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A SpacePolicyOnline.Com Hearing Summary

Challenges and Opportunities in the NASA FY2011 Budget Proposal
Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, & Transportation
Subcommittee on Science and Space
February 24, 2010
Chair:  Bill Nelson (D-FL)
Ranking Member:   David Vitter (R-LA)
Witnesses
· Charles F. Bolden, Jr., Administrator, NASA (prepared statement) 
· Robert “Hoot” Gibson, Astronaut (Ret.) (prepared statement) 
· Miles O’Brien, Journalist, Host of “This Week in Space” (prepared statement)

· Michael J. Snyder, Aerospace Engineer (prepared statement) 
· A. Thomas Young, Lockheed Martin Corporation (Ret.) (prepared statement)
Background

On February 1, 2010, President Obama released the FY2011 budget request and unveiled his plans for NASA and the space program. The purpose of this hearing is to discuss the risks and opportunities to the space program enabled by this proposal. If approved by Congress, it would see the cancellation of the Constellation Program – the centerpiece of President Bush’s Vision for Space Exploration, which included the development of the Ares I and Ares V launch vehicles, and the Orion capsule to take humans back to the Moon and eventually to Mars. The task of developing new space vehicles for crew transport to and from low Earth orbit (LEO) and beyond would be given instead to the commercial sector which will receive substantial investment from NASA. Also of note in the proposal are the retirement of the Space Shuttle upon its completion of the current flight manifest, and the continuation of the International Space Station (ISS) until 2020. NASA is requesting $19 billion for FY2011, a 1.5% increase over FY2010 budget, for the implementation of this program. The budget request would increase NASA’s budget by $6 billion over the next 5 years. For more information, see a SpacePolicyOnline.com Fact Sheet on the budget request.   A webcast of the hearing is available on the committee’s website.
Nuggets

“There’s a lot of good in this budget … but … it gave the perception that the President was killing the manned space program.”
Chairman Nelson

“I will fight with every ounce of energy I have to defeat this budget or anything like it.”

Ranking Member Vitter

“If you gave me an infinite pocket of money, I could not get a human to Mars within the next 10 years because there are just things we don’t know.”

Administrator Bolden

“It makes no sense to turn everything over, at this time, to an unproven vehicle.”
Mr. Gibson

“NASA is supposed to be all about change. If NASA cannot embrace change…we should close the place down.”

Mr. O’Brien

Hearing Highlights

This hearing of the Senate Commerce, Science, & Transportation’s Subcommittee on Science and Space revealed opposing views over the NASA FY2011 budget request. In his opening remarks, Chairman Nelson argued that the negative reaction over the proposal to cancel the Constellation program caused the “good parts of the President’s budget to be overlooked. There’s a lot of good in this budget from this senator’s perspective.” He listed the increases in funding for aeronautics research, science, and Earth observations and the extension of the International Space Station (ISS) at least to 2020 as some of those positive aspects. Chairman Nelson added that the mistake of the Administration has been the poor unveiling of the proposal.
Mr. Miles O’Brien, a former CNN reporter and now host of the “This Week in Space” program on the Internet, agreed with this assessment saying that the presentation of the new program “says a lot of how the public is no longer in the loop.” He said that while the Administration deserved “high marks” for the reassessment of priorities the request shows, “it did a bad job telling the story.” Mr. O’Brien expressed optimism in the proposed new direction and said that by “bringing people along for the ride,” as NASA did with the Mars Pathfinder missions, the public will support the remaking of the agency. Mr. O’Brien challenged the negative reaction the proposal had received saying that while change is never easy, “NASA is supposed to be all about change. If NASA cannot embrace change…we should close the place down.”  

Speaking of the cancellation of Constellation, Chairman Nelson said that “because the President did not make the declaration himself…it gave the perception that the President was killing the manned space program.”  Outlining aspects of the President’s proposal that need to be clarified or changed, he reiterated the role of Congress in the process in calling for a “critical examination” of the budget request: “the President proposes and the Congress disposes.” 
Ready to take on that role, Ranking Member Vitter expressed strong displeasure in his opening remarks. “I absolutely believe that this budget and the vision it represents would end our human spaceflight program as we know it,” he said, and added that in cancelling both the Space Shuttle and the Constellation Program, it “replaces [them] with little more than a hope and a prayer” laid on the commercial sector. He said he was not sure “why we went through the whole exercise” of the Augustine Committee, since the proposal bore no resemblance to its recommendations. Senator Vitter stated he would “fight with every ounce of energy I have to defeat this budget or anything like it.”
Additionally, Senator Vitter said he was sorry they were not going to hear from NASA Deputy Administrator Lori Garver and “others who claim authorship” of what he described as a “radical” budget proposal.  He said that he had heard that Ms. Garver might be considered for the NASA Administrator role later in the Obama Administration and warned that he would strongly oppose such a move.  NASA Administrator Bolden challenged Senator Vitter’s comments about Ms. Garver as an unfair representation. Senator Vitter insisted that he found at fault those at NASA who were the original architects of the budget, to which the Administrator responded that he too had participated in its construction. “If you want to look at somebody to blame,” said Administrator Bolden, “I represent the inputs we made to the budget.” Conceding that he could not refute that Ms. Garver was a contributor to the development of the proposal, he disputed Senator Vitter’s characterization of her “as an enemy of human spaceflight or NASA.” 
Chairman Nelson criticized the President’s proposal for not identifying a specific destination beyond LEO, such as the Moon or Mars, for the human spaceflight program. Administrator Bolden said “Mars is what I believe to be the ultimate destination for human exploration in our solar system.” Chairman Nelson said Gen. Bolden had “made some news” with that assertion, and asked the Administrator if he had approval from his “superiors” to say so.  Gen. Bolden replied his remarks had gone through “every wicket” at the White House, so “I assume I have approval to say that.” 

