AETC Case Number-2026-xxXX  (The AETC Case Number will be applied after Security &Policy Review)
Department of the AIR force Fellows
AIR UNIVERSITY (AU)
Enabling Massive Gains in U.S. Launch Frequency: Driving Government Change




by
David A. Schill, Lt Col, USSF

Report Submitted to the Air Force Fellows
in Partial Fulfillment of the Graduation Requirements

Advisor(s): 
Professor Jeffrey Liebman
Robert W. Scrivner Professor of Social Policy
Harvard Kennedy School
Cambridge, MA



Washington DC

April 2026











Disclaimer

The views expressed in this academic research paper are those of the author(s) and do not reflect the official policy or position of the US government or the Department of War.  In accordance with Air Force Instruction 51-303, Intellectual Property—Patents, Patent Related Matters, Trademarks and Copyrights, 1 September 1998, this research paper is not copyrighted but is the property of the United States government.













Abstract	iv
Executive Summary	v
Introduction,	1
Methodology	1
Research Questions	2
Background	3
Evolving Policy for Space Launch	5
Why This Matters? - Impacts of 2273 and 2276.	7
U.S. Space Force Guidance and Direction	9
Implementing AFSS: A Challenge to Overcome	12
Managing Organizational Change	13
Policy Recommendations and Conclusion	26
References	31





[bookmark: _Toc227163549]Abstract
Assured access to space is foundational to U.S. national security, yet the rapid growth of commercial space activity has challenged legacy government launch models optimized for infrequent, risk‑averse missions. As U.S. launch cadence increased from roughly 10 launches per year to more than 100 per year, existing governance, regulatory processes, and organizational structures risked becoming constraints to launch rather than enablers. This paper examines how the United States preserved assured access to space in this high‑cadence environment by redefining the federal government’s role in space launch.
The research employs an analysis of the legislative and regulatory environment, primary interviews with government and industry stakeholders, and John Kotter’s change‑management framework to assess how policy reform and organizational change were implemented and sustained within the U.S. Space Force. The findings show that expanded statutory authorities, streamlined FAA licensing, and deliberate cultural shifts enabled the government’s transition from launch operator to spaceport manager and strategic facilitator.
The paper concludes that assuring access to space in the modern era depends less on direct government control and more on the government’s ability to enable scale, speed, and resilience without becoming the limiting factor. Policy recommendations focus on reinforcing this facilitator model to ensure durable, scalable space access in an increasingly contested domain.


[bookmark: _Toc227163550]Executive Summary
Assured access to space is foundational to U.S. national security, enabling the deployment, sustainment, and reconstitution of critical military, intelligence, civil, and commercial space capabilities. Historically, this assurance was achieved through a government‑operated launch enterprise optimized for infrequent, high‑value missions and highly conservative risk management. Over the past decade, however, the rapid proliferation of commercial low Earth orbit satellite constellations increased U.S. launch cadence from roughly ten launches per year to more than one hundred, fundamentally straining legacy launch governance, infrastructure, and organizational models.
This paper examines how the United States preserved assured access to space amid this surge in launch demand by redefining the federal government’s role in space launch. Rather than remaining a direct operator of launch missions, the U.S. government—led by the U.S. Space Force—transitioned to a model centered on strategic facilitation, spaceport management, and partnership with a predominantly commercial launch industry. This shift constituted a true government turnaround, requiring coordinated changes in policy, regulation, organizational structure, and culture.
Using legislative and regulatory analysis, primary interviews, and John Kotter’s change‑management framework, the paper traces how this transition unfolded. Policy reforms expanded Title 10 authorities for commercial launch cooperation, modernized FAA licensing through performance‑based regulations, and reduced duplication through formal FAA–Space Force reciprocity. Organizational consolidation under a unified Assured Access to Space enterprise clarified authority and accelerated decision‑making. Equally critical, Space Force leadership drove cultural change—establishing urgency, empowering cross‑agency coalitions, reframing safety from a posture of “no because” to “yes if,” and institutionalizing new behaviors through visible short‑term wins.
The analysis finds that the United States successfully adapted its launch enterprise to support sustained high‑cadence operations without sacrificing public safety or mission assurance. However, the transformation remains incomplete. Infrastructure constraints, regulatory friction, fragmented decision authority, and risks of cultural regression threaten scalability to the next order of magnitude. The paper concludes that assured access to space in the modern era depends less on direct government control and more on the government’s ability to enable speed, resilience, and scale without becoming the limiting factor. The policy recommendations that follow focus on reinforcing this facilitator model to ensure durable, scalable space access in an increasingly contested domain.
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[bookmark: _Toc227163551]Introduction[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Lt Col David Schill is the U.S. Space Force 2025-2026 National Security Fellow at the Harvard Kennedy School. A career acquisition officer, Lt Col Schill has held several engineering, program management, staff, and command positions throughout his career. Most recently, he served in the U.S. Space Force’s Assured Access to Space organization, commanding the 5th Space Launch Squadron and serving as a Materiel Leader and Chief Engineer for the Vulcan Centaur rocket development program. In the fall of 2025, Lt Col Schill took a “Government Turnarounds” class at the Harvard Kennedy School with Professor Jeffrey Liebman. In that class, a key idea that resonated with Lt Col Schill was that creating lasting impact (or sustaining change) is one of the hardest challenges in a government turnaround or transition, and that idea served as an inspiration for this paper.] 

Space launch is foundational to U.S. national security because it underpins assured access to space and the ability to place, sustain, and reconstitute critical space capabilities despite technological, operational, or adversary disruption. In the 21st century, that assurance has come under strain not from a lack of launch technology, but from a dramatic increase in launch demand driven by commercial proliferation of low earth orbit satellite constellations and increased adversary capabilities in the space domain. As U.S. launch cadence surged from approximately 10 launches per year to more than 100 per year, the legacy government approach for space access, optimized for infrequent, high-value missions, risked becoming a constraint on access rather than an enabler of it. This paper argues that the United States preserved assured access to space by deliberately redefining the federal government’s role from a direct operator of launch activity to a strategic facilitator and spaceport manager, and that this shift represents a successful government turnaround enabled by policy reform, regulatory adaptation, and organizational change within the U.S. Space Force.
[bookmark: _Toc227163552]Methodology
This paper begins by reviewing the key regulations and policies in place prior to and during the transition from a government-centric model to a facilitator and spaceport manager role. It then applies John Kotter’s eight-stage organization change process to explore how the U.S. Space Force enabled this transition. As part of this research, the author interviewed members of the Federal Aviation Administration Office of Commercial Space Transportation, the U.S. Space Force, and industry that were involved in the transition, both for providing leadership lessons and substantive material for the transition.[footnoteRef:2] Lastly, the paper concludes with policy recommendations.   [2:  Interviews cited in this paper are not publicly attributable and are therefore not listed in the References section] 

