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Space Diplomacy in Asian Orbit

Dr N. Janardhan

Executive Summary

¢ Ininternational relations, expanding institutionalised
channels of consultation is seen as enhancing
cooperation. Pursuing this, it is estimated that more
than 80 countries (and many more private enterprises)
are presently using space, either on their own or
in partnership with others, to further individual or
collective interests.

O The West used the Cold War to further diplomatic
influence and create ‘satellite” states based on
geopolitical ideology. Asia has taken it a notch higher
by beginning to use ‘satellites’ in space as a diplomatic
tool to further socio-economic interests and, possibly,
even broaden political sphere of influence. They are also
being used to help developing countries overcome their
local problems associated with land, water, forests and
crops.

0 China, India and Japan are the most influential players
in this domain (with South Korea slowly emerging as the
fourth noteworthy actor). Each of them is increasingly
using space diplomacy as an out-of-the box foreign
policy tool.

¢ While Chinais opening the doors to foreign astronauts,
India is offering communication transponders to its
neighbours. From a Gulf perspective, this new-age
cooperation has taken the form of KhalifaSat, the first
Emirati satellite built with the help of South Korea, being
launched in October 2018 from Japan, and the Emirates
Mars Mission’s spacecraft waiting to get launched in
2020 by a Japanese rocket.

Senior Research Fellow, Emirates Diplomatic Academy

Dr N. Janardhan is Senior Research Fellow, Gulf-Asia Programme, Emirates Diplomatic
Academy. His academic publications include — A New Gulf Security Architecture:
Prospects and Challenges for an Asian Role (ed., 2014); India and the Gulf: What Next?
(ed., 2013); and Boom amid Gloom: Spirit of Possibility in 21st Century Gulf (2011).
Dr Janardhan is also Managing Assistant Editor, Journal of Arabian Studies.

O As balance of power equations get reconfigured,
there is evidence that international political-
security competition in space may supersede other
considerations in the future. For now, however, there are
ample notable space-related developments in Asia that
fall within the realm of soft power, which this Insight
explores.

O It also suggests the following policy options for the
UAE to consider:

o invest directly in space exploration programmes
of key Asian countries;

0 becomeastakeholderinAsianspace programmes’
service delivery systems, especially for the benefit
of developing countries in Asia and Africa;

o take the lead in establishing a regional space
agency as a tool to encourage science and
technology research and further cooperation;

o host a forum of key Asian players in the space
exploration domain, to encourage cooperation
instead of likely competition;

0 arrange a meeting to discuss governance of
space as a global commons to mitigate threats
arising from militarisation and increasing satellite
debris; and

0 as a way of facilitating all these, consider
appointing a ‘space envoy who would support
the country’s efforts to explore this new frontier
in diplomacy.
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The Issue

Technological capabilities in outer space have long
been used as an effective foreign policy tool. In the
earliest examples of space diplomacy, the United States
and erstwhile Soviet Union focused their efforts on
convincing other countries of their capabilities in space
and their best intentions in utilising them. This meant
goodwill tours of cosmonauts, astronauts, and space
hardware.

As part of this effort, Yuri Gagarin travelled the world
after his flight to space; Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev
sent space dog Strelka’s puppies, Pushinka, to first
daughter Caroline Kennedy in 1961 as a goodwill
gesture; and NASA and the US State Department teamed
up in 1962 to send John Glenn’s Friendship 7 spacecraft
on a tour around the world!

Other prominent examples include: the United States
using LandSat satellites for over four decades to deliver
spectacular and scientific images of the Earth to most
countries of the world; and the Soviet Union flying an
Indian cosmonaut to space in 1984 aboard Soyuz T-11.

