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NASA Funding Competition Sparks 
Rival Plans for Two New Rockets
Alliant Techsystems, Orbital Sciences 
Vie to Replace Boeing's Delta II Rockets

By ANDY PASZTOR
January 21, 2008 5:06 a.m.

LOS ANGELES -- Federal subsidies to promote commercial space
ventures are prompting two midsize aerospace contractors, Alliant
Techsystems Inc. and Orbital Sciences Corp., to pursue rival efforts to
develop the first new, multipurpose U.S. rockets since the mid-1980s.

In what is shaping up as an intense competition, Alliant, based in Edina.
Minn., and Orbital, based in Dulles, Va., are taking sharply different
paths to develop the next-generation rockets, envisioned partly to
replace the venerable family of Delta II rockets created by Boeing Co.
Alliant seems determined to highlight its mature technology and
piggyback its investment on National Aeronautics and Space
Administration dollars, while Orbital appears more willing to try novel
approaches and push ahead without direct government assistance.

Designed to initially take cargo to the International Space Station after
the start of the next decade, the proposed launchers also are intended to
boost scientific, defense and perhaps commercial satellites of 6,000
pounds or more into high-earth orbit. The two projects are leading a
short list of teams vying for $175 million in NASA funding, according
to industry officials familiar with the details.

Four teams of finalists are scheduled to be released by NASA early next
month, and agency officials so far have declined to comment further.
Only one winning proposal is likely to be funded, industry officials said.

The maneuvering comes amid increasing budget and technical hurdles
facing NASA's plans to return to the moon. The separate development
by NASA and Alliant of the Ares rocket, intended to blast astronauts
into lunar missions, has run up against potentially severe vibration
problems. At the same time, NASA officials privately are expressing
growing concerns about budget constraints and the likelihood that
development of a new lunar rocket and manned capsule will stretch
beyond the current 2014 timetable.

Alliant later Monday is expected to announce a partnership with
Lockheed Martin Corp. and a fledgling space venture, PlanetSpace of
Chicago, to develop a new rocket and ground support at a cost of about
$500 million. But without swift and direct NASA funding, Alliant
"would absolutely want to pause and reassess" those plans, according to
Joel Crook, the company's program manager. Technically, PlanetSpace
will be the prime contractor. But Alliant is in charge of the rocket's first
stage, based on a scaled-down version of the solid rocket boosters used
on the space shuttle, and also has developed the engine for the third
stage. Intended to blast off from Florida's Cape Canaveral and carry
more than six tons of cargo to the Space Station, the proposed launcher
also has the backing of a government-industry consortium promoting
space projects in that state.

By contrast, Orbital Sciences, which appears to be at an earlier
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development phase, announced its plans for a new rocket months ago,
before the possibility of NASA funding was clear. By keeping fixed
costs low and "having a lean production and launch site" operation,
according to Orbital Chief Executive David Thompson, the company
projects lower launch costs than its rivals. Developments expenses are
projected to be around $130 million. "We intend to develop this with
our own money," said an Orbital spokesman, but the company won't
commit fully to the project without having "a very strong likelihood of
launch contracts in hand."

Orbital and Alliant are competing for funding to launch demonstration
flights. The ultimate goal is to provide commercial cargo delivery to and
from the Space Station. Space Exploration Technologies Corp., a startup
based in El Segundo, Calif., previously received NASA funding for its
proposed cargo rocket.

The space shuttle is scheduled to be retired in 2010, leaving a gap of at least four years during which the U.S. would have
to depend on Russian or European space systems to reach the Space Station. Even if Congress approves all of NASA's
funding requests, agency chief Michael Griffin has said that in the current round of space exploration, U.S. astronauts may
end up following manned missions the moon launched by China, India, Russia or other nations.

In the face of such worries, NASA continues to push commercial space projects. But the agency appears to be moving
away from its initial concept of identifying and subsidizing entrepreneurs or startups as primary engines of technology
change. Instead, industry officials said, the focus has shifted to helping finance established aerospace suppliers with the
hope of eventually developing breakthrough systems and technologies. Both Orbital and Alliant have to convince NASA
they can raise private capital, and that their business plans for the new rockets aren't entirely dependent on federal dollars.

Referring to NASA's unsuccessful bid last year to kick-start a rocket project proposed by startup Rocketplane Kistler Inc.,
Al Simpson, a veteran Lockheed Martin space official, last week said agency officials "can't afford another failure."
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