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Nomenclature
A.i; n/ = i.1 C i/n=[.1 C i/n ¡ 1], amortization function
Cfab = Cpurch C Cpersh inst, installed cost of material, $/ft2

Ci=r = Cpers hi=r, cost for inspection and repair, $/ft2

Cpayl = payload cost to orbit, $/(lbm payload)
Cpers = personnel cost, including both direct and indirect

costs, $/hr
Cpurch = purchase cost, $/ft2

Frate = � ight rate, #/yr
Fsp = .Nlimit ¡ 1/ fdamage , TPS spares fraction (minimum)
famort = Nlimit A. fi =Frate; Nlimit ), amortization factor
fdamage = damage replacement fraction, %/� t
fi = yearly interest rate, %
fpayl = payload conversion factor, (lbm payload)/(lbm TPS)
h inst = installation time, hr/ft2

h i=r = inspection and repair time, hr/ft2

N f = total number of � ights, #
Nlife = TPS reuse � ight limit, #
Nlimit = min.N f ; Nlife/, #
Tmax = maximum reuse temperature, ±F
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Warea = areal weight, (lbm TPS)/ft2
N$ = life-cycle cost parameter, $/ft2-� t

Introduction

T HERE is considerable interest in developing new reusable
launch vehicles (RLVs) for reducing the cost of transporting

payload to and from orbit.1¡3 This work reviews 13 candidate ther-
mal protection system (TPS) options currently available for RLVs.
It is useful to begin with the current Space Shuttle TPS layout as a
reference.4 The nose cap and wing leading edge, which reach the
highest temperatures,are made of reinforced carbon-carbon(RCC)
that is protected from oxidation by an external coating (»0.020 in.
thick) of silicon-carbide.Most of the windward surface consists of
9 lb/ft3 ceramic tiles (LI-900) with a thin (»0.012 in.) coatingof re-
actioncuredglass (RCG). The leeward side of the vehicle is covered
largely by advanced � exible reusable surface insulation (AFRSI), a
quilted ceramicblanket,and FRSI, a polyamide felt. These four ma-
terials can be considered to be � rst generation reusable TPS. Since
the time of the Space Shuttle design, considerableprogresshas been
made advancingTPS technologiesin terms of thermalperformance,
robustness, and cost. For each of the major systems a second gen-
eration ceramic TPS has been developed, tested, and characterized.
Metallic-based systems have also been developed.5;6

For applications requiring RCC in the past, advanced carbon-
carbon(ACC) is now available.7 This materialhas bettermechanical
properties, somewhat higher temperature capability to 2900±F, and
greatly increased oxidationresistance.New carbon � ber-reinforced
silicon-carbidematrix composites (C/SiCs) have shown additional
improvement in properties over ACC with use temperatures to
3000±F and above.8 For rigid tiles NASA Ames Research Center
has made two signi� cant advancements.The � rst is a tile substrate
called alumina enhanced thermal barrier (AETB),9 which incor-
porates alumina � bers for improved dimensional stability at high
temperatures, to 2600±F and above. This material can be made to
densitiesas low as 8 lb/ft3. The secondis a coatingpreparationcalled
toughened uni-piece � brous insulation (TUFI),10 which penetrates
about 0.1 in. into the tile substrate. The resulting composite, with
a density gradient near the surface, provides orders of magnitude
increased damage resistance compared with RCG-coated LI-900,
with only a small weight increase. The TPS that combines these
two developments is called AETB-8/TUFI and has been adopted
for high damage areas on the Space Shuttle Orbiters.

Two notabledevelopmentshaveoccurredin � exibleceramicblan-
ket technology.The � rst is aluminoborosilicate-based� berswith use
temperaturesof 2000±F and above,11 in comparisonto quartzand sil-
ica � ber used in AFRSI, which have multiuse temperature limits of
1200–1400±F. Blankets incorporating these new high-temperature
� bersare referredto as AFRSI-HT.12 The secondis an integralweav-
ing technique that produces a � uted core blanket with a smoother
surface and greater resistance to aeroacoustic noise, to levels as
high as 170 dB.13 This NASA Ames Research Center innovation
is called tailorable advanced blanket insulation (TABI). Finally, for
felt-based TPS Boeing is developing polybenzimidazole blanket
insulation (PBI), with a multiuse temperature limit of 1000±F and
above, in contrast to shuttle FRSI, which has a multiuse temperature
limit of about 700±F.

