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Philosophy and Economics of NASA and Moon Exploration 

What is NASA? 

NASA is a nonpartisan independent agency that is technically part of the executive branch of the 

United States. Other independent agencies include the CIA and EPA. NASA oversees 

aeronautics and aerospace research and the civilian space program. NASA started out as the 

National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA) in 1915 but was renamed to NASA and 

revamped as NASA in 1958 under president Eisenhower.  

What is NASA’s budget and why is it important for them to exist? 

Many independent research groups in places such as universities are funded by the government. 

The National Science foundation (NSF) had a budget of 7.47 billion dollars in 2019 and much of 

that money was given out as grants for research. For context, NASA asked for 19.1 billion 

dollars in 2018. Scientific research plays an important role in our continued technological and 

economic development. For example, solar panels, dialysis, security systems, cordless power 

tools, all came directly or indirectly from Apollo research. Increase in the amount of STEM 

PHD’s also rose from 1960-1973. The Apollo mission was also one of the first to use the silicon 

chip. 

Why is moon travel important? 

NASA explains this in 6 tenants: 



1. Human Civilization: Exploring beyond what we currently think is habitable is important 

to be prepared for the future. 

2. Economic Expansion: Aerospace research improves our daily lives and spurs activity in 

the commercial private sector 

3. Exploration Preparation: Using the moon to test new tech prepares us to go to Mars one 

day. 

4. Global Partnerships: Moon exploration while partnering with other countries not only 

benefits us all if we need to move to another planet but improves international relations.  

5. Scientific Knowledge: Studying the moon helps us understand physics and more 

specifically answer how the solar system formed, one of life’s most important questions 

6. Public Engagement: Lunar exploration inspires youth to pursue STEM careers. 

Before we land attempt to colonize Mars, we first must attempt to live on the moon for an 

extended period. This is one of the most important arguments for continued moon exploration. 

A quote from NASA: “At the core of NASA’s future in space exploration is a return to the 

moon, where we will build a sustainable long-term human presence with new spacecraft, 

robotics and life-sustaining technologies.” “…prepare humans for further human exploration to 

Mars and beyond.” 

What are arguments against moon exploration? 

Although it is hard to find an official published argument against moon exploration, it usually 

boils down to people believing we could have spent the money on other line items. The first 

Apollo mission cost $25.8 billion in expenses from 1960 to 1973. NASA asked for $19.1 billion 

total in 2018. $25.8 billion adjusted for inflation is $283.8 billion and adjusted for GDP it is 

$641.1 billion in 2019 dollars. Enough to buy a house for every homeless person in the country. 



For more context, Bernie Sanders college for all plan is estimated to cost $43 billion. One reason 

NASA’s funding went down is because public interest declined. 

How much will the next mission to go to the moon cost?  

NASA released an official statement that it will take 20-30 billion to get a sustainable moon 

program where a group of astronauts live there for an extended period. According to an 

independent study here is the expense breakdown for a 1-year mission with 4 people. Materials 

needed include the rockets themselves, water, oxygen, a home, launchers, landers, greenhouses 

for food, power, cargo space, among other items. There are no Saturn 5 rockets still in 

commission, so materials and R&D will cost about 4 billion dollars per rocket. Each Lunar 

Lander will cost about $1.5 billion. An Apollo LM truck plus the rocket to get it to the moon will 

cost aboit $318,000 per pound of cargo. For housing, a B330 inflatable spacecraft can be rented 

by the private company that makes them for $1.25 million a day, or $465 million a year. The 

University of Arizona developed a Lunar greenhouse that produces 5.5 LB of food per day, and 7 

of those would be needed. Fertilizer and water are also needed. Lastly, there is more water for 

the astronauts, power through a small nuclear reactor, and oxygen for the astronauts. After doing 

the math, they estimated about 36 billion dollars. Considering this program would not be for 

another 10 or so years, R&D will only improve, and costs will go down. This leads us to believe 

NASA’s 20-30 billion dollar figure seems accurate. 

Overall, despite the large price tag, NASA’s moon exploration provides us with large steps 

towards inhabiting a new planet along with making the USA a leader in technological 

innovations and cultural relevance. 
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