
The United States faces a fundamental organi-
zational crisis in space. America’s space en-
terprise remains fragmented across multiple 

agencies with unclear roles, overlapping responsibil-
ities, and competing authorities.  This institutional 
confusion undermines national security, stifles com-
mercial innovation, and threatens U.S. leadership in 
the vital space domain. 

In recent congressional testimony, United States Space 
Force (USSF) Chief of Space Operations General 
Chance Saltzman captured the essence of the problem: 

We have kind of evolved the roles and missions 
between military space and IC space, civil space, 
[and] R&D space that NASA kind of focuses on. 
We have evolved to that point, but I don’t know if 
based on the new security environment we really 
crystallize who is responsible for what and define 
that in terms that we can say, ‘because I am respon-
sible for this, these are the resources I am going 
to need.’ We are kind of backing into it, to some 
degree… Now we need to clearly define what those 
roles and responsibilities are, or even establish a 
process by which we will evaluate new missions as 
they are developed, to make sure we give them to 
the right organization.1 

Gen. Saltzman is not the only one expressing such a 
concern. Todd Harrison, senior fellow at the Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute, communicated a similar sen-
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The Big Picture

 ◆ 	 Nine Agencies, Zero Unity: America’s space 
enterprise is paralyzed by fragmentation across 
nine major organizations with overlapping 
authorities, competing missions, and no unified 
command—while China operates as one.

 ◆ 	 China’s 2030 Advantage: When NASA 
decommissions the ISS in 2030, China will have 
the only manned presence in orbit—one backed 
by a civil-military fusion that turns every major 
Chinese space achievement into a potential dual-
use capability.

 ◆ 	 The Unassigned Missions: No one nation manages 
space traffic management, debris cleanup, or 
space-based solar power development—critical 
capabilities worth trillions that America is simply 
not pursuing while adversaries advance.

 ◆ 	 $75 Million vs. $1.8 Trillion: The Office of Space 
Commerce receives $75.6 million to oversee an 
economy projected to reach $1.8 trillion by 2035—
a resource mismatch that guarantees American 
inferiority in space commerce.

 ◆ 	 Congress Holds the Key: Only congressional 
action—consolidating oversight committees, 
clarifying authorities, and potentially creating 
a Department of Space—can transform 
fragmentation into unity before China’s lead 
becomes irreversible.

Space Roles and Missions: From Fragmentation to Unity
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timent, describing the established functions of the USSF 
as “vague and overlapping.”2 The root of this problem 
lies in Department of Defense Directive (DoDD) 5100.1, 
which provides the other military branches with specif-
ic, concrete missions while tasking the Space Force with 
five short and ambiguous objectives.3 

This confusion creates a paradox: agencies must have 
clear roles while also maintaining the flexibility to adopt 
new missions. Unfortunately, the organizational haze 
surrounding the Space Force reflects a broader system-
ic failure. The National Aeronautics and Space Admin-
istration (NASA), the National Reconnaissance Office 
(NRO), the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), 
the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC), and the Office of Space Com-
merce (OSC) all claim overlapping 
jurisdictions in U.S. space af-
fairs.

Providing definitive roles 
and missions for each or-
ganization, along with a 
streamlined command 
structure, will empower 
the United States to de-
fend its space superiori-
ty, develop the necessary 
technologies to protect it-
self from threats, and enable 
commercial space to evolve 
efficiently. Crucially, a unified 
approach is needed to prevent Chi-
na from overtaking the United States 
as the world leader in space. Congress is the 
only body with the jurisdiction to accomplish this task. 
It must step up to reorganize and streamline America’s 
space program.

From Sputnik to Fragmentation

Space emerged as an improvised Cold War-era mission 
and evolved into today’s disorganized system, with cru-
cial impacts on national security, economic competitive-
ness, and global norms in space. Fragmentation formed 
immediately. 

