IS SPACE EXPLORATION
WORTH IT?

[SCRIPT]
July 20, 1969. The day the world changed forever.

You could say it began earlier that decade, when a president
dared his countrymen to cast their gaze to space.
Or you could say it had its origins hundreds of thousands of
years before, when our distant ancestors first looked to the
heavens … and wondered what was out there, beyond their reach.
Regardless of when it started, something new happened that day.
For the first time in the history of the species … a human being
set foot on something other than the planet Earth.
It was an accomplishment unlike any in the history of the world. And
the reaction amongst the people of the country that pulled it off was…
“Meh. I guess it’s fine … if that’s your thing.”
[OPENING SEQUENCE]
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Folks, it doesn’t get much wilder than the 20th century. From the
beginning of time until December 16, 1903, humans didn’t fly.
Then, on December 17, in Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, the Wright
Brothers changed all that.
So, how’s this for progress? It takes about 300,000 years for
humans to get a plane in the sky … for about 12 seconds.i And
then, within just another 66 years … we’re standing on the
surface of the moon. Boy, talk about your late bloomers.

The symbolic connection between the Wright Brothers and
NASA was made literal in 2021. When the space agency’s
robot helicopter Ingenuity flew on Mars — the first time
an aircraft had ever flown on another planet — it did
so with a tiny swatch of wing fabric from the Wright
Brothers’ plane attached to it.

Ingenuity on Mars

But while we now look back on the glory days of the space race
as a rare moment of national unity … nothing could be further
from the truth. In fact, polling records show that for almost the
entirety of the 1960s, a majority of Americans didn’t think that
the Apollo program’s mission to the moon was worth the cost.ii
Many of them believed that money would have been better spent
helping the poor here on Earth.iii
In the more than half a century since then, human endeavors
in space have changed a lot. Today, for instance, much of the
investment in space is coming from the private sector.

According to a McKinsey report, private-sector spending
in space surpassed $10 billion in 2021, more than ten times
higher than a decade prior. While the majority of space
funding still comes from government, that will likely change
in the not-too-distant future, especially with projections
that revenue from the global space industry may surpass
$1 trillion by 2040.

But at least one thing has stayed the same:
A lot of people still think it’s a waste.
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And sure, some of them are just cranky dudes
on the internet, but some of them are also…
future kings.
[Clip of Prince William criticizing focus on
space rather than Earth]
First off, let’s remember: He’s British
royalty. We fought a war for the right to
not have to listen to them.
But second: Does he have a point?
I mean, there are plenty of problems on
Earth. Is space exploration really worth
the effort … and the cost?
Well, if you’re like many Americans, the cost is probably a lot
less than you think. One famous survey found that Americans
estimated that NASA gets about ¼ of the entire federal budget.iv
This is not a problem that’s unique to NASA.
Americans have a long history of making bad guesses
about where their tax dollars go. A 2014 Pew poll
found that 1/3 of Americans believed the federal
government spends more money on foreign aid than
on Social Security. In reality, the government’s
spending on Social Security was about 30 times higher
than its spending on foreign aid at the time.
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And if that were the case … we’d have a Disneyland on Saturn.
The actual amount of the federal budget that goes to NASA: less
than one half of one percent.v In fact, we spend almost 16 times
as much just on interest payments for the national debt.vi
So, the cost: not as much you think. And the benefits: probably
way more than you think.
Let’s start with a pretty basic one: KEEPING SPACE FROM MURDERING US!
Yeah, no space program, no mechanism in place to try to detect
planet-killing asteroids.
While asteroid detection has been a part of NASA’s portfolio
for a while, it took a big step forward in 2021 with the launch
of DART (Double Asteroid Redirection Test), an experiment
designed to see whether crashing a spacecraft into an asteroid
could knock the space rock off its course and potentially
prevent future collisions with Earth.
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And the security implications go beyond protecting us from
homicidal space rocks. It’s also a matter of protecting us from
our adversaries.
The intelligence community reports that the combined Chinese and
Russian space fleets grew by 70 percent just between 2019 and
2021.vii Part of the reason: Because, as that same report notes,
China sees the ability to disable American satellites as a way to
shut down our use of precision weapons, a strategy designed to
“blind and deafen the enemy.”viii
Even North Korea has a space program … though, so far, it’s just
a guy with a jetpack on a trampoline.

In reality, North Korea’s efforts in space have
focused almost exclusively on getting satellites
into orbit, a goal closely intertwined with its
missile development. The program has been
beset by technical problems, however, and one
2021 analysis suggested that the few satellites
Pyongyang has successfully gotten into outer space
are likely malfunctioning.

And these kinds of national security concerns are one reason we
may want to take it a bit easier on the billionaires. After the
U.S. ended its space shuttle program in 2011, American astronauts
couldn’t even get into space unless they traveled on Russian
spacecraft. Which Vladimir Putin was kind enough to allow … at
$86 million a seat.ix

The end of the space shuttle program led to a dramatic
decline in the American presence in space. From 2006 to
2011, there was an average of 23 Americans traveling
into space every year. Over the next decade, no year had
more than 7.

NASA Astronau
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4

The reason that’s come to an end? Because now our astronauts
can get to space using Elon Musk’s SpaceX. Which is also likely
to have benefits here on Earth. SpaceX hopes to harness the same
reusable rockets that send our astronauts to space to someday
transport passengers anyplace in the world in under an hour. They
estimate that the trip from New York City to Shanghai … will take
39 minutes.x So, roughly the length of the safety video.

SpaceX: 39 Min.
Direct Flight:
900 MIN.

And this wouldn’t be the first time that technology designed for
space has revolutionized life here on Earth. NASA is a big part
of why we have the cameras in our cell phonesxi — and, the GPS
systems.xii Their technology is central to CAT scansxiii and the
methods we use to de-ice planes.xiv Hell, they even provided the
gold coating that’s used for an Oscar.xv
Ok, don’t hold that one against them.
The technology involved in heart transplants, cochlear implants,
and artificial limbs? From NASA.xvi Enriched baby formula? From
NASA.xvii The tech we use to clean up oil spills? NASA.xviii
Tang? Not from NASA, please stop saying it is.xix

Tang is not the only product mistakenly
believed to be a NASA invention. Both
Teflon and Velcro are often referred to as
byproducts of the space program as well. In
reality, Teflon was developed by DuPont in
1938 and Velcro was invented in Switzerland
in the 1940s.

Bottom line: We don’t go to space as a hobby. We go as an
investment … in our safety, in our technology, and in our future.
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And yes, we also go to space
for the sake of discovery
itself. To answer the kinds of
questions that captivated our
ancestors centuries ago:
What’s out there?
What don’t we know?
And…
…How exactly do the North
Koreans think this is going to
work?
[END SCRIPT]
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