The May, 2016, NSSPASA Report
Meeting times and locations: Our June and July meetings will be at The Liberty One Food Court. The June meeting will be on Saturday, June 11, while the July meeting will be on Sunday, July 10. We have no events scheduled in these two months.

We had a well attended meeting with several of our regular attendees taking care of other matters. If you have attended the I.S.D.C. in Puerto Rico you probably met Dennis Pearson the Region & Organizer. 
Larry, our webmaster, brought the latest statistics and updates on our websites and the code that he wrote to make the website more attractive. To see what he has done visit our website(s) and check with him on how he created things like “time awareness” as part of the sites customer utility. He has also included some astronomical data on phases of the Moon.

Dorothy gave us the latest brochure on The Baltimore Science Fiction Convention, the 50th, and what will have happened there. About a quarter of our members will attend this great combination of fiction, fantasy, and, hard science. The convention has drawn on the many science and technology organizations in the Washington D.C. area with guests from around the globe. George R.R. Martin is the Guest of Honor overall, and Kim Stanley Robinson is there as The 2016 Robert Heinlein Award winner. There is over 400 hours of activities this year. Dorothy also brought material on The Baltimore Science Museum and its’ schedule of movies and events including several Star Trek movies starting June 5th. And there was also a schedule for the Goddard Visitors center with an inclement weather warning: the center will be closed if the Goddard Space Flight Center is closed. For more go to goddard-visitor-center-program@lists.nasa.gov. 
Hank, who planned to be at Balticon, noted that A world Con and a NASFIC can occur on the North American continent at the same time. Hopefully I have got this right finally. The meeting of P.S.F.S., the local science fiction organization, he was going to report on was moved and he will report on there activity and what’s coming for Philcon this fall.  He pointed out that we may have a N.A.S.F.I.C. here next year:  this could happen in Valley Forge in the Sheraton there. This is a very nice location next to the Valley Forge Park. There is upscale shopping at nearby King of Prussia, and, access to the Main Line and Regional Rail there. Hank has plans for 2017: he has a membership for the World Con in Finland! This would really be very cool if it happens for him.
Mitch talked about a number of areas and suggested that P.S.F.S. get a table for next years’ Science Festival and Carnival. There is a charge, if the non-profit organization does not perform some worthwhile educational outreach in the Philadelphia area. He brought the Summer issue of Ad Astra for several members and the May issue of The Smithsonian magazine which covered a number of space reports including on Bigalow Aerospaces ideas for  a space hotel and other structures, and eventually moving beyond orbit and going to the Moon and Mars with them. And N.A.S.As. Grand Plan for space exploration. And “Next Stop: Mars”. Mitch also reported more on our very successful outreach events in April, culimating in the Science Carnival activities on The Grand Plaza site. It should be noted that although we did participate in several events we were only a part of the much grander Festival that was held in Philadelphia throughout the week in late April. There are plans to hold the event next year and it would be great if we are invited again. I suspect that Mitch will be very happy to see that we are included (he did all the work to make this happen for us).
Janice brought a new issue of Science, April 8, with a rather long and precise title: “Observational Constraints on Mixed Phase Clouds Imply Higher Climate Sensitivity”. The clouds can cause a 2 to 13 degree variation in the ground temperature. This factor has not been factored into the climate change studies. The temperature measurements are from satellite data (and other sources I suspect).
Wallace visited RavenCon this year and plans to attend the Science Carnival instead next year. He recommends: “Space Shuttle Columbia : Mission of Hope”  and the story of the Torah that was taken on the mission by astronaut Ilan_Ramon. All was lost in the Columbia disaster.

Earl brought a number of reports and material on several topics: one area in particular was of interest to our members: there is a plan to send probes to Alpha Centauri and beyond. As mentioned last month a Russian billionaire, Yuri Milner, is planning to finance part of the effort with  $100 million dollar as seed funding. The whole project will cost billions of dollars and take several decades to work: one of the reporters on this, Tariq Malik (Managing editor, Space.com) reported that the “Star Shot Probe” would only take 20 years to reach the Alpha Centauri system. His report includes comments by one of the advocates of this effort, Stephen Hawking, “The Limit that confronts us now is the great void between us and the stars, but now we can transcend it”. This report includes Milners’ comment that the craft, could be accelerated to 20 percent of the speed of light, which could let it reach Alpha Centauri in the time indicated. This report mentions that “the target body, a wafer size chip, would be attached to a super thin sail. Another report from Space. Com discusses the uses of the early engineering test units to be used as “intra- stellar” (between the stars) exploration devices and outer (and inner?) planet probes. The “outer planets” would actually be the moons of the giant planets Jupiter and Saturn. Imagine a swarm of probes, ala N.A.S.As  1990 studies and onward, of small interdependent probes that could collect data over a large area of a target. Since they will be mass produced, like semiconductor systems, and they are of very low mass, a relatively modest launching device could push them toward various “local” targets. Pluto could be a test case for a fast transit probe(less than a year say) when the lasers are prototyped. If the launch covered a distance of ten billion miles we would have to push the craft to 317 miles a second (I assume a trivial acceleration time, per this and other related articles speculations) and we could get a lot of back ground data about Pluto. And the probes would keep going into the Kuiper Belt and beyond. We would get good practice with this effort in the next decade. Since we are building systems that will be integrated from various places there will be a need for some organization to be set up, or substantial beefing up of an existing one, to run this. I think Yuri and the other backers could do worse than use proven groups to study and learn from for the effort. Some of the people from The old World Space Foundation could be consulted on what can become problems during development as well as those organizations that have done successful launches in the last two decades. If you go to Space .com you will find more on the recent efforts to get this project going. Maybe with the backing of Mr. Milner “we” will get something done this time. I will write a background article on the subject of Solar Sail projects separately.

In other areas: From N.A.S.A Tech Briefs for May: “R.F. Source Modifications to Improve Performance of an lector Negative Thruster” by a team from Georgia Tech for the Marshall Space Flight Center. The technique they developed increases the efficiency of the ionization part of the engine and this improve the overall performance of the engine. There improvement cuts the energy cost of the system which is a different version of the Ion Thruster that is being talked about for Mars flights. See the article on page 20 for a better explanation and contact information on this technology (and look up the reasoning behind why an electro negative plasma thruster is desirable in general).  And recently (mid May) in the news: N.A.S.A. has announced that it will research techniques to give astronauts the ability to sleep up to two weeks at a stretch. This was announced by Principal Investigator John Bradford of Spaceworks Engineering . And a representative of Lockheed Martin was interviewed, briefly, on that companies’ plans for Mars by 2028. The women who did the presentation described the teleoperation concept that they want to implement: a base would be set up on Phobos initially to give quisi real-time control of rovers and landers without the need to put crews on the ground at first. As described we could use a surface lab for much of the analysis and even bring samples up to Phobos, for human scrutiny, if further investigation seems warranted. N.A.S.A. was not mentioned during the interview. Maybe this will be a private effort that would not require the battles in congress that has weakened many other efforts, even nearly killing the Space Station at one time, so something will go forward close to schedule. 
And India has just tested a mini shuttle of its own! Yeah!

Submitted by Earl Bennett, President, NSSPASA, KD2CYA.    
