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By J. A. Van Allen

IOWA CITY — There is a vawning
gap berween the rwo Presidentially
appownted commissions scrutinizing
the United States' civil space pro-
gram.

While one commission is looking
into the causes of the explosion of the
space shuttle Challenger, the other,
the National Comrussion on Space,
which is mandated by Congress, is
visualining highly futuristic cost-is-
no-object scenarios for the acuvities
of the National Aeronautics and
Space Admimstration over the next 50
years.

I am struck by the fact that no cor-
responding consideration is currently
being given to controversial here-
and-now issues that are of central
importance 1n NASA's  activities

J. A. Van Allen, professor of phvsics
in the department o] phyvsics and as-
tronomy at the Urniversity of lowa,
has been active 1n the space program
since 1946, In 1958, he discovered two
radration belts surrounding the earth
that bear his name.

during the upcoming 10 to 13 years.

Considering the following:

Nearly all of the important scien-
tific results in space and in the civil
and military applications of space
technology have resulted from the
use of unmanned earth satellites and
unmanned planetary spacecraft. But
more than two-thirds of NASA's
budget is devoted to the development
and operation of the space shuttle
fieet and, prospectively, to a huge
permanently manned space station.
Is such a distribution of emphasis
really in the national interest?

The principal current and planned
use of the shuttle fleet is for the
launching of commercial communi-
cations and military satellites. Such
launchings have been conducted suc-
cessfully for many years and at much
less cost by unmanned. expendable
launch vehicles, with munumal nsk o
human life.

However, the National Aeronautics
and Space Administrartion has discop-
tinued the purchase of weli-developed
expendable launch vehicles — Atlas,
Delta, Scout, Titan — in order 1o cap-
wure all available payloads for the
shuttle and attemnpt to make it an eco-
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nomically v:able systemn.

Despite that policy decision, the
shuttle program continues to wallow
in an economic Catch-22, trapped be-
tween its own high costs and the im-
practicality of spreading its overhead
costs over a large annual number of
launches, on the one hand, and the ex-
istence of European compatition —
the Ariane — and prospective expend-
able Japanese launch vehicles, on the
other.

The Defense Department is return-
ing to primary dependence on ex-
pendable launch vehicles in recogni-
uon of the fragility and high costs of
the shuttle system. Should NASA fol-
low suit?

The vaunted advantages of human
crews In space vehicles, derived
from a romantic vision of human
space flight, have nat been suffi-
ciently subjected to critical assess-
ment. Are they immune to full discus-
sion?

“*Manufacturing in space™ is one of
the principal justifications that has
been cited by President Reagan and
otiers of like mind for development
of a space station or a system of space

m

stations. Yet the cost of such develop-
ments 1s wildly incommensurate with
the state of knowledge of the useful
manufacture of specialized pharma-
ceuticals, crystals, etc. in a space sta-
tion.

' The basic research on such possi-
bilities is still embroyonic and can,
insofar as it is promising, be profit-
ably pursued in the shuttle itself or in
a much more modest space labora-
tory as exemplified by the recently
launched Soviet Mir. Why is the
United States rejecting such an ap-
proach?

Even before the Challenger disas-
ter, well-founded scientific and utili-
tarian uses of space technology wers
suffering severely because of NASA's
overriding emphasis on manned
fiight. Now they are at a standstil] for
an indefimte period of ume. Mearn-
while, such Soviet, Western Euro-
p2an and Jzpansse programs are
going forward and continuing to
erode the United Siates’ jeadersiupin
tne truiy durable products of space
expioration and research. Isn't this a
matter of nauonal concemn?

These 1ssues are, 1n my view, far
more worthy of high-lavel attention
than those currently occupying the:
Natiopal Commission on Space.