When talking about how to inspire schoolchildren, however, Gen. Bolden said “I don’t want a 7th grader to think about Mars,” but to be inspired by other NASA activities such as the ISS. 
The Administrator added that he could not provide a definite date for the first human mission to Mars, but that it would serve as the focus of NASA’s technology development program and that the agency would roll-out a plan detailing the steps to get to Mars in the coming months. He countered Senator Vitter’s description of the proposal as a “radical” one, saying that he believed it is not a radical departure from President Bush’s Vision for Space Exploration or any other vision or dream for space exploration, but that the necessary funding was not provided to execute the Vision.   “If you gave me an infinite pocket of money, I could not get a human to Mars within the next 10 years because there are just things we don’t know.”  What is different this time, he argued, is that NASA is being given the funds necessary to answer the necessary questions and achieve these goals. “A vision without resources,” he said of Constellation, “is a hallucination.”  Senator Vitter countered that “resources without vision is a waste of time and money… and that’s what I think this budget represents.”  
Another important issue was the risk of relying solely on the commercial sector for spacecraft development, which Mr. A. Thomas Young, a retired Lockheed  Martin Corporation executive who often chairs blue ribbon panels on military and civil space programs, described as “too high.” Chairman Nelson expressed support for eventually ceding crew transport to and from LEO to the commercial sector, but warned of “putting all of the eggs in one basket.” Along the same lines, retired astronaut Robert “Hoot” Gibson said that “it makes no sense to turn everything over, at this time, to an unproven vehicle.” Although a commercial vehicle may prove reliable in the future, “there is still a large learning curve ahead of them.” Mr. Gibson said the United States must have a backup access to space.  As far as relying on the Russian Soyuz for access to the ISS for however long it takes for a new U.S. crew transportation system to be developed to replace the Space Shuttle (“the gap”), he said that the price the Russians will charge for those services would invariably rise. “When you have a monopoly [as the Russians will when the Shuttle is retired] you charge monopoly prices,” he said. 
Mr. Gibson argued that the work that has been done on the current Constellation program should be continued in order to leverage the $9 billion already invested in the Constellation Program plus the $2.5 billion estimated to cancel it.  In particular he called for continuation of testing of the Ares I launch vehicle and its J-2 engine, as well as the Orion crew capsule.  The Ares I tests could lead to a new heavy lift launch vehicle, which he called Rocket X.  “We wind up with something [usable] at the end of this whole entire process, instead of cancellation costs,” he said.  
The fate of the aerospace workforce was another important issue in the discussion. Senator Vitter argued that the President’s proposed changes, which would invalidate the workforce transition plans laid out to mitigate job losses between the Shuttle and Constellation programs, were “enormously detrimental to the NASA family” and the long-term capability of the agency. Some, including Chairman Nelson, are looking to the “commercial crew” companies to address this issue by hiring aerospace workers. Administrator Bolden was more direct, saying “I will hold [the commercial companies’] feet to the fire. I can’t make it happen and they must.  When they promise jobs, they ought to be there. “ 

Speaking on this issue, Mr. Michael Snyder, an aerospace engineer who works on the Space Shuttle program, said that the perceived lack of goals and transition plans has provoked low morale across the human spaceflight workforce. “We cannot and will not be able to wait around,” he said, speaking of the “apparent arbitrary 2010 retirement date of the Shuttle” which will cause most of the Shuttle workforce to lose their jobs. “Many of us are going to have no choice but to disperse [and] go off into other industries, other locations.” He said the effect will be a “significant net loss of experience that will not easily be reestablished” because people may not return to work for NASA when the agency ultimately needs them: “will people…want to jump ship back to NASA? I don’t think so.”   He concluded that “We need a better and smoother transition,” that could only occur if the Shuttle program is extended, which would also enable development of a Shuttle-derived heavy lift launch vehicle.  He also argued that the Shuttle should be extended to ensure that the ISS can be fully utilized: “I don’t see that it makes sense to retire Shuttle” before commercial crew is a reality.
Earlier, Administrator Bolden had argued against extending the Shuttle, saying that he could not recommend that to the Senate or the President because of its operational costs and the costs that would be incurred to recertify the Shuttle.  (The Columbia Accident Investigation Board said in its report on the 2003 Space Shuttle Columbia tragedy that the Shuttle system would need to be recertified if it was used beyond 2010.)
Positive parts of the President’s proposal were highlighted by Mr. Young, who serves as vice-chair of the National Research Council’s Space Studies Board (SSB).  He applauded the proposal to increase funding for scientific research, saying “much can be accomplished within the proposed science.”  He described the “decadal surveys” that the SSB produces to determine priorities for space and earth science research in 10-year increments and said that “NASA today…clearly looks at [them] as the basis of the science program that NASA and the country does today” and that they are the reason the agency continues to make such considerable scientific progress.  He also strongly supported the proposed increase in funding for technology and aeronautics, but warned against spending technology development funds without an integrated strategy for its utilization.  As noted above, however, he did not support the human spaceflight aspects of the budget request.  He quoted the title of the Augustine committee report, “Seeking A Human Spaceflight Program Worthy of a Great Nation,” and said that the President’s proposal “fails that test.”
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