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Wars program. The “Timberwind” nuclear-powered rocket was developed then to 
loft heavy Star Wars equipment into space and also for trips to Mars. Most recently, 
Project Prometheus to build nuclear-powered rockets was begun by NASA in 2003, 
but ended in 2006, the cancellation referred to in the Space News editorial. 

Obama’s choice to head NASA, Charles Bolden, favors nuclear-powered 
rockets—but he acknowledges public resistance. In a recent presentation before the 
Council on Foreign Relations, he opened the door to having a nuclear-powered rocket 
launched conventionally and moving in space with nuclear power. 

Bolden, a former astronaut and U.S. Marine Corps major general, spoke in the May 
24th address, of work by another ex-astronaut, Franklin Chang-Diaz, on a nuclear-
propelled rocket. “Chang-Diaz is developing what’s called a VASIMIR rocket,” said 
Bolden. “It’s an ion engine, very gentle impulse that just pushes you forever, constantly 
accelerating. And this, theoretically, is something that would enable us to go from 
Earth to Mars in a matter of some time significantly less than it takes us now.” 

But, he said, “Most people…in the United States are never going to agree to al-
low nuclear rockets to launch 
things from Earth.” Yet “once 
you get into space, you know, 
if we can convince people that 
we can contain it and not put 
masses of people in jeopardy, 
nuclear propulsion for in-space 
propulsion” would enable a 
faster trip to Mars. He said, 
“You don’t want to have to take 
eight months to go from Earth 
orbit to Mars.” 

Having nuclear power sys-
tems only activated once up in 
space was a system followed 
by the Soviet Union—because 
of it having suffered many 
launch pad explosions. Still, the 
scheme wasn’t accident-free. 
The worst Soviet space nuclear 
device accident involved its 
Cosmos 954 reconnaissance 
satellite. Its on-board nuclear 
reactor was only activated after 
launch when the reactor was 
in orbit. But then there was a 
malfunction causing Cosmos 954 to tumble out of control and hurtle back to Earth, 
breaking up and spreading hotly radioactive debris over 124,000 square miles of the 
Northwest Territories of Canada. 

President Obama, in a speech on “Space Exploration in the 2lst Century” given 
April 15 at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center, didn’t mention nuclear-powered rockets 
(not even those that would only be activated after launch). He did announce that 
“we will invest more than $3 billion to conduct research on an advanced heavy lift 
rocket—a vehicle to efficiently send into orbit the crew capsules, propulsion systems 
and large quantities of supplies needed to reach deep space. In developing this new 
vehicle, we will not only look at revising or modifying older models; we want to look 
at new designs, new materials, new technologies that will transform not just where we 
can go but what we can do when we get there. And we will finalize a rocket design 
no later than 2015 and then begin to build it.” 

“At the same time, after decades of neglect, we will increase investment—right 
away—in other groundbreaking technologies that will allow astronauts to reach space 
sooner and more often, to travel farther and faster,” he said. 

“How do we supply spacecraft with energy needed for these far-reaching journeys? 
These are questions that we can answer and will answer? And these are the questions 
whose answers no doubt will reap untold benefits right here on Earth.” 

“And by 2025,” Obama said, “we expect new spacecraft designed for long jour-
neys to allow us to begin the first-ever crewed missions beyond the Moon into deep 
space. So we’ll start—we’ll start by sending astronauts to an asteroid for the first time 
in history. By the mid-2030s, I believe we can send humans to orbit Mars.” 

“I want to repeat this,” Obama asserted. “Critical to deep space exploration will 
be the development of breakthrough propulsion systems and other advanced tech-
nologies.” 

With Obama on the platform was U.S. Senator Bill Nelson of Florida—whom 
he introduced at the start of his speech. Nelson in 1986 was a passenger on the space 
shuttle (before the 1986 Challenger disaster ended the shuttle passenger program) 
and he is a member of the Senate Science and Transportation Committee. Although 
Obama was not specific on the kind of spacecraft he envisioned for trips to Mars, later 
that day on “Hardball With Chris Matthews” on MSNBC, Nelson was—and it was 
Chang-Diaz’s nuclear rocket. “One of my crewmates,” said Nelson, speaking of former 
astronaut Chang-Diaz who was with him on the 1986 shuttle flight, “is developing a 

plasma rocket that would take 
us to Mars in 39 days.” 

The object of Adminis-
trator Bolden and Senator 
Nelson’s technical affections, 
Chang-Diaz, a Costa Rican-
native, the first naturalized 
U.S. citizen to become a U.S. 
astronaut, founded the Ad As-
tra Rocket Company after retir-
ing from NASA in 2005. He is 
its president and CEO. In an 
interview with Seed.com last 
year, he said the engine for his 
VASIMIR (for Variable Spe-
cific Impulse Magnetoplasma 
Rocket) could work with solar 
power. The engine uses plasma 
gas heated by electric current to 
extremely high temperatures. 

But larger versions are 
needed for space travel and 
they require nuclear power, 
said Chang-Diaz. “What we 
really need is nuclear power 
to generate electricity in space. 

If we don’t develop it, we might as well quit, because we’re not going to go very 
far. Nuclear power is central to any robust and realistic human exploration of space. 
People don’t really talk about this at NASA. Everybody is still avoiding facing this 
because of widespread anti-nuclear sentiment.” 

“People have fears of nuclear power in space,” continued Chang-Diaz, “but it’s 
a fear that isn’t really based on any organized and clear assessment of the true risks 
and costs.” 

Comments Bruce Gagnon, coordinator of the Global Network Against Weapons 
& Nuclear Power in Space: “Despite claims that ‘new’ and innovative technologies 
are under development at NASA, the story remains much the same — push nuclear 
power applications for future space missions. Obama is proving to be a major propo-
nent of expansion of nuclear power — both here on Earth and in space. His ‘trip to an 
asteroid and missions to Mars’ plan appears to be about reviving the role of nuclear 
power in space. The nuclear industry must be cheering.” 

Karl Grossman
Sag Harbor, New York
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Pax Americana and 
the Weaponization of 

Space 
Winner of “Best Documenta-
ry” at the Whistler Film Festi-

val (BC, Canada)

“CHILLING! THIS IS NOT-
SCIENCE-FICTION!”

Premiere

“PAX AMERICANA IS A 
SPECTACULAR DOCUMENTARY 
BASED ON A POWERFUL INVES-
TIGATION! DENIS DELESTRAC 

WINS HIS BET!”
Telerama

“SCARY!”
L’Express

“A FASCINATING DOCUMENTA-
RY BY DENIS DELESTRAC!”

Le Monde

“A FORMIDABLE FILM!”
Le Nouvel Observateur

“AT THE FRONTIER BETWEEN 
SCIENCE-FICTION 
AND PROGRESS.”

Paris Match

“A STRONG FILM!”
Le Figaro

“WITH PAX AMERICANA THE 
FRENCH MICHAEL MOORE 

DENOUNCES AND PRO-
VOQUES.”

L’Humanité

“AN ABSOLUTELY EXCEPTION-
AL DOCUMENT!”

Conflits Actuels

“A TERRIFYING INVESTIGA-
TION! TO WATCH NOW 

WHILE WE STILL CAN!”
MSN Entertainment

Currently playing throughout 
Europe and Canada. Scheduled 
for showing during Keep Space for 
Peace Week (October 2-9) in Spain, 
Chile, Uruguay, and Argentina. 
U.S. distribution should also be 
in time for Keep Space for Peace 
Week.To see the film trailer check 
out www.pax-americana.com 