With Asia entering the fray in recent times, technology-
based diplomacy is likely to become an important
tool to strengthen relationships both regionally and
internationally. Most of the Asian satellites are aimed
at improving connectivity and delivery of public
services. They are launched by a few countries on behalf
of others who do not have either the technological
capability or the financial resources to have their own
satellite programmes. These include paving the way for
direct-to-home television, internet connectivity, tele-
education, telemedicine, and disaster management
support during natural disasters. These satellites are
also capable of aiding meteorological applications,
fishing and agricultural advisory notices, and natural
resource mapping.

At another level, according to American academic
Cameron Hickert:

“A major factor in the Asian space race is prestige,
as rapidly developing countries use technology to
jockey for status. Space technology in particular,
being flashy and complex, often captures the
most cache...Since soft power is about perception
and attraction, demonstrating prowess in space
capabilities is a crucial step in building this power
regionally.”?

Though Asia lags behind the West in its space
exploration prowess, its space diplomatic efforts are fast
gaining currency. The contrast in the approaches of the

principal Asian powers is evident. While China is keen
to establish itself as a global space power through its
manned missions, India has sets its eyes on using space
technology for development. Japan, on the other hand,
is seeking to achieve a balance between commerce and
security.

At another level, the United Arab Emirates is the only
Arab country to have robustly ventured on this space
diplomacy path. While KhalifaSat, the first Emirati
satellite, was launched in October 2018, its Hope
orbiter to Mars is scheduled to be launched in 2020. To
achieve these and other ambitious objectives, it signed
cooperation agreements with a host of countries in Asia
and beyond.

These examples indicate that there are different types
of space diplomacy at play:

1. as a tool of prestige or soft power, as
demonstrated, for example, by the United States
and Ching;

2. as an instrument of foreign assistance, again in
the realm of soft power, like the programmes that
Indian has undertaken;

3. asdiplomacy meant to support the development
of space programmes, which is evident in the
efforts of Russia, Europe, Japan and the UAE;

4. as a way of promoting business in science and
technology, like India is trying to do; and

5. as an effort to push for an active role in the
governance of space as a shared global commons
to deal with issues such as managing increasing
satellite debris in space and militarization of
space, among others.

The interplay of these diplomatic dynamics, especially
in the context of Asia, is elaborated in this Insight.

India’s South Asia Satellite

Indiaisaregional leaderin societal applications of space
technology. Its 2017 launch of the South Asian Satellite
not only underlined the technological prowess of India’s
space agency, but also served as a watershed in science
diplomacy in the region. This was the first time that a
communication satellite built and launched by India
was put to the collective use of South Asian countries.
The project affirmed the Indian space programme’s
philosophy of utilizing space technology for peaceful
purposes, which dates back to the 1960s.
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The Indian National Committee of Space Research,
founded in 1962 promoted the Thumba Equatorial
Rocket Launching Station (TERLS) as an international
facility for launching experimental sounding rockets.
In 1968, New Delhi dedicated TERLS as an international
scientific facility open to all members of the United
Nations.

This collaboration and consolidation expertise from
scientists of leading space agencies from all over the
world helped Indian space scientists acquire cutting-
edgeknowledge.Suchinteraction, and theestablishment
of the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) in
1969, resulted in several bilateral programmes, including
the Satellite Instructional Television Experiment, which
initiated satellite television technology globally. In
another high-profile space diplomatic endeavour Rakesh
Sharma became the first Indian astronaut in 1984 to
travel to space aboard a Soviet space module.?

India’s Space Programme
in Numbers

97

Spacecraft Missions

68

Launch Missions

9

Student Satellites

2

Re-entry Missions

259

Foreign Satellites

Source: Indian Space Research Organisation (October 2018)

Thereafter, following Western examples, India
successfully launched remote sensing satellites to
allow the free flow of data for the benefit of developing
countries. It shares information with several countries
that are part of the United Nations Platform for Space-
based Information for Disaster Management and
Emergency Response. It has also served as a launch
pad for a number of satellites for countries that do not
possess the required technological platforms.

Space technology is being used to help developing
countries overcome their local problems associated
with land, water, forests and agricultural crops, among
others. Efforts are also under way to expand the
applications of space technology in supporting systems
such as alerts for unmanned railway crossings.

