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NASA VISION SPARKED COMMERCIAL 
SPACE REVOLUTION ON SPACE COAST
BY BOB GRANATH

Well before the final space shuttle touched down in 2011, 
the burgeoning commercial space industry was expressing 

interest in expanding business pursuits in space. At the same time, 
NASA’s Kennedy Space Center in Florida found itself in a unique 
position. For over 30 years, most of the center’s resources were 
dedicated for the expressed purpose of supporting the Space Shuttle 
Program. Now Kennedy was left with excess facilities and capacity 
with no program requirements or funding.

HOW WOULD THE CENTER 
AND ITS WORKFORCE RESPOND  

WITH THIS CHANGE IN ROLE?

> PREPARATION FOR THE FUTURE SET IN ACTION

A more comprehensive vision was required to meet the emerging 
needs of both the civil and commercial space industries as the Space 
Shuttle Program was officially slated to end. Center leadership 
began looking to the future by developing an innovative concept for 
the historic Florida launch site: a new multi-user spaceport.

Deputy Center Director Janet Petro was tasked with chairing the 
Master Plan Steering Group, a team composed of agency and center 
experts committed to maximizing Kennedy’s competitive position, 
namely its experience, location and infrastructure to meet the 
nation’s forthcoming spacefaring needs. This “Future Development 
Concept,” developed in 2012, called for NASA to extensively partner 
with industry, remove unnecessary government oversight and allow 
commercial ventures to conduct operations using agency facilities 
and launch pads. Additionally, plans called for aerospace companies 
to fly astronauts from a multi-user spaceport.

“We looked at the landscape searching for the best way to use 
the available assets,” Petro said. “We realized we needed to change 
our focus from a big government, NASA-only space center to the 
agency partnering with others.”

This operational model change was unprecedented. Some 
questioned whether it should be done. Even if this transformation 
could be accomplished, many believed it would take many years for 
these changes to become a reality.

But this new vision sparked a commercial space revolution at the 
center.

> NEW USE FOR FACILITIES

When it came to allowing new users to take over existing 
Kennedy assets such as the Orbiter Processing Facilities, launch 
pads and the Shuttle Landing Facility, Petro noted that with the 
congressional authority of the Space Act and the Commercial Space 
Launch Act, NASA could enter into agreements with commercial 
companies.

Orbiter Processing Facility (OPF) Bay 3, a structure used to 
process the shuttle orbiters, was the first significant partnership 
that signaled to the commercial community that Kennedy was 
serious about its transformation. Now called the Commercial Crew 
and Cargo Processing Facility, it is where Boeing is preparing its 
CST-100 Starliner spacecraft, which will carry astronauts to the 
International Space Station.

Additionally, at Kennedy’s Launch Complex 39A used during 
both the Apollo and Space Shuttle Programs, NASA signed a 
property agreement with SpaceX in 2014 for the use and operation 
of the pad, where the company now is launching its Falcon 9 
rockets. In the future, the Falcon 9 Heavy will lift off with the Crew 
Dragon spacecraft.

Through agreements with the Department of Defense, Kennedy 
also repurposed OPF 1 and 2 for support of the X-37 Orbital Test 
Vehicle. In 2015, the center signed a 30-year property agreement 
with Space Florida for the operations and management of the 
Shuttle Landing Facility. With that, a variety of commercial and 
government partners would all have access to use the three-mile-
long runway.

At a Kennedy Partnership Landscape Forum, Center Director 
Bob Cabana explained the center’s new approach.

“Now we’ve got multiple commercial customers and we’re 
utilizing center assets to become a spaceport with government and 
commercial operations,” he said. “If you look at what we’re putting 
in place here at Kennedy, it’s pretty amazing.”

> ELIMINATING “RED TAPE”

In 2015, well ahead of expectations, Kennedy met the objective 
of becoming a premier, multi-user spaceport, as laid out in its 
Master Plan.

The goal was fulfilled by successfully attracting commercial 
partners, but in doing so, NASA had to change the way it does 
business.

“We knew we had to find a way to eliminate ‘red tape’ and 
unnecessary regulations and bureaucracy,” Petro said. “This was the 
game changer. Removal of unwarranted government oversight has 
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led to innovation and efficiency.” 
According to Trey Carlson, master planner in the Center 

Planning and Development Directorate, the center has taken a 
“hands off” approach as much as possible.

“Our center Master Plan was much more than a traditional 
‘facility-centric’ document,” he said. “The plan described not only 
the assets that NASA was going to make available to the commercial 
industry, but also the new way that Kennedy would operate.”

For instance, the center’s safety office took a comprehensive look 
at its requirements and developed safety volumes that were specific 
for NASA-controlled, shared (NASA and commercial), and purely 
commercial operations.

“In supporting these partners, we don’t schedule the commercial 
partners’ operations,” Carlson said. “Instead, we review their 
plans to ensure we can provide our emergency operations center 
to support launches and other hazardous activities. On a day-to-
day basis, Kennedy provides power, water, propellants and gasses, 
information technology, security, safety and fire-rescue services.”

