I believe that was supposed to trigger the release of the parachute and the failure 

review board came back and found out that that was installed incorrectly.  Then there was a big 

scramble on JPL’s part for Stardust because it was made by the same manufacturer that it was 

going to come back properly and we weren’t going to lose it. 

 Genesis was supposed to be captured by an aircraft in midflight on its way down, which I 

thought was somewhat risky.  Others thought it was kind of flashy. 

 

JOHNSON:  They were Hollywood helicopter pilots, right?   

 

JARRETT:  I believe so, yes.  But I guess the military used to do this all the time with sending back 

tape reels from reconnaissance satellites.  Just was something brand-new to me.  Stardust was 

supposed to come all the way down to the ground, and it did.  That was a success as well. 

 

JOHNSON:  I imagine the last few minutes was pretty heart-stopping for a lot of the folks working 

with Genesis. 

 

JARRETT:  Like I said, my head hit the conference table.  I was pretty certain that was not supposed 

to be the result.  That was the only failure, CONTOUR was the only failure during my watch.  

NEAR on the other hand went above and beyond.  It had missed the initial orbit insertion, but it 

went into orbit as planned on Valentine’s Day [2000].  They completed their mission and requested 

of NASA that we allow them to attempt to land on the asteroid.  We kind of went, “What?  You’re 

an orbiter.  What do you mean?”  They said, “Well, we don’t have enough fuel to fly out of orbit 
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into some other orbit.  Other missions will enter the atmosphere of Jupiter or Venus or whatever 

eventually.  Or deliberately.”  This was proposed and accepted. 

 They actually accomplished it; it was quite the feat.  There are other backroom stories that 

I won’t go into here. 

 

JOHNSON:  Okay.  It would be interesting. 

 

JARRETT:  Some other time.  For Kepler, the PI and the project were managed out of Ames 

Research Center.  At some point either before selection or after selection Dan Goldin had made 

the decision that spaceflight missions were going to be managed out of either Goddard or JPL.  At 

that point when this came to the attention of the Administrator, the project had to evaluate 

proposals from both JPL and Goddard to manage the mission.  They were no longer going to 

manage the mission out of Ames. 

 The decision was made to move project management to JPL at least for the spacecraft.  The 

instrument part of it I believe was still managed out of Ames.  That became somewhat complicated 

and I know they wound up with continuation reviews and budget issues.  But I don’t know the 

details of that.  MESSENGER, I believe also ran into issues.  At one point program management 

had transferred to JPL.  It was managed out of Headquarters for a time being, I think JPL had it 

for a time being.  JPL was concerned about the propulsion system.  I think the MESSENGER 

propulsion system was similar to Mars Observer.  I had actually started a review of that before I 

left but it hadn’t been completed.  They had some other issues and delayed the launch for 

MESSENGER. 
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 I think Dawn as well ran into some budget issues, and it turned out that the PI’s instrument 

was descoped to stay within the cost cap.  But again that came later and I don’t know the details. 

 

JOHNSON:  You mentioned setting up that office and then hiring Shari Asplund.  I have talked to 

Shari to get her information, which was interesting to me.  Because outreach and education was so 

much a part of your office, and you had someone dedicated to that.  She was very good at what 

she did but talk about the importance of outreach and education and why you wanted to have her 

there, especially for a program like Discovery.  Shari had some very unique ways of interacting 

with kids and schools.  She did the musical that she helped produce and those kind of things.  Talk 

about that for a minute and why you felt that that was so important for Discovery. 

 

JARRETT:  When I came on board, I was told that education and public outreach was a significant 

feature for Discovery.  Each mission, and this was what was so exciting about working it, was 

unique.  We had a Mercury orbiter, a solar wind collector, cometary dust collector, comet flybys, 

and things like that.  Each mission was unique in and of itself, and that was just fascinating.  Each 

spacecraft was unique.  It didn’t look like any other spacecraft, and that was fascinating.  What we 

wanted to do was make sure that we communicated to the public and the educational community 

what we were doing and why, and what the scientific significance of each of these missions was. 