[bookmark: _Toc227163553]Research Questions
The rapid increase in U.S. space launch demand created a fundamental tension between legacy government launch processes and the requirements of assured access to space in a high‑cadence, commercially driven environment. Preserving assured access under these conditions required deliberate changes in policy, regulation, organizational structure, and leadership practice. Understanding how the U.S. government—and particularly the U.S. Space Force—navigated this transition requires examining both the enabling frameworks and the mechanisms by which change was implemented and sustained. Accordingly, this paper is guided by the following research questions:
· In what ways did the transition from a government-operated launch enterprise to a facilitator and spaceport manager role enable, enhance, or hinder assured access to space? 
· What policy and regulatory changes were most consequential in enabling sustained, high‑cadence space launch operations while maintaining public safety and national security requirements?  
· How did U.S. Space Force overcome organizational change resistance; what leadership strategies were present that enabled this government turnaround? 
[bookmark: _Toc227163554]Background
		The number of launches from the two major U.S. spaceports, located at Cape Canaveral Space Force Station in Florida and Vandenberg Space Force Base in California, surged from 10 launches per year in the mid-2010s to over 100 launches per year in the mid-2020s.

[image: ]
Figure 1: U.S. Space Launch Frequency 2000-2024[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Government Accountability Office (GAO), “National Security Space Launch: Increased Commercial Use of Ranges Underscores Need for Improved Cost Recovery,” June 2025, pg 5, https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-25-107228.pdf.] 


Furthermoe, the number of space launches is expected to continue rising as demand for more satellites rises. 

[image: ]
Figure 2: FAA’s 2023 Forecast of Commercial Space Launch Operations (2015-2028)[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), “FAA Aerospace Forecast Fiscal Years 2024-2044,” 2023, page 43, https://www.faa.gov/dataresearch/aviation/aerospaceforecasts/faa-aerospace-forecast-fy-2024-2044.] 

Notes: Figure 2 data represents FAA licenses for launch and reentries only, and does not include launches not authorized by the FAA, which includes U.S. government activity or launches carried out by another countries. 

		While civil and military satellite capabilities remain a consistent and stable source of demand for the space launch industry, the primary reason for an increase in demand is the deployment of low earth orbit (LEO) satellite constellations. SpaceX’s Starlink, Amazon’s Project Kuiper, and Eutelsat’s OneWeb are examples of this growing proliferation of satellites in low earth orbit.  The Starlink program alone plans to launch as many as 42,000 satellites to provide global broadband and other services.[footnoteRef:5] Other factors contributing to the increase in rate include declining launch costs, government and commercial investment, and technological advancements.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Daehnick, Gang, and Rosenkopf, “Space launch: Are we heading for oversupply or a shortfall?” McKinsey, April 17, 2023. https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/aerospace-and-defense/our-insights/space-launch-are-we-heading-for-oversupply-or-a-shortfall]  [6:  For example, a technological advancement is the rise in reusable rocket technology that drives down hardware costs.  ] 

		Another trend is that the space and space launch market is increasingly shifting toward commercialization. Again, low earth orbit broadband communication leads the way with SpaceX and other companies heavily investing in the market. In addition to global broadband communications, historically government dominated missions areas of commercial earth observation and space situational awareness and tracking are increasingly targeting solutions from the commercial market. The U.S. Space Force has also embraced this shift, with Lt. Gen. Philip Garrant, the head of Space Systems Command, prioritizing the rapid delivery of mission-critical systems by aggressively integrating commercial technologies in the U.S. Space Force’s architecture.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Erwin, “Space Force acquisition command prioritizing speed and commercial partnerships,” SpaceNews, April 15, 2024. https://spacenews.com/space-force-acquisition-command-prioritizing-speed-and-commercial-partnerships/] 

		The evolving landscape of orbital activity forced a significant reevaluation of how the government and private sectors interact. With the increase in cadence here and arguably not going away, how has the regulatory and policy environment evolved?  In what ways did the government and the USSF enable or hinder commercial innovation and the rapid increase in launches? This tension between government oversight and industry speed ultimately defines the modern space launch era. In the following section, this project will explore the key policies covering space launch. This exploration will help set the stage for how policymakers and U.S. Space Force leaders worked to modernize frameworks that were built for an era when 100s of launches per year was generally considered unachievable. 

[bookmark: _Toc227163555]Evolving Policy for Space Launch
		As of March 2026, the regulatory framework and key legislation that covers U.S. space launch centers on streamlining commercial operations and promoting public safety while supporting the rapid growth of the industry.  The Commercial Space Launch Act and 14 CFR Part 450, also known as the “Streamlined Launch and Reentry License Rule,” are the central documents for space launch licensing in the United States. The U.S. Space Force’s authority for space launch is derived from Title 10 authority and annually through the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA).  
		The Commercial Space Launch Act, enacted in 1984, remains a foundational law in space launch, giving the Department of Transportation (DOT) the authority to license launch vehicles.[footnoteRef:8] The DOT implements the space launch and reentry license authorities through the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) Office of Commercial Space Transportation (AST).[footnoteRef:9] The Commercial Space Act of 1998 expanded the 1984 policy by directing federal agencies to acquire space launch services from commercial providers in the United States, whenever possible, rather than using government-owned vehicles.[footnoteRef:10] While specific processes in the regulatory framework for space launch licenses have shifted since the Commercial Space Launch Act, the DOT and FAA have remained steadfast in their commitment to “protect the public health and safety, safety of property, and national security and foreign policy interested of the United States” in the implementation of its regulatory authority.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  “Public Law 98-575,” “Commercial Space Launch Act,” Government Publishing Office, October 30, 1984.
https://www.congress.gov/bill/98th-congress/house-bill/3942.]  [9:  For more information about the FAA AST, see FAA, “About the Office of Commercial Space Transportation, ” 2 July 2025, https://www.faa.gov/about/office_org/headquarters_offices/ast.]  [10:  “Public Law 103-303,” “Commercial Space Act of 1998,” Government Publishing Office, October 28, 1998. 
https://www.congress.gov/bill/105th-congress/house-bill/1702.]  [11:  51 U.S.C. §50901(b)(3).  ] 

		Several regulations were enacted between 1984 and 2006 governing space launch licensing, and 14 CFR Part 450 “Streamlining Launch and Reentry License Requirements” set out to consolidate these regulations and modernize the licensing process in the United States. Released in 2020 and fully implemented as of 10 March 2026, Part 450 is administered by the FAA and was created as a response to the “…rapid expansion of the commercial space industry, which demanded a more adaptable set of regulations to accommodate new technologies, innovative business models, and the growing frequency of commercial space operations.”[footnoteRef:12] In areas such as performance-based standards and licenses covering multiple launches and reentries, Part 450 has proven to add operational flexibility for launch companies. However, there are still concerns with the overall regulatory complexity and heavy administrative workload required for both industry and the FAA regulators.   [12:  Li, Alex, “Demystifying the Part 450 Launch/Reentry License Regulations,” Sept 2024. https://alexsli.com/thespacebar/august-2024-part450#45011
 Sept 2024] 

