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The National Institute for Rocket Propulsion Systems Key to Maintaining Expertise  
By Kim Newton 
 
The National Institute for Rocket Propulsion Systems, or NIRPS, is being created to provide 
stewardship of our nation’s propulsion capabilities, understanding that they play a vital role in 
national security, economic competitiveness, and the continued exploration of space. The 
Institute will support the preservation and advancement of government and industry propulsion 
capabilities to meet current and future aerospace needs for civil and federal agencies.  
 
"There's no arguing an Institute like this is needed to preserve our nation's propulsion industry 
base," said Marshall Space Flight Center Director Robert Lightfoot. "Solutions to science and 
technology problems related to rocket and missile propulsion can require knowledge from 
multiple fields of expertise. The Institute will foster a collaborative environment that will unify 
numerous efforts in the propulsion community."  
 
The Institute is being formed in response to widely acknowledged concern regarding the U.S. 
propulsion industry base. Erosion of this capability has been cited in numerous trade and 
independent studies. U.S. leadership in rocket and missile propulsion is threatened by long-term 
industry downsizing, a shortage of new solid and liquid propulsion programs, ability to attract 
and retain fresh talent, and pressure on discretionary federal budgets expected to continue for 
at least a decade.  
 
The Institute will take a three-part approach. First will be stewardship, or monitoring and 
analyzing the state of the industry in order to formulate and recommend national policy options 
and strategies that promote a healthy industrial base. This ensures the best-value for the 
American taxpayer. Second is identifying technology needs and recommending technology 
insertions by leading roadmap assessments and actively participating in program formulation 
activities. Third will be a solutions facilitator maintaining relationships and awareness across the 
industry to align available capacity with emerging demands.  
 
"NASA’s partners in governing and operating the Institute will include components of the 
Department of Defense and potentially other federal agencies," said associate director for 
technical issues and Marshall lead for the National Institute for Propulsion Systems Dr. Dale 
Thomas. "The broader propulsion industry, to include private organizations and academia, will 
also serve important roles in the Institute."  
 



Currently the Institute is in the advanced planning stage. To date, many key defense, civil and 
commercial space stakeholders have been consulted and are supportive of the Institute and its 
objectives. Within NASA, this effort has been coordinated with the propulsion community to 
include NASA Headquarters, Ames Research Center, Stennis Space Center, Kennedy Space 
Center, Glenn Research Center and Johnson Space Center.  
 
NASA will serve as sole sponsor for the Institute’s initial operations. As it matures, the Institute 
will seek sponsorship from other government agencies to support its baseline activities. 
Sponsorship may take several forms, including funding, co-located personnel from other 
agencies, access subject matter experts, access to unique facilities, etc.  
 
In the role of steward and integrator, the Institute will integrate information and industry status 
with all parties related to the industrial base to provide policy recommendations to the U.S. 
government.  
 
The Institute would be the "go-to" source for the NASA, Federal Aviation Administration-
spaceflight, Department of Defense, and commercial spaceflight solutions, assisting with 
development and/or operational challenges that may occur as new systems come online. The 
Institute will contribute to the success of such ventures by providing the full range of solutions 
from support of design, development, test and evaluation efforts, to collaborating with the entity 
needing assistance, to simply providing the technical expertise to review the issue resolution.  
 
The Institute will provide educational and training opportunities to engage college and school-
aged children in next-generation propulsion technologies, training a future generation of rocket 
propulsion experts.  
 
Newton is a public affairs officer in the Office of Strategic Analysis & Communications. 
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