 Now the missions had their own education and public outreach budget.  But we wanted to 

leverage that with other activities going on across the Agency as a multiplier.  Shari, through her 

initiative, I reviewed things or approved things, but Shari had a very independent role from me 

within the program office to do what she thought was best and how she could best be this multiplier 

and do things that would actually get children’s interests or provide them with knowledge in a way 
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that they would understand what was going on, what NASA was trying to achieve.  Her efforts 

were just superb, and I nominated her for a NASA medal for her efforts once I found out she was 

going to retire.  I’m very glad that Marshall Space Flight Center and the program office there 

continued to employ her after my office had been dissolved at JPL.  But that was all Shari, and I’m 

very proud of the work that she did, it was excellent. 

 I’ve come across very few people in my career where I knew what they were doing and I 

didn’t need to review it or micromanage it, because I knew it was going to be right, and that it was 

going to be effective.  That was Shari’s responsibility. 

 

JOHNSON:  You sent me one of the newsletters and I was looking at it.  Of course they may be 

available but I couldn’t find any other ones.  I don’t know if the older copies are available or not. 

 

JARRETT:  They’re hidden.  I had to search extensively to find them.  I don’t know if they’re still 

up or not.  I think the one I sent you was the one after I had decided to transfer back to Headquarters 

and leave the program office.  Again I did that for personal reasons.  My mother’s health was going 

downhill fast, and I needed to get back to the east coast as quickly as possible. 

 

JOHNSON:  Yes, it’d be great to have those if there’s any way or if you know of where they might 

be.  That would be valuable for this project. 

 

JARRETT:  Yes, I can go look for them.  They then got combined.  The program office [Planetary 

Missions Program Office] at Marshall started with Discovery and then it got New Frontiers as 

well, which were larger missions, and nuclear-powered missions.  Then I believe they combined 
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yet another program [Solar System Exploration Program].  The Marshall Program Office is quite 

large and well staffed.  But Shari evolved the activities she was doing into the larger missions as 

well. 

 

JOHNSON:  The one you sent me has a lot of information about the missions that were flying at that 

time.  They would be very valuable for historical reasons too. 14 

 

JARRETT:  Yes.  She interviewed people and got a lot of firsthand information. 

 

JOHNSON:  That’s what she said.  I was asking her if she had the interviews too, because some of 

the people she interviewed, I think a couple of them have passed away. 

 

JARRETT:  I went to those funerals. 

 

JOHNSON:  Those are important to have those things captured. 

 

JARRETT:  Yes.  On a side note, Bob [Robert W.] Farquhar from APL wrote a book15, and I’m 

quoted in that book.  He claims it’s his Red Badge of Courage. 

 

JOHNSON:  It’d be interesting to read. 

 

 
14 https://web.archive.org/web/20160108035626/http://discovery.nasa.gov/newsletter/newsletter.cfml 
15 Fifty Years on the Space Frontier: Halo Orbits, Comets, Asteroids, and More 
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JARRETT:  Very unique individual.  He was a mission planner for the APL missions, mission 

designer.  Going back to NEAR, Bob Farquhar and a gentleman by the name of Bobby Williams 

of JPL planned the landing of the NEAR Shoemaker spacecraft on Eros, and I nominated both of 

them for NASA medals as well.  I did try to recognize good work when I saw it as best I could. 

 

JOHNSON:  Let’s talk about that for a minute, because as a manager, most managers have a style of 

management, and in that newsletter, they did talk to different people about you.  All of them 

mentioned your ability to communicate and your willingness to communicate.  Talk about that 

communication and how important that is not only with the people in the teams and the people that 

were working in the office with you but also to upper management and anyone else you had to 

report to. 