		The U.S. Space Force was established on December 20, 2019 when President Trump signed the Fiscal Year 2020 NDAA. This and subsequent NDAAs grant the U.S. Space Force primary legal authority for space launch operations and authorizes the National Security Space Launch (NSSL) program, which is managed by the U.S. Space Force to provide assured access launch services for military, intelligence, and other government agencies.  Additionally, various sections of Title 10 code provide further requirements for the U.S. Space Force, including maintaining at least two launch vehicles capable of delivering national security payloads (10 U.S.C. § 2273) [footnoteRef:13] and partnering with private commercial space launch industry for launch services (10 U.S.C. 2276).[footnoteRef:14] [13:  10 U.S.C. §2273.]  [14:  10 U.S.C. §2276 and §2276A.] 


[bookmark: _Toc227163556]Why This Matters? - Impacts of 2273 and 2276.
 		Together, legislative updates in 2010s provided the regulatory framework to enable the rapid acceleration of launches experience in the late 2010s. Prior to 10 U.S.C. Section 2273, even as the DoD permitted commercial operators to use military equipment, facilities, and land on a “non-interference basis,” it was operating under a patchwork of separate statutes, executive directives, and instructions. Furthermore, reimbursement of costs was inflexible and limited; companies were required to pay the “direct costs” the government incurred for a specific launch. 
		Title 10 USC Section 2276 was enacted on 2 January 2013 with the purpose of promoting commercial space industry access to U.S. government launch capabilities. This law established significant improvements in cooperation between the government and commercial industry. By enabling private entities to invest directly in government space infrastructure, the law allowed for shared infrastructure and enhanced measures for cost sharing of common commodities, and it gave the Secretary of Defense streamlined and codified authority to enter into specific cooperative agreements “in the best interest of the Federal Government.”[footnoteRef:15] It was through this partnership approach that the modern launch pads were developed; the range focused its investments on common infrastructure like roads, power distribution, and commodities distribution while United Launch Alliance, SpaceX, Blue Origin, and many others focused investments on retrofitting, maintaining, and upgrading aging launch pad infrastructure. 		 [15:  10 U.S.C. §2276] 

		Title 10 USC Section 2276a has a similar story. Enacted on December 22, 2023, Section 2276a authorizes U.S. military departments to “provide to the commercial entity supplies, services, equipment, and construction needed for commercial space launch.”[footnoteRef:16] Additionally, by mandating that commercial entities reimburse the DoD for all direct costs and allowing for reimbursement for indirect costs, this law took a major step in authorizing the U.S. Space Force to expand cost recovery and infrastructure reinvestment for common use infrastructure such as base utilities and roads, effectively enabling range modernization and directly resulting in increased launch capacity.  [16:  10 U.S.C. §2276A] 

		One way in which the DoD and FAA attempted to minimize the bureaucratic burden on U.S. commercial space launch activity was to reduce duplication in processes and approvals for activity at the Eastern and Western Ranges. The two organizations drafted and signed a Memorandum of Agreement on 14 May 2021, which “…applies to all launch and reentry activity licensed and regulated by the FAA Office of Commercial Space Transportation… that occurs on, originates from, or returns to the Department of the Air Force Cape Canaveral Space Force Station and Vandenberg Space Force Base.”[footnoteRef:17] Reciprocity was a key feature of this agreement; the FAA will accept U.S. Space Force safety processes, analyses, and products, and the U.S. Space Force will accept FAA decisions and approvals for licensed missions. Taken together, Sections 2273 and 2276 marked a deliberate shift in how the United States achieves assured access to space by moving from a government‑owned, government‑operated launch enterprise to a model in which the government enables scale, resilience, and competition by acting as a spaceport manager and strategic partner rather than a bottleneck [17:  U.S. Department of the Air Force and Federal Aviation Administration. "Memorandum of Agreement for Launch and Reentry Activity on Department of the Air Force Ranges and Installations." Agreement Number FAA-DAF-SLR-2021.01. Signed May 14, 2021.] 


[bookmark: _Toc227163557]U.S. Space Force Guidance and Direction
		During this time period, the U.S. Space Force also published guidance for its acquisition and operational space launch communities to support an increased launch cadence while maintaining safety and competition. In 2020, U.S. Space Force leadership formalized its vision as the “Range of the Future 2028: Preserve and advance national security interests through globally competitive Ranges with capacity to support launch and test operations on demand."[footnoteRef:18] By evolving the Eastern and Western Ranges into modernized "National Spaceports," the U.S. Space Force signaled its move toward a common, services-based architecture that leverages commercial innovation and leadership in launch capabilities. In this approach, commercial providers self-provision their own launch hardware, support infrastructure, and instrumentation while the government focuses on baseline and common essential functions. By streamlining access to resources and fostering public-private partnerships for infrastructure recapitalization, the U.S. Space Force aims to eliminate bureaucratic duplication and provide the agile, scalable throughput necessary to support the rapidly changing space launch environment. [18:  U.S. Space Force, “U.S. Space Force Range of the Future 2028: Strategic Intent,” February 2020, pg 2.] 

		While applicable across a wider mission set for the U.S. Space Force, the U.S. Space Force’s Commercial Space Strategy outlines a plan to enhance national security and operational resilience by deliberately integrating commercial space solutions into a hybrid architecture alongside government and allied systems.[footnoteRef:19] The Commercial Space Strategy’s key themes of balance, interoperability, resilience, and responsible conduct are further detailed in its annex for space access, titled “USSF Principles for Space Access Resourcing Decisions.”[footnoteRef:20] Citing specific U.S. code, legislation, and regulations, the document uses nine principles to outline how the U.S. Space Force will prioritize resources as it provides assured access to space. Most importantly, these nine principles represent a culmination of decades of evolving legislation and regulation showing how the Space Force has responded to and adapted to the rapid acceleration of space launch cadence. The principles are summarized in the table below.  [19:  U.S. Space Force, “U.S. Space Force Commercial Space Strategy: Accelerating the Purposeful Pursuit of Hybrid Space Architectures,” April 8, 2024. ]  [20:  U.S. Space Force, “U.S. Space Force Commercial Space Strategy Annex 1: USSF Principles for Space Access Resourcing Decisions,” July 16, 2025, https://www.spaceforce.mil/Portals/2/Documents/SAF%202025/Commercial _Space_Strategy_Space_Access_Resourcing_Decisions_Annex.pdf.] 