NASA Langley Research Center and BF Goodrich (formerly
Rohr Corp.) have led the development of metallic-based TPS.5;6

This activityuses essentially three approaches:metallic tiles, which
encase a � brous ceramic batting in a box fabricated largely from
metallic honeycombs, typically nickel-based alloys; metallic hon-
eycomb sheets, made of nickel-basedalloys, incorporatinga � brous
back-side insulation encapsulated in a metallic foil bag, providing
reducedweight; and metallic multiwall, which is comprisedof dim-
pled titanium metal sheets, which are stacked and then diffusion
bonded at contact points to form the TPS. The nickel-basedsystems
can be used up to temperatures of about 1800±F and the titanium
system to about 1100±F.

These 13 TPS materials have various bene� ts and limits in terms
of temperature capability, weight, initial cost, and maintenance.
Carbon-carbonand C/SiC systems have the highest temperatureca-
pabilitybut are relativelyexpensiveand heavy, requiringsigni� cant
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Table 1 TPS material and cost dataa

N$ components, $/ft2-� t

Tmax , Nlife , Cpurch , hinst, hi=r, fdamage , Warea , Payload N$, total
Material ±F # � t $/ft2 hr/ft2 hr/ft2 %/� t lb/ft2 Fabrication i/r displacement $/ft2-� t

Carbon � ber CMC (C/SiC)b 3,000 100 15,000 96.0 0.08 0.11 1.70 479 8 850 1,337
Advanced C-C (ACC)b 2,900 100 12,000 96.0 0.11 0.13 1.70 428 11 850 1,289
Shuttle coated C-C (RCC)c 2,700 40 12,000 96.0 0.14 0.13 1.70 724 14 850 1,588
AETB-8/TUFIb 2,600 100 800 45.0 0.64 0.14 1.19 106 63 594 763
LI-900/RCGc 2,300 100 1,160 91.0 2.10 0.25 1.10 225 208 550 983
TABI (PCC coating)b 2,000 100 1,030 4.90 0.49 0.96 1.00 52 49 500 601
AFRSI-HT (PCC coating)b 2,200 100 500 6.10 0.96 1.80 0.94 54 95 470 619
AFRSI (C-9 coating)c 1,200 100 330 6.10 0.96 1.80 0.94 46 95 470 611
PBI felt (VHT coating)b 1,000 100 240 0.48 0.09 2.40 0.62 17 9 310 336
FRSI (DC92 coating)c 700 100 160 0.55 0.09 2.80 0.62 14 9 310 333
Nickel super-alloy tiled 1,900 100 4,450 74.0 0.53 0.12 2.00 233 52 1,000 1,285
Nickel super-alloy sheetd 1,800 100 4,450 74.0 0.53 0.12 1.32 233 52 660 945
Titanium multiwalld 1,100 100 6,035 43.0 0.26 0.11 2.16 201 26 1,080 1,307

aAssumptions: Cpers D $100/hr, Cpayl D $1000/lbm, fi D 10%, fpayl D 0.50, N f D 100, Frate D 8. TPS change-outs for blankets are included in i/r cost that assumes usage on leeward
surfaces only. Weights are determined for a heat load of 2000 BTU/ft2 .
bSecond-generation shuttle TPS. cFirst generation. dMetallic concept.

time and expertiseand costly facilitiesand tools fordesignand fabri-
cation. Second generationceramic tiles are relatively light, durable,
simple to fabricate and easy to install; however, waterproo� ng is
a concern. Blankets and felts are light, simple, inexpensive, and
easy to install over curved vehicle surfaces, but durability and wa-
terproo� ng are concerns. Metallics are robust and appear to have
eliminated waterproo� ng, but they tend to be heavy and relatively
expensive, requiring costly facilities and tools. If thin metal sheets
are used to reduce weights, then issues arise from possible metal fa-
tigue and corrosioncausedby thermal cycling,pressureoscillations,
and environmentalexposure.

System analyses14;15 have shown that a signi� cant component
of future RLV life cycle cost is the TPS; however, it is dif� cult to
quantify and compare the potential savings of advanced systems
without performing full vehicle designs using each of the different
options. Because these design studies involve a considerable effort
and also tend to submergeTPS cost impacts under unrelatedvehicle
design assumptions, there is a clear need for a simpler quantitative
method to evaluate the cost impact of different TPS options. To this
end, this work introduces a TPS life-cycle cost parameter, which is
easily computed and applicable to generic RLVs.

