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Global English News 

SpaceX and the New Space Race 

For decades, spaceflight belonged almost entirely to national governments, but that era is now over. A 
handful of private companies are racing to dominate a market once reserved for agencies like NASA. 
Leading the pack is SpaceX, whose Falcon 9 rocket has become the workhorse of global launch, lifting 
satellites, cargo, and astronauts on a near-weekly basis. Its founder built the company on a radical 
premise: rockets should land and fly again, not burn up or sink after a single use. That idea, once 
dismissed as fantasy, now defines the industry's competitive edge. Rivals in the United States, Europe, 
and China have watched SpaceX capture the vast majority of global launch traffic, and each is 
scrambling to close the gap. The result is a genuine space race, but this time the contest is fought not 
between two superpowers, but among dozens of companies and nations chasing the same prize: cheap, 
frequent access to orbit. 

 

SpaceX's dominance rests on reusability, a concept it has refined for more than a decade. Falcon 9 
boosters now routinely land themselves on drone ships or solid ground, are inspected, and fly again 
within weeks. This approach has slashed the cost of reaching orbit and allowed SpaceX to launch far 
more often than any competitor, often several times a week. The company's newest project, Starship, 
aims to push reusability even further. Standing taller than the Statue of Liberty, Starship is designed to 
carry massive payloads and, eventually, transport humans to the Moon and Mars. Progress has been 
rocky. Recent test flights of the upgraded Starship V3 have suffered engine failures and lost boosters, 
a reminder that engineering at this scale carries real risk. Even so, each setback generates data that 
engineers use to refine the design, a cycle SpaceX has ridden successfully with Falcon 9 in the past. 

 

Blue Origin, founded by an American billionaire with his own fortune from e-commerce, has emerged as 
SpaceX's most direct domestic rival. Its New Glenn rocket notched a milestone success in late 2025, 
safely landing its towering booster on a droneship after delivering twin spacecraft toward Mars. The 
achievement placed Blue Origin among a very small group capable of recovering an orbital-class booster. 
Confidence was short-lived. In May 2026, a New Glenn rocket exploded during a routine test at its 
Florida launch site, severely damaging the only pad the company had for orbital missions. Repairs are 
expected to stretch well over a year, a costly delay for a company that had hoped to ramp up toward a 
dozen or more launches annually. The setback illustrates a hard truth about the industry: even a single 
accident can erase months of hard-won momentum and hand a competitive advantage back to more 
established rivals. 

 

While American companies duel for dominance, China has quietly become the second-most prolific 
launcher on the planet. State-owned and private Chinese firms together set a national launch record in 
2025, and the country is now aggressively pursuing the reusable technology that gives SpaceX its edge. 
Several new rockets, including variants of the Long March family, have attempted booster landings in 
the past year, with mixed results. One test vehicle achieved a controlled splashdown near its recovery 
ship, while other landing attempts ended in failure. China's ambitions extend well beyond satellites. Its 
space agency is developing a crewed lunar lander and a new capsule intended to carry astronauts to the 
Moon before the end of the decade, directly challenging NASA's own timeline. Beijing has framed the 
effort as a matter of national prestige, and its rapid, iterative testing style increasingly mirrors the 
approach that made SpaceX so effective. 

 

This intensifying rivalry is reshaping how nations think about access to space. NASA, once the 
unquestioned leader in human spaceflight, now depends heavily on commercial partners to reach orbit 
and, eventually, the Moon. That dependence carries risk. When one company's rocket suffers a setback, 
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an entire national program can be thrown into limbo, delaying missions that took years to plan. To 
reduce this vulnerability, NASA has begun diversifying its bets, awarding contracts to multiple 
companies rather than relying on a single provider for a critical mission. This strategy reflects a broader 
shift in how governments approach spaceflight: rather than building and operating rockets themselves, 
agencies increasingly act as customers, purchasing rides from private companies that compete for 
contracts. The arrangement has driven down costs and accelerated innovation, but it has also tied 
national ambitions, and even national security, to the fortunes of individual corporations and their 
sometimes unpredictable leaders. 

 

Money continues to pour into the sector at a staggering pace. Investors have poured billions into launch 
companies, satellite constellations, and orbital infrastructure, betting that space will become a genuinely 
massive industry within a generation. SpaceX itself has ballooned in value, driven partly by its satellite 
internet business, which now serves millions of customers in remote areas worldwide. Competitors are 
chasing similar diversification, recognizing that rockets alone may not guarantee long-term profitability. 
Meanwhile, smaller companies in Europe, Japan, and India are developing their own reusable vehicles, 
hoping to grab a share of a market currently dominated by just a few players. Analysts caution that this 
rapid expansion carries genuine hazards: crowded orbits, debris from failed launches, and a launch 
cadence that safety regulators are still struggling to oversee. The race to lower costs, in other words, is 
also a race that tests the limits of oversight. 

