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Last week a US bankruptcy court approved the UK government’s joint bid with India’s Bharti Enterprise 

for the purchase of satellite broadband operator OneWeb. The company operates a low-earth orbit 

satellite broadband network, and the purchase will allow the UK government to dictate who has 

access. This step into the burgeoning commercial satellite sector is part of a wider effort by the UK to 

drive investment in space. However, the UK government is entering into a regulatory minefield 

increasingly dominated by the private sector. Will public and private be forced to compete? 

2020 has been a strange environment for the space sector. Covid-19 has influenced and delayed a 

number of significant international projects like NASA’s plans to send astronauts to the Moon by 

2024 (test flights having  been delayed until after 2021) and the joint Europe-Russia mission to 

Mars, scheduled to launch this  summer but pushed back until 2022. However there have also been a 

huge number of major positive milestones for the sector. 

SpaceX became the first private entity to send astronauts into outer space, 

and Virgin Galactic signed an agreement with NASA to develop a new private orbital astronaut 

readiness program, designed to encourage commercial participation in orbital human spaceflight to 

the International Space Station. 

https://emerging-europe.com/voices/private-against-public-is-britains-move-into-oneweb-the-start-of-a-new-space-race/
https://emerging-europe.com/voices/private-against-public-is-britains-move-into-oneweb-the-start-of-a-new-space-race/
https://emerging-europe.com/author/nayefalrodhan/
https://linkscan.io/scan/ux/aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuYmJjLmNvLnVrL25ld3MvYnVzaW5lc3MtNTE5NTY4NzM=/FC2315D8B67A560000FBDA841E557FA6FE284AA1F83F353325C46AED00009081?c=1&i=1&docs=1
https://linkscan.io/scan/ux/aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuaW5kZXBlbmRlbnQuY28udWsvbGlmZS1zdHlsZS9nYWRnZXRzLWFuZC10ZWNoL25ld3MvbWFycy1taXNzaW9uLWV1cm9wZWFuLXNwYWNlLWFnZW5jeS1jb3JvbmF2aXJ1cy1lc2EtbGF0ZXN0LWE5Mzk2NjE2Lmh0bWw=/A8BB20253B2FA42234F6BE1B1785630923A98837419A9FB1DD1BF27694217E2A?c=1&i=1&docs=1
https://linkscan.io/scan/ux/aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cudmlyZ2luZ2FsYWN0aWMuY29tL2FydGljbGVzL3Zpcmdpbi1nYWxhY3RpYy1zaWducy1zcGFjZS1hY3QtYWdyZWVtZW50LXdpdGgtbmFzYS1mb3ItcHJpdmF0ZS1vcmJpdGFsLXNwYWNlZmxpZ2h0LXRvLXRoZS1pbnRlcm5hdGlvbmFsLXNwYWNlLXN0YXRpb24taXNzLw==/B12FD1756DBF4E237857509E579DC5FD6B94060952CD4549984D97DD7E85ABB4?c=1&i=1&docs=1


2 
 

While other sectors look to recover, the space sector is reaching new heights every month. 

The UK government is not the only one to recognise this progress, as it looks to the space industry to 

help boosts its economy. The Serbian Case for Space Foundation is one example of how aspiring EU 

member states who have struggled with a lack of governmental support and a very junior private space 

industry, may see a brighter future ahead as they explore other ways to enter the market. One recent 

focus has been Earth Observation (EO) data which can be used to monitor the current crises, such as 

the pandemic and climate change, through changes in agriculture and air pollution. 

With the recent news that the European Commission will be heavily reducing its space budget for the 

next seven years, the UK’s investment in OneWeb could pave the way for more open partnerships with 

non-EU countries, encouraging fresh investment and cooperation within the sector. 

The current strength of the space sector has been a long time coming. Investors like Jeff Bezos and 

Peter Beck have put huge portions of their respective fortunes into their own companies, Blue Origin 

and Rocket Lab, both of which are looking to continue their work later this year on making commercial 

rocket travel a reality. 

Meanwhile the aerospace heavyweights, Boeing, Northrop Grumman, and Lockheed Martin continue 

to play a major role in contributing to national space programmes. Boeing, which took part in the 

construction of the International Space Station, is currently at work with NASA on what they call ‘the 

Gateway’  an outpost designed to orbit the moon that will  act  as a base for future expeditions to the 

Moon and Mars 

With an investment in OneWeb, the UK is directly competing with the private sector, 

particularly Starlink which has the largest LEO satellite network. Starlink already has 500 satellites in 

operation, with another 50 planned for the coming weeks. OneWeb has just 74, though has plans for 

550 by the end of the year. 

Competition and innovation often go hand in hand, but all governments should be wary of treating 

Earth’s orbit as a marketplace. Where once outer space was considered a global commons, the recent 

development by the world’s major powers of weaponised satellites and anti-satellites and counter-

space measures suggests a growing recognition that space may become more than just the 

battleground of a few entrepreneurs. 

Just this April, US President Donald Trump signed an executive order which encouraged the use of 

‘space resources’ raising the question of property rights in space, as well as the broader issue of who 

decides and judicates these rights? If we really are to see the promises of the space sector finally 

fulfilled, then we will face an open field of private companies and nations operating in a legal no man’s 

land. If this is taken in the spirit of competition, there is a real danger of conflict which will inevitably 

threaten terrestrial and global security. 

Even this week, the ambiguity of the vehicle containing “special equipment” that Russia launched in 

to space under the guise of an inspection of one of its satellites, signified a cause for concern for the 

US and the UK, who accused the country of testing an anti-satellite weapon in space. 

The best way for nations and corporations to avoid this type of conflict is to operate in harmony, by 

establishing a clear and comprehensive legal framework that can regulate military and economic 
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activity in space. Even if nations wish to act in their own interests, and compete with private companies 

and their neighbours for space resources, it is in their own interests that there are at least some clear 

rules governing their initiatives. There is a fine line between competition and anarchy, nations must 

make sure in their efforts to supercharge the space sector that they do not cross it by mistake. 

If space becomes critically unsafe, it will not be selectively unsafe, but rather unsafe for all. The way 

forward is more cooperation, through the drafting and approval of new and comprehensive legal and 

treaty frameworks. Sustainable outer space security will also benefit from subscribing to conceptual 

frameworks that allow for: “absolute gains and non-conflictual competition”, such as “Symbiotic 

Realism“, and the “Multi-sum Security Principle “. 
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