> A KEY AGREEMENT

Petro added that one of the keys to NASA being free to 
eliminate unneeded launch regulations was a change in a long 
standing practice with the U.S. Air Force. For over 50 years, all 
range operations and authority to launch at Kennedy and at Cape 
Canaveral Air Force Station (CCAFS) have been controlled by the 
Air Force’s 45th Space Wing. For three years, Petro worked with 
multiple leadership levels at Air Force Space Command, CCAFS, 
NASA Headquarters and the Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA) to enable commercial launches from Kennedy property 
without Air Force oversight.

In October 2016, a memorandum was signed by the Air Force 
Space Command’s General John Hyten directing the Air Force to 
rely on the FAA licensing processes for commercial launches from 
Kennedy.

“As a civilian agency, NASA can operate on its own without 
seeking approvals from the military at the Cape,” Petro said. “And, 
by not mandating the commercial space operators use the 45th Space 

On May 2, 2016, the upper and lower domes of a Boeing CST-100 Starliner are connected to complete the first hull of the Starliner’s 
structural test article inside Boeing’s Commercial Crew and Cargo Processing Facility at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center.  
Photo credit: Boeing
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Wing for any necessary services, it allows the commercial operator 
to make the best business decisions for themselves.”

This business process change allows more flexibility to the 
commercial space community and increases efficiency by not having 
unnecessary government bureaucracy in the middle.

“Except for protecting for the safety of the center’s people and 
our assets, commercial customers follow FAA regulations to receive 
their launch licenses,” she said. “We let our industry partners 
operate on their own.”

That paid off on Feb. 19, 2017, with the first liftoff of a SpaceX 
Falcon 9 from pad 39A.

While Launch Complex 39A is one of numerous existing 
facilities being put to new use, Blue Origin has begun new 
construction to manufacture rockets. The decision of where to locate 
its manufacturing operations was a competitive process conducted 
by Blue Origin, who looked at numerous locations and Southern 

states that would best benefit their business case. Kennedy played 
a pivotal role in their decision process, emphasizing the center’s 
flexible, business-friendly environment that was being established 
for its multi-user spaceport.

On Sept. 15, 2015, Blue Origin announced that the company 
would manufacture and launch reusable rockets from Florida’s 
Space Coast, marking the first time an entire rocket system will be 
manufactured and processed at that location.

The Center Planning and Development Directorate, the 
organization that acts as Kennedy’s “front door,” was instrumental 
in ensuring that processes and agreements were in place between 
Space Florida and Blue Origin. Space Florida is the operator of 
Exploration Park where the manufacturing facilities are being built. 
For their launch operations, Blue Origin also plans to refurbish 
Space Launch Complex 36, a no-longer-needed Atlas II launch pad 
at the Cape.

A SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket lifts off from Launch Complex 39A at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center on the company’s 11th commercial 
resupply services mission to the International Space Station. In the future, the Falcon 9 Heavy will lift off from the Apollo and shuttle 
launch pad with the SpaceX Crew Dragon spacecraft. Photo credit: NASA/Tony Gray
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Located just west of the center’s Industrial Area, Exploration 
Park is a partnership formed in 2011 between NASA Kennedy and 
Space Florida. While on agency property, the site is just outside the 
center’s gates on 299 acres and is charged with fostering growth of 
the space industry.

“It makes sense to encourage new construction,” Petro said. “Out 
of 140,000 acres of land at the center, only about 7,000 acres have 
been developed.”

> COMMERCIAL LAUNCH PROVIDERS

NASA at Kennedy began its shift to relying on commercial 
partners in 1998, with establishment of the Launch Services 
Program (LSP). Rather than the agency being the provider of 
rockets to boost satellites and spacecraft to Earth orbit and beyond, 
LSP relies on industry to supply the rockets.

A little more than two years after the end of the Space Shuttle 
Program, SpaceX and Orbital ATK began successfully resupplying 
the International Space Station with cargo. The companies 
developed spacecraft through public-private partnerships under the 
agency’s Commercial Orbital Transportation Services Program to 

achieve safe, reliable and cost-effective commercial transportation to 
the station.

Through NASA’s Commercial Crew Program, based primarily 
at Kennedy, partners SpaceX and Boeing now are developing safe, 
reliable and cost-effective access to and from low-Earth orbit with 
American-built rockets. Boeing’s CST-100 Starliner and SpaceX’s 
Crew Dragon are the next steps toward ferrying astronauts to and 
from the space station.

While relying on industry to support transportation to the 
International Space Station and meet other needs, NASA continues 
to focus on development of the Orion crew vehicle, Exploration 
ground systems and Space Launch System (SLS) rocket that one day 
will send astronauts beyond low-Earth orbit.

The SLS is a new heavy-lift launch vehicle, more powerful than 
any previously built, capable of sending humans aboard Orion to 
destinations such as the Moon and Mars.