Another area that space diplomacy has been deployed
is education. India, for example, hosts the Centre for
Space Science and Technology Education in Asia and the
Pacific since 1995. This UN-affiliated centre conducts
postgraduate courses, offers training and provides
research opportunities for several countries in the
Asian and Pacific region. At least 16 countries are part
of this outreach programme - India, Indonesia, Iran,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Malaysia, Mongolia, Myanmar,
Nauru, Nepal, North Korea, the Philippines, Sri Lanka,
South Korea, Thailand and Uzbekistan.

India’s Space Technology Transfer

Asarecipient of technology transfer, India has combined
its indigenous knowledge to pioneer and lower the costs
of space exploration for development, thus making it
appealing to some less-affluent countries to use its
facilities and pursue a limited space programme of their
own.

Its most high-profile initiative, however, is the South
Asia Satellite (GSAT-9), which cost about US$70 million
and was successfully launched in May 2017. Funded by
the government and promoted as a space diplomacy
initiative, the satellite, with 12 Ku band transponders,
is equipped to help Bangladesh, Bhutan, the Maldives,
Nepal and Sri Lanka boost their telecommunication and
broadcasting services. (Pakistan and Afghanistan opted
out for various reasons. Had they joined, the project
would have been called 'SAARC Satellite’)

Each of these countries gets access to a transponder,
but they must build their own ground infrastructure.
This has been touted as the first not-for-profit regional
space-based platform that is expected to collectively
benefit the Indian neighbours to the tune of US$1.5
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billion over the satellite’s 12-year lifespan. The satellite
is particularly capable of providing communication links
between and among the nations for weather forecasting
and during natural disasters. The satellite will enable
services related to television, direct-to-home services,
education and telemedicine.*

Referring to the out-of-the-box foreign policy initiative,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi said:

“In 2015, India made a promise. A promise to extend
the advanced space technology for the cause of
growth and prosperity of our brothers and sisters
in South Asia. The successful launch of the South
Asia Satellite marks the fulfilment of that. With this
launch we have started a journey to build the most
advanced frontier of our partnership...It tells us that
even the skyisnotthe limitwhen it comestoregional
cooperation among like-minded countries.”

Given the region’s propensity for natural disasters like
cyclones and earthquakes, space-enabled services bear
the potential to enhance natural resource management
and disaster response on behalf of affected countries.
The scope for cooperation and joint projects is
significant because geographical features in South Asia
transcend political boundaries. For example, more than
one country is part of the Himalayas, Thar Desert, Bay of
Bengal, Sundarbans forest, severalrivers, and coastlines.

Accordingly, it is reported that the Indian OceanSat-1, a
remote-sensing satellite designed for ocean research,
aided in increasing fishing yields by almost two-fold
in the littoral states of the Indian Ocean between 1999
and 2009.° India has already offered South Asian
countries free positioning services through its regional
navigational system and the use of its satellite-based
GPS navigational system.

According to Indian academic Shounak Set:

“These initiatives are part of New Delhi’s broader
effortto demonstrate India’s rising global stature...A
peaceful and prosperous neighbourhood is critical
for India’s great power aspirations. As part of New
Delhi's neighbourhood-first foreign policy agenda,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi has prioritised
South Asia. A key objective of India’s foreign policy
in the region is to overcome obstacles to regional
integration and to broaden the scope for cooperation
without appearing hegemonic. Initiatives like the
South Asia Satellite provide a conducive means of
pursuing these objectives. This project arguably is
the firstopportunity forIndiato harnessitsactivities
in outer space for distinct foreign policy goals.”

