
Space Medicine News

A Review of the Military Medical Support to NASA
By Mr. Michael Chandler, Dr. Philip Stepaniak and Mr. Marty Linde 
The National Aeronautics and Space Agency (NASA) was created in 1958.  2008 marks NASA’s 50th year of existence and several events have celebrated this milestone.  What is not as well known is that the National Aeronautics and Space Act of 1958 also authorized NASA to use the assets and resources of the Department of Defense (DoD), with their consent.  

To implement the DoD support for NASA, a charter for a new DoD organization was developed in 1958.  Included in this charter was the ability of this organization to work outside of the normal military chain-of-command so they could work issues and coordinate efficiently.  On the NASA side, this organization provided them a one-stop-shop to request support from the DoD.  The Charter was implemented through a Secretary of Defense Memorandum that established the DoD office.  The Memorandum and Charter established the areas of support from the military to NASA.  Both the Memorandum and Charter have been updated over the last 50 years and the name of the office has changed, (the acronym DDMS remained until recently) but the tasking has remained relatively constant.  The areas of support include: Rescue/Recovery of Astronauts, Landing Site Support, Medical Operations, Public Affairs, Contingency Communications, Airlift/Sealift and Salvage, Ferry Operations and Other Services as requested.

The DoD Mercury Support (DDMS) organization supported Project Mercury in 1959, Project Gemini in 1963, Project Apollo in 1968, Space Shuttle Program (STS) in 1977 to present, NASA/Mir Program in the mid 1990s, and International Space Station (ISS) from the late 1990s to present.  
During Project Mercury, Gemini and Apollo, the military provided large contingents of ships and other resources to recover the capsules.  As we moved into the Space Shuttle era, the DoD again was tasked to provide the services as mentioned above for Shuttle landings at Edwards AFB or White Sands Missile Range, two military sites. They were also tasked to provide support at the Kennedy Space Center.  The Shuttle Program requested support for management of contingency situations at these sites, rescue and recovery support and medical support.  
Medical support was also requested at transatlantic abort landing sites (later changed to transoceanic abort landing when Vandenberg AFB launches were planned) in Europe and Africa as the Program matured.  The DoD was tasked to provide C-130s for Search and Rescue (SAR) and medical evacuation (MEDEVAC).   Support staffing included flight surgeons, Pararescue Specialists and medical technicians.  Equipment provided by the DoD included ambulances and medical equipment and supplies to support a contingency.  Following a Shuttle contingency, operations called for MEDEVAC to a definitive medical care facility in Europe at a military hospital.  
For the DoD to provide the medical support at all of these sites, a training program for the DoD medical personnel was required.  Early in the Shuttle Program this was being accomplished at Johnson Space Center (JSC), but in the early 90s, a joint group of DoD and NASA medical personnel developed a program to take the training to the contingency sites and provide site specific, tailored medical support training.  This is now an annual joint NASA/DoD Training Course.  NASA specifies their expectations for DoD support (NASA Perspectives), Close Calls and Accidents (launch and landing), Launch and Entry Suit Removal,  Toxicology and Hazards specific to the Shuttle, Space Medicine topics and potential issues the DoD medical personnel might have to contend with following a landing.  The DoD covers the organization and tasking, DoD procedures (Emergency Modes and Convoy), Pararescue Personnel, Procedures and Equipment, Mission Specifics (communications and specific equipment training) required for the Program. The Team (NASA and DoD) then follow-up with realistic scenarios for the flight surgeons to provide oral responses to and receive critiques prior to completion of the course.  
Without the DoD, NASA would have found it very difficult to perform its mission over the years.  The medical support provided by the DoD has been excellent and cost effective for NASA.  Future programs, like Constellation, will also require the support of the DoD.  It will be very important to have the participation of the DoD in the recovery (abort and end-of-mission) of the Orion as NASA looks to returning this vehicle on the water, like the earlier Mercury, Gemini and Apollo Programs.  