 

JARRETT:  I’ve got a quirky sense of humor, which leads to all sorts of different stories between 

me and my project managers and NASA Headquarters.  But I came on board and I made it clear 

that this job is supposed to be fun.  If you’re not having fun, something’s wrong, and I want to 

know about it.  I would spend hours on the phone with Mary [C.] Chiu on CONTOUR talking 

about various different things.  I had a lot of interaction with my project managers.  It was open 

dialogue.  If they were running into issues, I told them they should not hesitate to tell me about 

them.  I would not overreact if something happened or if they needed help or it looked like they 

were going to overrun.  I would do what I could to help them navigate through that.  I learned that 

from my first days at NASA.   

When I came in and I was hired, or maybe it was even as a detailee, I was assigned three 

missions, and I asked the division director, “How do you want me to manage these missions?”  He 
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said, “Any way you want to as long as you maintain performance, stay on schedule, and come in 

within budget.”  Those were my guidelines.  The rest I learned from all the other people in that 

office by sitting in their office or asking questions.  That’s what I modeled my management style 

after, the best I could.  Do what you need to do.  Do what you think is right.  If you need my help 

let me know.  If you’re having problems let me know.  My door is always open so to speak.  Or 

you can always call me on the phone. 

 It was more than just an 8-hour-a-day job.  Whoever needed to contact me had my cell 

phone number, my home number.  I was always available.  But I shied from the spotlight.  I’m a 

very humble person and press conferences make me incredibly nervous.  Interviews like this would 

normally make me nervous.  But this was such a great time in my career that like I said there are 

many, many stories that go along with it that don’t belong in this particular media. 

 

JOHNSON:  We do love stories and anecdotes about that day-to-day interaction, so you can feel 

free, unless it’s things you don’t want to share.  I understand that.  But anecdotes are welcome. 

 

JARRETT:  One thing I will say, and this is not a good sign for me or good attribute, was political 

sensitivity.  Having been remote from Washington, from Headquarters, I was not aware of political 

sensitivities.  Like management of spaceflight projects out of Ames, or personality conflicts 

between people at Headquarters and other individuals that should I do something or imply 

something would have repercussions.  When Ed [Edward J.] Weiler retired I went into his office 

and I said, “Ed, what could I have done better?”  He said, “Well, technically you’re an excellent 

manager, but you needed to learn to be more politically astute.” 
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 This comes full circle to what you were talking about, program office versus Headquarters 

personnel.  People at Headquarters are very politically astute, or at least sensitive to the 

environment when dealing with our stakeholders, their stakeholders.  When you’re not located in 

Washington you’re not in that environment.  You’re thinking what do I need to do to get the job 

done.  That’s where the differentiation is.  The mission manager within the program office is very 

dedicated to the technical design and cost and schedule at a detailed level, whereas the program 

executive has the need for the same information but it’s used in a different capacity for a different 

audience.  That’s significant. 

 

JOHNSON:  It definitely is.  It is definitely a different world from the various centers. 

 

JARRETT:  But I did not realize that.  When I was program manager, I didn’t really understand the 

need for program executives.  I thought that if I would have staffed my office with mission 

managers, that would be a duplication of the program executives, and that didn’t make sense to me 

at the time.  I never did that.  I never staffed up like that.  For some reason I didn’t need to.  I still 

to this day do not understand how I juggled 10 projects at one time. 

 

JOHNSON:  I was going to ask you about that, because there was a lot going on, and you had to 

know what was going on with each one at any given moment. 

 

JARRETT:  I was.  I had a financial manager, Kate [Katherine] Wolf, and I’d come in and tell her 

something, and she’d say, “How do you know that?”  I said, “I have to, I’m program manager.”  

But I felt like I was on top of everything.  That circles back to open communication, because if I 
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needed to be involved, they brought me in to be involved.  Or if Headquarters needed something 

they’d call and we’d get it to them as fast as we could. 

 One thing I was doing, and then I ceased to do, was monthly reports to Headquarters, a 

consolidated program level monthly report.  But Bob Metzger had left, decided to go work 

elsewhere, and it took a long time to get a replacement for him.  That was one of the things that 

fell by the wayside.  Those provided a consolidated assessment. 