Results and Discussion
The three major components of TPS life-cycle costs are fabrica-

tion, inspection/repair (i/r), and payload displacement. Fabrication
is the cost for purchase and installation of the TPS on the vehicle,
amortized over the vehicle lifetime. Inspection/repair is the cost to
prepare and certify the TPS for re� ight. Payload displacement ac-
counts for the fact that the purpose of the vehicle is to put payload
(not TPS or any other vehicle system) into orbit, and that for ev-
ery pound of TPS some fraction of a pound of potential payload
is displaced. A simple development leads to the following analytic
expression for the life-cycle cost parameter, or dollar-bar:

N$ D
Cfab.1 C Fsp/ famort

Nlimit
C

Ci=r.Nlimit ¡ 1/

Nlimit
C CpaylWarea fpayl (1)

The three major terms on the right-handside of Eq. (1) are the fabri-
cation,i/r, and payload-displacement cost components,respectively.
In developingthis formula,constantyeardollarswere assumed.This
assumption allows all effects of the time value of money to be in-
corporated into the amortization factor famort , which is unity if the
interest rate is zero. The quantity Cpers embedded in Cfab and Ci=r

accounts for both direct (e.g., salaries, bene� ts) and indirect (e.g.,
tools, facilities, consumables) costs for TPS installation and i/r. We
also assume that spares for damage replacement are purchased up
front (otherwise,Cfab fdamage is includedbutnot amortizedin the fab-
rication cost component), that post-� ight i/r costs are not incurred
at TPS change-outs,and that TPS processing is not the pacing item
in preparation of the vehicle for re� ight.

Fig. 1 Life-cycle cost components.

Table 1 lists input data and computed values for N$ components
for 13 TPS options. The data were compiled largely from Ref.15,
a system analysis study performed by Boeing (formerly Rockwell
International) for NASA LangleyResearch Center as part of the Ad-
vanced Manned Launch System Program. This reference provides
an excellentcomprehensiveanalysiswith detailedbreakoutof costs,
weights, tasks, and personnel hours for a number of TPS con� gu-
rations, with data based on actual Space Shuttle Orbiter program
experience.

Figure 1 plots N$ cost components for the 13 TPS options listed in
Table 1. The � rst notable feature is the dominance of the payload
displacement component. Although this may be surprising at � rst,
it is easily explained. The payload displacement cost re� ects all of
the other systems (e.g., structure, propulsion, avionics, cryo-tanks,
etc.) that are necessary for the vehicle to operate. A weight savings
in the TPS leads to correspondingsavings in many of the other sys-
tems. The second notable feature is that second generation systems
have lower N$ and/or higher use temperatures than the � rst gener-
ation systems, but the ordering between the systems remains the
same. The ranking from lowest to highest life-cycle cost is 1) felt
blankets, 2) ceramic blankets, 3) ceramic tiles, 4) metallics, and
5) carbon-carbons or C/SiC. This ordering remains the same even
disregarding the payload-displacement component of N$, except for
� rst generation Shuttle LI-900/RCG tiles, which have high i/r cost.

This simple analysisstrongly suggests that to minimize RLV life-
cycle costs a designer should select the TPS with the lowest N$ and
use it up to its temperature limit, then switch to the TPS with next
smallest N$, and so on. Given that current RLV designs typically
generate maximum temperatures between 2000–3000±F, the data
and results from Table 1 indicate that new RLVs incorporating a
combination of advanced felts, ceramic blankets, ceramic tiles, and
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possibly advanced carbon-carbon or C/SiC would be expected to
provide the lowest vehicle life-cycle costs. In addition, given the
predominance of the payload-displacement cost, minimum areal
weight should be the dominant TPS selection factor.

Summary
A simple method to quantify and compare life-cycle costs of dif-

ferent TPS options for RLVs is proposed. This method includes
relevant fabrication, inspection/repair, and payload displacement
costs. Data and results for shuttle � rst generation TPS, second
generation counterparts, and metallic concepts are presented. The
computed ranking from lowest to highest life-cycle cost is 1) felt
blankets, 2) ceramic blankets, 3) ceramic tiles, 4) metallics, and 5)
carbon-carbonand C/SiC. The dominant life-cycle cost component
is directly related to the TPS areal weight; fabrication and inspec-
tion/repair costs are smaller. Based on these results, future TPS re-
search and technologydevelopmentshould strive to reduce weights
and to improve temperature capabilities,with lower fabricationand
inspection/repair costs as important but secondary objectives.
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