 

What happens next will likely determine which nations and companies shape the rules of the next space 
age. If SpaceX perfects Starship, it could open the door to lunar bases, orbital factories, and Mars 
expeditions once confined to science fiction. If Blue Origin recovers from its setback and China continues 
its rapid pace, the coming decade could feature genuine competition rather than one company's near-
total dominance. For now, the outcome remains unwritten, and each new test flight offers fresh clues 
about who is truly pulling ahead. What is clear is that the barriers to reaching orbit, once so high that 
only superpowers could clear them, have fallen dramatically. That shift is drawing in new players every 
year, from ambitious startups to entire nations determined not to be left behind, ensuring that the contest 
for the next frontier is only just beginning. 

 

Beyond the Headlines 

Here is something most people never consider: rockets can get seasick. Well, not literally, but their 
landing platforms certainly can. When a Falcon 9 booster returns to Earth, it often touches down on a 
drone ship bobbing far out at sea, a floating platform with a playful name, a nod to a favorite science 
fiction novel. Engineers chose ocean landings for a practical reason: rockets often lack the fuel to fly all 
the way back to shore, so the ship simply meets them partway. Guiding a rocket the height of a twenty-
story building onto a target the size of a football field, in open water, ranks among the most precise feats 
in modern engineering. Blue Origin borrowed the concept for its own droneship, cheekily named after 
the founder's mother. Even China has entered the game, testing floating recovery platforms of its own. 
Catching a falling rocket, it turns out, is hard enough without also fighting the waves. 
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Vocabulary 

Paragraph 1 

workhorse (n.) (n.) A machine, vehicle, or person that is reliable and used constantly for hard, 
practical work.  “The old delivery van has been the company's workhorse for 
over a decade.” 

radical (adj.) (adj.) Representing a complete or extreme change from what is usual or 
traditional.  “She proposed a radical solution that no one had considered 
before.” 

premise (n.) (n.) A basic idea or assumption that forms the foundation of an argument or 
plan.  “The entire business plan rests on a shaky premise.” 

dismissed (v.) (v.) Refused to consider something seriously; treated as unimportant.  “Critics 
initially dismissed the idea as impossible to achieve.” 

competitive edge (n. 
phrase) 

(n. phrase) An advantage that allows a person or company to perform better 
than rivals.  “Lower prices gave the store a clear competitive edge over its 
rivals.” 

scrambling (v.) (v.) Moving or acting quickly and with difficulty to achieve something before it 
is too late.  “Employees were scrambling to finish the report before the 
deadline.” 

contest (n.) (n.) A competition or struggle between rivals for power, superiority, or a prize.  
“The election became a close contest between two strong candidates.” 

 

Paragraph 2 

reusability (n.) (n.) The quality of being able to be used again after the first use, rather than 
being thrown away.  “Engineers focused on reusability to bring down the cost 
of every flight.” 

refined (v.) (v.) Improved something gradually by making small changes over time.  “The 
team refined the recipe for years before opening the restaurant.” 

slashed (v.) (v.) Reduced something, such as a cost or price, by a large amount.  “The 
airline slashed ticket prices to attract more travelers.” 

massive (adj.) (adj.) Extremely large in size, amount, or extent.  “The bridge required a 
massive amount of steel to build.” 

rocky (adj.) (adj.) Full of difficulties or problems; not smooth or steady.  “The company 
survived a rocky first year before turning a profit.” 

engine failures (n. 
phrase) 

(n. phrase) Situations in which a machine's engine stops working or performs 
incorrectly.  “The test flight was cut short by unexpected engine failures.” 

ridden (v.) (v.) Experienced or gone through a difficult or changing process, often 
repeatedly.  “The startup has ridden several ups and downs since it 
launched.” 

