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I appreciate the chance to be with you this afternoon to talk about commercial space transportation.


But before I do that, let me first say just a few words about aviation.


It was 18 years ago last month that the FAA permanently retired registration number N16020.  It was the tail number on the Lockheed Electra that belonged to Amelia Earhart when she disappeared.


Next to the registration number is this notation:  “This number is never to be used by anyone ever again.  Reserved for Amelia Earhart for infinity.”


Certainly that act and those words say a lot about the FAA.  But they say much, much more about Amelia Earhart and the history she made and the life of adventure she lived.


The reason I bring this up is because I want to share with you something Amelia Earhart said in the 1930s that might help explain the things you’ve been hearing and reading about private human space flight recently.


“Please know,” she said, “that I am aware of the hazards.  I want to do it because I want to do it.”


That’s exactly the same kind of determination that is cresting now, at the mid-point of this decade, and driving rocket builders and willing passengers to get ready for the ride of a lifetime.


And for those who might ask what that has to do with the FAA, my answer is that Congress has answered this way:  “quite a bit.”


Let me explain.


I lead the Office of Commercial Space Transportation.  It dates back to 1984 when it was created and placed in the Department of Transportation.  In 1995, it was transferred to the FAA and given a new acronym … AST.


Our role is very straightforward.  We regulate commercial space transportation.  We are the only office in the United States government that does what we do.  We’re supposed to regulate to the extent necessary to protect the uninvolved public and the safety of property.  “Safety first” is the rule that guides everything we do.


And we take the responsibility very seriously.


By law, we also encourage, facilitate and promote commercial space launches, reentries and commercial launch sites.


So while we’re a regulator, we also do all we can to advance the industry.  We know we’re doing our job well when the safety record leads to strong and growing confidence in the commercial space sector.


So far, we have licensed 174 launches with no fatalities or property damage.  That record of success has been achieved because of our emphasis on safety and the meticulous preparation that launches demand.  That builds confidence.


Up until 2004, every launch we licensed was for what’s called an ELV.  That stands for Expendable Launch Vehicle.  In other words you put a satellite on top of rocket, the rocket puts the satellite into orbit, and that’s the end of the rocket.


But, then, in 2004, we licensed the launch and reentry of an RLV … a Reusable Launch Vehicle.  

The launch operation we licensed was for SpaceShipOne, the vehicle built by Burt Rutan that took the first private, commercial astronaut into space.  For that achievement, SpaceShipOne captured the $10 million Ansari X-Prize, and I was there to pin the astronaut wings on the pilot.

So as vigilant as we have always been about safety, the prospect of people as opposed to payloads going into space takes safety to an even higher level.  

Which brings me back to what Congress and the President have to say about the FAA role in space.  

In December of 2004, Congress approved and the President signed into law the Commercial Space Launch Amendments Act of 2004.  The law didn’t pull any punches when it comes to the importance of safety.  Here’s what it said:

“The future of the commercial human space flight industry will depend on its ability to continually improve its safety performance.”

In other words, the safer you are, the more trust you earn.

The law assigned to the Secretary of Transportation the responsibility for commercial human space flight.  And that put the FAA and my office in particular on the front line of the effort.

In line with the requirements of the new law, we have issued a Notice of Proposed Rule Making for experimental permits for reusable suborbital rockets.  In a nutshell that will make it easier and faster for rocket companies to do research and development and testing as long as it’s not for hire.

This new regime is similar to Experimental Airworthiness Certificates in aviation, signaling a recognition that the commercial space launch industry is maturing and that as it matures there are Americans who want to get involved.

The draft has been reviewed and approved at the Office of Management and Budget, and is in the Federal Register.  We are expecting a number of comments on this subject.  We encourage comments since it helps refine our final position.

The law also required the FAA to develop regulations for space flight crews and space flight passengers.  We published the Notice of Proposed Rule Making last December, and the comment period closed just about a month ago.  More than 30 entities responded with comments and we are currently reviewing those comments.

In addition to all this, my office also licenses the operation of spaceports.  

So far we’ve licensed the operation of five: California Space Authority located at Vandenberg Air Force base in California; the Virginia Space Flight Center at Wallops Island, Virginia; Florida Space Authority at Cape Canaveral; Kodiak Launch Complex in Alaska, and; the Mojave Civilian Flight Test Center in California, the very first inland commercial launch facility.

Let me pause here for just a second to make something as clear as I can make it.  Our office in the FAA is the Office of Commercial Space Transportation.

