Wanted: Retired space shuttles

Sites clamor for one of two unpromised orbiters while KSC seems more relaxed
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Space Shuttle Enterprise, a test craft that never launched into space, sits in the James S. McDonnell Space Hangar at the Steven F. Udvar-Hazy Center, an annex to the National Air and Space Museum in Washington, D.C. The museum has already been promised one of the three remaining orbiters to put on display. (Photo by Dane Penland, National Air and Space Muse)

On April 15, hundreds of New Yorkers donning space suits took the subway from Grand Central to Times Square -- a line known as the shuttle -- where they joined political leaders in an attention-getting push to get a retired space shuttle orbiter for the Intrepid Sea, Air & Space Museum.

Publicity stunts, a petition boasting almost 86,000 signatures and a special website are all about securing one of two coveted, soon-to-be-retired shuttles for the Intrepid, a decommissioned aircraft carrier moored in New York Harbor that draws more than 750,000 annual visitors.

The Intrepid is among about 20 sites across the country that have been expressing varying degrees of interest in acquiring either the Atlantis or Endeavour orbiters since NASA announced the competition in December 2008. (The third member of the fleet, Discovery, has been promised to the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum in Washington. A branch of the museum, the Udvar-Hazy Center, already has the test orbiter Enterprise. 
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Most of the top contenders are making very public attempts in their efforts. The National Museum of the U.S. Air Force in Dayton, Ohio, has a Web site complete with digital plans on where it would house the shuttle, estimated costs and letters of support.

So does Johnson Space Center in Houston. The Air And Space Museum & Planetarium in Tulsa, Okla., has architectural renderings of a new building to house the spaceship and a slick "Land the Shuttle" campaign and Web site.

There are Facebook pages and Twitter sites, community initiatives and astronaut endorsements.

The approach at Kennedy Space Center, inarguably the nexus of the space shuttle program, is decidedly more low key -- and that, in its own way, has gotten the attention of some community and tourism leaders.

If a retired shuttle orbiter is displayed in the county, it would most likely be somewhere within the Kennedy Space Center Visitor Complex. Bill Moore, COO of the company that manages the visitor center, said Delaware North has submitted its proposal to NASA.

The company has all of the funding in place -- NASA is requiring $28.8 million for whomever ends up housing a shuttle orbiter -- and is excited about the plans that are in place so far.

The brouhaha behind getting a shuttle is not what's important, Moore said.

"I think we've been active earlier than most folks were, and I think there's just a style difference in how you do that," he said.

"We don't need a Facebook page; it's just historical lore. One can certainly say that the Kennedy Space Center is the home of the space shuttle program, and other areas may not have that built-in advantage."

The visitor center's approach is so low-key, it seems, that few know much about it. Moore has denied requests for a copy of the proposal, saying it's proprietary information.

"I expressed a concern that there doesn't seem to be a big push," said Tom Williamson, general manager of the Marriott Courtyard and the Hampton Inn in Cocoa Beach and the president of the Cocoa Beach Area Hotel & Lodging Association.

"It seems unbelievable to me that the place that launched every shuttle would not be the home of one of the shuttles that has flown, but you seem to see more out there about other places trying to obtain one than we are."

Williamson said the assumption can't be made that just because we're the home of the shuttle, that we will get one.

"I think we're resting on our laurels, and we just assume that we're going to get one," he said. "And rightfully so, but I don't know if people understand that it's not a shoo-in."

Rob Varley, executive director of the Space Coast Office of Tourism, said the "low-key" approach isn't the way to go, especially when other cities have been so active.

"I don't understand why we can't get basic information; no one seems to be doing anything, and that's what's kind of upsetting," he said.

But Andrea Farmer, spokeswoman for NASA, said the information is proprietary because of the intense competition out there.

"There are details that are very near and dear to us," she said.

There's no deadline for deciding where the shuttles should go, although an announcement could come as soon as this summer. NASA Administrator Charles Bolden, who flew four shuttle missions, will make the final call. NASA would send each orbiter to its exhibition spot between July 2011 and December 2011.

NASA's goal is to find locations at educational or scientific institutions where the shuttle exhibit would inspire students, in particular. Communities were invited to describe how they would enhance the exhibit beyond simply displaying the spacecraft.

John Logsdon, a member of the NASA Advisory Council and former director for the Space Policy Institute now serving as professor emeritus at George Washington University, said NASA is looking for locations that provide easy access for the most number of people.

And, most importantly, NASA wants stability and durability in the host institution.

"There will be a Smithsonian Institution in 500 years," he said in an e-mail. "Will there be a KSC Visitors Center, or a KSC, for that matter?"

Why anywhere else?

New York City's efforts have been perhaps the most publicized.

In a March 23 news conference, New York Democratic Sen. Chuck Schumer said the shuttle would get more exposure in New York City than it would anywhere else.