 

Paragraph 3 

emerged (v.) (v.) Became known, visible, or important, often after developing gradually.  “A 
new leader emerged from the small group of engineers.” 
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notched (v.) (v.) Achieved or recorded a success, win, or milestone.  “The young swimmer 
notched her first national title last spring.” 

towering (adj.) (adj.) Extremely tall, often in a way that is impressive or intimidating.  “A 
towering skyscraper now dominates the city skyline.” 

short-lived (adj.) (adj.) Lasting only a brief period of time before ending.  “Their early success 
proved short-lived once competitors caught up.” 

routine (adj.) (adj.) Done regularly as a normal part of a process, not unusual or special.  
“The mechanic performed a routine check before the flight.” 

ramp up (phr. v.) (phr. v.) To increase the amount, speed, or level of an activity.  “The factory 
plans to ramp up production next quarter.” 

hard-won (adj.) (adj.) Achieved only after great effort or difficulty.  “The team celebrated their 
hard-won victory after months of setbacks.” 

 

Paragraph 4 

prolific (adj.) (adj.) Producing a large number of results, works, or outputs.  “The author 
remained remarkably prolific throughout her long career.” 

aggressively (adv.) (adv.) In a forceful, determined, and often fast-moving way.  “The company 
aggressively expanded into new markets last year.” 

variants (n.) (n.) Different versions of something that share the same basic form.  
“Engineers tested several variants of the design before choosing one.” 

mixed results (n. 
phrase) 

(n. phrase) A combination of both successful and unsuccessful outcomes.  
“The new policy produced mixed results across different regions.” 

splashdown (n.) (n.) The landing of a spacecraft or rocket stage in water.  “Mission control 
confirmed a safe splashdown in the Pacific Ocean.” 

prestige (n.) (n.) Widespread respect and admiration earned through achievement or 
status.  “Winning the award brought the university considerable prestige.” 

iterative (adj.) (adj.) Involving a process that is repeated many times, with each repetition 
improving on the last.  “Designers used an iterative process, testing and 
adjusting the prototype repeatedly.” 

 

Paragraph 5 

reshaping (v.) (v.) Changing the form, structure, or nature of something significantly.  “New 
technology is reshaping how people communicate at work.” 

unquestioned (adj.) (adj.) Accepted as true or correct without doubt or challenge.  “For years, the 
company held an unquestioned lead in the market.” 

thrown into limbo 
(idiom) 

(idiom) Left in an uncertain or unresolved state, unable to move forward.  “The 
project was thrown into limbo after the funding fell through.” 

diversifying (v.) (v.) Expanding into different areas or types in order to reduce risk.  “The farmer 
began diversifying his crops after a poor harvest.” 

provider (n.) (n.) A company or person that supplies a particular product or service.  “The 
hospital switched to a new internet provider last month.” 
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fortunes (n.) (n.) The success or failure that a person, company, or group experiences over 
time.  “The team's fortunes improved after hiring a new coach.” 

unpredictable (adj.) (adj.) Not able to be known or guessed in advance; likely to change suddenly.  
“Mountain weather can be dangerously unpredictable in the spring.” 

 

Paragraph 6 

staggering (adj.) (adj.) So great or surprising that it is difficult to believe.  “The company 
reported a staggering increase in annual profit.” 

poured (v.) (v.) Sent or gave a large amount of something, especially money, quickly.  
“Donors poured millions into the relief effort within days.” 

ballooned (v.) (v.) Increased suddenly and rapidly in size or amount.  “Her savings account 
ballooned after the surprise inheritance.” 

grab a share (v. 
phrase) 

(v. phrase) To obtain a portion of a market, profit, or opportunity, often through 
competition.  “New airlines are trying to grab a share of the budget travel 
market.” 

hazards (n.) (n.) Sources of danger or risk that could cause harm.  “Construction sites 
present many hazards for untrained workers.” 

cadence (n.) (n.) The regular rate or rhythm at which something happens.  “The factory 
increased its production cadence to meet demand.” 

oversight (n.) (n.) The act of watching over and making sure something is done correctly 
and safely.  “Government oversight ensures that food producers follow safety 
rules.” 

 

Paragraph 7 

determine (v.) (v.) To decide or control the outcome of something.  “The final exam will 
determine whether she graduates this year.” 

confined to (v. 
phrase) 

(v. phrase) Limited or restricted to a particular place, group, or situation.  “For 
centuries, long-distance travel was confined to the wealthy.” 

near-total (adj.) (adj.) Almost complete or absolute, with only a small exception.  “The storm 
caused near-total darkness across the entire city.” 

unwritten (adj.) (adj.) Not yet decided, recorded, or fixed; still open to change.  “The final 
chapter of their rivalry remains unwritten.” 

pulling ahead (v. 
phrase) 

(v. phrase) Moving into a leading position in a race or competition.  “The cyclist 
began pulling ahead of the pack in the final mile.” 