The U.S. space program began as a collection of com-
peting military projects.4 However, once the Soviet 
Union launched Sputnik 1 on October 4, 1957, the pro-
gram had to change. Congress and President Eisen-
hower responded by passing the National Aeronautics 
and Space Act in July 1958, creating NASA. The agency 
opened its doors in October of that year, with the new 
civilian administration focusing on the peaceful uses 
of outer space while the military continued operating 
independent projects. Simultaneously, the Air Force, 
Army, and Navy continued work on separate long-
range missile projects.5 In the same year, the Depart-
ment of War (Department of Defense) established what 

is now the Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency (DARPA) to exploit break-

throughs in defense technology, 
including in space, ensuring the 

United States maintains the 
upper hand.6 Three years 

later, in 1961, Secretary 
McNamara created the 
NRO, which central-
ized satellite intelli-
gence and created a 
blurred line between 
intelligence and war-
fighting.7 

Over the following 
decades, the pattern of 

plurality continued, par-
ticularly on the military side. 

The Strategic Defense Initiative 
Organization, created in 1984 un-

der President Reagan, evolved into the 
modern-day Missile Defense Agency (MDA). The 

organization consolidated various missile defense or-
ganizations across the U.S. government, a necessary 
and useful step; however, the MDA also serves as yet 
another U.S. space program.8 In December 2019, Con-
gress passed the fiscal year 2020 Defense Reauthoriza-
tion Act, creating the newest components of the U.S. 
space program: the U.S. Space Force (USSF) and U.S. 
Space Command (USSPACECOM).9 The USSF and 
USSPACECOM hold parallel but distinct roles. While 
USSF organizes, trains, and equips forces, USSPACE-
COM manages warfighting, planning, and the execu-

	

 

“We have kind of evolved the 
roles and missions between mili-
tary space and IC space… Now we 
need to clearly define what those 

roles and responsibilities are..”



SPACE POLICY REVIEW

Dec 2025 | No. 11 3

tion of missions in space.10 
The regulatory side faces similar problems. The creation 
of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) in 
the 1930s marked the start of space regulation, albeit ac-
cidentally. The FCC, which is independent of the pres-
ident and the executive branch, holds crucial authority 
over radio communications and use of the electromag-
netic spectrum. As a result, it authorizes the radio fre-
quencies which satellites use to communicate, allowing 
the FCC to further regulate commercial space. It has also 
issued orbital debris mitigation regulations requiring 
operators to plan for their satellite’s end-of-life. Now, it 
seeks to regulate in-space servicing, assembly, and man-
ufacturing.11 In practice, the FCC uses its jurisdiction 
over spectrum as a proxy for direct regulatory authority 
over commercial space activities. 

Unlike the FCC’s gradual expansion of its own authori-
ty, Congress explicitly carved up space regulation among 
multiple agencies. The Commercial Space Launch Act of 

1984 granted the Department of Transportation (DOT) 
regulatory control of commercial spaceflight through the 
new Office of Commercial Space Transportation (AST), 
an entity that was initially within the DOT and is now 
within the FAA.12 AST authority covers launch but stops 
at the edge of space—leaving in-orbit operations to the 
FCC’s claimed jurisdiction. The National and Commer-
cial Space Programs Act of 2010 added yet another lay-
er, creating the Office of Space Commerce (OSC) within 
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) and the Department of Commerce to oversee 
private space remote sensing systems.13 

Thus, while the FCC expanded its authority gradually, 
the FAA and OSC were granted explicit authority over 
specific aspects of commercial space, launch, and remote 
sensing, respectively. The result is a patchwork regula-
tory system defined by a web of statues and overlapping 
jurisdictions instead of a well-ordered system designed 
to regulate a trillion-dollar commercial industry. 

Table 1: The Fragmented U.S. Space Enterprise Nine major organizations across four departments and independent agencies claim space juris-
diction, creating overlapping authorities and competing missions.

