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President Donald Trump has spoken. The U.S. is going back to the Moon, and then on to Mars. Now
the challenge is to figure out how to do it, so that this time it really happens. NASA has already
outlined a path to capitalize on the growth in commercial space with its Deep Space Gateway concept
to position a port in lunar orbit. That is the right idea, but for the architecture to be commercially
viable, that way station should be positioned in geostationary orbit (GEO).

This is not the first time the U.S. has found itself in this situation. In the middle of the all-out, fully
funded charge to the Moon in the 1960s, Wernher von Braun, Max Faget and John Houbolt were at an
impasse, debating the architecture for the Apollo program. Instead of launching directly from the
Earth to the Moon or assembling a landing vehicle in Earth orbit, the program paused, reconsidered
and changed to a Lunar Orbit Rendezvous approach. After that, NASA marched onward to the
eventual success of the Moon landings.

More recently, NASA has struggled with cycles of indecision dictated by smaller budgets. Since the
days of Mercury, Gemini and Apollo, NASA’s budget has plummeted to about 0.5% of GDP, one-
tenth of what it took to land on the Moon. With that restriction, it is very hard, even if justified, to
make any order-of-magnitude changes for an agency such as NASA.

However, the rise of commercial space has led to reusability and the development of commercial
markets that might change the financial equation. SpaceX’s Elon Musk, Blue Origin’s Jeff Bezos,
Virgin Galactic’s Richard Branson, Bigelow Aerospace’s Robert Bigelow—and other wealthy
entrepreneurs—have the ability to put in place infrastructure that will allow NASA to go along for the
ride.

With that in mind, NASA has the right kind of back-to-basics idea with its Deep Space Gateway
concept. It just happens to be in the wrong place. We need a gateway at the edge of Earth’s gravity
well, that can take advantage of the new fiscal reality.

The gateway should be in geostationary orbit, rather than in lunar orbit or the L1 Lagrange point,
because it would make future space exploration more affordable. In contrast to lunar orbit, GEO is a
tried and tested location for commercial space.