 The other thing we did do as program office was a consolidated budget proposal, budget 

package once a year, which I don’t believe had been done before, because the budget would have 

been done as part of the division budget at Headquarters.  But we worked to issue the guidelines 

or draft the guidelines, and then took the responses from the projects and integrated those and 

evaluated those and made a presentation to Headquarters. 

 

JOHNSON:  It sounds like from listening to you now, once it moved to NMO, there were a lot of 

things that you initiated or changed or made a different or more streamlined process for doing that, 

which I’m sure made things a little bit easier for that communication between your office and 

Headquarters.  I read in 2003, I think it was Ed Weiler made the decision to replace that Discovery 

support office at JPL with a support contractor. 

 

JARRETT:  Correct. 

 

JOHNSON:  For a short period of time I think, until it went to Marshall.  I’m not sure, maybe you 

could explain that process or what happened during that time period. 
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JARRETT:  Yes.  Every two years NASA conducts an independent review of program offices.  They 

look at the documentation and they determine whether or not you’re following what it says in the 

documentation, how you’re managing the projects as a program office, and how effective you are 

as a program office.  I got reviewed the first time.  I think it was not long after the office had been 

established.  It was recommended that I expand the office, similar to the Explorer Office at 

Goddard.  At JPL the last thing people want to do is come off and not work a flight project to go 

work in a program support office.  It’s not a good career path for JPLers.  The people that would 

be good for that, they’re integral to the Center management and overseeing spaceflight project 

development.  It wasn’t an easy thing to actually hire JPL people to step off their career track to 

do this kind of work. 

 When the decision was made, I guess to do this out there, they thought oh, well, we have 

all the technical expertise at JPL that know how to build these missions.  Therefore we should 

utilize it.  The original intent was to staff the Discovery Program Support Office with JPLers.  I 

had difficulty doing that.  Then two years later they came back and they said, “You still haven’t 

done that.”  I explained to them this isn’t an easy thing to do as people had thought it was.  

Headquarters made the decision to go with Aerospace Corporation.  I had a handful of people from 

Aerospace that were supporting me and they were interacting with the projects to a degree, but 

when they would come in on a weekly basis to tell me what the status of things were, I already 

knew it.  In fact I was one step ahead of it because whatever they might have been telling me was 

no longer up to date in a lot of instances. 

 For me that wasn’t helpful, and I don’t recall the interaction they were having with the 

projects, if they were having any independent interactions or not by that point in time.  All I knew 

was I didn’t feel that they were providing me any value added particularly, because they were 



NASA Discovery 30th Anniversary Oral History Project David B. Jarrett 

29 June 2022 38 

based out of El Segundo, they had an office in Pasadena, and either I didn’t utilize them properly 

or I don’t know exactly.  But the concept of a program office—well, the other part about the 

program office was—I told you that Bob Parker had hired Bob Metzger.  Bob Metzger had an 

incredible amount of experience on the business side of the house but he wasn’t a civil servant.  

JPL was a competitor with APL.  APL was hesitant to provide budgetary information or financial 

information to the Jet Propulsion Laboratory.  Although the teaming of us together with my 

technical background and Bob’s business background was a great idea, he couldn’t manage NASA 

funds.  He couldn’t distribute NASA funds.  There were certain things he couldn’t do because he 

was a JPL employee and not a civil servant.  That’s what got corrected when they moved the office 

to Marshall.  It’s all civil servants and they have their own procurement office.  We did not have 

that. 

 I was the contracting officer’s technical representative for both all the task orders of JPL 

and APL and any contracts we had with Southwest Research or the PI institutions. 

 

JOHNSON:  When they moved to Marshall and they had the procurement office and that took care 

of those contracts at that point? 