Agency Established Department/Location Primary Space 
Jurisdiction

Authority Type

NASA 1958 Independent Agency Civil space exploration, 
R&D

Direct congressional mandate

DARPA 1958 Department of War 
(Department of Defense)

Defense technology 
breakthroughs

Direct DoD authority

NRO 1961 Intelligence 
Community/DoD

Satellite intelligence, 
reconnaissance

Direct intelligence authority

FCC 1930s 
(space role 
evolved)

Independent Agency Spectrum allocation, 
orbital debris

Indirect via spectrum control

FAA/AST 1984 Department of 
Transportation

Commercial launches Direct congressional mandate

MDA 1984 
(evolved 

from SDI)

Department of War 
(Department of Defense)

Missile defense systems Direct DoD authority

OSC 2010 Department of 
Commerce/NOAA

Remote sensing 
regulation

Direct congressional mandate

USSF 2019 Department of War 
(Department of Defense)

Military space operations Direct congressional mandate

USSPACECOM 2019 Department of War 
(Department of Defense)

Space warfighting, 
planning

Direct DoD command 
authority
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Each of these organizations fills a specific niche without 
a cohesive national vision of space. They span depart-
ments and independent agencies, lacking coordination 
or unified strategy. The final product is a collection of 
agencies pursuing their own interpretations of space 
missions without regard for a broader  American space 
strategy. 

The Jurisdictional Web

The United States’ space strategy is a mess. The existing 
jurisdictional framework is a collection of overlapping 
agencies without unified purpose. This creates two prob-
lems. First, in the absence of clearly specified authorities, 
agencies sit by and hope that somebody else will step up 
and claim responsibility. This game of ‘hot potato’ means 
that critically important missions are often overlooked. 
For example, no agency manages public benefit infra-
structure, and there is no space-focused Coast Guard. 
While NASA identifies asteroids that could pose a threat 
to life on Earth, nobody prepares for mitigating such a 
threat if it is found. Second, the opposite problem oc-
curs: where two agencies both believe an activity is 
central to their mission, we see turf wars for authority. 
Organizational turf wars are not a unique phenomenon 
for the government; the Department of War is certainly 
familiar with them. But this goes beyond simple compe-
tition for authority. 

The problem extends beyond the War Department; the 
roles and missions of these agencies, spread across de-
partments, determine how the greater U.S. space effort 
is organized and whether it is prepared for the future. 
Congress passes NASA reauthorization acts every few 
years, giving NASA explicit missions.14 This creates clar-
ity in NASA’s short-term goals, but, due to political vari-
ability, leaves the long-term missions of NASA vague. 
Annual budget changes and changes in the administra-
tion every 4-8 years make it difficult, if not impossible, 
for NASA to build a reliable long-term outline.15 Space 
projects require multi-year commitments, which this 
variability hampers. 

Even newer space organizations suffer from vague au-
thorities. As previously mentioned, the precise roles and 
missions of the USSF are quite unclear. The NRO, the 
more secretive third arm of the United States space pro-

gram, focuses on intelligence gathering and is respon-
sible for the production and operation of sophisticated 
reconnaissance satellites.16 Yet there is no obvious dis-
tinction between where the NRO’s intelligence mission 
ends and the USSF’s operational responsibilities begin, 
particularly given that the USSF operates its own intelli-
gence capabilities.

Between the three U.S. space programs, overlaps be-
tween the USSF and NRO are where issues arise. As not-
ed, the USSF has an intelligence agency of its own, as do 
the other branches of the U.S. armed services. As a result, 
the USSF itself is a member of the U.S. Intelligence Com-
munity.17 DoDD 5100.1 tasks the USSF with “[protecting] 
U.S. interests in space… [and conducting] space opera-
tions” among three other equally vague tasks.18 The NRO 
describes its mission by saying that it “develops, acquires, 
launches, and operates space-based assets and ground 
systems to see, hear, and sense threats around the world 
in real time.”19 While having multiple agencies involved 
in space intelligence is normal, they should have clearly 
defined missions to avoid duplication and confusion. 
The FAA, FCC, and OSC all provide some form of space 
regulation. The FAA and OSC possess explicit authori-
ty, while the FCC’s authority derives from its spectrum 
control responsibilities. However, it is unclear why three 
agencies are required instead of one agency with broader 
authority. 