Table 1: U.S. Space Force Principles for Space Access
	Principle
	Description and Strategic Focus

	1. Assure space access for national security
	The U.S. Space Force is committed to supporting the space access industry “to the maximum extent practicable” (10 U.S.C. § 2273). If resources (like pads or personnel) are limited, the U.S. Space Force will prioritize meeting national security requirements over commercial or civil requests.

	2. Foster a robust, innovative, and competitive   commercial space access industry
	A robust industrial base benefits national security. The U.S. Space Force uses its acquisition power to increase the pool of launch providers, ensuring a healthy, innovative, and competitively priced industrial base, by maximizing “the use of the capacity of the space transportation infrastructure of the Department of Defense by the private sector in the United States” (10 U.S.C. § 2276) and “[encouraging] private sector launches, reentries, and associated services” (51 U.S.C § 50901).

	3. Drive resilience through diversity in launch vehicles, launch companies, launch site infrastructure, and supply and logistics chains.
	The federal government and the U.S. Space Force aim for diversity in vehicles and providers so that a single failure (technical or economic) doesn't ground the entire U.S. space capability. As part of its acquisition strategy and to increase the field of launch providers for national security missions, the U.S. Space Force introduced a "dual-lane" National Security Space Launch (NSSL) Phase 3 strategy, with a specific Lane 1 fostering annual on-ramping for new providers (FY2024 NDAA).

	4. Balance risk with mission objectives
	Mission assurance levels are adjusted based on the criticality of the payload and the current global threat environment. Assessment of national security payloads will “…maintain risks of mission success at acceptable levels” (10 U.S.C. § 2273) according to reasonable costs (FAR 31.201-3)

	5. Maximize the return on investment from government resources
	Prioritizes resource allocation (like launch complexes) based on what offers the best mass-to-orbit, responsiveness, and taxpayer value. The Secretary of Defense will “maximize the effectiveness and efficiency of the [DoD’s] space transportation infrastructure” (10 U.S.C. § 2276).

	6. Be ready to launch payloads when needed 
	The U.S. will develop “rapid launch options to reinforce or to reconstitute priority national security space capabilities” (2020 National Space Policy), and Congress directed "tactically responsive space," prioritizing rapid launch capabilities (FY2023 NDAA). This principle focuses on "tactically relevant timelines," favoring providers and infrastructure that can launch quickly during a conflict. 

	7. Preserve public safety and protect critical national and natural resources during hazardous activities
	Ensures all hazardous launch and reentry activities strictly follow Federal safety regulations (14 CFR Part 450), and “…protect the public health and safety, safety of property, and national security and foreign policy interests of the United States…” (51 U.S.C § 50901).

	8. Protect launch and range resources
	Recognizes that launch sites are targets; both the U.S. Space Force and commercial partners must actively defend their systems against adversary threats (10 U.S.C. § 2271 note from Sec. 911 of FY2008 NDAA).

	9. Pursue equitable cost sharing arrangements with industry
	The federal government is no longer the anchor customer for the U.S. space launch industry; commercial payloads account for the preponderance of launch manifest activities. Historically, the DoD has charged commercial entities for direct costs associated with launch facility use (10 U.S.C. § 2276a), the FY2024 NDAA authorizes the DoD to charge for indirect costs (FY2024 NDAA).



		 



[bookmark: _Toc227163558]Implementing AFSS: A Challenge to Overcome 
		When considering the nine principles for space access, it is clear to see that they are derived from a vast array of legislation and federal regulations. What might not be as clear is the gradual and sometimes unpredictable nature in which the legislation and federal regulations changed throughout the 2000s. This gradual nature presented challenges that the U.S. Space Force worked to overcome. While many aspects of the launch enterprise were affected by this gradual evolution in policy and regulation, the transition to autonomous flight safety systems (AFSS) stands out as one of the most consequential and widely cited examples.
		Both the U.S. Space Force and the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) mandated launch service providers transition to AFSS (also called autonomous flight termination system, or AFTS) and away traditional manual flight termination systems. The transition to AFSS was and remains crucial for an increased launch cadence by saving considerable time and reducing manpower constraints during launch operations. But the transition was a long-term, multi-decade effort before widespread adoption. Initially studied in the early 2000s, it wasn’t until the mid-2010s when ATK and SpaceX first demonstrated their AFSS solutions at Wallops and Cape Canaveral, respectively.[footnoteRef:21] In 2019, U.S. Space Force leadership formally directed the implementation of AFSS by 1 October 2025 “…in order to meet resiliency, cost reduction, and capacity demands.”[footnoteRef:22] Specifically, switching to AFSS provides many key benefits—improving operational reliability by switching away from aging launch range infrastructure; enhancing the ability to support more launches by expediting range turnaround times; reducing the number of government personnel on console; and eliminating the need for range instrumentation directly and solely supporting manual flight termination.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Additionally, NASA, in close coordination with the Department of the Air Force and the Federal Aviation Administration, developed a NASA Autonomous Flight Termination System (NAFTU). Because it was designed to be customizable to support a wide array of launch vehicles at any launch range, NAFTU is more complicated than other, proprietary AFSS developed by launch companies. NASA also had specific and additional requirements levied on AFSS for NASA crewed missions. While not discussed here, this shows additional complexity that launch companies must navigate. See NASA, “Considerations for Using Autonomous Flight Termination Software in Crewed Launch Vehicles,” August 22, 2023. https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/tb-24-02-082324-1.pdf?emrc=f07a0e]  [22:  Department of the Air Force, “Autonomous Flight Safety System (AFSS) Implementation,” November 13, 2019. ]  [23:  Department of the Air Force, “Air Force Eastern Range Innovates, Expedites Access to Space,” February 24, 2017. https://www.patrick.spaceforce.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/1095084/air-force-eastern-range-innovates-expedites-access-to-space/] 

		AFSS adoption has been far from uniform. Companies like SpaceX have been at the forefront of AFSS adoption, incorporating it into the Falcon9 launch vehicle and first demonstrating it in 2017.[footnoteRef:24] Other companies, such as United Launch Alliance, continued to use legacy flight termination systems throughout the 2020s, and eventually secured waivers for a small number of launches beyond the 2025 deadline. Furthermore, other DoD entities were unable to switch away from manual flight termination systems for test articles, so the U.S. Space Force issued guidance continuing to provide ground-based flight termination capabilities until October 2030,[footnoteRef:25] reducing financial benefits from the transition off legacy, aging ground infrastructure. While the U.S. Space Force was able to transition recurring costs away from its bottom line and on to its customers, this example showcases the challenges associated with gradual implementation of regulations across unique stakeholder requirements.  [24:  Department of the Air Force, “Air Force Eastern Range Innovates, Expedites Access to Space,” February 24, 2017. https://www.patrick.spaceforce.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/1095084/air-force-eastern-range-innovates-expedites-access-to-space/]  [25:  Department of the Air Force, “Autonomous Flight Safety System (AFSS) Implementation,” August 28, 2023.] 

