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Abstract

The space race reflects terrestrial geopolitical anxieties, with the Indo-Pacific witnessing an
extension of its rivalries into space. India and China, prominent players in this arena, showcase
terrestrial conflicts influencing their space strategies. China, evident through projects like the
Belt and Road Initiative in South Asia, emphasizes its strategic space policy. India, although
lacking a dedicated space force like China, has established itself regionally. Both nations possess
antisatellite capabilities and reject the UN resolution banning antisatellite missile tests. This study
investigates China’s expanding space influence, raising security concerns in the Indo-Pacific,
particularly South Asia. Employing explanatory research, the article explores the geopolitical
implications, shedding light on perspectives often overlooked in the context of great-power

rivalries: those of smaller aspiring spacefaring nations.

*Rk%

he present space age epitomizes multipolarity, with many new spacefar-

ing countries joining old players in the race.! However, more actors’ space

exploitation involvement could increase disagreements over legal prin-
ciples and global commons rights, intensifying the geopolitical environment
and outer-space politics.? The Indo-Pacific space race presents a complex scenario
of a growing astropolitical bloc.?

'This study examines China’s growing space power and its security implications
for the Indo-Pacific, particularly South Asian countries. During the initial space
age, both China and India were space aspirants who avoided the space race. How-
ever, China’s space program took a military turn, while India remained focused on

! Rajeswari Pillai Rajagopalan and Abhijnan Rej, “Space crisis in a multipolar world: lessons from a sim-
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civilian needs until China’s antisatellite (ASAT) test in 2007 prompted a shift.*
New Delhi recognized the importance of countering Chinese capabilities in space,
aligning with India’s evolving regional and global environment.®

'The militarization and weaponization of space have historical roots, with major
powers like the United States, Russia, China, and India demonstrating counterspace
abilities through antisatellite weapon tests.® Additionally, countries like Japan, the
United Kingdom, Australia, France, Iran, South Korea, and North Korea are in-
vesting in such capabilities. China’s approach to developing counterspace capa-
bilities raises concerns for the Indo-Pacific region and the global environment. This
arms race in space, including direct-ascent, electronic warfare, co-orbital, directed
energy, and cyber-attack capabilities, could lead to destabilizing situations.

'This expansion of the space arms race further divides the world into techno-
logically superior and inferior states, creating hegemonic powers. The Indo-Pacific
region, home to major space-power countries, has historical hostilities that influence
regional states’ space programs and policies. China and India’s space race reflects
these dynamics, impacting the growth of smaller space-aspiring South Asian nations.

China’s space power extends beyond military pursuits; it also aims to expand
territorially through space economy and commercialization strategies.” Future
space warfare will likely revolve around exploiting space resources for geo-
economic interests.

The study is structured into several sections: Section one discusses the India—
China orbital competition within the context of regional geopolitical hostility.
Section two explores their involvement in the new space race focused on com-
mercialization and resource exploitation. Section three analyzes China’s space
strategy and Space Silk Road initiative in South Asia. Section four delves into
China’s offensive and hard-power strategy in space. Section five examines how
India’s space policy doctrine reflects regional rivalry. Section six discusses why the

* Rosita Dellios, “China’s Space Program: A Strategic and Political Analysis,” Culture Mandala: The Bul-

7 Deniel Deudney, Dar# Skies: Space Expansionism, Planetary Geopolitics, and the Ends of Humanity (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2020).
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India—China space competition is a concern for South Asian countries. Section
seven addresses legal loopholes in space governance and treaties, discussing barri-
ers to space cooperation between the two Asian states. The final section summarizes
the study’s critical insights, findings, and suggestions.

'This research employs explanatory research methods to shed light on China’s
growing influence in outer space, encompassing militarization, weaponization, and
commercialization. It seeks to highlight the geopolitical dimensions of China’s
astropolitical engagement, often overshadowed by great-power rivalries. The exten-
sion of geopolitics into space aligns with Everett C. Dolman’s astropolitik theory,
which posits that space dominance leads to earthly conquest, a principle evident
in China’s space endeavors despite its official commitment to maintaining space
as a peaceful global commons.®

Extension of Geopolitical Hostility into Space: India—China
Orbital Competition Status

'The astropolitical dimension of India—China relations stems from broader geo-
political considerations and security concerns. Given their history of confrontations
on land and sea, it is not surprising that these Asian giants might extend their
rivalry into outer space. Before delving into the current orbital competitions be-
tween India and China, it is essential to understand why this astropolitical rivalry
is intertwined with regional and global power struggles.’ The China-India rivalry
is inherently geopolitical and strategic, further exacerbated by factors like China’s
close ties with Pakistan and its increasing presence in the Indian Ocean region.!®
Conversely, India has strengthened its relationships with China’s rivals like the
USA and other Indo-Pacific nations to counterbalance China’s influence. These
developments have fueled mutual caution and competition in the region.