The result of these competing jurisdictions is the cre-
ation of substantial hurdles and red tape that may inhib-
it the potential growth of the American space industry. 
Despite this, American commercial space remains dom-
inant. SpaceX has over 7,100 Starlink satellites operat-
ing in orbit, with plans to reach as many as 42,000 sat-
ellites, and has tested its heavy-launch vehicle, Starship, 
9 times.20

However, both private and public actors voice complaints 
about the regulatory burdens placed upon private space 
companies.21 These burdens result in delays that compli-
cate private companies’ ability to innovate and test new 
vehicles due to the extensive paperwork requirements 
across multiple agencies, an issue that is even more im-
pactful for newer, smaller firms trying to compete with 
established launch providers. For example, Varda Space 
suffered a six-month delay in returning its first capsule 
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due to bureaucratic bottlenecks.22 There is a desire by 
private actors and space strategists alike to consolidate 
the agencies regulating private spaceflight, rather than 
continue to suffer from an agency turf war over regula-
tory duties. Importantly, this does not require reducing 
the regulations, as enforcing proper safety standards is 
vital for the future of space development. 

Congress faces the same issues, further exacerbating 
the problem. The agencies are overseen by a menag-
erie of congressional committees, including the House 
and Senate Armed Services Committees, the House 
Committee on Science, Space, and Technology, and the 
Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources, 
among others. With each agency reporting to different 
congressional committees, no single committee takes 
responsibility for America’s broader space strategy or 
overall competitiveness in space. It is counterproductive 
to have the key arms of the space program split across 
defense, commerce, energy, and intelligence. Reforming 
congressional oversight by consolidating space respon-
sibilities under one committee would create a more uni-
fied approach, ensuring all space issues are considered 
together rather than in isolated, disjointed manner.

Historical Precedents

There is precedent for some of the streamlining and 
consolidation called for in this paper. However, other 
aspects of the proposed reforms are unprecedented. Af-
ter the end of the Second World War, the Department 
of Defense had to formally determine the separation of 
responsibilities between the Army, Navy, and the newly 
created Air Force. The Key West Agreement in 1948 ac-
complished that. The agreement handled the same ques-
tion of organizational authorities discussed here, with 
a particular focus on the Navy. It clarified  where the 
Navy’s jurisdiction with Naval Aviation and the Marine 
Corps ended, and where that of the Air Force and Army 
began.23 The Navy was reluctant to give up the capabil-
ities that full jurisdiction over Naval Aviation and the 
Marine Corps gave it and feared losing those divisions 
to the Air Force and Army in a move towards consol-
idation. The Key West Agreement allowed it to keep 
those responsibilities, while clearly outlining the duties 
of each armed service branch as a part of the unified U.S. 
armed services. 

Nearly four decades later, there was once again a need 
for reorganization. It was clear that the United States’ 
military did not have the proper coordination to reli-
ably conduct joint missions between the branches of 
the U.S. military.24 To address this problem, the Gold-
water-Nichols Act of 1986 changed the organizational 
structure of the Joint Chiefs, along with clarifying that 
the chain of command went from the President to the 
Secretary of Defense to the field joint commander, not 
through the Joint Chiefs.25 Public failures before this 
made reform easier. However, waiting for public failure 
to pursue reform is dangerous and unnecessary. 

While both historical moments serve as useful exam-
ples, they exist entirely within the Department of War. 
The problems with the organization of American space 
extend beyond the DoD and across multiple depart-
ments and agencies, meaning the scope of reform is sig-
nificantly larger. However, these instances nonetheless 
illustrate the value of consolidation, clarifying responsi-
bilities, joint operability, and a clear chain of command. 
Congress should take these lessons to heart and stream-
line the United States’ space program so that it can focus 
on preparing for the future of space use.   