India has been promoting its space programme as an

example of low-cost technology. Its main claim to fame
is the 2014 launch of an orbiter to Mars at a cost of
US$74 million, which is about one tenth the amount that
NASA spent on its MAVEN Mars mission.®

Moreover, Indialaunched 31 small satellites into spacein
June 2017, several of them for other countries, including
Austria, Belgium, Latvia, Lithuania and Slovakia.
This was done as part of an international commercial
arrangement by the state-run ISRO. In all, India had
put about 240, mostly small, satellites into orbit by
the end of 2018 for approximately 30 foreign clients.’
These satellites are used for communications, weather
forecasting and monitoring agricultural outcomes.

The ISRO is developing a ‘baby’ rocket of less than
100 tons that can send small satellites weighing less
than 500 kilogrammes into ‘near’ orbit. This is aimed
at exponentially increasing its current earnings of
about US$40 million annually through launching small
satellites of foreign customers.”

In a reflection of the potential business market, it is
estimated that over 6,000 small satellites are expected
to be launched around the world by 2030, with a market
value of around US$30 billion."

Such space endeavours have helped Indian foreign
policy’s soft-and-smart power approach towards
regional diplomacy and generated a positive regional
environment.

China’s Manned Space Missions

While India’s ‘space diplomacy’ programme has
focused on socio-economic development, China’s is
technologically more advanced and has taken a leaf out
of the 1980s Soviet model — offering friendly countries
a seat on its manned space missions.’? Since 2003, after
becoming the third country in the world to send a man
to space, 10 Chinese ‘taikonauts’ have achieved this feat.

According to Yang Liwei, deputy head of the China
Manned Space Agency, more than ten, mostly
developing, countries have asked for China’s assistance
in selecting and ftraining astronauts. Costa Rica,
Colombia, Mexico, Ghana, Nigeria, and Somalia are
considering collaboration with China. Even developed
countries like Germany, Italy and France are also part of
the mix.

The Chinese space programme is aimed at promoting
peaceful use of space and preparing astronauts for
prospective joint missions to China’s future space
station, which is expected to be completed by 2022.
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This may be the world’s only space station if the
International Space Station is retired as planned in
2024.73

The first Chinese astronaut in space, Yang Liwei, pointed
out that medical experiments and space medicine are
focus areas too.

“Our scientists and designers have allocated a
considerable amount of resources to the station for
international collaboration. Foreign countries can work
with us on the development of some equipment in the
station or place their own devices in it. Our scientists
also designed adapters that will enable the station to
dock with foreign spacecraft.”™

Chinese space policy recognises the potential benefits
of its space programme’s soft (@and hard) power. As the
second most important player in space, after the United
States, a clear illustration of using the space programme
as a soft power tool was the manned space capsule
Shenzhou 6 carrying seeds from Taiwan.” Ostensibly,
while this was a scientific experiment, it could have also
been an assertion of China’s territorial sovereignty of
Taiwan.

In other examples of using the space programme as a
soft power tool, Pakistan’s Space and Upper Atmosphere
Research Commission launched its first experimental
satellite, Badr-1, in 1990 using a Chinese rocket. Its first
fully functional communication satellite, Paksat-1R,
was designed, built and launched by China in August
2011. In 2012, a state-owned Chinese company helped
a Sri Lankan private company launch a communications
satellite. Afghanistan, the Maldives and Nepal are also
exploring satellite projects with Chinese assistance.'

China’'s New Rival to GPS

The 2017 Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Forum pledged
support for “innovation action plans for e-commerce,
digitaleconomy, smart citiesand science and technology
parks.” China's state-owned telecommunication
companies intend to invest massively in the world’s
largest 5G mobile infrastructure over the next decade
to encourage better data traffic and facilitate huge
productivity gains. According to a Chinese official: “We
can build a digital silk road, a silk road in cyberspace.”"”

