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The current generation Merlin 1D rocket (known as a variant of the rocket called the Falcon Heavy)
is currently the most powerful heavy-lift vehicle on the market. Since its introduction in 2010, the
Falcon Heavy has established a dominating lead over its competitors by launching the heaviest
payload into orbit - where the first priority is often launch capability vs. payload. The current launch
schedule for the Falcon Heavy will however not allow the rocket to be ready to compete in this
category. SpaceX CEO Elon Musk already stated that the first Falcon Heavy will not be ready before
2019 and could even take as long as 2020 to be ready. That's why SpaceX is currently working on an
upgraded version of the rocket - the "Block 5" - and they are a little ahead of schedule. Musk called
Block 5 a "mockup" of the rocket in November 2017 and told investors that they could see first major
test flights in "early 2018". The test flights are expected to be largely autonomous, including some
re-entry and landing elements. If the tests are a success, Musk already predicted that the rocket will
be made "massively reusable" - making each flight less expensive. Musk's ultimate goal is to launch
astronauts regularly, to provide more flexibility and to cut the cost of space tourism. With a peak
thrust of about 44 million pound-force, SpaceX´s rocket is capable of lifting more than 110 tons to
low Earth orbit, compared to the 30 tons that are currently possible with the Falcon 9. To give an
idea of just how much the difference in thrust makes, the current heaviest payload into orbit is the
Chinese rocket in 2018, the Long March 2F, which is capable of lifting more than 29,000 tons. Musk
also told reporters that the Falcon Heavy will be able to deliver 62,500 lbs. of cargo to the
International Space Station, compared to the roughly 11,000 lbs. for the Dragon 2. Musk said that
this could enable the company to transport humans to Mars. The first human mission to Mars is
expected to land in the first half of the 2030s and transporters would have to be sent ahead of them.
As the Falcon Heavy is the most powerful rocket to date, SpaceX and Musk are also working on a
larger version
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