The Challenge of Chinese Unity 

China, however, does not face these organizational chal-
lenges. Its centralized system enables the PRC to devel-
op longer timescales than the United States and coordi-
nate its commercial and governmental organizations to 
accomplish its objectives. In October 2024, China an-
nounced its 25-year strategy for space development and 
exploration.26 A few months later, in March 2025, the 
PRC unveiled its planetary exploration roadmap, with 
missions spanning the 2030s.27 The PRC aims to be-
come the international leader in space by accomplishing 
these goals. These initiatives were announced jointly by 
the Chinese National Space Administration (CNSA), the 
Chinese Manned Space Agency, and the Chinese Acad-
emy of Sciences.28 Historically, China has been quite 
successful at meeting deadlines it sets, so these commit-
ments must be taken seriously. 

China’s robust space strategy represents a long-term 
commitment to space exploration that the United States 
struggles to maintain due to shifting budgets and polit-
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ical leadership. Changing presidential administrations 
and congressional leadership often brings shifting pri-
orities, which may mean prioritizing alternative space 
missions or deprioritizing space altogether. China does 
not have this problem and views space development as a 
point of national pride and means of gaining power. This 
institutional continuity allows long-term dedication to 
space objectives. 

China also employs civil-military fusion, integrating 
their efforts across defense and civil organizations. For 
space, this means that the CNSA is not wholly distinct 
from the PRC’s PLA Aerospace Force, the Chinese equiv-
alent of the USSF.29 This stands in sharp contrast to the 
U.S. model, where NASA is dedicated to civil space ac-
tivities while the DoD and NRO handle separate defense 
or security issues. The Chinese approach coordinates all 
aspects of its space programs, research, and resources un-
der unified strategic direction. While the United States 
maintains significant advantages in private sector inno-
vation and technological capabilities, China’s organiza-
tional unity presents a strategic challenge that American 
fragmentation must address. 

Chinese Space Dominance 

The United States cannot allow China to become the 
leader in space. According to the current plans, NASA 
will decommission the ISS by the end of 2030, leaving 
China with the only crewed presence in space.30 In the 
absence of a U.S. commercial alternative, any country 
that seeks to do research in low-Earth orbit will have 
no choice but to work with China. While private com-
panies are developing commercial space stations, with 
the first modules scheduled for launch as early as 2026, 
there is still substantial work left and no guarantee the 
U.S. will have a functional space station.31 Already, fol-
lowing Chinese Chang’e 5 mission that brought back 
new Lunar samples for the first time in decades, many 
countries work with China. The United States, however, 
is largely unable to access the material due to the Wolf 
Amendment, which prohibits most NASA cooperation 
with China.32 China hopes to reach the Moon before the 
United States can return.33 If China accomplishes this, it 
would, at least temporarily, possess a monopoly on Lunar 
research while the United States remains excluded.34 

Source: Generated by ChatGPT (OpenAI), 2025, based on data from Garretson & Schnabel, “From Fragmentation to Unity: Reorga-
nizing America’s Space Enterprise.”
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The Chinese counterpart to the American GPS, BeiDou, 
continues to grow, reaching 1 trillion location checks 
per day, and China plans further technological improve-
ments.35 And while GPS has a significant first-mover 
advantage, with most infrastructure designed around its 
system rather than BeiDou, analysts already consider Bei-
Dou technologically superior to GPS in certain aspects.36 

The system allows for messaging through the platform, a 
capability that GPS does not share.37, 38 Increased reliance 
on BeiDou creates a world economy more dependent 
on Chinese technology, enhancing Chinese power and 
influence. Furthermore, states, including Iran and Paki-
stan, have adopted BeiDou for military purposes rather 
than GPS. This takes away the leverage the United States 
formerly held over these countries, as they are more flex-
ible in what system they use for positioning, navigation, 
and timing.39