 

JARRETT:  I don’t know exactly how they implemented it.  But when Ed Weiler decided to transfer 

the function to Marshall, the people that were establishing the program office came to Washington 

and specifically met with me to help them establish the office and what NASA Headquarters 

thought should be and what these two review panels had said to me and recommended.  So I gave 

them the recommendations from the review panels and said, “Here.  This is what you need to do.” 
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 We had a great discussion.  Todd May was part of that group and became the new program 

manager.  Paul Gilbert was also part of that group.  But yes, they sat down and talked to me.  They 

were able to go off and not make the mistakes that I did or figure out how to implement it in a 

better fashion.  From what I know, they’ve done that. 

 We had an instance in Earth science where we were debating about what to do with 

program offices, and we went down and met with them.  That would have been sometime between 

2010 and 2015, I guess. 

 

JOHNSON:  It’s been successful there for a while. 

 

JARRETT:  Yes.  Like I said, the concept sounded really good, but implementing it at NMO was 

not as easy as it sounded. 

 

JOHNSON:  If you don’t mind, share some of your thoughts about the relevance or the importance 

of the Discovery Program for NASA.  The way it was established during that faster, better, cheaper 

time, and to get things flying, because they weren’t flying as often as people wanted them to.  It 

took so long to get those big missions off the ground.  But this was established to do these quicker 

missions.  But some pretty amazing discoveries have come out of it.  Take a few minutes if you 

don’t mind and talk about that relevance to our country, to people watching what NASA does, to 

the people working at NASA. 

 

JARRETT:  The Discovery Program was set up as we all know as PI-led missions.  Competitively 

selected within a set of guidelines.  I’ll quote here for you.  Discovery missions are complete solar 
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system science missions intended for exploration of solar system bodies either by traveling to them 

or by remote examination.  Both our solar system and the extrasolar planetary systems are included 

in this definition.  These missions emphasize those that can be accomplished under the control of 

the scientific research community through peer review selection process and through efficient 

management by assigning increased responsibility to principal investigators.   

That is what was new about Discovery.  It wasn’t a, I guess they used to call them a “new 

start.”  If you wanted to start a new mission and get a new mission funded, you went to Congress.  

Headquarters went to Congress and way, “We want to do a mission to Mars.  Mars Observer.”  Or 

Cassini and things like that.  It was a lot of money and it took a lot of time to develop.  People 

could spend their careers on these projects from the time they got started until the time they 

launched and started receiving data.  Discovery gave the project a cost cap, it set out guidelines 

that they had to meet or they would be potentially terminated if they violated those guidelines or 

if it appeared that they were on a trajectory to violate those guidelines. Part of my job was to assess 

them regularly and go back to Headquarters and say “Hey, these guys don’t look like they’re going 

to make it.  We need to do something here.” 

 It was a learning experience for scientists, for the PIs, because they were typically 

scientists.  Some of them didn’t want to be bothered with management.  I had the full spectrum.  I 

think in Earth science they started a program to train scientists or principal investigators to lead 

missions because they thought hey, this is a good thing to do, but we can’t just throw them in the 

middle of it.  I know that’s used in Earth science.  It’s used in planetary.  I’m not so sure about the 

other two science divisions.  But Earth science did establish a training process so to speak.  Much 

smaller missions, allowed to fail.  They were allowed to fail.  That was one of the things I think 

Dan Goldin had stated.  Whether or not he fully intended for that I’m not sure. 
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 My last memory of Dan was he was sitting on one of those barricades that you use to block 

traffic.  Portable barricades out at JPL after the loss of the Mars Observer mission.  He looked very 

forlorn. 

 The one thing that I left out was the Discovery Program was recognized in the President’s 

fiscal year 2003 budget as a highly effective set of space science missions competitively selected 

from researcher proposals and for successful cost, risk management, and science results.  Either 

Congress or maybe NASA Headquarters referred to Discovery as “the crown jewels of planetary 

exploration.”  I recall that term being used frequently.  I don’t know where it originated from 

exactly.  It could have been a part of the congressional language or it could have been a phrase that 

was initiated at NASA Headquarters.  But that made me very proud to be a part of that. 

