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Space Invaders 


The FAA is protecting us from ‘obtrusive’ ads in deep space. Who knew?
WEB EXCLUSIVE COMMENTARY 

By Gersh Kuntzman 

Newsweek 

Updated: 5:25 p.m. ET June 20, 2005 

June 20 - You may not realize this, but the Federal Aviation Administration--which oversees air-traffic control, establishes rules for de-icing aircraft wings and, at least in theory, makes sure that Saudi Arabians don't hijack planes and slam them into our landmark buildings--is also in charge of keeping advertising out of space.
The agency seized that power in a little-noticed bureaucratic maneuver last month--little noticed, that is, except by America's best-loved investigative reporter (who then told me about it).
I later discovered the FAA move during my daily perusal of the Federal Register. (What? You don't subscribe? Shame.) Buried in the usual regulatory litter like "Medicare program consolidation" and the "reclassification of fine-particulate pollutants" was a little gem called 14 CFR Part 401, "Miscellaneous Changes to Commercial Space Transportation Regulations." In just a few paragraphs, the FAA bureaucrats sought to go where no paper-pushers have gone before.
"The National Aeronautics and Space Administration Authorization Act of 2000 prohibit[s] 'obtrusive' space advertising," the FAA claims. "Although the statute gives the FAA the authority to prohibit obtrusive space advertising using a payload, current regulations do not reflect this authority. For this reason, we are proposing to add a definition of 'obtrusive space advertising' to our general definitions section."
The whole thing smelled to high heaven, so I called the FAA in Washington, DC.
"There's no story here," said FAA spokesman Hank Price, employing a tactic that works on many journalists, but not on a hard-bitten reporter like me. "Congress banned 'obtrusive advertising' in 1999 when it passed the NASA authorization bill. What we put in the Federal Register was just a tiny part of a huge set of regulatory changes."
It sounded to me like Price was trying to sell a used moon rover ("Low Mileage!"), but I wasn't buying. So I called my source at the House (and when I say "House," I, of course, mean "the office building a few blocks away from the actual House of Representatives where my source grows increasingly embittered in his windowless cubicle"), who told me that the House science committee had nothing to do with it.
"It wasn't us," my House source told me. "The Senate put that in there."
That led me directly to Sen. John McCain, whose Commerce, Science and Transportation committee handled the NASA bill six years ago--but unfortunately, Mr. Straight Talk Express turned Sphinx on me. And then a committee staffer, Floyd Deschamps, had the nerve to tell me that there was "no way of knowing" which of the Senate bill's original half-dozen co-sponsors had deep-sixed advertising in deep space.
But I persisted (mostly to see if my dogged questioning would lead NASA to try to silence me by sending me on a future space shuttle voyage).

"OK, let me put in a call," said Deschamps. When he got back on the line, he told me that there had been a brief discussion that "people didn't want to see the Nike 'swoosh' in space visible from the ground." So that's why Congress defined obtrusive space advertising as "advertising. . .that is capable of being recognized by a human being on the surface of the Earth without the aid of a telescope."
If you ask me, the whole idea of banning advertising of any kind sounded downright un-American--which makes sense, because Russia is the only country that has ever even talked about space ads. The Russian government not only allowed Pizza Hut to put an ad on a Proton rocket in 2000, but the next year, it allowed the Dallas and saturated fat-based pizza chain to deliver vacuum-sealed, personal pan pizzas to the International Space Station, where the pies were consumed before a worldwide audience of 500 million people. "Wherever there is life, there will be Pizza Hut pizza," the company's spokesman, Randy Gier, said at the time.
Price from the FAA had told me that Congress had acted against space ads after a Russian company announced that it had perfected a system to unfurl huge billboards in space. Price, of course, wouldn't tell me the name of said company, so it was back to my relentless digging. After surfing the Web in Russian for a few hours (who knew that the words "hot lesbian sluts" were the same in Cyrillic characters?) I came across a company called Aviakosmicheskiye Sistemy. Not only did the company boast of its still-untested billboard technology, but it also claims that six of its cosmonauts will walk on Mars in the year 2009, so if you ask me, this is a credible company. When I called their Moscow offices, however, I encountered that weird, Euro-style ringtone that either means no one is home or the line itself is not connected to an actual phone. Either way, the Russkies weren't talking.
As luck would have it, just as I started my digging, the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs was convening its annual meeting in Vienna. I've never had much use for the UNOOSA--and most of us won't until the Chariots of the Gods land again in the Andean desert--but I called my source over there to find out if the office was planning to weigh in on the space ad thing.
"Definitely not!" said my source, Sergei Negoda. "It's not on the agenda! And it won't be an agenda item unless all member states--there are 67 right now--reach a consensus."
I couldn't decide what would happen first, hell freezing over, or the U.N. reaching a consensus on anything, but Negoda helped me make my determination. He claimed that the biggest obstacle to universal acceptance of the American desire to ban space ads was ... the Americans themselves!
"NASA is constantly talking about encouraging the involvement of the private sector in space," Negoda told me.” So, no, the consensus on banning private sector advertising probably isn't there yet."
As an American, I consider that good news. When the heavens are finally opened up to exploitation, I'm proud to know that the Americans will be leading the way.
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