"It's time to ramp up the fight to bring this spacecraft to land where it belongs -- on the Intrepid in the heart of the Big Apple," he said during the conference. The Intrepid was used for years as a recovery vehicle for NASA spacecraft.

Still, New York and some the others seeking a shuttle are light years from Brevard County in terms of their space-related history, and the thought of having an orbiter such places is laughable, according to Varley.

"Nobody cares about seeing a shuttle on a stupid aircraft carrier in New York City; that's the dumbest idea I've ever heard of," he said. "And there's no connection between Tulsa and the shuttle. We need to stand up to these crazies. Why don't we move the Statue of Liberty down here? New York and Tulsa has nothing to do with this; that's just a joke as far as I'm concerned."

It's no joke to Jim Bridenstine, the executive director of Tulsa's Air and Space Museum & Planetarium. He said Tulsa has played a significant role in the space program.

"The city of Tulsa has a long history of supporting NASA's Space Agenda," he said in an e-mail. "Tulsa created the Delta program that launched America's first communications satellites into space."

The city is also home to companies that have built and repaired large airplane and shuttle parts, such as NORDAM and Spirit Aerosystems.

But Varley said that the shuttle displayed somewhere lacking a space legacy as rich as Brevard's will be "just a tourist attraction."

"For us, it represents our legacy, it represents the blood, sweat and tears of people who lived here on the space shuttle, the astronauts that died," he said. "In our mind, it would be a real travesty to not have the shuttle remain here. It would be just a slap in the face."

Organizers in Houston might say the same thing.

The Houston area, nicknamed Space City, USA, is home to NASA astronauts and their families. Having a shuttle on display there also would serve as a memorial to the 14 people who died in the Challenger and Columbia disasters, officials said.

The Manned Space Flight Education Foundation and the Bay Area Houston Economic Partnership have joined forces in planning an orbiter exhibit at Space Center Houston, visited by hundreds of thousands each year.

"We're the home of human spaceflight," said Rep. Pete Olson, R-Texas, who has a picture of the shuttle Atlantis on his BlackBerry. "If one place in America deserves an orbiter, it's there."

All of the suitors talk about the effect on their tourist trades.

Moore from the KSC Visitor Center said there would be other, broader benefits, as well, starting with jobs created by construction of a building for the shuttle.

"It will have a trickle-down effect," Moore said. "It will generate a nice boost to the economy, and once that visitation starts to grow, those folks will not only spend time with us, but they'll have lunch or dinner in the area, and stay with us and participate in other activities in the county as well."

Varley said that local lawmakers need to be more visible in their efforts to bring a shuttle to Brevard, because once a decision is made, he believes it may ultimately be a political one.

"Let's face it, the Democrats are the ones in power right now, so they're the ones that can make things happen," he said. "We need a team that's led by the political leadership of the community; it's a matter of getting the right players together."

During a Tourism Development Council board meeting Wednesday, Varley made a motion to appoint Brevard County Commissioner Robin Fisher, a Democrat who sits on the board, to lead the "Bring the Shuttle Home" campaign, which would focus on getting Atlantis for Kennedy Space Center.

Board members even joked that they should lock the Vehicle Assembly Building at KSC, where the shuttle is fitted with its solid rocket boosters.

"I think it's really time to rattle our saber and make some noise," Varley said. "Atlantis is home. Let's keep it home."

He also proposed bumper stickers making the same statement.

Fisher, who led a recent "Save Space" rally in Cocoa in April, agreed to take on the task. He said getting a shuttle would not just be for the county, but "for the state."

"It's interesting politically how (this battle) is going to shake up," he said.

Other local lawmakers from both parties have already joined in on the efforts.

Although some have been actively trying to extend the shuttle program, they are hoping that the county does get a shuttle when it retires, but they say the later, the better.

If the fleet isn't extended, they say they have already shown ample support for the county to obtain an orbiter.

Congressman Bill Posey, R-Rockledge, who believes the shuttle fleet should continue to fly, wrote a letter in December with U.S. Rep Suzanne Kosmas, D- New Smyrna Beach, and U.S. Sen. George LeMieux, R-Fla., requesting that KSC be allowed to keep a retired orbiter. Every member of the Florida congressional delegation also signed the letter, said George Cecal, Posey's press secretary.

In the letter, Kosmas called Kennedy Space Center a "world-class center" that offers "authenticity that other sites simply cannot replicate."

Senator Bill Nelson, D-Fla., who flew on the shuttle Columbia in 1986, said that Kennedy Space Center is a no-brainer.

"One of the shuttles will have to go to KSC," he said. "Where else would you put the shuttle? It belongs there, with all the other ships that have borne so many of our brave men and women explorers."

FLORIDA TODAY staff writer Bart Jansen contributed from Washington, D.C. Contact Best at 242-3784 or kbest@floridatoday.com.