“Allowing industry to provide our transportation to low-Earth 
orbit means the NASA team can focus on what we do best – 
exploration,” said Cabana. “We’ve got a lot of work going on here 
at Kennedy. Our new approach will help us advance the mission of 
putting boots on Mars.”

The Vehicle Assembly Building, Launch Control Center and mobile launcher are in this view of the Launch Complex 39 area at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center in Florida.  
Photo credit: NASA/Ben Smegelsky
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Symposium 
Heralds 
Kennedy’s 
Transition 
Success
BY STEVE SICELOFF 

Taking on the difficult task of reworking NASA’s Kennedy 
Space Center from a government-focused launch center 

into a spaceport hosting commercial companies and government 
programs began seven years ago with concepts that today show 
the benefits of the transformation, attendees to the 33rd Space 
Symposium were told recently.

“Public-private partnerships work,” said Bob Cabana, director 
of Kennedy. “We had a vision and we’ve made that vision a reality, 
we’ve transformed Kennedy Space Center.”

The journey from a processing and launch site focused on the 
space shuttle to one that can host multiple aerospace companies 
building a variety of spacecraft, satellites and launch vehicles wasn’t 
easy or automatic, said Tom Engler, director of Kennedy’s Center 
Planning and Development. 

“Probably the biggest change is we have four different human 
spaceflight programs working out of Kennedy now,” Engler said. He 
noted that development underway at the Florida center encompasses 
arrangements with government and private industry including 
Boeing’s Starliner and SpaceX’s Crew Dragon in partnership with 
NASA, the Orion spacecraft that NASA is developing itself and the 
vehicle Blue Origin plans to use to launch tourists into space. “Ten 
years ago it would have been inconceivable to have this kind of 
commercial activity out here.”

NASA’s Ground Systems Development and Operations Program, 
which is overseeing design and construction of the infrastructure to 
launch NASA’s Space Launch System rocket, has been instrumental 

in modernizing some of the center’s most iconic structures including 
the Vehicle Assembly Building, Engler said.

“Seeing the evolution of the center through the repurposing 
of existing buildings and the development of new capabilities and 
facilities has been very inspirational,” Engler said as he recalled the 
changes that have reshaped the center during the transformation.

Along with the new human spaceflight programs, the center 
continues to enjoy the steady successes of NASA missions launching 
scientific spacecraft into orbit and sending cargo-carrying spacecraft 
to the International Space Station.  

The symposium showcased the success of commercial 
partnerships throughout the aerospace community including 
highlighting Kennedy’s pathfinding role in forming and operating 
agreements that combine the different specialties of government-
run and privately operated enterprises. The Center Planning and 

Development Directorate also magnified the success with an 
exhibit at the symposium that reached out to potential partners and 
established potential connections to continue to grow the expertise 
and expectations in the future.

Speaking alongside directors from NASA’s other field centers, 
Cabana said the mix of spaceport customers likely will provide 
growth for Kennedy and the continued use of its unique facilities 
and capabilities.

“If we are going to be successful, it’s not going to be government 
or commercial, we need both,” Cabana told the audience.

“We had a vision 
and we’ve made 
that vision a 
reality, we’ve 
transformed 
Kennedy Space 
Center.”

 – Bob Cabana
Director, Kennedy Space Center
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Tom Engler and Kay Craig of Kennedy’s Center Planning and Development directorate work the booth at the 33rd Space 
Symposium. Photo credit: NASA/Kennedy Center Planning and Development
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Screenshots from the newly redesigned Kennedy Space Center Master Plan website reveal an updated, easy-to-use format. Photo credit: NASA
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UPDATED MASTER PLAN WEBSITE 
OFFERS SIMPLER NAVIGATION,  
SLEEK DESIGN

The KSC Master Plan website is back online with a new 
design that showcases the latest information in a sleek, user-

friendly interface. 
The newly relaunched site incorporates results from KSC’s 

Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement (PEIS). Finalized 
in March 2017, the PEIS examines potential impacts to the KSC 
environment as a result of the proposed Master Plan’s land uses 
over the 20-year horizon. The PEIS also addresses concerns raised 
by members of the general public and cooperating federal agencies 
upon the Master Plan’s release in 2014. The modified future land use 
map produced during the EIS process also is available.

With this redesign, we’ve eliminated redundant content and 
made frequently viewed pages -- such as the future land use map and 
implementation plan -- easier to find. While the website previously 
contained more than 150 maps across multiple locations, those are 
now consolidated onto a single page. We’ve also incorporated data 
from supporting studies, such as the Central Campus Consolidation 
Study and the KSC Sustainability Plan.

The Master Plan will continue to be revalidated each year to 
ensure that it continues to facilitate KSC’s evolution to a thriving 
multi-user spaceport.

Take a look at 
https://masterplan.ksc.nasa.gov.

Kennedy’s Future Land Use Map is one of many resources available on the updated 
Master Plan website. Photo credit: NASA
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The Vehicle Assembly Building and mobile launcher are engulfed in fog at NASA’s John F. Kennedy Space Center in Florida. Photo credit: NASA/Kim Shiflett


