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2 BHS: Free Enterprise and the Final Frontier

On February 11, 2013, as part of its ongoing Business 
Horizon Series, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce Founda-
tion hosted “Free Enterprise and the Final Frontier.” The 
assembly brought together public and private leaders in-
volved in America’s evolving space efforts, and the entre-
preneurial activities that are expanding markets to even 
greater possibility. 

Elliot Pulham, CEO of the Space Foundation, offered a 
keynote address on how free enterprise is playing a larger 
role in the space community. America is entering a new 
space age where commercialization will accelerate efforts 
beyond the atmosphere. The space economy is already 
worth around $300 billion, employing more than 250,000 
Americans around the country in the public and private 
sectors. In this new space, government is less of a driver 
and more of a customer, Pulham said. Nevertheless, the 
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) 
and other government groups remaince central players in 
America’s space work, making it essential for the public 
and private sectors to work together in future U.S. space 
travel and exploration. 

Yet, while new space is an exciting arena full of potential, 
there are myriad challenges for U.S. success and compet-
itiveness. As panelists throughout the half-day program 
noted, there is an overall trend where even as interna-
tional competition in new space strengthens, American 
aerospace companies are losing their share of the market. 
Inconsistent national priorities, a shortage of high-skilled 
talent and other challenges discussed during the program 
mean the United States is ceding an industry it invented 
while international businesses are eagerly seizing it.

There are already businesses making big strides in new 
space. Virgin Galactic is striving to become the world’s 
first space line, cornering the sub-orbital tourism market. 
SpaceX is also engaged with the first privately operated 
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spacecraft to ferry cargo (and eventually astronauts) to 
the International Space Station (ISS). As Sierra Nevada 
Corporation Vice President for Space Systems Mark 
Sirangelo went on to say, “We started our business to go to 
space because American astronauts should go to space on 
U.S. vehicles built by Americans.”

There is much opportunity in space, but one element ham-
pering success is the lack of a national priority. Peter Mar-
quez, the former White House National Security Council di-
rector of space policy, said America’s most successful space 
programs have been anchored in an overall national need, 
and the constantly changing government objectives are do-
ing “horrible damage to industrial space.”

Other barriers to greater U.S. industry growth abound. The 
recent $85 billion in across-the-board spending cuts known 
as sequestration erect barriers to investment, largely be-
cause it is unclear how those cuts will impact various nation-
al initiatives and programs. As Marquez said, “not knowing 
is worse than knowing.”

Other program panelists noted challenges arising from the 
shortage of high-skilled workers needed to grow a robust 
space industry. This skills gap exists in the United States as 
well as throughout the world, and new space industries 
from all countries are competing for a limited pool of tal-
ent. The U.S. immigration system makes it difficult (if not 
impossible) for high-skilled workers to become American 
residents and citizens. America also faces a malfunctioning 
public-private relationship that does not actively enable in-
novation or opportunity to move these areas forward.

“If you look back to the ‘60s and ‘70s, I would submit that 
we had a very efficient public-private model,” said John Hig-
ginbotham, chairman and CEO of Blue Ridge Networks. “It 
was largely because of that that we were successful in de-
veloping these industries. Somewhere, we broke that mod-
el…Europeans learned the lesson from us and instituted a 
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lot of the same mechanisms. We have to get back to that 
model.” 

One area where public-private efforts have worked is in 
the Commercial Orbital Transportation Services (COTS) pro-
gram, said Hoyt Davidson, managing partner at NearEarth, 
LLC. Started by NASA in 2006, COTS provided funding and 
incentive for private U.S. companies to develop space tech-
nology, which gave SpaceX and Orbital Sciences Corpora-
tion the needed support and encouragement to develop 
private sector crafts and capabilities. 

While these and other spacecraft are remarkable achieve-
ments, perhaps the most profitable aspect of new space is 
in launching and operating satellites—or at least, it used to 
be. Satellites are, as Higginbotham called them, “cash en-
gines” that can offer a stable return, which attracted inves-
tors in years past. In 1999, satellite technology was added 
to the U.S. Munitions List, which is regulated by the Inter-
national Traffic in Arms Regulations (ITAR). This made what 
was already a costly and complex endeavor significantly 
more challenging, if not impossible in some cases.

“If you ask major aerospace firms why they are losing to 
competitors abroad, it is because of ITAR regulations,” said 

Linda Maxwell of Aerospace, Defense and Government In-
vestment Banking. “International customers don’t want to 
come here. …The amount of regulation in the way that the 
government does business is stifling the profitability and 
time to market.”

Even as misaligned federal and private efforts are causing 
challenges in new space, several U.S. states are taking ini-
tiative to build human and physical infrastructure that can 
support the growing private sector space industry. 

“Space is an infrastructure, and any infrastructure is only 
as good as its resources and investments,” said Mead 
Treadwell, the lieutenant governor of Alaska and chair of 
the Aerospace States Association (ASA). This state-based 
infrastructure that has been created by the 50th State has 
the potential to bring investment, businesses, and jobs into 
the Alaskan economy. It is why other states are working to 
expand their new space capacity. Jim Kuzma, the COO of 
Space Florida discussed how his state is repurposing the 
space shuttle infrastructure at Cape Canaveral to accom-
modate commercial space efforts. 

Panelists discussed how their states are taking a clustering 
approach to developing space technology and commercial 
growth—that is, creating networks of universities, research 
labs, businesses, investors, associations and government 
organizations. Vicky Lea, the Aerospace Industry Manager 
for Colorado Space Coalition  commented that while Col-
orado enjoys the important components of effective clus-
ters—like entrepreneurial strength, low business costs, 
and STEM talent—the state also faces challenges, such as 
dependence on federal funding, which makes the industry 
vulnerable to budget cutbacks. The solution is to do what 
America does best—innovate. 

“The innovators are our only way out of this because we’re 
not going to be able to tackle this through our ordinary in-
stitutions and approaches,” said Higginbotham. 

While there are numerous challenges for the emerging new 
space industry, the United States has an opportunity to ad-
dress issues that impact not just launches and satellites, but 
also, the entire U.S. technology and industrial base. Rather 
than continuing to cede an industry the United States in-
vented, focused efforts can help new space reach its great-
est potential as a vehicle for American exploration, entre-
preneurship and economic growth.

John Higginbotham, Chairman & CEO, Blue Ridge Networks, and Moderator Nick Schulz, Scholar, USCCF, 
during the “Houston, We Have an Investment” panel.

Steve Isakowitz, Virgin Galactic, Mat Dunn, Director of Government Affairs, SpaceX, 
Mark Sirangelo, Sierra Nevada Corporation, Peter Marquez, Former Director of Space Policy, National 
Security Council, White House were part of the panel  “We Have Liftoff: A Look at the Fastest Growing 
Sectors in Space.”
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