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Global English News 

SpaceX and the New Space Race 

For most of the twentieth century, launching a rocket meant destroying it. Each mission consumed a 
purpose-built vehicle worth hundreds of millions of dollars, with spent hardware crashing into the ocean 
or burning up on reentry. SpaceX dismantled this assumption when it successfully landed and reused its 
Falcon 9 booster for the first time in 2015, demonstrating that a launch vehicle could return under its own 
power, be refurbished, and fly again. By recovering the most expensive component of the rocket, the 
company slashed the cost of placing a payload into orbital trajectory, attracting customers ranging from 
satellite operators to national defense agencies. SpaceX refined its approach through rapid iteration, 
flying the same booster more than twenty times and continuously reducing turnaround time. To sustain 
this model, the company developed its own propellant production and storage infrastructure, insulating 
itself from supplier dependencies. The ambition was always to commercialize space access at scale, 
drawing in a broad consortium of private and institutional partners while positioning launch as a routine 
industrial service. 

 

The frequency and reliability of SpaceX's launch schedule reshaped expectations across the entire 
industry. Where legacy providers once managed a handful of missions per year, SpaceX built toward a 
launch cadence that exceeded fifty missions annually, a manifest that dwarfed any competitor's output. 
This operational tempo gave the company unmatched pricing power and allowed it to leverage 
economies of scale that had previously been inaccessible to private firms. Governments that had relied 
on domestic launch providers began weighing cost efficiency against sovereign concerns about 
dependency on a foreign commercial entity. Established aerospace contractors — long accustomed to 
the incumbent advantages of guaranteed government contracts and protected margins — suddenly 
faced a competitor that refused to accept cost-plus pricing. Many of these firms had received decades of 
state subsidies that insulated them from market pressure, yet still struggled to match SpaceX's tempo 
or unit economics. By 2024, SpaceX had become so dominant in the global launch market that rival 
providers openly acknowledged the profound competitive asymmetry. 

 

Beyond cargo, SpaceX's Crew Dragon capsule restored American human spaceflight capability following 
the Space Shuttle's retirement in 2011. For nearly a decade, NASA had paid Russia for seats aboard the 
Soyuz spacecraft to ferry astronauts to the International Space Station. The first crewed Dragon mission 
in 2020 ended that dependency and demonstrated that commercial operators could satisfy the stringent 
safety standards required for human spaceflight. The capsule incorporates multiple layers of redundancy 
across its propulsion, life support, and navigation systems, and features an integrated launch abort 
system capable of pulling a crew away from the vehicle within milliseconds. NASA's procurement of 
commercial crew transportation represented a deliberate policy shift toward fixed-price agreements that 
incentivized efficiency over cost escalation. Orbital rendezvous and docking with the station demanded 
extraordinary precision, and SpaceX's autonomous guidance systems executed these maneuvers 
reliably across dozens of missions. Detailed contingency protocols govern every phase of flight, 
ensuring that no single point of failure can compromise crew safety. 

 

SpaceX's most aspirational project is Starship, a fully reusable two-stage launch system designed to 
carry humans and cargo to the Moon, Mars, and beyond. Starship burns liquid oxygen and liquid 
methane — a propellant combination chosen partly because methane can theoretically be synthesized 
from Martian resources, enabling in-situ refueling for return missions. The vehicle's propulsive landing 
approach, in which both the booster and upper stage return to the launch site to be caught by mechanical 
arms, represents the most ambitious instantiation of reusability ever attempted. If proven at scale, 
Starship could reduce the cost per kilogram to orbit by an order of magnitude, making the interplanetary 
transport of people and heavy cargo economically viable for the first time. The system is designed to be 
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highly scalable, with plans for rapid manufacturing and simultaneous operation of multiple vehicles. Each 
test flight has served as a live instantiation of the iterative design philosophy: fly early, identify failures, 
and incorporate lessons into the next Starship vehicle faster than any traditional aerospace program 
would allow. 

