Not everyone thinks NASA has done
enough, however. An aide to a congressio-
nal committee says the shuttle payload list
could still be trimmed by 40 to 50%. For
example, he says the large data relay satellites
(TDRSSs) could be modified for about $2
million each to fit aboard the powerful Titan
III rockets used by the military. The
TDRSS, says Ray Williamson of the U.S.
Office of Technology Assessment, “is a
beautiful example of a satellite that never
needed to be on the shuttle.”

Although NASA may soon get the shuttle
up and running, the fuel leaks and pro-
longed stand-down do not inspire confi-
dence for the big role the shuttle will soon
be playing. In a series of 19 to 26 flights
beginning in 1995, it will be required to run
with unparalleled regularity as Space Station
Freedom is assembled and supplied on or-
bit. The job may be made easier when a
fourth, brand new orbiter is completed in
1992. But recent risk analyses make clear
that the chance of a major setback will

For example, a December 1989 study for
NASA by L Systems Inc. of El Segundo,
California, found that, with a fleet of four
orbiters, the chances are 50—50 that a shut-
tle flight to the station will fail. Based on the
record so far, the overall risks of a “mission
failure” (with or without death of the astro-
nauts) is greater than 1 in 100. The findings
trouble some observers, including Jerry
Grey of the American Institute of Aeronau-
tics and Astronautics. He points out that
NASA has no contingency plan to replace a
space station segment if one is lost on its
way into orbit, even though the chances of
this happening are large.

Many people have proposed solutions to
NASA’s transportation problem. The trou-
ble is that all of them require “new” federal
money, a scarce commodity right now. A
robot version of the shuttle, called shuttle-C,
could be built in 4 to 5 years for about $1.5
billion, NASA says. It would be tremen-
dously helpful in building the space station,
but might have few other uses. Another idea
that is getting attention at the White House
is the program to create an “advanced
launch system™—more efficient and more
reliable than the shuttle, but more expensive
to develop than shuttle-C. NASA and the
Air Force are working together on this
project, but the Administration’s funding
requests for it were lower for 1991 than for
1990, and Congress secems even less interest-
ed at the moment. This idea is a long shot,
and an underfunded one at that.

NASA’s immediate challenge for the
1990s, therefore, is the same one it has had
since the 1970s: to get the shuttle running.
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