Elon Musk and Donald Trump feud exposes risks of monopoly in US and European space sectors
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A recent public spat between former President Donald Trump and Elon Musk has brought into sharp relief the precariousness of relying heavily on a small number of private companies for critical space infrastructure. The dispute, which unfolded dramatically on social media platforms, saw Musk threaten to decommission SpaceX’s Dragon spacecraft in response to Trump’s threats to terminate federal contracts with Musk’s companies. While the feud might appear to outsiders as a mere power struggle between two influential figures, it underscores a deeper structural vulnerability in the United States’ and Europe’s space and defense ecosystems.
NASA currently depends almost exclusively on SpaceX’s Dragon spacecraft to ferry astronauts to the International Space Station (ISS). Since the difficulties faced by Boeing’s CST-100 Starliner, no other American human-rated vehicle is operational, meaning that any disruption in SpaceX’s services could jeopardize US access to low Earth orbit. The Dragon capsule’s essential role came into the spotlight during this dispute, as Musk’s threat to pull it out of service—even if later retracted—highlighted the risk of a monopoly on such a vital national asset. Without SpaceX, NASA could be forced to rely again on Russian Soyuz vehicles as the only alternative, a far less politically palatable and secure option.
The situation reflects a broader systemic issue: governments in the US and Europe increasingly lean on a handful of private tech giants not only for space launch services but also for critical data, cloud infrastructure, and connectivity solutions. In space alone, SpaceX dominates launch capabilities; Starlink, Musk’s satellite internet service, provides crucial broadband; and companies like Palantir serve key roles in data and decision systems. The cloud is dominated by Amazon Web Services, Microsoft Azure, and Google Cloud. This concentration of power is risky, not because these companies are inherently untrustworthy, but because it creates single points of failure in infrastructure vital to national security and economic stability.
Europe, too, faces challenges with entrenched monopolies in defense and aerospace, where larger firms often maintain dominance through lobbying power and historic ties rather than innovation. This environment puts smaller, more innovative startups—the very drivers of future technological breakthroughs—at a disadvantage. The CEO of FibreCoat, a company manufacturing resilient, radiation-shielding materials for space and defense applications, argues for a cultural and structural shift in European defense procurement policies. Encouraging smaller companies, easing bureaucratic hurdles, and fostering public-private partnerships could nurture competition and resilience. He warns that Europe’s ambitions for strategic autonomy and rearmament, especially given geopolitical tensions and the war in Ukraine, depend heavily on uninterrupted access to space and diverse, reliable supply chains.
The stakes go beyond commercial interests to national security concerns. SpaceX plays a critical dual-use role, launching not only civilian payloads but also military satellites, including sensitive European defense payloads. If SpaceX were to withdraw its services or face contract cancellations prompted by political disputes, Europe’s defense capabilities could suffer substantial blows at a time when near-term preparedness is vital.
The Trump-Musk episode was not without consequences in Washington. The Biden administration ordered a review of SpaceX’s $22 billion in federal contracts amid the tensions, covering NASA and Defense Department projects as well as classified satellite initiatives. Such scrutiny raised concerns about political interference affecting national security and space program continuity. Despite Musk’s public backtracking on the immediate decommissioning threat, the incident exposed how political conflicts can threaten long-standing public-private space partnerships critical to US space leadership.
This episode also punctuates the risks of concentrating national strategic capabilities in the hands of a few powerful individuals or companies. It has sparked calls for renewed attention to diversification and regulatory frameworks in the space sector. Proposals include passing specific space market regulations, bolstering funding for innovative upstream and downstream aerospace technologies, and developing continental supply chains in Europe to reduce dependence on external providers. A more competitive market would not only enhance security and resilience but would also drive broader economic benefits by boosting productivity and sustainability in an industry foundational to modern infrastructure, communications, and defence.
In a time of geopolitical volatility, economic uncertainty, and climate challenges, relying on a handful of monopolies to maintain access to space and related infrastructure is a luxury policymakers can ill afford. The public confrontation between Musk and Trump served as an unmistakable warning that the space sector’s future requires a more diversified, competitive, and strategically managed approach to ensure resilience against both political turmoil and technological disruption.
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