barriers (n.) (n.) Obstacles that prevent people from achieving something or entering 
somewhere.  “High costs remain one of the biggest barriers to 
homeownership.” 

frontier (n.) (n.) The furthest edge of knowledge, exploration, or achievement in a 
particular field.  “Deep-sea exploration remains one of science's last great 
frontiers.” 
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Beyond the Headlines 

bobbing (v.) (v.) Moving gently up and down, often on water.  “A small boat was bobbing 
quietly near the dock.” 

playful (adj.) (adj.) Lighthearted and fun, not serious in tone.  “The chef gave the dessert a 
playful, unexpected name.” 

a nod to (idiom) (idiom) A reference or tribute to something, showing its influence.  “The 
building's design is a nod to the city's industrial past.” 

practical (adj.) (adj.) Based on usefulness or realistic concerns rather than theory or ideas.  
“They chose the smaller car for practical reasons, not style.” 

precise (adj.) (adj.) Exact and accurate, with no room for error.  “Surgeons need extremely 
precise hand movements during operations.” 

feats (n.) (n.) Impressive actions or achievements that require great skill or courage.  
“Climbing the mountain without oxygen is one of the sport's great feats.” 

cheekily (adv.) (adv.) In a bold, playful, and slightly disrespectful way.  “The intern cheekily 
suggested the boss take a vacation.” 

 

 

 



Global English News — GEN004     Page 7 

Language Review 

Exercise A — Collocations 

Match each item in Column A with the word or phrase in Column B that forms a natural collocation 
from the article. Write the correct letter next to each number. 

 

Column A Column B 

1.  competitive a.  results 

2.  engine b.  edge 

3.  ramp c.  ahead 

4.  hard-won d.  up 

5.  mixed e.  share 

6.  grab a f.  limbo 

7.  thrown into g.  momentum 

8.  pulling h.  failures 

 

Exercise B — Vocabulary Quiz 

Choose the best answer (a, b, c, or d) for each question. Some questions may have more than one 
correct answer — select all that apply. 

 

1.  Which word best describes a machine that is reliable and used constantly for hard, practical work? 

a.  frontier 

b.  workhorse 

c.  variant 

d.  premise 

 

2.  If a company's value has "ballooned," what has happened? 

a.  It has decreased slowly. 

b.  It has stayed the same. 

c.  It has increased suddenly and rapidly. 

d.  It has been sold to a rival. 

 

3.  Select ALL words or phrases below that could describe a plan facing serious problems or difficulties. 

a.  rocky 

b.  short-lived 

c.  unquestioned 

d.  thrown into limbo 

 

4.  A company that is "diversifying its bets" is most likely trying to: 

a.  spend all its money on one large project 

b.  reduce risk by investing in different areas 

c.  copy a competitor's exact strategy 
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d.  cancel all current projects immediately 

 

5.  Which word means "almost complete or absolute, with only a small exception"? 

a.  iterative 

b.  prolific 

c.  near-total 

d.  staggering 

 

6.  If engineers use an "iterative" process, they: 

a.  finish the design in a single attempt 

b.  repeat and improve the design many times 

c.  copy a design from a competitor 

d.  avoid testing until the final version 

 

7.  Select ALL words or phrases below that suggest something achieved through great effort or that 
carries risk. 

a.  hard-won 

b.  routine 

c.  hazards 

d.  splashdown 

 

8.  What does it mean if a rival is "pulling ahead" in a competition? 

a.  They are falling behind. 

b.  They are moving into a leading position. 

c.  They have quit the competition. 

d.  They are copying another company. 

 

Exercise C — Discussion Questions 

Discuss the following questions with a partner or in a small group. Use evidence from the article to 
support your ideas. 

 

1.  Should governments depend on private companies for critical space missions, or should they build 
and operate their own rockets? What are the risks and benefits of each approach? 

2.  SpaceX has succeeded partly because it accepts failed test flights as part of its process. Do you think 
this approach is wise, or too risky? Would it work in other industries? 

3.  China, the United States, and private companies are all racing toward reusable rockets. Do you think 
this competition is mostly positive or mostly dangerous for the future of space travel? Explain your 
reasoning. 

4.  If you were an investor, would you put your money into a rocket company like SpaceX or Blue Origin? 
What factors would influence your decision? 

5.  The article mentions that crowded orbits and space debris are becoming serious concerns. Who 
should be responsible for managing these problems: individual companies, national governments, or an 
international organization? 

 

 