 When it comes down to it, I found this throughout my career.  It is interpersonal 

relationships, mutual trust, mutual respect, which is earned, and that’s how you have successful 

projects and programs.  You cannot micromanage success, and without open communication 

you’re just setting yourself up for problems, because people will be reluctant to tell you things until 

it’s too late. 

 

JOHNSON:  In that same vein, are there any other lessons learned from your time at Discovery or 

for Discovery, the way the missions are run as a whole, that you want to highlight? 

 

JARRETT:  I think when PIs are proposing missions, they need to have a full understanding of what 

their responsibility will be.  I think that came across as a lesson learned, and that was one of the 

things I tried to do with these annual workshops, Discovery retreats, was to bring in the people 

that had just gone through all this and discuss that with the new teams that had just been selected.  
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That’s where it gets tricky as far as the selection goes.  I don’t know where they are right now with 

the criteria for a PI.  But I think we all recognize that some of these people did not fully appreciate 

that they were going to have their feet held to the fire and that they were ultimately responsible for 

the project. 

 The one thing that I think was shifted around, and I don’t know where it stands now, is 

funding for the launch vehicle.  I think at the time—I’d have to go look up an AO—that the launch 

vehicle might not have been included in the cost cap.  But the Delta II was a workhorse for 

Discovery and I know that was phased out.  Prices also had gone up.  If it was included in the cost 

cap, you either had to increase the cost cap for the next set of AOs or take it out of the picture 

completely and just say, “WWe’re going to provide the launch vehicle as government-furnished 

equipment.” 

 

JOHNSON:  You mentioned that you were very proud of your time with Discovery.  Is there anything 

within your time working as the program manager that you would say you were most proud of?  

Any particular mission or incident? 

 

JARRETT:  Trying to identify my favorite child, are you? 

 

JOHNSON:  Yes. 

 

JARRETT:  My favorite mission was MESSENGER.  MESSENGER was a full-scale orbiter but 

built and executed through the Discovery Program, and to me that was just amazing that one, they 

could propose that, two, they could propose it within the budget constraints, and the technology 
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required to keep the spacecraft from melting actually worked.  I know they had issues after I left 

about overruns.  I was aware that they were headed in that direction when I left, and tried my best 

to help them with that, within my capabilities or allowances.  But to me that was an amazing 

mission.   

The PI Sean Solomon was an exemplary PI for PI-led missions.  He understood everything 

about the mission, yet I think that he did delegate day-to-day management to his project manager.  

But he was always aware of everything that was going on, if not involved in things directly, and I 

really admire that gentleman for the effort he put forth.  I believe he said it was rewarding, but I 

don’t think he would ever do it again.  Because it is a lot of work, and the people proposing these 

missions need to understand that it is a lot of work.  Flagship mission, that’s what I wanted to say.  

MESSENGER was a “flagship” mission done under Discovery Program guidelines, which to me 

is just totally amazing. 

 

JOHNSON:  Using your analogy, is there a child that was the most difficult? 

 

JARRETT:  No comment. 

 

JOHNSON:  Okay.  We’ve talked about some of the problems so maybe we can figure that one out.  

Is there anything we haven’t talked about that you’d like to mention?  Or anything in your notes 

that you want to highlight? 

 

JARRETT:  No, I think we covered most of it.  I don’t see anything that we didn’t cover.  But I’ll 

send you the overarching guidelines for the Discovery Program. 
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JOHNSON:  That would be great. 

 

JARRETT:  The concept. 

 

JOHNSON:  Yes, I’d appreciate that.  Then if there’s anything else you can think of that you want to 

add, then you can do that during the editing process, that’s not a problem.  I’m going to go ahead 

and turn the recorder off.  But I do appreciate you doing this for me today and talking to me about 

your work there. 

 

[End of interview] 