	 
[bookmark: _Toc227163559]Managing Organizational Change
		The regulatory context was important as it helps contextualize the policy environment in which government and the U.S. Space Force found itself operating in as it responded to the increased launch cadence. The next part of this paper focuses on organizational change, and what the U.S. Space Force did to sustain change in the launch community in support of an increased launch rate.[footnoteRef:26] In sum, the U.S. Space Force’s effects largely reflected organizational change theory: building a strategic vision and communicating it to the team, empowering the team and working across coalitions and key stakeholders to implement the change, and institutionalizing new behaviors to sustain the change.  [26:  The subsequent steps focus on the efforts of the U.S. Space Force, and not that of industry, the Department of Commerce, or other entities. ] 

		The transition of the U.S. Space Force from a direct operator of launch vehicles to a strategic facilitator and spaceport manager role represents a major organizational transformation taken by the newest military service in the United States. This shift was a fundamental response to the changing launch services demand in the U.S. launch market. To understand this transition, this paper looks through the lens of John Kotter’s work on leading change, and in particular Kotter’s eight-stage organization change process that successful transformations follow.[footnoteRef:27] For the Space Force, the journey began by recognizing that the historic way of doing business with a launch cadence of 10-15 launches per year was no longer viable in an era of rapid commercial launch growth and innovation. [27:  Kotter, John, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review, January 2007.] 


Step 1. Establishing a Sense of Urgency
		According to Kotter, transformation fails when leaders are unable to overcome the difficulty of driving people “out of their comfort zones,”[footnoteRef:28] and for the U.S. Space Force, the comfort zone was well entrenched. In the late 1990s, the U.S. launch industry suffered five major failures, losing U.S. Air Force and National Reconnaissance (NRO) payloads totaling over $3 billion.[footnoteRef:29] Established in and following a series of Broad Area Reviews (BAR) that addressed these failures, the various launch and range policies, guidelines, and procedures that were established became key contributors to the highly successful military and intelligence space launch activities through the turn of the century and into the 2020s. Thus, the men and women operating the range and conducting mission assurance for the government were highly technical, highly skilled, and highly motivated to prioritize mission success over speed.   [28:  Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review Press, January 2007, pg 4.]  [29:  Pawlikowsi, “Mission Assurance – A Key Part of Space Vehicle Launch Mission Success,” High Frontier, May 2008, https://www.nro.gov/Portals/65/documents/news/articles/2008/2008-05.pdf] 

		The impetus to support commercial space to the maximum extent possible was both top-down from within the Executive Branch and codified by Congress, as detailed earlier. But the urgency or speed to change was not specifically a goal until the launch demand materially changed with the proliferation of low earth orbit broadband communication constellations. The U.S. Space Force realized that if it remained a rigid, slow-moving operator, it would become a bottleneck to launch cadence rather than an enabler. This recognition was formally articulated in the Service’s 2020 Range of the Future 2028 vision, which explicitly called for transforming federal ranges into agile, high‑capacity national spaceports.[footnoteRef:30] Furthermore, this realization forced a frank conversation about the Eastern and Western Ranges’ capacities and margins to support industry against the backdrop of balancing national security and commercial missions.  [30:  U.S. Space Force, “U.S. Space Force Range of the Future 2028: Strategic Intent,” February 2020.] 

		At the operational level, U.S. Space Force leaders at Cape Canaveral Space Force Station and Vandenberg Space Force Base recognized the urgency needed to change. Various efforts, such as the “Race to 48” campaign, highlighted this top-down leadership vision.[footnoteRef:31] The "Race to 48" served as a direct application of Kotter’s first step in leading organizational change by creating a clear, time-bound challenge to increase launch cadence. Kotter argues that for change to succeed, leaders must “make the status quo seem more dangerous than launching into the unknown.” [footnoteRef:32] Before the surge in launch rates, the range operated under a "zero-sum" mindset where one launch necessarily prevented another. The various leadership campaigns shifted the mindset from status quo to a race in an attempt to overcome organizational inertia.  [31:  Also known as the “Drive to 48.” Dean, “Schiess Tapped to Lead 45th Space Wing; Monteith to Retire,” Florida Today, April 7, 2018. https://www.floridatoday.com/story/tech/science/space/2018/04/07/schiess-tapped-lead-45th-space-wing-monteith-retire/496002002/]  [32:  Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review Press, January 2007, pg 3.] 

		As highlighted above, the U.S. Space Force communicated and championed urgency, but industry perspectives emphasized that that the pace was still too slow. Regulatory processes can remain a bottleneck, with some in industry arguing regulations and licensing approvals take longer than rocket manufacturing.[footnoteRef:33] While there are certainly nuances to this tension, it highlights a key perspective at play – a commercial company’s sense of urgency is directly linked to the success and survival of a company. In the context of the space launch industry, this heightened sense of urgency drove and continues to drive industry to make decisions on more rapid timelines than historically present. The U.S. Space Force should recognize this key difference, and work to ensure government and industry incentives are best optimized and aligned to continue to drive a cultural shift toward urgency while maintaining a steadfast focus on safety.  [33:  Author interview with industry launch provider leader, conducted by phone, April 10, 2026.] 


Step 2. Creating the Guiding Coalition
		Successful change requires a shared commitment among key stakeholders in an organization. In responding to the increase in launch demand, the U.S. Space Force formed a coalition that included the Department of the Air Force, NASA’s Kennedy Space Center, the FAA’s Office of Commercial Space Transportation, and private industry. By working "outside the normal hierarchy," as Kotter suggests, this coalition was able to overcome traditional bureaucratic inertia.[footnoteRef:34] This group focused on a common goal: transforming federal ranges into "multi-user spaceports" that could support a high cadence of both government and commercial missions.  [34:  Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review Press, January 2007, pg 1.] 

		In the context of creating and building a guiding coalition, multiple U.S. Space Force leaders emphasized that professional partnerships and trust-based relationships were the essential in how the launch community overcame challenges throughout the increase in launch cadence. One leader stated that he "cannot overstate the importance of professional relationships" in navigating organizational change, noting that a "powerful guiding coalition" in the space launch world was not just an internal military team, but a "tight fraternity" of leaders across the Air Force, Space Force, and industry who had worked together for decades.[footnoteRef:35] This coalition provided a stable foundation of expertise that allowed the group to align goals across the acquisition and range communities.  [35:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #3, conducted by phone, March 18, 2026.] 

