Company Offers
To Buy NASA
A Rocket

After a long and unsuccessful effort to
find enough money in the budget to keep
the Mars Observer spacecraft on track for a
1990 launch, the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration (NASA) decided on
12 March that the mission would be post-
poned until 1992, as had been tentatively
announced earlier. The planetary science
community is predictably upset, since many
researchers have come to see the 1990
launch as something of a litmus test of
NASA’s commitment to their field. Howev-
er, the disappointment has also given rise to
a remarkable proposal: the Orbital Sciences
Corporation, a start-up company in Fairfax,
Virginia, whose first and only contract so far
is to build the upper stage booster for Mars
Observer, has offered to put up some $60
million to help NASA buy the Titan 3
rocket that would be needed for a 1990
launch.

The decision on Mars Observer was pure-
ly a budgetary matter, says Phillip E. Cul-
bertson, NASA’s associate administrator for
policy. “We had struggled internally to pre-
serve an option for 1990,” he says, “but it
was just going to cost too much more.” The
carlier launch would not only require the
early purchase of a $120-million Titan 3—in
1992 the Mars Observer could ride on the
shuttle—but it would require an accelerated
development of the spacecraft itself, togeth-
er with modifications of the spacecraft and
the upper stage to fit the Titan.

Enter Orbital Sciences Corporation.
When company president David W.
Thompson and his colleagues first got wind
of NASA’s impending announcement, they
worked through the night to formulate a
counterproposal, which they sent to NASA
administrator James C. Fletcher on the
morning of 13 March. In essence, Orbital
Sciences would put up some $60 million to
$70 million over the next 2 years to get a
Titan 3 started at the Martin Marietta as-
sembly plant. If NASA gets congressional
approval within that time, then the agency
will reimburse Orbital Sciences and pick up
the remaining payments. If not, then NASA
is under no obligation; Orbital Sciences can
always sell the vehicle to someone else, most
likely the Air Force.

“There are some real benefits to Orbital
Sciences,” says Thompson. “First, we get an
early flight demonstration of TOS [the com-
pany’s upper stage]; if we delay until 1992,
that’s another 26 months. Second, we get a
demonstration on a Titan, which is a critical
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market for us because of the shuttle’s being
excluded from flying commercial payloads.”

Representative William Nelson (D-FL)
and Senator Donald Riegle (D—MI), respec-
tively chairmen of the House and Senate
authorization subcommittees overseeing
NASA, have already said that they would
support extra money in the budget to launch
Mars Observer on a Titan 3, so the issue
may soon be moot. NASA has set up a
committee under Culbertson to study the
proposal and a decision is expected by mid-
April. m M. MITCHELL WALDROP

U.S., Soviets
Renew an Exchange

After a 10-year hiatus, the United States
has officially renewed technical exchanges
with the Soviets on nuclear safety. Relations
were suspended over the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan.

Frederick Bernthal, a member of the U.S.
Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC),
led a 2-week trip to the Soviet Union in
early March, and Soviet experts are expected
to visit the United States in October or
November. NRC officials discussed their
trip with reporters on 20 March.

Members of the U.S. delegation visited,
among other places, the nuclear complex at
Chernobyl, where they saw snow on the
concrete sarcophagus that contains the
burnt-out reactor. This suggests the core has
cooled considerably since its explosion last
year, said Bernthal and NRC’s director of
regulation, Harold Denton.

The 1l-member group also visited a
foundry in Leningrad, where they saw a
reactor vessel soon to be shipped to Cuba.
The Cuban reactor will be about the same
size as a plant the Soviets installed at Lovisa,
Finland (440 megawatts), but it will use
new safety equipment. All the new Soviet
reactors, according to Denton, are pressur-
ized water systems. The fuel is contained in a
forged pressure vessel, and the vessel is
installed in a strong, dry containment build-
ing. Controls in the new reactors are main-
tained by three independent safety power
trains.

According to Bernthal, the Soviets
seemed “chastened” in their attitudes about
safety, but their construction plans have not
slowed a bit. For example, they intend to
restart the twin (unit 3) of the reactor that
exploded at Chernobyl by the end of the
year. It is now being decontaminated. Con-
struction continues apace at Chernobyl units
5 and 6. National plans call for a 10%

annual increase in baseload electric power,
with nuclear power carrying most of the
burden.

Denton was impressed by what he called
an “evolving program” to develop various
types of power generators and a depth of
knowledge about advanced reactor designs.
The Soviets have a small plutonium breeder
reactor in operation, and they have installed
two unusual low-power reactors to generate
steam for building heat.

The Soviets were eager to learn about
institutional systems for ensuring safety, ac-
cording to Bernthal, and they wanted to
demonstrate that their new reactors meet
the latest international standards. Denton
said the Soviet control rooms looked com-
parable to U.S. systems on the surface, but
not in the details. Details can make all the
difference, as painful experience has
taught. m ELIOT MARSHALL

Tax Relief Sought
For Oil Industry

Energy Secretary John Herrington’s long-
awaited assessment of the energy supply
outlook for the United States is not receiv-
ing stellar reviews on Capitol Hill. Predict-
ably, some of the harshest criticism is com-
ing from oil state legislators who complain
about the report’s lack of specific recom-
mendations for helping ailing American oil
producers.

In September, Herrington asked deputy
secretary William F. Martin to report on the
security implications of rising oil imports in
response to cries of foul play from American
producers who find it hard to stay in busi-
ness when world oil prices fall to $15 a
barrel (Science, 6 February, p. 626). The
resulting study, “Energy Security,”* takes a
broad look at the petroleum industry and
the prospect for rising oil imports, and also
examines the electric utility sector, the po-
tential for energy conservation and renew-
able energy, and the need to retain nuclear
power as an option.

The report confirms what government
and private energy analysts have been saying
for months—that the United States will
depend on foreign suppliers for more than
half its petroleum needs in the 1990s. DOE
projects that U.S. oil imports will reach 8
million to 10 million barrels per day by the
mid-1990s as compared to 4.3 million bar-

*Copies of “Energy Security” can be obtained by writing
the Office of Public Affairs, Rm. 1E206, Department of
Energy, Washington, DC 20588.

SCIENCE, VOL. 235