India is acutely aware of the growing threat posed by China’s expanding geo-
political influence in the Indian Ocean region and South Asia. China’s presence
and actions have become central topics of discussion in numerous multilateral
forums, particularly those involving India and the Quad (Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue) countries.

For instance, at a recent G-7 summit, member nations openly criticized China’s
actions. Simultaneously, a sideline meeting among Quad countries underscored

8 Everett C. Dolman, Astropolitik: Classical Geopolitics in the Space Age (Hoboken, NJ: Routledge, 2001).
® Brandon K. Yoder and Kanti Bajpai, “Introduction: Explaining Cooperation and Rivalry in China-India
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their collective commitment to “De-risking from China.” This initiative aims to
impose restrictions on Chinese technology enterprises. Additionally, India asserted
its stance against “any unilateral attempt to change the status quo” in the Indo-Pacific
region.!! It is evident that these discussions and actions reflect the growing concerns
among Quad countries regarding China’s activities.

Terrestrial conflicts between these Asian giants have intensified, impacting the
overall regional dynamics and power struggles in the Indo-Pacific. Recent incidents,
including military confrontations at Dokhlam (2017), Galwan Valley (2020), and
clashes in the Taiwan Sector (2022), have had enduring effects on the region. These
rivalries have extended beyond land borders and are actively playing out in the
maritime domain of the Indo-Pacific.!?

China’s persistent militarization of its naval fleet in the Indo-Pacific has raised
concerns among regional stakeholders. With 85 percent of China’s oil imports
passing through the Indian Ocean and the Straits of Malacca, this maritime route
is vital to both China’s and India’s economic and security interests.!> China’s am-
bitious Maritime Silk Road initiative, covering the Indian Ocean, the Bay of
Bengal, and the Arabian Sea, along with efforts to influence Bay of Bengal littoral
states through the Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Corridor (BCIM) initiative,
have heightened tensions.!*

China’s role as a major military equipment supplier in South Asia has notable
implications for regional security dynamics. A recent example is Bangladesh’s
inauguration of a six-slot submarine named BNS Sheikh Hasina in Cox’s Bazaar.
China’s People’s Liberation Army Navy managed the submarine project. This
development is of particular concern to India, as it represents an enhancement of
Bangladesh’s naval capabilities with Chinese support.’®

Furthermore, China’s deployment of the dual-use DF-26 intermediate-range
ballistic missile is a matter of strategic significance. This missile system has the
capability for both conventional and nuclear strikes and has a range of approximately

11 Keshav Padmanbhan, “PM Modi, G7 & Quad Outline Strong Stance against China. Beijing Lodges
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4,023 kilometers. It can conduct precision strikes on surface combatants far from
the Chinese coast, posing a potential threat to a wide area.

'The missile’s range encompasses the central region and the entire eastern coast
of India, as well as key strategic points like the Straits of Malacca and Guam in
the Pacific Ocean. These capabilities underscore China’s efforts to extend its
influence and project power across a vast expanse, which has implications for
regional security dynamics and strategic considerations, particularly in the
Indo-Pacific region.1®

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has led to significant infrastructure
developments with strategic implications in the Indo-Pacific region. One notable
project is the construction of the Hambantota port in Sri Lanka, which commenced
in 2017. However, Sri Lanka faced challenges in making payments for the port,
ultimately resulting in the port being handed over to China on a 99-year lease. The
geostrategic location of the Hambantota port is of particular concern due to its
proximity to the main sea lane of the Maritime Silk Road (MSR) in the Indian
Ocean, linking the Straits of Malacca to China.l” While the port is currently used
for commercial purposes, there are concerns that it could serve military or naval
purposes in the future, potentially impacting regional dynamics.