		A secondary consequence of the urgency created by the launch surge is that it helped contribute to the consolidation of fragmented units across the Air Force and Space Force into a more cohesive organization with a unified voice. The U.S. military’s space launch community has enduring various reorganizations, and during the launch surge the launch acquisition community (Space and Missiles Systems Command[footnoteRef:36] and its various launch divisions) and the launch operations community (Air Force Space Command and its Space Wings[footnoteRef:37]) came together under the umbrella of Assured Access to Space (AATS). This brought a one-leader, one-voice approach that functionally aligned requirements, acquisitions, operations, and sustainment of U.S. Space Force launch activity under one organization overseeing all launch activities. The effect of this decision to bring all organizations under the single umbrella of AATS was seen as a crucial turning point that replaced internal fragmentation with a unified strategic direction.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Redesignated as Space Systems Command in 2021]  [37:  Redesignated as Space Launch Deltas in 2021.]  [38:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #1, conducted by phone, August 1, 2025.] 


Step 3. Developing a Vision and Strategy
		Developing a successful strategy and vision is identified as a central pillar of transformation in both academic literature and throughout the interviews with U.S. Space Force leadership. This involved reframing the organization's purpose, shifting from a restrictive, zero-sum military test range mindset to one of being a collaborative commercial enabler and effective spaceport manager. The strategy was simple, clear, and leadership found key metrics to measure and report on progress. 
		A key element of the vision and strategy centered on the idea of a spaceport. Academic sources emphasize that a vision must be simple and clear to be effective, and Kotter suggests that a vision should be able to be communicated in five minutes or less.[footnoteRef:39] The spaceport analogy provided this necessary simplicity by comparing space launch operations to those of an airport. Instead of building and operating their own rockets, the U.S. Space Force would manage the common infrastructure across users—the roads, electrical lines, the telemetry, and the safety protocols—that allows others to fly. This vision was widely accepted. Additionally, as outlined in the CRS Report, “Commercial Space Launch and Reentry Regulations: Overview and Select Issues,” the vision aligns with the broader regulatory shift toward performance-based standards in Part 450.[footnoteRef:40] [39:  Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review Press, January 2007, pg 6.]  [40:  Lindbergh, “Commercial Space Launch and Reentry Regulations: Overview and Select Issues,” Congressional Research Service, June 23, 2025.] 

		In achieving this vision, U.S. Space Force launch leadership acknowledged that its strategy had to address the unique nature of the space launch mission. In particular, one leader noted that the launch enterprise differs from other mission areas in the U.S. Space Force because it is an inter-agency domain governed by multiple statutory authorities (e.g., Title 10 for DoD, Title 14 for FAA, and Title 51 for NASA).[footnoteRef:41] This complexity required a coalition that can operate as a whole of government approach while simultaneously partnering with corporate entities, and act like a corporate operator while still fulfilling a national security mission. [41:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #3, conducted by phone, March 18, 2026.] 


Step 4. Communicating the Change Vision
		Throughout organizational changes and leadership transitions, U.S. Space Force leadership consistently and cohesively communicated to Space Force Guardians, to the public, to Congress, and to industry that it best provides value to the nation and to the launch community as both a spaceport manager and as a customer of launch services. This echoed the fundamental belief that all launches, whether commercial or military, benefit the nation. At the operational level, U.S. Space Force leadership highlighted the importance of mission success for every mission, not just those for national security or intelligence missions.[footnoteRef:42] By framing the U.S. Space Force position in this way, they successfully shifted the “hearts and minds” of the workforce and earned valuable allies in resourcing the spaceports.  [42:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #2, conducted by phone, September 22, 2025.] 

		In full transparency, the U.S. Space Force acknowledged infrastructure and resource shortcomings that would prohibit a “spaceport of the future” vision. This was communicated in its annex to the House Armed Services Committee’s FY26 draft policy bill where the Space Force noted, “The demand for operational support and infrastructure sustainment and modernization exceeds USSF resources.”[footnoteRef:43] Through years of effort and an aggressive campaign to convince Congress, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), and industry partners that a spaceport model would not close without immediate infrastructure support, the U.S. Space Force successfully secured $1.4 billion for its “spaceport of the future” program.  [43:  Hadley, “Space Force, Congress Look to Address Growing Crunch on Launch Facilities,” Air & Space Forces Magazine, July 21,2025. https://www.airandspaceforces.com/space-force-congress-growing-crunch-launch-facilities/] 

		The consistent and cohesive communication strategy served the U.S. Space Force well. In “Leading Change,” Kotter warns that under-communicating the vision is a common pitfall toward achieving an organization’s objectives.[footnoteRef:44] To overcome this risk, Space Force leadership used every vehicle possible, including town halls, numerous space conferences, and budget justifications, to signal the Space Force commitment to supporting commercial industry during the rise in launch cadence. In addition to the constant communication, a key strategy U.S. Space Force leaders leveraged was the need for equitable cost-sharing of spaceport infrastructure and balanced input on public/private infrastructure investment.[footnoteRef:45] This was key in aligning priorities and building political capital, and secured sufficient allies across Congress and OMB to ensure sufficient funding for “spaceport of the future.” [44:  Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review Press, January 2007, pg 1.]  [45:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #5, conducted by phone, March 26, 2026.] 


Step 5. Empowering Employees for Broad-Based Action
		To sustain organizational change and empower action, leaders must remove obstacles blocking mission execution. For commercial launch companies, obstacles were often the prescriptive and cumbersome licensing and safety process, and the idea behind the transition to Part 450 regulations was to remove these obstacles. By allowing for incremental reviews and consolidated licenses, the FAA and the U.S. Space Force enabled companies to act more autonomously and empowered the commercial sector to take risks and try nontraditional ideas.[footnoteRef:46] But Part 450 has  not been fully well-received by industry, and further modifications are likely needed to balance the regulation’s impacts on industry with the stated protections for safety and the environment.[footnoteRef:47]  [46:  Federal Aviation Administration, “FAA Streamlines Commercial Space License Approvals,” March 17, 2026.  https://www.faa.gov/newsroom/faa-streamlines-commercial-space-license-approvals#]  [47:  Daleo, “Commercial Spaceflight Receives Boost with Trump Order,” Astronomy, August 15, 2025.  https://www.astronomy.com/space-exploration/space-launch-deregulation/] 

		Within the U.S. Space Force, senior launch leaders empowered employees by removing structural and procedural barriers that historically stifled initiative and coordination. One particular example was to eliminate "briefing the general" style meetings, replacing them with a requirement for active discussion and debate to engage on problem solving rather than just receiving information.[footnoteRef:48] Another leader emphasized the leader’s role of acting as the safety net rather than the micromanager, empowering employees for action within their span of control while monitoring and resolving strategic obstacles.[footnoteRef:49] Furthermore, to sustain this change, a Space Force launch leader established an atmosphere of psychological safety by explicitly telling the team that "making honest mistakes" was acceptable.[footnoteRef:50] These approaches align with Kotter’s fifth step of change leadership, which advocates for empowering broad-based action by removing obstacles and encouraging non-traditional activities.[footnoteRef:51] When employees feel safe and are given the authority to implement change with their own ideas, the team becomes energized and produces lasting results that a top-down bureaucracy often struggles to achieve.  [48:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #5, conducted by phone, March 26, 2026.]  [49:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #1, conducted by phone, August 1, 2025.]  [50:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #5, conducted by phone, March 26, 2026.]  [51:  Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review Press, January 2007, pg 1.] 

