
4.1 The commercial sector.

"Commercial space spending exceeded that of the government spending for the first time 

in 1998," writes Joan Johnson-Freese in a September-October Ad Astra article. "That was a 

watershed event because of the power that money imports for setting future directions of 

activity."

That above statement sets a clear reason for why space journalists should keep an eye on 

the commercial sector. Private companies help design, build and maintain satellites, space station 

modules, launch vehicles, research probes and other spacecraft for the United States, Russia, the 

European Space Agency and other government organizations as part of contracts that can range 

into the billions, generating jobs and thus political clout. The struggle to get these contracts often 

results in the development of diverse and innovative ideas, each worthy of a story of its own. 

Multinational corporations such as Arianespace, Boeing and Lockheed-Martin (or LockMart, as 

it is also known) take up a large part of the global space market and yield awesome power, while 

smaller companies strive to become the next big success story in an almost Horatio Alger sense. 

Daring new commercial ventures are also coming over the horizon. The field of space 

tourism may make the jump from science fiction to reality by the time this primer is finished. 

Multimillionaire Dennis Tito, an ex-NASA engineer, made a $20 million contract with the 

Russian space agency Rosaviakosmos to become the first paying passenger into space, flying out 

of Kazakhstans Baikonur Cosmodrome up to the International Space Station on a routine "taxi" 

flight on April 28 to exchange one Soyuz lifeboat spacecraft for another. Will millionaires soon 

populate the sky? Will companies compete to offer cheaper trips, so everyone can eventually go 

to space?

Another promising venture from the Planetary Society may open up the field of 

commercial space exploration. Most commercial space projects are understandably directed 

towards practical ends -- telecommunications, Earth monitoring, and so forth. Space exploration 



missions -- to examine the outer planets, for instance -- are usually executed under contract with 

governments. However, the Planetary Society's solar sail expedition, Cosmos 1, may change all 

that. Solar sails are spacecraft propelled through space by nothing more than the pressure from 

sunlight reflected off mile-long, hair-thin, mirror-plated sails. This long dreamed-of spacecraft, 

scheduled to launch between October to December 2001, would be the first solar sail, and may 

promise to usher in a new age of space travel.

The Tito and solar sail ventures are stories of pioneering science and exploits, but there is 

more to their stories as well. The solar sail is scheduled launch into space in a modified ICBM 

from a Russian sub, which represents both a new use of Cold War technology and the new global 

dimensions of commercial ventures. The Tito venture also has a number of exciting political and 

economic aspects to it also. NASA was notably opposed to the Tito trip, saying that there was 

currently no legal framework to handle liability when it comes to nonprofessional civilians on the 

space station. Some kind of space insurance policy may prove important for future space 

tourists. NASA also noted that Tito could have jeopardized the station, a claim that Russia 

bristled at, because it suggested that Russian training methods were not up to par. The Russians 

unwillingness to back off may also have had something to do with their ailing economy -- had 

they postponed Titos trip, they may have had to refund the contract, something they may not 

have actually been able to do, noted Russian state news agency Itar-Tass. Journalists writing 

about space tourism stories in future may expect to focus at least part of their coverage on 

international cooperation or lack thereof, safety and liability treaties and the economics of 

spaceflight.

The $20 million price tag on Titos jaunt also emphasizes how expensive spaceflight is -- 

something the commercial sector wants desperately to change. Spaceflight currently averages 

around $10,000 per pound, edging many smaller companies out of the running. As one space 

executive noted at a space commercialization meeting, "No one goes into space just for the 



money." Aerospace companies are trying to come up with cheaper alternatives all the time, and 

private space industry advocates constantly argue that free markets, private investment and 

commercial solutions will lower costs of goods and services as well as improve quality. Such 

discussions inevitably lead to attacks on NASA, which many in the space industry accuse of 

dominating and over-regulating the space market. Jim Muncy of the aerospace policy firm 

Polispace even described NASA as "the dinosaur in the space marketplace -- and a 

Tyrannosaurus Rex at that."

A common complaint leveled against NASA is "contract mentality." The refrain goes 

something like this: NASA offers a large and seemingly lucrative contract for a project, which 

potential contractors chomp at the bit for. After a company is tied to a contract, however, NASA 

calls the shots, burdening contractors with regulations and setting specifications that are not 

financially viable, running business plans into the ground. "This phenomenon is not unique to 

NASA," Divis explained. "It's not unusual for contractors to find that after signing a contract, the 

government then tries to add onto it, increasing costs." An associated complaint about the 

contract process is that NASA attempts to add too many bells-and-whistles to projects, making 

them too expensive to practically carry out. But while NASA may deserve its share of criticism, 

space industry advocates also have agendas of their own, so reporters should be careful to be fair 

to all sides when writing.

When covering projects coming out of the commercial sector, Divis recommended that 

reporters organize stories by following the contracts and program deadlines. Sietzen suggests 

journalists stay abreast on current events and trends by reading trade publications such as 

Satellite Finance or Via Satellite. He also recommended checking out Rosslyn, Va., which is 

located very close to the Pentagon and is home to the offices of many defense, intelligence and 

aerospace contractors, as well as a few government agencies.

The world leader in the space industry is the European company Arianespace, the world's 



first commercial space transportation company. Arianespace was created to produce and operate 

the Ariane launchers developed by the European Space Agency. It is headquartered in Paris but 

has offices in Washington, Tokyo and Singapore. The company launches all kinds of different 

satellites -- civil, military and commercial -- from the Guiana Space Center in Kourou, French 

Guiana.

Boeing is NASA's prime contractor for U.S. human spaceflight and is responsible for 

building much of the International Space Station. It is also the prime contractor for the National 

Missile Defense program, which is designed to defend American against limited attack by ICBMs 

from a rogue nation, and developed the 747-mounted Airborne Laser designed to shoot down 

ballistic missiles in the air. Boeing is currently expanding its operations in Russia. Given the Bush 

administration's emphasis on missile defense, Boeing may see a lot of work soon. Boeing's Space 

and Communications Group is based in Seal Beach, Calif.

Lockheed Martin, headquartered in Bethesda, Md., is also heavily involved in space. The 

company designed and built the Hubble Space Telescope, the Lunar Prospector, the solar power 

panel arrays for the International Space Station and the recently launched Mars Odyssey probe. 

United Space Alliance, headquartered in Houston, is a joint venture between Boeing and 

Lockheed Martin. It employs more than 9,000 people in Texas, Florida, Alabama and California 

and is responsible for the day-to-day operation and management of the space shuttle fleet.

Sea Launch, a multinational venture, uses a converted floating oil platform in the Pacific to 

launch commercial telecommunications satellites weighing up to 8,000 pounds to orbit. Boeing is 

the lead partner.

While the large, multinational aerospace firms dominate the launch market, several dozen 

companies around the world are involved in space technology design as well. One company of 

particular interest is Spacehab, which is designing the International Space Station module 

Enterprise, the first commercial station module. If NASA has problems building the Habitation 



Module, the Enterprise, which is due to launch in 2002, may serve as extra crew quarters. The 

company originally hoped for Enterprise to have a media center as well, but recently announced 

that may prove unlikely.

4.2 The commercial sector: Websites.

Arianespace: http://www.arianespace.com

Boeing Space and Communications: http://www.boeing.com/defense-space/sc-back/index.html

United Space Alliance: http://www.unitedspacealliance.com

Lockheed-Martin: http://www.lockheedmartin.com/about/companies/space_companies.html

Sea Launch: http://www.sea-launch.com

Spacehab: http://www.spacehab.com

Space Foundation links to commercial space: 

http://www.spacefoundation.org/links/commercial_links.html