We are not NASA.  NASA does research and development, technology demonstration and exploration.  NASA represents the civil space sector program.  

We are not the Department of Defense.  They do national defense as part of the military space sector program.

We, the Office of Commercial Space Transportation, are in the commercial launch business, where satellites are being launched that bring you communications, direct broadcast TV, satellite radio and, very soon, where people will be launched into space.  We represent the third US space sector – commercial space transportation.

Now, I wouldn’t be surprised if some of you are thinking:  “Okay.  I see that you’re busy.  I hear a lot about private human space flight.  But why you?  Why now?”

Fair enough.  Let me first address the question of “why us.”

Congress believes – and we certainly do – that the FAA is the best place to launch this new industry sector.

Safety is the Number One FAA objective and, as noted earlier, Congress has made it clear that the future of commercial human space flight depends on its ability to establish its credentials for safety.  Beyond that, the FAA has decades of experience, skill and knowledge in integrating new technologies.

Okay, you might say, but why do you have this Office of Commercial Space Transportation?  Couldn’t you just adjust the same approach you use for aircraft?

Perhaps, when commercial space – especially the sector involving human passengers – eventually matures.  

We’re not there yet.

There are a lot of things we have to master because these launch vehicles will come in different sizes, different power capabilities and with different missions.  

Some will launch vertically from the ground, others horizontally from runways.  Still others will launch from a mother craft in the air.  Some will launch at sea.  

Lots of questions to answer.  How will launches affect airport operations?  What added training will controllers need?  How much will they need to know about the performance of suborbital and orbital vehicles?

And what should the public expect from us, the regulator, as this new industry comes into our lives?

What about the Rocket Racing League announced last Fall?  What you have there is an aircraft with a rocket engine attached.  They will fly at the X-Prize Cup this October and at the Reno Air Races.  Every four minutes they’ll have to refuel.  What will they find out about doing all that so fast and about stopping and restarting rocket engines?

I know I’m not giving you a lot of answers here.  

That’s because this new industry, as it evolves, is writing new history, we are learning things, and you can’t find a better place than the FAA to be at the inception of something new in the National Air Space.

We are definitely the right place to oversee this emerging private human space flight industry.  Which brings me to that second question I mentioned:  Why now?

The answer to that is because activity in the industry is accelerating, public interest is growing, and community enthusiasm for involvement in commercial space is increasing.

Rather than give you a statistical rundown, let me give you a few examples.

We know of at least 13 developers working, at differing levels, on launch vehicles.  Some of those are the expendable variety, the kind that put payloads into orbit.  But others are working on the reusable vehicles, the ones that – here at the beginning – will take passengers for suborbital flights.

The most visible example is Sir Richard Branson’s Virgin Galactic.  They’re the ones who teamed up with Burt Rutan to launch SpaceShipOne.  Now they’re at work on Space Ship Two.  The vehicle will take two crew members and seven passengers on suborbital flights.

And they plan to do it from a New Mexico spaceport.  Virgin Galactic has 33,000 registered applicants and has collected $10 million in deposits for space flights.  They tell me most of the registrants are women.  How about that!

If you go to the Virgin Galactic website, you’ll see that they expect to begin those flights with passengers aboard in 2008.  And that fits right in with what the Secretary of Transportation, Norman Mineta, predicted early last month when he said that 2008 is the year when he expects to approve the first-ever commercial human space flights in vehicles funded and developed with private capital.

The Secretary has been an enthusiastic supporter of private human space flight.  And so has Administrator Blakey.  She believes in this.  She has seen, as I have, that there are lots of people whose lifelong dreams and adventurous spirit drive them to want to experience weightlessness and take in the view from 62 miles up, at least initially.

So all this helps explain why we’re doing this now.  

With public and community interest matched to support from policy makers at both the state and federal level, and the launch vehicles becoming available, we’re very busy getting ready.

I understand that, for most people across the country, the commercial space industry has gone mostly unnoticed, despite the fact that the news stories they see about private human space flight come to them via the satellite transmissions made possible by commercially launched rockets.

But as I’ve tried to show today, a considerable number of entrepreneurs along with my office have been, literally, laying the “groundwork” for a new advance in space history that might surprise some, but will certainly thrill quite a few.

We foresee some very exciting times ahead.

So prepare for liftoff.  I feel obliged to warn you that the space business maybe be the most incredible opportunity of your lifetime.

I’ve only scratched the surface, but I’ll be happy to go further in answer to your questions.

Thanks very much.
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