Should China reach this position of dominance in space, 
it may more effectively pursue space-based solar power, 
a potential planet-wide, cheap, and clean energy source.40 
Achieving this leadership role creates a degree of depen-
dency on China as a source of navigational information 
and energy, an undesirable dependency on a near-peer 
competitor and potential adversary. Even though the 
United States will not use BeiDou, many neutral states 

may come to rely on it. China’s continued incorporation 
of space programs into the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
creates further soft power considerations.41 Through the 
BRI, China funds and builds infrastructure projects in 
partner countries, often incorporating Chinese technol-
ogy standards. China integrates some of its Belt and Road 
projects with BeiDou, forcing adaptation of the system. 
China designs these systems so they work best with Bei-
Dou and without interoperability, increasing the like-
lihood that a country that adopts BeiDou will continue 
using the system. To maintain its position of leadership, 
the United States must counteract this by enacting its vi-
sion of space.

The Missing Missions

America’s fragmented space organization has left critical 
missions unassigned or poorly coordinated. These gaps 
create vulnerabilities that our adversaries can exploit 
while U.S. agencies fight over overlapping authorities. 
There are several vital space functions that lack clear 
ownership. Addressing these requires either assigning 
responsibilities to existing agencies or creating new 
ones. The following recommendations serve as a start-
ing point for further study, not a definitive blueprint for 
reform.

Source: Generated by ChatGPT (OpenAI), 2025.
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Strategic Leadership & Planning

Peacetime Strategic Initiative: No agency is respon-
sible for proactively shaping the space domain during 
peacetime.42 Current space doctrine focuses on warfight-
ing but lacks a framework for securing key orbital po-
sitions, building partnerships, and developing industrial 
capacity before conflicts arise. A future strategic posi-
tioning function could operate under a refined Nation-
al Space Council or within a newly created Department 
of Space providing unified direction for how space or 
space-adjacent agencies shape the domain in peacetime. 

Economic Development: The OSC received 
just $75.6 million in FY25 to oversee 
industrial development of a space 
economy projected to reach $1.8 
trillion by 2035.43 This mas-
sive resource mismatch 
undermines U.S. compet-
itiveness in commercial 
space. Solutions include 
significantly expanding 
OSC funding and cre-
ating a space working 
capital fund to serve mil-
itary commands, civilian 
agencies, and U.S. allies 
based on demand rather 
than appropriated budgets.44  

Regulatory & Commercial

Regulation: Multiple agencies (FAA, 
FCC, OSC) claim overlapping authority over 
commercial space, creating regulatory confusion and de-
lays for companies. Consolidating these responsibilities 
under a single agency would streamline oversight with-
out reducing safety standards. This could operate under 
an expanded OSC or a new agency under the Depart-
ment of Space. 

Constabulary and Space Law Enforcement: No agen-
cy handles space traffic management, debris cleanup, 
emergency response, or law enforcement in space.45 As 
commercial spaceflight expands, these functions become 
critical for maintaining safe orbital operations—emer-

gencies will happen, and the world and the United States 
must prepare to respond.46 Coordinating the cleanup of 
debris and other environmental space hazards will en-
sure that orbits remain viable for decades to come. The 
U.S. needs a space equivalent of the Coast Guard to man-
age these responsibilities and either through an expand-
ed U.S. Coast Guard, a novel Space Guard, or a new ded-
icated USSF unit.47 

Defense & Security

Space Protection and Humanitarian Operations: No 
agency is responsible for humanitarian relief operations 

or non-war military operations in space.48 Ensuring 
that space commerce operates smoothly is 

vital and may become just as import-
ant as sea trade. As private space 

travel continues to mature, the 
military will need capabili-

ties for search and rescue, 
emergency response, and 
protecting commercial 
operations from hostile 
actors. A dedicated USSF 
unit, or units, should 
handle these responsibil-
ities. 

Service Roles in Count-
er Space and Integration: 

While the USSF served to 
centralize the armed services’ 

space assets, certain legacy sys-
tems and assets remain with the oth-

er branches, namely the U.S. Army missile 
defense sensors and Naval communications assets. 

Consolidating these resources under the USSF would en-
sure that all armed services’ space assets unify under one 
branch, rather than remaining spread out across multiple 
services. 