 

SpaceX's Starlink program has extended the company's influence far beyond launch services, positioning 
it as a major player in global telecommunications. By deploying a constellation of thousands of low-
Earth-orbit satellites, Starlink delivers broadband internet with relatively low latency — a critical 
advantage over traditional geostationary satellite services that introduce signal delays of more than half 
a second. The network has proven strategically significant: its provision of connectivity to Ukraine 
following Russia's 2022 invasion demonstrated how commercial satellite infrastructure could produce 
asymmetric advantages in a modern conflict. Starlink's rapid expansion has prompted concern about 
how a single private operator could proliferate so many objects in low Earth orbit without adequate 
international coordination. Ensuring interoperability with terrestrial networks and other satellite systems 
has emerged as a pressing technical and regulatory challenge. The program's sheer scale has also 
intensified debates about spectrum allocation, orbital slot rights, and the responsibilities that accompany 
the power to reshape global communications. The geopolitical implications of this influence are still 
unfolding. 

 

The rapid expansion of commercial space activity has outpaced the regulatory frameworks governing it. 
Agencies such as the Federal Aviation Administration in the United States and equivalent bodies 
elsewhere were designed to oversee a small number of government-directed launches per year, not the 
high-frequency commercial operations now underway. Questions of liability for damage caused by falling 
debris — whether from launch failures, reentry events, or in-orbit collisions — remain unresolved in 
international law. The current moratorium on binding international space traffic management means that 
operators largely self-regulate, relying on voluntary coordination rather than enforceable rules. Critics 
argue that inadequate oversight creates systemic risks: as more operators deploy large satellite 
networks, the probability of cascading collisions increases, potentially triggering a chain reaction that 
renders entire orbital bands unusable. The allocation of radio frequency spectrum is equally contested, 
with national regulators and the International Telecommunication Union struggling to keep pace with 
demand. Establishing enforceable regulatory standards that protect the long-term sustainability of orbital 
space without stifling innovation has become one of the defining policy challenges of the decade. A legal 
tether to responsible use is urgently needed. 

 

The commercial space industry's rise marks a genuine paradigm shift in how humanity conceives of 
access to space, and SpaceX has been its primary architect. The erosion of traditional incumbency — 
the entrenched position of legacy aerospace contractors sustained by decades of cost-plus contracts — 
has lowered the barrier to entry for new launch providers, satellite operators, and in-space service 
companies. An influx of venture capital into the sector has funded dozens of startups pursuing 
everything from small satellite launchers to on-orbit refueling depots. SpaceX's own valuation surpassed 
$350 billion by early 2025, making it one of the most valuable private companies in history and a 
benchmark against which all competitors are measured. Its vertically integrated model — controlling 
manufacturing, launch operations, and increasingly the payload through Starlink — eliminates many of 
the supplier dependencies that have historically inflated costs in the industry. The disruption SpaceX 
has introduced will take years to fully play out, but the trajectory is clear: space is no longer a domain 
reserved for sovereign powers with vast public budgets. It has become a contested commercial frontier, 
and the rules governing it are still being written. 
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Beyond the Headlines 

The journey from launch pad to orbit subjects a rocket's fairing — the protective nose cone that encases 
the payload — to some of the most extreme mechanical and thermal stresses in engineering. During the 
first seconds after ignition, the acoustic energy generated by the engines is so intense that it can 
physically damage delicate satellite components; launch facilities pump enormous quantities of water 
onto the pad specifically to absorb this energy. As the rocket climbs through the upper atmosphere, the 
fairing is jettisoned and, if the operator chooses to recover it, must survive reentry into the atmosphere, 
a process that generates temperatures exceeding 1,600 degrees Celsius on its outer surface. Traditional 
reentry vehicles use ablative heat shields — materials engineered to char and erode in a controlled 
manner, carrying heat away from the structure beneath. SpaceX's approach to recovering fairings 
involved deploying parachutes and maneuvering the halves toward a ship equipped with a large net, 
though the company later transitioned to water recovery. The broader challenge of thermal protection 
is central to any hypersonic vehicle operating near orbital velocities, where friction with residual 
atmospheric molecules generates a sheath of ionized gas — plasma — that briefly severs radio 
communications with the ground during the most intense phase of descent. 

