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BUSINESS

Virgin Galactic Aims for Space Tourism
Launch After Years of Delays
Company has reported $1.5 billion in operating losses amid problems developing
vehicles

By Micah Maidenberg Follow

May 7, 2023 5:30 am ET

Richard Branson floats in zero gravity on board Virgin Galactic’s spaceship, VSS Unity, during a July 2021 flight.
PHOTO: VIRGIN GALACTIC/REUTERS

In July 2021, to much fanfare, Virgin Galactic Holdings  flew founder Richard
Branson and three other crew members to the edge of space. The company’s next flight—a
test operation—occurred last month, nearly two years later. 

Over that time, challenges have mounted for the company. 

Its stock has lost more than 90% of its value since just before Mr. Branson’s flight, and
analysts expect more than $575 million in losses this year. Both Mr. Branson and Virgin
Galactic  are defending against a shareholder lawsuit. The entrepreneur has
sold nearly 75% of his stake in the company in recent years, according to regulatory filings.

In 2019, the Tustin, Calif.-based company said it expected this year to conduct roughly 23
journeys a month. It now aims to fly once a month upon launching commercial service by
the end of June. The company said that data from its recent mission, on April 26, moved it
closer to carrying customers.
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​“I would liked to have flown 15 years earlier,” Mr. Branson said in an interview last year.
After predicting several launch dates, he said he stopped because “something goes and
happens.”

Mr. Branson couldn’t be reached for comment. Small-satellite launcher Virgin Orbit, the
other space company he has backed, filed for bankruptcy last month after struggling with a
failed mission and intensifying competition. A spokeswoman for Virgin Group, his
investment company, didn’t respond to questions. 

Virgin Galactic is nearly two decades old and has yet to show that it can regularly fly
paying customers. The company struggled over the years with technical challenges and an
accident that slowed its work. 

Between 2018 and last year, it generated a total of $12.5 million in revenue while reporting
about $1.5 billion in operating losses, according to financial statements. Virgin Galactic is
scheduled to report quarterly results on Tuesday.

Virgin Galactic uses a custom-built plane to ferry a spaceship upward before it separates and takes off for the edge
of space. PHOTO: JOE SKIPPER/REUTERS

CEO Michael Colglazier told investors in February that Virgin Galactic has taken steps to
boost revenue and profit over time. Last year, the company signed deals to acquire more
aircraft and assemble spaceships designed to fly weekly.
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“We plan to deliver regular and repeated flights with our current fleet and demonstrate the
experiential power of our product,” Mr. Colglazier said then. The company declined to
make him available for comment. 

Virgin Galactic had the equivalent of $980 million in cash at the end of 2022 and has said it
expected a cash outflow of at least $135 million during the first three months of this year.
Executives have said they could slow investments, including those in new vehicle
development, if needed.

The company uses a custom-built plane to ferry a spaceship up, usually to about 50,000
feet, before the ship disconnects and blasts passengers to suborbital space. 

Delays and technical challenges are common in the space industry. Jeff Bezos’ Blue Origin,
a Virgin Galactic competitor, hasn’t flown anyone to the edge of space since part of an
engine failed during an uncrewed mission in September, the company has said. It expects
to restart flights soon, according to a spokeswoman.

Virgin Galactic’s challenges preparing its vehicles have been unusually long, said Andrew
Aldrin, an associate professor at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University who previously
worked at rocket company United Launch Alliance.

“They really do have to demonstrate they can operate, and operate profitably,” Mr. Aldrin
said of Virgin Galactic. 

Mr. Branson’s Virgin Group founded Virgin Galactic in 2004, aiming to democratize human
space flight, for decades the domain of government agencies. 

The company ran into problems as it developed its vehicles. An engine test resulted in an
explosion in 2013. The following year, during a test flight conducted by an outside
company, a spaceship broke apart and crashed after its co-pilot made what officials said
was an error, killing him. ​

Virgin Galactic said after the tragedy that it was cooperating with an investigation into
what happened. The company said in 2015 that it modified a system on its spaceship that
allows it to glide down for landings, and conducted its own safety reviews.

​VSS Unity, Virgin Galactic’s current spacecraft, didn’t make it to space ​on a test flight ​until
2018​. The company secured a full commercial launch license in June 2021. 

The following month, Mr. Branson and Mr. Bezos, the Amazon founder, made heavily
promoted trips operated by Virgin Galactic and Blue Origin, respectively. The flights aimed
to herald the dawn of a new business, selling private citizens tickets to space.
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Mr. Branson’s flight didn’t stick to its planned route as it descended, and in August 2021
the Federal Aviation Administration began to oversee an investigation. The company said
windy conditions affected the vehicle’s trajectory, its pilots responded appropriately and
crew or passengers never were in danger. 

The probe was completed ​at the end of September 2021. Virgin Galactic said it would
designate more protected airspace for future flights, and better communicate with the FAA
during missions.

Though Virgin Galactic was cleared to fly again, the company in October 2021 pushed off
flying until it upgraded its plane and spaceship​, work that it recently completed.

After Mr. Branson’s flight, many investors turned away from the company. Shares reached
$52.69 three days before he visited the edge of space. They have tumbled since then,
trading at around $3.50 in early May.

Mr. Branson has whittled down his exposure to the company. An entity he controls lowered
its stake to about 12% as of the end of 2021, down from 59% roughly two years earlier,
according to securities filings.

Virgin Galactic faces legal challenges from some shareholders, who allege that Mr. Branson
and the company made false statements about its vehicles and other matters and sold
shares at inflated prices. 

Lawyers for Mr. Branson and the company in February filed a motion to dismiss the suit,
which seeks class-action status and damages. They said the plaintiffs haven’t shown that
Mr. Branson had access to nonpublic information that contradicted his statements or made
his stock sales unusual. 

Some would-be customers for Virgin Galactic said they missed their chance to fly.

Daniel Hardin, a retired outdoor-advertising executive, said he secured a refund in 2018 for
a Virgin Galactic ticket he reserved 11 years earlier. He said he dropped out because of a
medical condition, but would likely still be on the list if not. 

“When I started in the program, I was hopeful that within five years, we would see the first
customers going up,” he said. “Unfortunately it took longer.”

Executives have said some customers last year dropped off the company’s reservation list,
but those slots generally were backfilled. At the end of 2022, Virgin Galactic said it had
around 800 reservations. It has been charging $450,000 per seat for its flights. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/faa-examines-richard-bransons-virgin-galactic-flight-path-11630550542?mod=article_inline


8/10/23, 12:23 PM Virgin Galactic Aims for Space Tourism Launch After Years of Delays - WSJ

https://www.wsj.com/articles/virgin-galactic-aims-for-space-tourism-launch-after-years-of-delays-e825e357?mod=djemwhatsnews 5/5

Appeared in the May 8, 2023, print edition as 'Virgin Galactic Strains to Make Space Tourism a Reality'.
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