		A key counterpoint from industry is that the government often takes too long to make decisions because of a failure by consensus. As a result of high-profile launch failures where opinions and opposing viewpoints were muted, the launch community has a strong preference for soliciting input from every stakeholder. This can result in decisions that are made by consensus, and if one person rejects a proposal, the decision stalls.[footnoteRef:52] Leaders in the space industry need to be able to understand when consensus is necessary and when to make a top-down decision. This requires leaders who are able and willing to operate outside of established comfort zones, and this requires leaders who will make tough decisions in the face of dissenting opinions. Failure by consensus cannot be allowed to rule.  [52:  Author interview with industry launch provider leader, conducted by phone, April 10, 2026.] 

 
Step 6. Generating Short-Term Wins
		Nothing generates success like success. The launch community continually achieved short-term wins by having record-breaking launch years, with each new year breaking the previous year’s record of the highest activity of launches in U.S. history.  For the U.S. Space Force, these unambiguous wins provided the credibility needed to sustain the long-term transformation. In some ways, every successful commercial launch from a federal range served as proof that the facilitator spaceport model worked, rewarding the coalition's efforts and minimizing resistance from those who were concerned that the government was losing control of the space launch to industry. 
		The launch community generated wins in other ways, as well, and deliberately reflected on those wins throughout the transition. For the launch operations team, the previously mentioned "Race to 48" challenge was a near-term, visible target, and when achieved, proved that the team could handle a significantly higher launch cadence.[footnoteRef:53] For the launch acquisition and planning teams, after years of rejected funding requests, the U.S. Space Force secured $1.4 billion for infrastructure improvements. This achievement acted as a validation of the new strategy, proving that the unified "one leader, one voice" approach could deliver results on a massive scale. The safety community also experienced a critical operational win in their transformation from a “no because” to a "yes if" mindset.[footnoteRef:54] This shift turned safety personnel into partners in the mission, leading to immediate improvements in how commercial partners operated on the range without compromising range and public safety. Lastly, one key leader emphasized the importance of reflecting on progress every three to six months to show the team their accomplishments.[footnoteRef:55] This practice of publicly recognizing performance improvements directly aligns with Kotter’s guidance to use wins to counter fatigue and reinforce the belief that the "long march" is producing results.[footnoteRef:56] [53:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #4, conducted by phone, March 20, 2026.]  [54:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #5, conducted by phone, March 26, 2026.]  [55:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #1, conducted by phone, August 1, 2025.]  [56:  Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review Press, January 2007, pg 7.] 


Step 7. Consolidating Gains and Producing More Change
		Instead of declaring victory too soon—a catastrophic error in Kotter’s framework[footnoteRef:57]—the Space Force used early successes to institutionalize change and pivot to new issues. The "spaceport of the future" initiative, the automated flight safety systems upgrade, the focus on empowering teams to implement change at their level, and many other wins collectively contributed to the overarching vision and culture of the launch enterprise. As the launch community experienced repeated record-years of launch increases, every team gained confidence in their new processes as a direct result of the momentum of national security and commercial launch successes. By constantly reinvigorating the process with new projects, the U.S. Space Force ensured that the transformation didn't stall after the first few successes throughout the launch cadence increase. [57:  Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review Press, January 2007, pg 1.] 

		To prepare for the next order of magnitude (1,000 launches), leadership across the entire space community must push for further structural alignment, innovation, and partnership.  Kotter notes that leaders of successful efforts use the momentum of initial victories to go after systems and structures that do not fit the vision.[footnoteRef:58] While consolidation under AATS improved the launch community’s ability to establish and implement an efficient integrated plan, there remains many areas for improvement. Spaceport of the future has funding, advocacy, and a plan, but needs to now execute the plan to transform into an agile, multi-user spaceport with modernized digital infrastructure. The U.S. Space Force needs to further invest in resiliency within and across spaceports, to establish and enforce common interface standards, and to advance the systems architecture and concepts of operations for tactically responsive launch systems, among many other opportunities. Lastly, industry continues to advocate for the combined FAA and Space Force team to implement faster change, citing launch pad selection and allocation, safety and hazardous zone coordination, and regulatory alignment as key obstacles.[footnoteRef:59] [58:  Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review Press, January 2007, pg 4.]  [59:  Author interview with industry launch provider leader, conducted by phone, April 10, 2026.] 


Step 8. Anchoring New Approaches in the Culture
		For change to be sustained at the spaceports, the updated mindset must become the fabric that is baked into the social norms of the U.S. Space Force launch community. This is the state where “…new behaviors are rooted in social norms and shared values…” and where changes move from being episodic initiatives to becoming the cultural fabric and the standard way an organization operates.[footnoteRef:60] The preceding steps demonstrate the Space Force’s shift to a spaceport model and show how leaders explicitly linked new behaviors to improved performance—an essential condition for anchoring those behaviors in organizational culture. [60:  Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” Harvard Business Review Press, January 2007, pg 8.] 

		One additional consideration for the U.S. Space Force is to ensure that the next generation of leadership personifies this approach. The interviews highlighted that the launch enterprise benefited from a "tight fraternity" of leaders who rotated through various roles over decades.[footnoteRef:61] This provided a stable foundation of expertise and consistent messaging that prevented the culture from regressing during individual leadership turnovers. Often underemphasized as a strategy for sustaining change, this deliberate planning for turnover ensures that the logic of the new system remains intact even as individual personalities and preferences transition through the organization.  [61:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #3, conducted by phone, March 18, 2026.] 

		Prior to and during the time period of the launch cadence increase, U.S. Space Force leaders also built deep relationships with industry and with federal, congressional, state, and local representatives. Not only did these relationships enable the launch community to overcome specific obstacles, but the relationships also built a common understanding of what needed to happen and how to align shared or even competing priorities. One launch leader commented that while challenges had always existed, the increased launch cadence made everything significantly harder to resolve due to shortened timelines to generate solutions, more touchpoints for industry competition, and workforce challenges due to the Coronavirus pandemic or government shutdowns.[footnoteRef:62] Knowing how to navigate peer and organizational hierarchies were crucial ingredients to success during the transition.  [62:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #1, conducted by phone, March 18, 2026.] 