Inline withthisintention, China plans to extend coverage
of its home-grown satellite-navigation system — BeiDou
— to about 60-plus countries along the Belt and Road
network. China is keen to compete directly with the
US’s Global Positioning System by 2020, using its own

network of 35 satellites.’® In fact, it is expected that a
basic model of BeiDou-3 global positioning satellites
will be functional in a few months in Pakistan, Thailand
and the UAE™®

Further, China’s 2016 Arab Policy Paper establishes a
“1+2+3’ cooperation pattern, where energy cooperation
is the major component; infrastructure construction
and trade-investment facilitation are the ancillary
components; and the three technology fields of
nuclear energy, space satellite and new energy are the
breakthrough sectors.?’ This leaves the door open for
Chinese-Arab space collaboration in the future.

Japan launches KhalifaSat.
Source: JAXA Tanegashima Space Centre, Japan

Japan’s New Space Policy

As part of Japan’s space diplomacy endeavour, it is
working to create new markets for space industries by
developing satellites and ground facilities for emerging
countries.

For example, it has provided a loan to Vietnam to
develop two earth observation satellites and related
ground facilities. It has also contributed to addressing
global issues such as climate change, disaster risk
management, deforestation (especially in Indonesia),
and illegal logging (in the faraway Amazon). It is also
in the process of promoting the establishment of
the “Disaster Management Network for the ASEAN
Region”.?’
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However, Japan unveiled a new space policy in 2008
focussing on security. This was a departure from its
previous emphasis on peaceful use of outer space.
Recognizing China’s growing influence in the region,
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe said: “We will engage in
space development to directly utilize it for our nation’s
diplomatic and security policies, as well as for the Self-
Defense Forces.”

Revealing a new 10-year Basic Plan on Space Policy
in 2015, Abe explained: “We've managed to compile a
long-term and specific plan that fully takes into account
our new security policy. As the key principle of our space
policy, this is something that marks a historic turning
point.”2?

The document states: “The security environment
surrounding Japan is getting tougher, and the
importance of space is getting bigger for safeguarding
our security. China is rapidly strengthening its space
capabilities and developing anti-satellite weapons. It
is said to be developing devices that obstruct satellites’
functions with laser beams.”?

Driven by China’s rising space capabilities, Japan
and India have sought to align their foreign policies
and pledged to put outer space at the centre of their
bilateral ties. This means increased cooperation in the
field of Earth observation, satellite-based navigation,
space sciences and lunar exploration. In fact, Tokyo has
stressed that “India and Japan will lead the space sector
in the Asia-Pacific region.”?*

China’s Space Programme (2012-2017)

Deep Space Exploration
2012 Chang'e 2 lunar probe launch
2014 Re-entryand return test flight of lunar exploration

Manned Spaceflight

2016 Tiangong 2 space lab in orbit

2017 First cargo spacecraft Tianzhou 1 fast-docks
Tiangong 2

Space Transport System

2015 New carrier rocket Long March 6 launched

2016 Launch of carrier rocket Long March 7

Space Telemetry
2016 FAST, world's largest single-dish radio telescope

Navigation Satellites

2012 Navigation system Beidou begins service in
Asia-Pacific region

2017 Test flight of jetliner with Beidou system

International Cooperation

43 agreements with 29 countries, space

agencies and international organisations

Source: Global Times, 17 October 2017

Geopolitical Competition in Space

In a demonstration of how global commons such as
outer space are not spared from terrestrial geopolitical
competition, the South Asia Satellite was not only a tool
to strengthen India’s ties with its neighbours. It was also
meant to contain mounting Chinese influence in the
Indian neighbourhood. With China helping South Asian
countries launch satellites and extending its Beidou
Navigation Satellite System, India responded in kind. It
ventured into China’s zone of influence in East Asia by
setting up a civilian and military satellite tracking and
imaging centre in Vietnam in 2016 ‘to keep an eye’ on
China.?

Over the years, India has built a reputation for reliable
and cost-efficient launches of small satellites in the low
earth orbit. ISRO’s record launch of 104 satellites in a
single mission in February 2017 may help further reduce
the cost of launches. The June 2017 successful launch of
the GSLV-Mk3, with a capacity to carry four tons to the
Geosynchronous Transfer Orbit, is expected to open up
markets for the launch of heavier satellites.

