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NASA plan grounds devices for telescope
Two Colorado-built Hubble aids won’t fly
By Greg Griffin 

Inside NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center in 
Greenbelt, Md., are two Colorado-built devices that 
could give scientists a deeper look into the universe and 
extend the life of the Hubble Space Telescope. 

But the equipment, a panoramic camera and 
spectrograph worth an estimated $170 million, probably 
never will see the cosmos.

When NASA last month canceled the final servicing 
mission to the Hubble, it grounded the two instruments 
built by Broomfield-based Ball Aerospace & 
Technologies Corp.

The equipment would have kept 
the telescope, which is orbiting 375 
miles above the Earth, running until 
2011. Without the replacements, 
Hubble is expected to go dark by 2008.

“We’re dooming it to an early 
death,” said Rep. Mark Udall, D-
Colo., who wants NASA to fly the 
mission. “It’s like the old adage. 
We’re being penny wise and pound 
foolish.”

NASA officials said they based the 
decision on concerns over the safety 
of the space shuttle crew in the wake 
of the 2003 Columbia disaster. 
They’ve agreed to review the issue, 
though few observers expect them to 
reverse course.

Unlike missions to the 
international space station, which will 
resume as early as next year, trips to Hubble offer no 
refuge for astronauts if the shuttle is damaged during 
launch or flight, according to NASA.

Ball has built more than $500 million worth of highly 
sensitive optical equipment for Hubble. Hundreds of 
Ball’s 2,600 workers in Boulder, Broomfield and 
Westminster have worked on the Hubble program.

Ball already received payment for the instruments 
and has moved on to other projects. But it’s a bitter end 
to the company’s long Hubble legacy, which included 
building equipment that saved the flawed telescope in 
1993.

“We’re disappointed in not being able to see the 
instruments fly,” said Carol Lane, Ball’s top executive 
in Washington. “From a business standpoint, we’ve 
delivered the hardware, and we’ll support whatever 
the decision is.”

The company is now developing equipment for 
Hubble’s successor, the $1.6 billion James Webb Space 
Telescope. Ball’s contract to build the device’s mirror 

panels is worth about $200 
million.

The Hubble cancellation has 
angered many scientists and some 
politicians who say the telescope’s 
sometimes stunning contributions 
to space physics should continue.

“We’re very depressed, because 
we and Ball built a $60 million 
instrument and it’s just going to 
sit in storage somewhere if we 
don’t do something about it,” said 
University of Colorado professor 
Michael Shull, chair of the 
astrophysics and planetary 
sciences department.

The university designed one of 
the instruments that won’t fly, the 
Cosmic Origins Spectrograph, a 

phone-booth-sized device that would have improved 
Hubble’s ultraviolet vision by a factor of 20.

Instead of hiring more researchers to manage the 
instrument and study its findings, CU will lay off five 
to six scientists in the next few months.

The Hubble decision came shortly after President 
Bush unveiled a new direction for NASA that focuses 
on manned missions to the moon and Mars.

NASA

The Hubble telescope floats above 
Earth, bearing devices made by 
Broomfield-based Ball Aerospace & 
Technologies Corp. But the two latest 
devices Ball built won’t be flown to the 
telescope because of a NASA policy 
shift saying the trip is too dangerous. 



The plan could cost hundreds of billions of dollars. 
Each shuttle mission costs several hundred million 
dollars.

Udall, a member of the U.S. House Science Committee 
whose district includes Ball and CU, said he is working 
on a resolution supporting another Hubble mission.

The safety considerations that reportedly grounded 
Hubble don’t justify killing the program, he said.

“A Hubble mission is no more dangerous than a 
mission to the space station,” he said. “If we’re afraid to 
fly to Hubble, what does that say about these proposed 
missions to the moon and Mars?”

A more likely outcome than changing NASA’s decision 
would be for the scientific instruments on the two Ball-
built cameras to launch on a non-Hubble mission.

Shull of CU said NASA has indicated that equipment 
from the Cosmic Origins Spectrograph could become 
part of other missions. The instruments could either be 
reconfigured as stand-alone spacecraft or be integrated 
into other scientific projects, he said.

“If the shuttle doesn’t visit Hubble again, we have to 
find a way to do the science that we want to do,” Shull 
said. “But finishing the Hubble mission would be our 
preferred choice.”
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