[bookmark: _Toc227163560]Policy Recommendations and Conclusion
		This paper examined how the government enabled an unprecedented increase in space launch cadence by fundamentally redefining the federal government’s role in space launch from a direct operator of missions to a spaceport manager and launch customer. The transition from approximately 10 launches per year to more than 100 per year was not solely the result of technological and commercial innovation, it required an evolution of government policy, regulation, organizational structure, and culture.
		As commercial demand for space access surged, driven primarily by the proliferation of low earth orbit satellite constellations, the legacy military range model began to show areas of tension and misalignment with the requirements of a high‑cadence launch environment. Frameworks designed for infrequent, risk‑averse launches became bottlenecks rather than safeguards. In response, Congress, regulatory agencies, and the U.S. Space Force enacted a series of deliberate policy and organizational changes that together enabled scale: streamlined licensing under FAA Part 450, expanded statutory authorities for commercial cooperation under Title 10, increased cost‑sharing and infrastructure reinvestment, and the consolidation of launch governance under a single Assured Access to Space enterprise
		Critically, this was not merely a legal or procedural evolution, but a government turnaround. By applying Kotter’s change management framework, this paper illustrated how U.S. Space Force leadership recognized urgency, built cross‑agency and public‑private coalitions, articulated a simple and compelling vision through the spaceport model, empowered teams to challenge and overcome legacy processes, and institutionalized new behaviors that sustained momentum. The cultural shift from a “zero‑sum” test range to a multi‑user spaceport, as well as a safety culture shift of “no because” to “yes if,” were essential to unlocking capacity while preserving public safety and national security priorities.
		Yet the transition remains in process, and while the Space Force successfully adapted and achieved 100 launches per year, emerging demand suggests the next order of magnitude to 1000 launches per year will stress the system in similar and new ways. Persistent regulatory friction, infrastructure constraints, fragmented decision authority, and a tendency toward consensus‑driven risk avoidance continue to threaten scalability. Moreover, sustaining this new model will depend on leadership continuity, institutionalized incentives, and policies that actively resist regression to legacy behaviors. The following policy recommendations focus on how federal institutions can ensure that U.S. spaceports remain capable of supporting the next phase of growth in space launch.

Policy Recommendation 1: Consolidate Spaceport Decision Authority Under a Single Federal Spaceport Executive
		As launch cadence increased, fragmented authority across the Space Force, FAA, NASA, and state/local regulators created coordination delays and led to inefficient seams as well as duplication of effort.[footnoteRef:63] Decision speed and bureaucratic processes still lag operational demand. Going forward, Congress should authorize a designated Federal Spaceport Executive with delegated authority to adjudicate spaceport-level decisions affecting launch scheduling, pad allocation, range conflicts, and infrastructure prioritization across federal ranges. This effort should continue and expand upon the work of the National Spaceport Interagency Working Group.[footnoteRef:64] As described in the section covering Step 6 of the Kotter model, this report showed how a “one leader, one voice” consolidation under AATS was a key contributor to breaking inertia and achieving results. Extending this principle to an interagency spaceport governance model enables more effective decision making and serves as a coordinating body to establish and assign accountability. This role would not replace statutory authorities, but would act as an empowered integrator capable of resolving conflicts when competing equities stall decision-making. [63:  Author interview with U.S. Space Force leader #3, conducted by phone, March 18, 2026; and author interview with FAA leaders, conducted by phone and in person, October 3, 2025. ]  [64:  See “Office of Spaceports” at https://www.faa.gov/space/office_spaceports for additional details and the National Spaceport Interagency Working Group charter] 


Policy Recommendation 2: Codify Infrastructure Cost Recovery and Reinvestment as a Standing Spaceport Modernization Fund
		While current authorities have made steps toward federal launch site cost recovery and private investment, infrastructure funding remains politically fragile and dependent on extraordinary advocacy campaigns. Congress should establish a permanent Spaceport Modernization Fund, capitalized through a combination of direct and indirect cost recovery from commercial users, multi‑year federal appropriations, and the authority to retain and reinvest collected fees locally at the individual spaceport level. Treating spaceports as enduring national infrastructure, rather than programmatic line items, aligns incentives and stabilizes planning horizons. This recommendation builds directly on the success of cost-sharing under Section 2276a, while preventing regression to underfunded and reactive infrastructure sustainment models. Unless the government harnesses industry’s ability to build launch infrastructure at speed and at scale, infrastructure—not launch vehicles or satellites or personnel—will be the limiting factor in scaling from 100 to 1000 launches per year. 

Policy Recommendation 3: Align Leadership Selection to Spaceport Management Competence, Not Staff Breadth
		The U.S. Space Force should continue to designate command of the Space Launch Deltas as a distinct leadership position. Leadership selection should prioritize candidates with deep technical credibility, interagency experience, and demonstrated comfort operating in positions with significant uncertainty and risk. Furthermore, the senior launch leadership role was previously treated as a multi-hat assignment, which reduced focus and created bureaucratic chokepoints. Just as airports require operators comfortable balancing safety, throughput, and commercial competition, spaceports require leaders who are selected and empowered to make similarly difficult trade-offs. 

In conclusion, the experience of the U.S. space launch enterprise demonstrates that government can adapt when role clarity, aligned incentives, and empowered leadership converge. The critical challenge ahead is ensuring that this adaptation endures at pace with industry demand without sacrificing safety, competition, or strategic advantage. The actions taken by U.S. Space Force launch leadership show the service’s commitment to continue to support the commercial launch market while maintaining its priority of national security, and this is echoed by then Deputy Chief of Space Operations for Strategy, Plans, Programs and Requirements, Lt. Gen. Shawn N. Bratton, “Our access to space is foundational to our national security and our way of life.”[footnoteRef:65] This paper highlights the actions that enabled a successful transition and underscores a service that embraced adaptation to meet emerging demands [65:  U.S. Space Force, “Space Force Releases Principles for Space Access Resourcing Decisions,” July 16, 2025. https://www.spaceforce.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/4246866/space-force-releases-principles-for-space-access-resourcing-decisions/] 

		Historically, assured access to space was achieved through redundancy in vehicles and conservative mission assurance processes. Today, assured access increasingly depends on the government’s ability to enable sustained, high‑cadence commercial launch without becoming the limiting factor itself. As the U.S. Space Force continues the transition to spaceport manager and customer roles, it must remain agile and vigilant in an environment where scale, speed, resilience, and competition are inseparable from national security. These actions are essential for the U.S. Space Force to ensure that the United States remains the preeminent leader in space access.
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Figure 1.The FAA’s 2023 Forecast of Authorized Commercial Space Operations,
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government or launch activity carried out by other countries).
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Figure 2: U.S. Military, Civil, and Commercial Space Launches, 2000-2024
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Source: GAO analysis of Federal Aviation Administration and Department of Defense launch data. | GAO-25-107228





