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In the wake of the Columbia tragedy, it is time for Americans to reevaluate the direction of our human spaceflight effort. Since the end of the Apollo era, our manned space program has drifted from one poorly conceived project to the next. Touted as the answer to the expense of launching humans and equipment into Earth orbit, a full generation of Space Shuttle operations has failed to appreciably reduce launch costs. The International Space Station has become the symbol of a space program that is literally going around in circles. It has been sold as a laboratory in which we will hone the skills that we’ll need to take us farther into space. Yet, few of the experiments aboard ISS will help to provide us with a human interplanetary capability and the program had become so mismanaged, even before the Columbia tragedy, that there aren’t enough astronauts on board to conduct any meaningful research. Now these sad histories are about to be repeated with the planned Orbital Space Plane, whose projected price tag is already ballooning. But our human space program has not fallen short because of a lack of funds. It suffers from a lack of vision and direction. That’s why NASA accomplished much more in its first decade of existence than in has in all the decades since we last walked on the Moon. Without clearly focused goals to reign in the current management pathologies at NASA, our astronauts will continue to risk their lives for questionable rewards.

America was built by pioneers, risk takers and courageous immigrants (like my grandparents) who understood that the promise of setting sail for new horizons was far greater than that of staying within sight of familiar shores. Americans deserve a space program that aspires to do nothing less than explore new worlds in the search for life, knowledge about the universe and knowledge about how to better care for our own planet. One goal that can clearly fill all these needs is a long-term program of human Mars exploration. This effort will not be easy but we now know that we can meet this challenge without any significant changes in the current NASA budget. As one of your constituents, I would be very pleased to discuss these issues with you at your local office. I look forward to meeting you. 

Regards,

[Your Name]