 

 

  



Global English News — GEN004A     Page 4 

Vocabulary 

Paragraph 1 

reused (v.) (v.) Used again after being recovered and prepared for another operation.  
“The company reused the booster for the third time within a single year.” 

payload (n.) (n.) The cargo, satellite, or other object carried by a rocket into space.  “The 
payload was a commercial communications satellite weighing over five tons.” 

orbital (adj.) (adj.) Relating to a path that circles a planet or other body in space.  “Achieving 
orbital velocity requires the rocket to reach speeds of roughly 28,000 
kilometers per hour.” 

iteration (n.) (n.) A repeated cycle of design, testing, and improvement aimed at refining a 
product or process.  “Each iteration of the software brought measurable 
improvements to fuel efficiency.” 

propellant (n.) (n.) The chemical fuel and oxidizer mixture burned by a rocket engine to 
produce thrust.  “The engineers chose a propellant that could be stored safely 
at relatively low temperatures.” 

commercialize (v.) (v.) To develop or manage something primarily as a business activity intended 
to generate profit.  “The company sought to commercialize satellite imagery 
by offering it as a subscription service.” 

consortium (n.) (n.) A group of organizations or companies that join together to pursue a 
shared project or goal.  “A consortium of tech firms pooled resources to fund 
the orbital research platform.” 

 

Paragraph 2 

cadence (n.) (n.) The regular rhythm or frequency at which a series of activities or events 
occurs.  “The team maintained a weekly launch cadence throughout the 
busiest quarter of the year.” 

manifest (n.) (n.) A schedule or list of planned cargo missions or flights.  “The company's 
manifest included missions for government agencies, private operators, and 
research institutions.” 

leverage (v.) (v.) To use an existing advantage, resource, or position to achieve a greater 
outcome.  “The firm was able to leverage its early investment in reusability to 
undercut rival pricing.” 

sovereign (adj.) (adj.) Relating to the independent authority and self-governance of a nation.  
“Several countries cited sovereign security concerns as a reason to develop 
domestic launch capabilities.” 

incumbent (adj.) (adj.) Currently holding an established position, often used to describe an 
existing dominant player in an industry.  “The incumbent aerospace 
contractor had held the government contract for over three decades.” 

subsidies (n.) (n.) Financial support provided by a government to a company or industry to 
reduce its costs or sustain its operations.  “Without government subsidies, 
the domestic launch provider could not have competed on price.” 

dominant (adj.) (adj.) Exercising the greatest influence or control within a particular field or 
market.  “The firm became dominant in the sector by combining low costs 
with high reliability.” 
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Paragraph 3 

crewed (adj.) (adj.) Carrying human astronauts rather than operating autonomously or 
carrying only cargo.  “The first crewed mission to the station under the new 
contract launched without incident.” 

redundancy (n.) (n.) The inclusion of backup systems designed to take over if a primary system 
fails, increasing overall reliability.  “The redundancy built into the life support 
system ensured that no single component failure could be fatal.” 

abort (n.) (n.) A system or procedure designed to terminate a mission and remove the 
crew from danger in an emergency.  “The abort system activated 
automatically when sensors detected an anomaly in the engine seconds after 
ignition.” 

procurement (n.) (n.) The process by which an organization acquires goods or services, often 
through formal contracts.  “The agency's procurement process favored fixed-
price contracts over the traditional cost-plus model.” 

rendezvous (n.) (n.) A precisely coordinated meeting of two spacecraft in orbit.  “The 
rendezvous with the station required the capsule to match its orbital altitude 
and velocity exactly.” 

docking (n.) (n.) The physical connection of one spacecraft to another while in orbit, 
enabling crew or cargo transfer.  “Docking was completed autonomously after 
the crew verified that the guidance system was operating correctly.” 

contingency (n.) (n.) A pre-planned response to a potential emergency or unexpected event.  
“Mission controllers rehearsed every contingency before clearing the crew 
for launch.” 

