
of crew capsules to sit atop the rockets that many of the companies 
are already developing to ferry cargo to the International Space
Station. One of the main contenders, SpaceX of Hawthorne, Cali-
fornia, says that it can produce a seven-seat capsule for its Falcon 
rocket in three years. The company estimates the cost of trips to the 
station at $20 million — a bargain compared with the $50 million 
the United States now pays Russia for rides in its Soyuz capsules, 
and compared with the roughly $100 million it costs to put an astro-
naut up on the shuttle.

This is a high-risk strategy for NASA, and the agency will undoubt-
edly face sharp questions about it in Congress. It is not known 
whether these private companies can build capsules to the strict 
standards required for human space-flight in such a short time. It is 
even less clear whether a space-flight market really exists beyond the 
US government — and if so, whether it is large enough to push down 
the cost of rocket launches.

A cautionary tale can be found in the Atlas and Delta rockets 
that are used to launch most science missions. The current versions 
of these rockets were developed in the early 1990s when the US
military, needing a way to launch reconnaissance and communica-
tions satellites, offered incentives that are similar to the ones NASA is 
now planning. The programme was initially successful — Atlas and 
Delta rockets were the cheapest and most reliable around. And their 
manufacturers were happy to offer a discount because they were 
betting on an emerging commercial market for satellite communi-
cations, exemplified by companies such as Iridium and Globalstar. 

But ground-based cellular phone networks got to the marketplace 
first. Iridium and Globalstar folded. And with only NASA and the 
military as customers, prices for Delta and Atlas rockets have since 
gone up.

Optimists, however, prefer to use a different example — one from 
1925, when Congress authorized the US post office to use private 
air companies to carry the mail. Several of the companies that were 
formed to take advantage of that opportunity have since evolved into 
today’s commercial airlines.

If commercial space-flight turns out to work like the airlines and 
not satellite communications, this high-risk strategy could have a high 
pay-off — not least for space science. The cancellation of Constella-
tion has already made room in the NASA budget for an 11% boost 
to space science, mostly in Earth-observation programmes, such as 
the replacement Orbiting Carbon Observatory for monitoring global 
carbon dioxide levels. Soon, regular commercial flights could make it 
not only cheaper to send experiments into space, but easier for scien-
tists to go up and perform their experiments in person (see page 716). 
And eventually, a fleet of capable commercial rockets could make it 
cheaper, and therefore more common, for scientists to send telescopes 
into orbit and to deploy robot probes into the Solar System.

Bolden and the Obama administration deserve credit for
striking out in a different direction. This was a risk that had to be 
taken: NASA’s old way of doing business — building hugely expensive 
government-owned rockets for government use only — was going 
nowhere fast, least of all the Moon. ■

A framework for success
The time is ripe for Europe’s scientists to lobby for 

community-wide infrastructure funding.

M
odern biomedical research depends on free access to an 
ever-expanding list of online data repositories such as 
GenBank and the Protein Data Bank. These increasingly 

expensive bioinfrastructures need stable and continuous funding — 
the problem lies in getting agencies to provide the cash.

This is a particular challenge in the European Union (EU), where 
the natural caretaker of such widely shared infrastructures is the EU’s 
executive body, the European Commission. But the EU has always 
been adamant that this is not the commission’s job — it asserts that 
the responsibility lies instead with the individual member states.

In an effort to achieve at least some coordination, the commission 
last August launched the European Research Infrastructure Con-
sortium (ERIC). This legal framework aims to make it easier for a 
group of EU member states to band together to pay for a particular 
piece of research infrastructure without getting tied up by their local 
legal requirements. The first in line for ERIC status is the Biobanking 
and Biomolecular Resources Research Infrastructure, which has its 
executive offices at the University of Turku in Finland.

Although the ERIC concept is extremely helpful, it is not with-
out its own dangers. ERIC-fatigue, for example, could easily set in 
among member states that, having paid for several ERICs, may not 

want to sign up to any more. And individual countries in a consor-
tium could cause upset years down the line by baulking at necessary 
expansion plans.

Sitting above its member states’ national interests, the commission 
remains the logical caretaker for EU-wide research infrastructure. 
And now is the time to change the EU’s mind about its role. Negotia-
tions are just beginning on the shape of the Eighth Framework Pro-
gramme on research (FP8), the EU’s next multibillion-euro funding 
programme, due to launch in 2014 (see page 722). Experts say that it 
should be possible to have a dedicated budget line for infrastructure 
in FP8 — if scientists aggressively and systematically help to make 
the case for it.

This may not come naturally to them. Even more than their US 
colleagues, European researchers tend to regard the idea of lobbying 
with distaste. But that attitude is beginning to change. Last year, for 
example, ten biomedical infrastructures — including Infrafrontier, 
which phenotypes and archives mouse strains, and the European 
Clinical Research Infrastructures Network — took the unusual step 
of hiring a small science-oriented public-relations company in Brus-
sels to help represent their collective interests to the power brokers in 
the EU, including the parliament and the council. The infrastructure 
group has not yet pushed the FP8 option specifically, but it should do 
so — and other researchers should join it.

As the EU’s central administration has become more powerful, lob-
bying activities in Brussels have grown. Lobbyists from other sectors 
— including the anti-science faction — have no scruples about fight-
ing to win. Those who stay out of the rough-and-tumble will lose. ■
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