Space Science Enterprise Showcase

Mars 1998 Surveyor Project
John R. McNamee

As John McNamee spoke to the Project Management Shared Experiences Program delegates, the two spacecraft of the Mars 1998 Surveyor Project were on their way to the red planet. The Mars Climate Orbiter was one-third the way there, scheduled to arrive September 23, carrying a pressure modulated infrared radiometer and Mars color images. The Mars Polar Lander was halfway there, scheduled for a December 3 landing, carrying a Mars descent imager, an atmospheric lidar and the Mars volative and climate surveyor integrated payload.

The Mars Surveyor Project has a total development cost of $187 million, about the same as the Mars Pathfinder but just 60% the mass. This mission, landing near the South Pole, will systematically determine the context and conditions that could have harbored life on Mars, probing for traces of volatiles such as water and CO2.

To implement this “Faster, Better, Cheaper” project, McNamee pointed to the small project office of only nine or 10 fulltime equivalents, providing key technical and programmatic expertise but augmented with consultants and peer reviews along a lean, flat organizational structure.

Contract management for this project involved “insight” rather than “oversight” and preferred the right “people” over “process.”  He described the partnership of NASA, JPL and Lockheed Martin Astronautics as: “We’re all in this together,” with full disclosure of all resources and the use of contractor methods of design, development, documentation and reporting, thus reducing paperwork.

Project management forced quick decisions, and each decision represented progress (milestones) in the Mars Surveyor Project.  “Our primary purpose was to focus technical talent on technical tasks,” he said.  “Our only job is to make everybody else’s job easier.”  There was no “management by MMR” (monthly management reviews), but much ruthless deletion of science or engineering “nice to have.”
Major technical problems surfaced after critical design review, mainly because software reuse assumptions were not realized.  “We’re losing too many of our programmers to Nintendo and Disney,” he voted. 

Nevertheless, the Mars Surveyor Project was the first successful LMA project to define and implement FBC initiatives. Of a total 42 subcontractors, 29 required no source quality assurance involvement, and the problems that did rise would not have been avoided by Q.A. involvement.

During a Q/A session, McNamee criticized ISO 9000 and NPD 7120.5 lawyers who seem to mandate some 40 requirements.  “I generally ignore all that business,” he said, “until someone tells me I’m out of line.”  He also found that technical people would rather stretch a bit than work on a boring, unproductive, overstaffed team.

John McNamee can be reached at the NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasdena at (818) 393-7879 or by email <john.b.mcnamee@jpl.nasa.gov>