Chinese space industry officials have described India’s
cost-effective programme as a “a wake-up call”. They
have stressed the need to “reduce the cost of putting
satellites into orbit” to expand Chinese market share
and pushed “to fast-track the commercialisation” of its
satellite launches.?®

Adding another layer to the competition, the Indian
government announced in August 2018 that India would
celebrate the country’s 75th year of independence in
2022 by launching its first manned space mission by
2022. “If possible, even before, an Indian” will be on
board Gaganyaan, carrying the Indian flag,” Prime
Minister Modi announced.?”

Until a decade ago, New Delhi’s primary focus was to use
space technology to improve socio-economic conditions
for its population. This changed considerably following
China’s first manned space missionin 2003 and first anti-
satellite test in 2007. Since then it is playing catch up
with China, without compromising on its core principle
that space must be explored for peaceful purposes and
not be weaponised.

China, however, is way ahead of the game. Its manned
space mission is part of a larger plan to carry out a
human exploration programme, which has as its final
objective the development and operation of a Chinese
space station in low earth orbit.

China’s new robotic technologies, combined with space
programmes, are raising concerns about Beijing's
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military space plan. As a result, India and Japan,
individually and bilaterally, are exploring innovative
designs and strategies. But experts believe that China’s
Chang’e robotic lunar exploration programme is
technologically the best. In fact, the Chang’e 4 mission
intends to land and explore the surface on the far side of
the Moon, which no other country has achieved.

At the level of multilateral cooperation and competition,
while India has focused on South Asia, China set up in
2005 the Asia-Pacific Space Cooperation Organisation
with Bangladesh, Iran, Mongolia, Pakistan, Peru,
Thailand, and Turkey to promote joint ventures. Japan,
on the other hand, launched the Asia-Pacific Regional
Space Agency Forum, to “share information about the
activities and future plans” of regional countries.?

Explaining these complexities and competition,
American scholar Cameron Hickert says:

“The value of crossover technologies is another
important reality for China and India. Experts
estimate that upwards of 90% of technologies
developed during a space programme have
applications elsewhere. These cross-applications of
the research and development fueling the space race
is @ means by which nations can improve domestic
quality of life, produce technologies more suited to
compete in a global environment, sharpen military
capabilities, and improve domestic innovation.”?°

UAE’s Mars Scientific City. Source: Mohammed Bin Rashid Space Centre

First Arab in Space From Saudi Arabia

In 1985, Prince Sultan bin Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud, second son of the current ruler of Saudi
Arabia, became the first Arab, Muslim and royal
to travel to space. A Saudi Air Force fighter pilot,
Prince Sultan, then 28 years old, blasted off from
the Kennedy Space Center, United States, on board
the Discovery for a mission lasting seven days. In
the process, hewasinvolved in deploying a satellite
on behalf of the Arab Satellite Communications
Organization (Arabsat), a consortium of Arab
countries. He was also the first to read the Holy
Quran and offer prayers in zero gravity.

Two years later, Muhammed Faris from Syria
became the second and last Arab to complete
a space mission (in cooperation with former
Soviet Union). In one of the earliest examples of
Arab space diplomacy, Faris said: “When you have
seen the whole world through your window (from
space) there is no us and them, no politics.”*°
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UAE’s Mars Scientific City

In 2017, the UAE unveiled plans to build the Mars
Scientific City, a US$135 million project that will
simulate life on Mars. It is expected to cover 1.9 million
square feet, making it the largest space simulation city
ever built, one that would provide a viable and realistic
model to simulate living on the surface of Mars.

The project encompasses laboratories for food,
energy and water, as well as agricultural testing and
studies about food security in the future. It will also
host a museum displaying humanity’s greatest space
achievements, including educational areas meant to
engage young citizens about space exploration.