Tactical Reconnaissance, Surveillance, and Track-
ing (TacRST): The NRO handles strategic reconnais-
sance, surveillance, and tracking, while the USSF op-
erates its own intelligence agency, the National Space 
Intelligence Center.49 This overlap creates coordination 

	

 
“America’s fragmented 

space organization has left crit-
ical missions unassigned or poor-
ly coordinated. These gaps create 
vulnerabilities that our adversar-

ies can exploit while U.S. agen-
cies fight over overlapping 

authorities”
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challenges between intelligence producers and oper-
ational users.  If these functions are to remain with the 
NRO, better integration is necessary to ensure the USSF 
can properly close kill chains. However, it may make 
more sense to transfer much of this responsibility to the 
USSF as the end-user of the information. 

Intelligence Community in the Post-USSF Era: The 
USSF was created in 2019, but the U.S. Intelligence Com-
munity still operates as if it doesn’t exist. The NRO and 
National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency continue con-
structing and operating the most advanced space systems 
while the USSF has established its own agency, the Na-
tional Space Intelligence Center. This duplicity creates 
overlapping responsibilities and unclear divisions of la-
bor between legacy IC agencies and the new space ser-
vice. In an era of real-time, space-enabled military intel-
ligence, it is necessary to determine the proper balance 
between the IC agencies and USSF operational com-
mands. Specific recommendations require an in-depth, 
classified review of these organizational overlaps.

Missile Defense and the “Golden Dome” Problem: 
Ballistic missile defense, a high-priority item for the 
second Trump administration, requires pinpoint accu-
racy achieved extremely quickly. The Golden Dome, the 
proposed space-based network of sensors and intercep-
tors for missile defense, reflects yet another example of 
the interagency battle for authority.50 The USSF, NRO, 
MDA, and combatant commands all want responsibility 
for the system. Assigning this to USSPACECOM, with 
the USSF as the supporting and acquiring service, makes 
sense given the space-based nature of the system.

Next Generation of Battle Management - Air to Or-
bit: JSTARS and AWACS, the military’s airborne battle 
management and surveillance platforms, are becoming 
increasingly out-of-date, more vulnerable, and limited. 
The successor to these platforms is likely to be space-
based, yet it is unclear who is responsible for creating 
these successors. A USSF program, a joint service effort, 
or part of the Golden Dome initiative are all possible an-
swers. Congress must decide which approach to pursue, 
and this choice will determine both the nature of the sys-
tem and the future doctrine of the armed services. 

Technical & Infrastructure

Public Space Infrastructure: Public space infrastruc-
ture extends far beyond GPS to include in-space refuel-
ing, communications backbones, space situational aware-
ness systems, and debris tracking networks. Currently, 
the Space Force’s Mission Delta 31 (MD31) operates GPS 
satellites used by millions of Americans daily.51 As trans-
portation expands to include these additional critical sys-
tems, MD31’s role will grow significantly. Establishing 
a Space Force corps of engineers that MD31 can oper-
ate under creates a long-term dedicated organizational 
structure for the broader task of managing America’s 
public space infrastructure. 

Energy and Propulsion: Nuclear propulsion is a top 
priority for future space missions due to the increased 
efficiencies in energy and propulsion techniques.52 How-
ever, no agency has clear responsibility for developing 
this capability for space applications.53 While the DoE 
oversees nuclear technology research on the civil side 
and DARPA may pursue such technologies for defense 
applications, there is no coordinated approach. NASA’S 
civilian-focused projects, such as Artemis and deep space 
exploration missions, could benefit from broader nuclear 
applications. A DoD-led initiative, with assistance from 
DoE and NASA, would provide the necessary coordina-
tion for this critical technology. 

