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FOSTERING A COMMERCIALLY VIABLE MARKET FOR SPACE DISPOSAL SERVICES

Abstract

One foundational requirement for any commercial market to succeed is the notion of value creation,
and active debris removal (ADR) is no exception. In order for disposal services to flourish, it has to be
possible to offer a service for a price that customers find attractive, while still producing a profit for the
service provider.

In this paper, we look at the two basic elements of the disposal service value proposition, cost and
benefit. Benefits, aside from contributing to broad space sustainability efforts, include more direct interests
that include considerations for operations, licensing, Insurance, investment, public relations, and corporate
responsibility. While these motivations may not yet be compelling, the trend across each of these value
metrics has been consistently increasing over time. Conversely, costs associated with any new space
capability start high but drop as technology advances, non-recurring development is retired, and markets
and competition emerge.

As is often the case, governments are taking an active role in developing technology, demonstrating
capability, and retiring non-recurring costs. Programs supporting ADR. technologies already exist within
ESA, JAXA, UKSA, and the US Space Force, and more are in the planning stages.

This support is critical for the development of capabilities, but how this support is structured has
profound implications for how effective it is in also fostering a viable marketplace for commercial services.
This paper explores the cultural misalignment that often exists between entrepreneurial endeavors and
typical government development programs and offers suggestions for maximizing return for government
investment in this nascent sector of the space industry.

More specifically, this paper explores how different contracting models encourage private investment
and looks at ways government-funded demonstration programs could reflect commercial practices, from
exercising commercial licensing mechanisms to adopting a more entrepreneurial approach to managing
cost, risk, and schedule. Offering access to government facilities and expertise while maintaining light-
touch program oversight are also ways to accelerate industrial progress.

We conclude by discussing several obstacles that government organizations are well-equipped to help
industry clear as we collectively work to create a viable marketplace. These range from managing the
apportionment of liability to carving out spectrum allocations. Additionally, tailoring licensing standards
in ways that encourage low-cost disposal missions is critical to the emergence of viable commercial services.
We will illustrate how under the current standards, some of the most effective disposal mission CONOPS
are not permitted.