The project is part of the UAE’s objective to lead the
global scientific race to take people to Mars and is part
of the Mars 2117 Strategy, which aims to build the first
settlement on Mars over the next 100 years.?

Space diplomacy is playing a vital role in the progress of
the Emirates Mars Mission (EMM), according to Omran
Sharaf, project manager of the mission. Exchanging
knowledge with partners from different parts of the
world is essential when it comes to EMM'’s progression,
he added.*®

(As part of the UAE's ambitious space plan, the first
Emirati astronaut will blast into space in April 2019
aboard a spacecraft piloted by Russia Federal Space
Agency Roscosmos, which will be on a mission to the
International Space Station. According to a UAE-Russia
cooperation agreement, the training for the 10-day
flight will take place in late 2018. The return flight will
be made on the Soyuz MS-12 spacecraft.’*)

UAE’s Nanosatellite Gets
Indian Launch

The UAE's Nayif-1 nanosatellite was among 104
satellites launched by ISRO in 2017. It was developed
jointly by the Mohammad Bin Rashid Space Centre and
a team of seven Emirati engineering students at the
American University of Sharjah. Nayif-1's main mission
objective is to send and receive messages on amateur
radio frequencies that could be used for environmental
protection. It also has other advanced features like the
ability to transfer messages in Arabic and an active
control system board that is uncommon in satellites of
similar size.

Reacting to the collaboration, the Indian government
said: “This as an important milestone in the vibrant
relationship between the UAE and India. It represents
the level of understanding and cooperation reached for
peaceful purposes in space exploration.”®

A joint working group set up between the UAE Space
Agency and ISRO met for the first time in December 2017.
They identified key areas for cooperation — including
the UAE’s Mars mission, remote sensing applications
and satellite platforms. According to ISRO, “the areas
of cooperation possibilities also include satellite
navigation and sounding rockets. ISRO has provided
a report to the Arab Civil Aviation Commission on the
possibility of using GAGAN (GPS Aided Geo Augmented
Navigation) satellite navigation services in the region.”

In 2013, India became the world’s only country to
successfully launch a Mars mission in its first attempt
and that at a very cost-effective price. As a result,
ISRO, which has space cooperation partnerships with
42 countries, claims it is well positioned to offer its
expertise to the UAE’s plans to launch the Hope orbiter
to Mars in 2020.

The UAE, which is the only Gulf country to have
embarked on such an ambitious project, aims to have
the orbiter arrive at Mars in 2021 to coincide with the
50th anniversary of the forming of the UAE federation.
The UAE Minister of State and Ambassador to the United
States, Yousef Al Otaiba, described the mission as “the
Arab world’s version of president Kennedy’'s moon shot
—itis avision for the future that can engage and excite a
new generation of Emirati and Arab youth.”

The UAE Space Agency’s Director General, Mohamed
Nasser Al Ahbabi, added: “Our vision is that this project
will help the development of the UAE's economy,
support local, regional and international space study
and technology and create exciting new learning
opportunities.”

In this spirit, beyond the above-mentioned bilateral
engagements, the UAE-India space diplomacy efforts
have also identified satellite-based search and rescue
missions — for missing fishermen or for maritime
security — as potential areas for collaboration.’® In
another indication of expanding bilateral engagement
in the frontier science sector, former ISRO chairman Dr
K. Radhakrishnan joined the advisory board of the UAE
Space Agency in 2018.%7
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Cooperation With Japan and
South Korea

The UAE Space Agency signed a memorandum of
understanding (MoU) in March 2016 with Japan
AerospaceExploration Agencytostrengthencooperation
in space exploration activities for peaceful purposes.
The Mohammed bin Rashid Space Centre also signed a
contract with Japan’s Mitsubishi Heavy Industries for
the launch of Emirates Mars Mission — Mars Probe on
MHI's H-IIA launch vehicle.®

and msp\red siu

In February 2018, the first UAE-built space satellite
in the country’s history was flown to South Korea for
testing before its launch in October 2018 from Japan.
KhalifaSat will provide detailed, high-quality images
of earth for a variety of uses, such as environmental
monitoring and urban planning, allowing the UAE to
provide competitive services in the region and across
the world. This collaboration was facilitated by MBRSC's
MoU with Korea Aerospace Research Institute in March
2017. South Korea also helped build the UAE's first
satellites — DubaiSat-1 and DubaiSat-2.