Planetary Defense: Planetary defense—protecting 
Earth from threats from the solar system, notably aster-
oid impacts—is a crucial responsibility. NASA’s Plane-
tary Defense Coordination Office currently identifies 
and tracks asteroids and comets that could pose a threat, 
but it has no capability to intercept or neutralize them.54, 

55 This creates a dangerous gap between threat detection 
and threat mitigation. NASA, as an organization dedicat-
ed to research, lacks the operational capabilities needed 
for executing planetary defense missions. Assigning this 
complete mission to the USSF would consolidate detec-
tion and mitigation capabilities under one agency with 
the necessary operational expertise.
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Policy Recommendations

America’s fragmented space enterprise cannot compete 
with China’s unified approach or address the critical mis-
sion gaps identified above. Congress alone has the au-
thority to restructure America’s space enterprise for stra-
tegic competition. These five recommendations provide 
the framework for comprehensive reform:

1. Interagency Executive Review
Congress should direct the executive branch to conduct a 
comprehensive assessment of all agencies involved in the 
space domain. This could also take the form a new na-
tional space commission.  This study must identify which 
agencies carry what responsibilities, which missions lack 
clear ownership, where overlaps exist, and how to rem-
edy these organizational failures. The executive branch 
must complete the review and submit it back to Congress 
within 12 months. Following the model of prior reforms, 
such as Goldwater-Nichols or the restructuring of the In-
telligence Community in 2001, this review will provide 
the foundation for restructuring.  

2. Space Working Capital Fund
Congress should broaden the Space Working Capital 
Fund, which is expected to open for the USSF in late 
2025.56 Expanding the fund would enable civilian agen-
cies, combatant commands, and potentially even U.S. al-
lies to buy into space services, including TacRST naviga-
tion, or planetary defense services. This demand-driven 
approach focuses resources on areas where agencies see 
a need for technology, ensuring development of what is 
needed without bureaucratic infighting hampering in-
novation. Users would drive resources to the technolo-
gies and companies that are best suited for their needs, 
accelerating development in critical areas.

3. Committee on Space Affairs and Congressional 
Oversight
Oversight of the key arms of the American space program 
is divided among multiple congressional committees, 
hindering essential coordination. NASA’s work is strate-
gic and critical to the American security posture, even in 
peacetime. Moving NASA and the NRO under the pur-
view of the Strategic Forces subcommittee of the Armed 
Services Committees would create an environment more 
conducive to a unified space effort. Transitioning NASA 

funding into defense appropriations would further this 
goal. Combined with shifting the DoE’s Office of Nuclear 
Energy into the Strategic Forces subcommittee, this con-
solidation would give one committee complete oversight 
of American space programs. This reform would help the 
United States capture some organizational advantages of 
unified space governance while enabling private sector 
innovation.

4. Condensed Oversight
Fragmented regulatory oversight of the American space 
industry undermines strategic coordination and any 
hope of developing and enacting a grand space strategy. 
The web of agencies creates bureaucratic obstacles for 
new companies seeking to enter the market. Consolidat-
ing space industry oversight under one agency (or at least 
one ‘front door’), whose sole responsibility is space regu-
lation, would solve these problems. This would stream-
line processes without reducing safety standards, allow-
ing for greater innovation.

5. Department of Space
Establishing a cabinet-level Department of Space would 
consolidate space responsibilities into one organization-
al structure. Delaying this creation until the review pro-
posed above is completed allows for its recommendations 
to be considered when structuring the new department. 
The Department of Space would house the agencies 
managing many of the areas discussed, enabling them to 
coordinate on joint missions within a unified structure 
rather than scattered across multiple existing depart-
ments. The department would be tasked with develop-
ing a clear vision and the execution of civil and commer-
cial space policy for the United States. It would facilitate 
greater coordination among space-related functions and 
provide a home for emerging space-focused objectives. 

Conclusion

The United States must restructure its space programs 
to eliminate overlap and enable effective coordination 
on joint missions. The U.S. must not only stay compet-
itive but dominant in space. Currently, America is fall-
ing behind. China and near peers operate with dedicated 
all-nation space missions, while a web of agencies frag-
ments the American strategy. Part of this is a result of 
the civil-military divide that the United States maintains. 
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