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Scrap the space statio

s

Cancelling the intemational Space Station would make it possible

to adopt a more rational approach to space flight

T HAS taken 14 years to move from drawing-board to

launch-pad. Along the way, supporters of the International
Space Station have tried and discarded various justifications:
an orbiting factory, a demonstration of American technologi-
cal supremacy, a staging-post on the way to Mars and, most
recently, an exemplar of international co-operation in space.
With Russia’s contribution to the project fast dwindling to
nothing, the station is now losing even symbolic value. Since
it has never had much scientific value (see page 92), should it
be going ahead at all?

The answer is no. Almost the only reason for building the
space station now is to keep America’s astronauts busy. Yet,
with over $20 billion spent already, and with every likelihood
that Russia’s troubles will delay the construction schedule
again, America’s space agency, NASA, is desperate to put bits
of the space station into orbit merely to make the project seem
unstoppable. The first bit goes up next week.

Squeezing out the lemon

Even once construction has started, it will not be too late to
abandon the project. It will merely be more embarrassing.
The space station already looks like a lemon; but the delays
and cost overruns will get worse as the cash-strapped Russian
space agency squeezes more money out of NAsA, forcing
NASA to squeeze more out of Congress. Even the station’s sup-
porters are exasperated by the constant demands for more
cash; its critics reckon they are being held to ransom by the
Russians. (In the latest twist, Russian nationalists are calling
for Mir, the Russian space station, to continue in operation,
which would further reduce the chances of Russia paying to-
wards the international one.) And while bailing out the Rus-
sians will be expensive, deciding to do without them would
require even costlier redesigns and delays.
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Either way, designing, building and operating the inter-
national space station is likely to cost more than the current
best guess of $100 billion in all. And even that figure is based
on the assumption that none of the 75 launches required for
its construction goes wrong—something that is, statistically,
extremely unlikely.

So NAsA will spend the next few years defending a project
that is the very antithesis of its “faster, better, cheaper” strat-
egy, which involves placing more emphasis on blue-sky re-
search and partnerships with private enterprise, and less on
the expensive business of maintaining expensive hardware
in space. This new approach has already achieved some nota-
ble scientific successes, such as the Pathfinder mission (which
sent a robotic rover to Mars last year for a mere $266m) and
the Clementine probe (which cost $75m, and found evidence
of ice on the Moon). A programme to develop a faster, better,
cheaper replacement for the space shuttle is also under way.

The glaring odd man out is the space station, which has
steadily got later, worse, more expensive and more pointl&8s.
By draining funds from other programmes, and tying up
shuttle capacity, the space station is impeding research—and
it is exactly the sort of expensive infrastructure programme
that NAsA is supposed to be moving away from.

Abandoning the space station now would certainly be
painful. But it would save at least $30 billion, and probably
more. And it would complete NAsA’s transformation into a
leaner and more responsive organisation, better able to con-
centrate on its main objectives of research and helping to
catalyse the gradual privatisation of the space industry. Al-
ready, a bunch of pioneering private companies is waiting in
the wings to begin a new era of commercial space exploration
and exploitation. It would be a shame if, instead of looking
forward, NASA persisted with building castles in the sky.

Iraq’s defiance cannot stand

When diplomacy is exhausted, force is all that is left

SHISTORY about to repeat itself, with tragic consequences,

in Iraq? After more than seven years of cunningly exploit-
ing the ceasefire that ended the Gulf war—and the growing
divisions in the UN Security Council—Saddam Hussein looks
set to snatch another military defeat from the jaws of what
looked like a diplomatic victory in his battle over uN weap-
ons inspections in Iraq. Defiantly ending all co-operation
with Unscom, the special commission whose job it is to strip
Iraq of its weapons of mass destruction and the means of
makingor delivering them, Mr Hussein has thrown down his
biggest challenge yet to the council. But patience with him,
even among his erstwhile supporters, is all but exhausted.
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Jisarm, Mr Hussein never really
1e battle over his occupation of
ight to hang on to his weapons of
ver the past year he has used the
uncil, and the growing desire of
r an end to economic sanctions
s-as-usual, to wriggle slowly but
s and-cuffs that Unscom’s inspec-
tions had ctampea on nim. Yet his latest defiance has now
united the Security Council againsthim.

So is diplomacy, backed by Unscom’s inspections, now a
spent force? And if so, would force itself be able to contain the
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