Space Diplomacy in Asian Orbit

Conclusion

The United States is still the dominant space power
in the world, with unchallenged developments in the
military, economic, scientific,c and social domains.
According to 2016 World Economic Forum data, the US’s
space budgetin 2013 was US$39.3 billion, China’s US$6.1
billion, Japan’s US$3.6 billion and India US$1.2 billion.>®
However, since China and India are developing space
assets at lower costs compared to the United States, the
US’s dominance is bound to be challenged.

From an Asian perspective, the regional political-
economic competition between China and India is
expandingin the space domain too. China’s space station
is likely to be ready by 2022 and India has announced
plans to have its first man in space on its own at about
the same time. Further, China is offering its global
satellite navigation services to countries that are part
of the Belt and Road Initiative and India is developing a
satellite system to counter Chinese offerings.

While Chinese space programme remains far ahead in
the game, India, Japan and South Korea are catching
up, at least in the commercial satellite launch business.
Several other countries, some of them small, are also
venturing into indigenous space programmes. In
addition, the entry of the private sector into the space
business is likely to intensify growth in the short term.
As fresh political alliances develop in Asia, the space
race for security influence is likely to be the way forward
in the medium and long terms.

Space diplomacy has become and will remain an
important socio-economic and foreign policy tool. The
fact that more and more countries are entering the
fray means that the scope for common or cooperative
initiatives may get curtailed. The fragmentation of
space cooperation in Asia is likely to be magnified if the
principal powers do not see eye to eye.

In such a scenario, underlining the role of diplomacy
in keeping outer space safe, secure and sustainable,
American diplomat Frank Rose suggests:

“The importance of space to our economy,
our national security, and our everyday lives,
has heightened the international diplomatic

community’s interest in space security
considerably. In this dynamic environment,
diplomacy can assist in addressing the

challenges of developing guidelines for space
operations and orbital debris mitigation, and
encouraging responsible behaviour in space
through the development of norms and voluntary
transparency and confidence-building measures.

Diplomatic engagements also provide an
opportunity to enhance a common understanding
of the goals and challenges related to the outer
space environment...There must be sustained
bilateral and multilateral dialogue to deliberate
on maximizing constructive opportunities and
mitigate destructive challenges in space.” #°

Moving ahead, since space diplomacy in Asia involves
differentthemesrangingfromsoft powertointernational
developmentand evenincludes business interests, there
is unlimited scope to intensify collaborative efforts in
the realm of technological aid, training and sharing of
resources.

Tapping into this potential, the UAE should consider
building on the September 2018 announcement of a
new Federal law on the requlation of the space sector.
“The goal is to open up the space sector to investment,
research and partnership building,” tweeted His
Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum,
UAE Vice-President and Ruler of Dubai.”

The following options could give further momentum to
its space diplomacy ambitions and efforts:

+ invest directly in space exploration programmes
of key Asian countries;

+ becomeastakeholderinAsianspace programmes’
service delivery systems, especially for the benefit
of developing countries in the region, Asia and
Africa;

+ take the lead in establishing a regional space
agency as a tool to encourage science and
technology research and further cooperation;

« host a forum of key Asian players in the space
exploration domain, to encourage dialogue
and cooperation instead of likely distrust and
competition;

< arrange a meeting to discuss governance of
space asaglobalcommonsinorderto mitigate
threats arising from militarisation and increasing
satellite debris; and

* as a way of facdilitating all these, consider the
possibility of appointing a ‘space envoy’ who
would support the country’s efforts to explore
this new frontier in diplomacy.
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