 

Paragraph 4 

aspirational (adj.) (adj.) Describing goals or projects that are ambitious and long-term, often not 
yet fully achievable.  “The company's aspirational target of a Mars landing 
within the decade was met with both admiration and skepticism.” 

methane (n.) (n.) A hydrocarbon gas used as rocket fuel, noted for its efficiency and 
potential to be synthesized from resources found on Mars.  “Engineers 
selected methane as the propellant because it burns more cleanly than 
kerosene and leaves fewer deposits.” 

propulsive (adj.) (adj.) Relating to or achieved through the use of engine thrust rather than 
passive descent methods such as parachutes.  “The propulsive landing 
sequence required the engine to reignite precisely as the vehicle approached 
the ground.” 

interplanetary (adj.) (adj.) Occurring or traveling between the planets of a solar system.  “Designing 
an interplanetary spacecraft requires accounting for radiation exposure, 
microgravity, and mission durations of months or years.” 

scalable (adj.) (adj.) Capable of being expanded or increased in capacity without a 
proportional rise in cost or complexity.  “The manufacturing process was 
designed to be scalable so that production could double within a single year.” 

instantiation (n.) (n.) A concrete example or physical realization of an abstract concept or 
design.  “Each prototype was an instantiation of a specific set of design 
hypotheses being put to the test.” 
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Starship (n.) (n.) SpaceX's fully reusable two-stage launch vehicle designed for missions 
to low Earth orbit, the Moon, and Mars.  “The Starship vehicle stood nearly 
120 meters tall when stacked on its Super Heavy booster.” 

 

Paragraph 5 

constellation (n.) (n.) A large coordinated network of satellites operating together to provide 
continuous coverage of the Earth's surface.  “The constellation was designed 
so that at least one satellite was always visible from any point on Earth.” 

latency (n.) (n.) The time delay between a data signal being sent and received, a critical 
factor in internet communications.  “Low latency was essential for the service 
to support real-time video calls and financial transactions.” 

asymmetric (adj.) (adj.) Involving a significant imbalance of capability, resources, or advantage 
between two parties.  “The satellite internet service created an asymmetric 
advantage by restoring communications that the enemy had tried to disable.” 

proliferate (v.) (v.) To increase rapidly in number or spread widely across an area.  “Concerns 
grew that small satellites could proliferate to the point where managing orbital 
congestion became impossible.” 

interoperability (n.) (n.) The ability of different systems, devices, or networks to work together and 
exchange information seamlessly.  “Regulators insisted on interoperability 
standards so that users could switch between providers without replacing 
hardware.” 

geopolitical (adj.) (adj.) Relating to how geography, economics, and the distribution of power 
shape international relations and conflict.  “The satellite network's reach 
across conflict zones gave it unmistakable geopolitical significance.” 

telecommunications 
(n.) 

(n.) The industry and technology concerned with transmitting information — 
voice, data, and video — over long distances electronically.  “The merger 
created the largest telecommunications company in the country, controlling 
both mobile and satellite networks.” 

 

Paragraph 6 

liability (n.) (n.) Legal responsibility for damage or harm caused to persons, property, or 
other assets.  “International treaties assign liability to the launching state for 
damage caused by space objects on the ground.” 

debris (n.) (n.) Fragments of defunct satellites, spent rocket stages, or other discarded 
material remaining in orbit.  “A collision with a small piece of debris can 
disable an operational satellite and generate thousands of additional 
fragments.” 

moratorium (n.) (n.) A temporary suspension of an activity or rule, typically agreed upon while 
longer-term solutions are developed.  “Nations called for a moratorium on 
anti-satellite missile tests following several incidents that created dangerous 
debris clouds.” 

