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Commercial space tourism will soon 
become a widespread reality as the 
technology in the industry continues 
to make breakthroughs in the years 
to come.

Billionaire entrepreneur Sir Rich-
ard Branson—Chairman of U.K.’s 
Virgin Group Plc—is working to-
wards this goal with his company 
Virgin Galactic. The company is 
working on releasing the spacecraft 
Virgin Space Ship (VSS), capable of 
bringing civilians into space.

Last month VSS conducted a test 
run, flying over the Mohave Desert 
in California. The test lasted around 
3 hours, as the mother ship named 
WhiteKnightTwo brought the VSS 
spaceship to an altitude of 30,000 
feet.

“Seeing the finished spaceship in 
December was a major day for us but 
watching VSS Enterprise fly for the 
first time really brings home what 
beautiful, ground-breaking vehicles 
Burt and his team have developed for 
us,” said Branson in a statement. “It 
comes as no surprise that the flight 
went so well, the team is uniquely 
qualified to bring this important and 
incredible dream to reality,” he added.

VSS is an 8-seater designed for 
carrying 2 pilots and 6 passengers 
onboard. It will be connected to a 
mother ship that will bring it to an 
altitude of 50,000 feet and then re-
lease it. After being released, VSS 
will blast off on a rocket of its own 
that will propel it to an altitude of 60 
miles above earth. At this altitude, 
passengers will experience zero-
gravity effect and also be able to see 
earth’s curvature.

The VSS spaceship is designed by 
Burt Rutan, winner of 2004 X Prize, 
with a prototype craft that did two 
consecutive trips into suborbital 
space carrying the weight of at least 
three people. 

Even though the spacecraft is not 
completely ready to carry passengers, 
Virgin Galactic has already received 
$45 million in deposits for space 

flight reservations from 330 people. 
Tickets can be purchased today at a 
price of $200,000 per flight.

Besides Virgin Galactic, there are 
other companies slowly realizing the 
potential of space tourism industry.

California-based Xcor is develop-
ing a commercial 2-seater spaceship 
and has signed a deal with South 
Korea to lease such technology. Jeff 
Bezos, the founder of Amazon.com, 
has just received a $3.7 million grant 

from NASA to develop a spacecraft 
for orbital travel. He has also set up 
a spaceport in Texas, promising to 
launch a manned flight by the end 
of this year.

“Virgin is definitely our lead dog 

in the field, and it certainly has the 
most publicity and the most vis-
ible partners, but we are starting 
to see others making great leaps 
and bounds in terms of their abil-
ity to fly scientific payloads. From a 

business point of view, you can start 
flying scientific payloads earlier in 
the testing regime, because of course 
they don’t have quite the same safety 
requirements as people,” said Will 
Pomerantz, a member of X Prize 
Foundation, which organizes com-
petitions to encourage commercial 
space travel.

“As the commercial 
space industry 

continues to grow, 
I expect that we 

will see increasing 
numbers of payloads 
and people flying to 
space” —Alan Stern

Many U.S. states and countries 
worldwide are watching attentively 
the development of the nascent com-
mercial space-travel industry. Some 
are already investing in it—the State 
of New Mexico has given Virgin 
Galactic $300 million to subsidize 

“Spaceport America” in the Mojave 
Desert.

The government of Abu Dhabi 
paid $280 million to buy a one-
third stake in Virgin Galactic and 
has also offered its territory to build 
the first-ever commercial spaceport 
in the Middle East.

According to consulting firm Ful-
tron, as the commercial space travel 
develops, prices will likely fall dra-
matically and enable up to 15,000 
people annually to travel in space by 
the end of this decade.

“As the commercial space indus-
try continues to grow, I expect that 
we will see increasing numbers of 
payloads and people flying to space,” 
said Alan Stern, of the Commer-
cial Spaceflight Federation, in a 
statement.

Space tourism industry lifts off

Sir Richard Branson gives the thumbs up in front of Virgin Galactic's SpaceShipTwo, the world's first commercial spacecraft for tourists, as it is unveiled at it's world 
debut, at the Mojave Air and Space Port in Mojave, California, on December 7, 2009. Robyn Beck/AFP/Getty Images
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Google Inc. has made its fifth acquisition in 
2010 by buying Episodic, a San Francisco-
based online video startup company.

Founded by Noam Lovinsky and Matias 
Cudich, the company is a "comprehensive 
platform for broadcasting live and on-de-
mand video to the web or any web-enabled 
device."

Episodic is an online video hosting ser-
vice and publishing outfit with the ability 
to broadcast live and on-demand content. It 
empowers the user to dictate when advertise-
ments are played, as well as provides detailed 
analytical tools with real-time insight into 
the viewer’s experiences. The company pro-
vides a platform for publishers and market-
ers to host, stream, measure and monetize 
video content on the web. 

Content creators, marketers and enterprise 
customers would engage in the services of 
Episodic to deliver their videos to the web 
as well as to Internet-enabled mobile de-
vices such as Blackberry, Symbian, and An-
droid smartphones, in addition to the Apple 
iPhone. 

Episodic announced the acquisition in a 
blog, whereas Google confirmed the pur-
chase in a press release, clearly indicating 
the different approaches and possibly the 
different cultures of the firms. Financial 
terms were not disclosed.

Google’s Chief Executive Officer Eric 
Schmidt claims that the company would buy 
at least one company per month in 2010 as 
part of its effort to develop more products 
and attract qualified engineers. The com-
pany is funding the acquisition spree with 
its available cash of $24.5 billion on the bal-
ance sheet.

Google attracts two-thirds of worldwide 
searches, and it isn’t difficult to fathom why 
Episodic’s tools and products inevitably ap-
peal to the search and ad giant. Youtube 
itself was a Google acquisition in 2006, cost-
ing $1.65 billion. So Google’s behaviour sug-
gests that it could be revamping as well as 
enhancing its YouTube product. 

It has already surpassed the acquisition 
quota set by Schmidt. Since January, Google 
has bought online word-processing compo-
nent DocVerse, photo-editing site Picnik, 
email application creator reMail, and social 
search company Aardvark.

Google makes 
episodic acquisition

A stand builder fixes a logo at the Google stand at the CeBit 2010 exhibition, the world's 
biggest high-tech fair in Hanover, northern Germany, on March 1, 2010. Ronny Hartmann/
AFP/Getty Images
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