oversight (n.) (n.) The authority and responsibility to monitor, review, and regulate the 
activities of an organization or industry.  “Congressional oversight of the 
agency intensified after the audit revealed significant cost overruns.” 
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spectrum (n.) (n.) The range of radio frequencies allocated to wireless communications and 
subject to international regulation.  “Competition for spectrum intensified as 
more satellite operators applied for frequency licenses simultaneously.” 

regulatory (adj.) (adj.) Relating to the rules, standards, and legal requirements imposed by 
governing bodies on an industry or activity.  “The startup faced months of 
regulatory review before it received approval to conduct its first launch.” 

tether (n.) (n.) A constraint or binding mechanism that limits freedom of action, used 
figuratively to mean a rule or norm that holds behavior in check.  “Without a 
legal tether, operators could dispose of satellites irresponsibly and face no 
meaningful consequences.” 

 

Paragraph 7 

paradigm (n.) (n.) A fundamental framework or model that defines the way a field or system 
operates.  “The introduction of reusable rockets represented a paradigm shift 
in how the industry thought about launch costs.” 

incumbency (n.) (n.) The advantage held by an established organization due to its existing 
resources, contracts, and market position.  “The startup overcame 
incumbency by offering a service that was both cheaper and faster to 
deploy.” 

barrier to entry (n. 
phrase) 

(n. phrase) An obstacle that makes it difficult for new competitors to enter a 
market or industry.  “The cost of developing a reusable rocket is a formidable 
barrier to entry that few private companies can overcome.” 

venture capital (n.) (n.) Private investment funding provided to early-stage or high-growth 
companies in exchange for equity.  “The satellite startup raised over $200 
million in venture capital before its first orbital mission.” 

valuation (n.) (n.) An estimate of the total financial worth of a company, typically determined 
by investors or market activity.  “The firm's valuation tripled after its 
technology demonstrated a tenfold reduction in manufacturing time.” 

vertically integrated 
(adj.) 

(adj.) Describing a company that controls multiple stages of its own supply 
chain, from raw materials to final product delivery.  “By being vertically 
integrated, the manufacturer avoided delays caused by reliance on external 
component suppliers.” 

disruption (n.) (n.) A fundamental transformation of an industry caused by a new competitor, 
technology, or business model.  “The disruption caused by streaming 
services left traditional broadcasters struggling to retain audiences.” 

 

Beyond the Headlines 

fairing (n.) (n.) The protective nose cone fitted to a rocket that shields the payload during 
the high-stress period of atmospheric ascent.  “The fairing was jettisoned 
once the rocket cleared the upper atmosphere and aerodynamic pressure 
dropped to near zero.” 

acoustic (adj.) (adj.) Relating to sound, particularly the intense noise and vibration produced 
by powerful engines at ignition.  “The acoustic energy generated at liftoff was 
powerful enough to crack concrete if the water suppression system failed.” 

reentry (n.) (n.) The process by which a spacecraft or object returns from space and 
passes back through the Earth's atmosphere.  “The heat generated during 
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reentry caused the vehicle's outer surface to glow at temperatures exceeding 
1,500 degrees Celsius.” 

ablative (adj.) (adj.) Describing a material that protects a spacecraft by gradually burning and 
eroding away during reentry, carrying heat away from the structure.  “The 
ablative heat shield was designed to sacrifice itself so that the crew 
compartment beneath remained at a safe temperature.” 

thermal protection 
(n. phrase) 

(n. phrase) The system of materials and engineering solutions that shield a 
spacecraft from extreme heat during reentry or atmospheric flight.  “Advances 
in thermal protection allowed the spacecraft to survive reentry temperatures 
that would have destroyed earlier designs.” 

hypersonic (adj.) (adj.) Moving at speeds greater than five times the speed of sound, a regime 
associated with intense aerodynamic heating.  “At hypersonic speeds, the 
friction between the vehicle and the thin upper atmosphere generates enough 
heat to melt most metals.” 

plasma (n.) (n.) A superheated state of matter in which electrons are stripped from atoms, 
forming an ionized gas that can interfere with radio signals.  “The 
communications blackout occurred when a sheath of plasma surrounded the 
capsule during the most intense phase of reentry.” 

 

 

  



Global English News — GEN004A     Page 9 

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.  launch a.  entry 

2.  sovereign b.  slot 

3.  venture c.  capital 

4.  barrier to d.  protection 

5.  orbital e.  pricing 

6.  thermal f.  authority 

7.  launch g.  manifest 

8.  cost-plus h.  cadence 

 

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.  The word "cadence" (Paragraph 2) most closely means: 

a.  the quality of a company's management decisions 

b.  the regular rhythm at which activities are carried out 

c.  the financial margin built into a contract 

d.  the international reputation of a launch provider 

 

2.  Why did SpaceX choose methane as Starship's propellant? 

a.  It is the cheapest fuel available on the global market. 

b.  It can potentially be produced using resources found on Mars. 

c.  It generates less acoustic energy than liquid hydrogen at ignition. 

d.  It eliminates the need for a thermal protection system on reentry. 

 

3.  The term "redundancy" as used in Paragraph 3 refers to: 

a.  the duplication of crew members on a mission to allow rotation 

b.  the practice of launching backup satellites to replace failing ones 

c.  the inclusion of backup systems that activate if primary systems fail 

d.  the legal requirement to carry liability insurance on crewed missions 

 

4.  What does the article suggest about government subsidies to incumbent aerospace contractors? 

a.  They were essential to enabling the innovation that SpaceX built upon. 

b.  They successfully shielded contractors from having to compete on price. 

c.  They protected established firms from market pressure but did not ensure competitiveness. 
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d.  They were discontinued as a direct result of SpaceX's entry into the market. 

 

5.  The article describes Starlink's role in the Ukraine conflict as demonstrating an "asymmetric" 
advantage. This means: 

a.  the satellite network gave one side a disproportionate capability advantage 

b.  the network's coverage was uneven across different regions of the country 

c.  the financial cost of the service was shared unequally between parties 

d.  Starlink's satellites were positioned asymmetrically to cover conflict zones 

 

6.  What is the primary concern raised in the article about a lack of binding international space traffic 
management? 

a.  That sovereign nations will lose control of domestic launch schedules 

b.  That venture capital investment in the sector will decline sharply 

c.  That cascading orbital collisions could render entire bands of space unusable 

d.  That spectrum allocation will be monopolized by a single commercial operator 

 

7.  The word "instantiation" (Paragraph 4) is used to mean: 

a.  the speed at which a manufacturing process can be completed 

b.  a concrete, physical realization of an abstract design or concept 

c.  the official certification of a vehicle as flight-worthy 

d.  an incremental adjustment made between test flights 

 

8.  Which of the following best describes a "vertically integrated" company? 

a.  One that employs staff at multiple levels of seniority within a single division 

b.  One that operates exclusively in high-altitude or space-based industries 

c.  One that controls several stages of its own supply chain from production to delivery 

d.  One that has achieved vertical growth in revenue for five or more consecutive years 

 

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.  SpaceX has dramatically lowered the cost of reaching orbit through reusability. Do you think this is an 
unambiguously positive development, or does cheaper access to space introduce new risks that outweigh 
the benefits? 

2.  NASA's shift from cost-plus to fixed-price procurement contracts is presented as a driver of efficiency. 
What are the potential disadvantages of applying market principles to activities where failure can cost 
human lives? 

3.  The article notes that Starlink's role in Ukraine demonstrated significant geopolitical power in the 
hands of a private company. Should commercial satellite operators be subject to the same obligations 
and restrictions as sovereign nations during armed conflicts? 

4.  The current absence of enforceable international space traffic management is described as a serious 
systemic risk. Who do you think should bear primary responsibility for preventing a cascade of orbital 
collisions — national governments, international bodies, or private operators? 

5.  The article describes the commercial space era as a shift from domains "reserved for sovereign 
powers" to a "contested commercial frontier." In your view, is this transformation a sign of human 
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progress, or does it risk concentrating unprecedented power in the hands of a small number of private 
actors? 

 

  