China’s involvement in the MSR also includes the construction of the largest
deepwater seaport at Gwadar in Pakistan. In contrast, India has pursued its stra-
tegic interests in the region by establishing the Chabahar Port in Iran, situated on
the Gulf of Oman. This project is part of an India-Iran-Afghanistan partnership
and is aimed at containing Chinese expansion in the region.!®

Furthermore, India has undertaken several initiatives, such as Project Mausam
in 2014 and Sagarmala in 2019, to enhance its maritime presence and influence
in the Indian Ocean region. India has also engaged in institutional forums like the
Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) and the Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) to
assert its position and mitigate China’s growing dominance in the maritime do-
main.? These developments reflect the complex and evolving geopolitical compe-

16 Thangavel K. Balasubramaniam and Ashok Kumar Murugesan, “China’s Rising Missile and Naval Ca-

7 Anu Anwar, “South Asia and China’s Belt and Road Initiative: Security Implications and Ways For-
ward,” in Hindsight, Insight, Foresight, Thinking About Security in the Indo-Pacific, ed. Alexander L. Vuving

19 Rudra Prasad Pradhan, Chhavi Rathi, and Suraj Gupta. “Sagarmala & India’s Maritime Big Push Ap-
proach: Seaports as India’s Geo-economic Gateways & Neighbourhood Maritime Lessons,” Journal of the
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tition in the Indo-Pacific, with India and China actively pursuing strategic inter-
ests through infrastructure projects and regional engagement.

China has been actively working on its BRI since 2013, aimed at connecting
smaller South Asian countries. Within this initiative, the China-Pakistan-Economic
Corridor (CPEC) plays a significant role and aligns with China’s vision of regional
leadership. It also serves to limit India’s influence in the region. China’s involve-
ment in South Asia has included not only economic but also military assistance
to neighboring countries of India. This strategy appears to be an attempt to contain
India within its own region while building strategic partnerships with India’s
neighbors. India has expressed skepticism about the BRI from its inception, and
recent expansions, such as the CPEC project in Afghanistan, have raised concerns
about India’s sovereignty and security. This concern arises because parts of the
connectivity project pass through the Indian state of Jammu & Kashmir, which is
under the illegal occupation of Pakistan.?

India maintained a strong presence and influence in Afghanistan before the
Taliban’s resurgence in Afghanistan, often referred to as “Taliban 2.0.” India had
invested significantly in various development projects in Afghanistan, including
infrastructure, education, and capacity-building initiatives. This presence was
part of India’s broader strategy to enhance its regional influence and promote
stability in Afghanistan.

With the expansion of China’s BRI into Afghanistan, it is plausible that China
may seek to establish a more significant presence in the country. The BRI focuses
on infrastructure development and connectivity projects, and Afghanistan’s stra-
tegic location in South Asia makes it an attractive target for Chinese investment
and influence. This expansion could include the construction of critical infrastruc-
ture and potentially a base or facility to support China’s regional interests.

'The evolving situation in Afghanistan, including political developments and
security concerns, will play a crucial role in shaping China’s engagement in the
country. It is essential to monitor these developments to understand the extent
of China’s involvement in Afghanistan and its potential impact on regional
dynamics and geopolitics.

'These developments in the realms of land and maritime geopolitics significantly
shape the strategies and programs of India and China in the domain of outer space.
China’s increasing militarization of space aligns with Xi Jinping’s “Grand Strategy,”

IORA Drive the Agenda of the Quad Leaders’Meeting in Hiroshima,” Observer Research Foundation, 25 May
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as the country launches satellites in both low Earth orbit (LEO) and geosynchro-
nous orbit (GEQO) in substantial numbers.?! This reflects China’s substantial stake
in making the space domain congested and contested.?? The Indo-Pacific region
stands as one of the most contested and challenged areas globally, with India and
China holding significant stakes in its dynamics. Due to geographical proximity,
historical ties, and cultural affiliations, South Asian countries have often found
themselves caught in regional rivalries. Both India and China are actively seeking
to enhance their regional power and dominance through their space capabilities.
'The status of outer space as a global commons has been compromised by the arms
race, leading to astropolitical rivalries.?

Intensely, both Asian powers have developed counterspace technologies, raising
concerns about the potential for space warfare. The importance of space technolo-
gies is rapidly growing, extending beyond state actors to include various players.
'The most concerning aspect of space technologies is their capacity to change the
dynamics of warfare. This has become even more apparent following the Russian
invasion of Ukraine, where Starlink satellite services played a critical role in enabling
the Ukrainian military to maintain control.?*

In conclusion, this study focuses on the two prominent space actors in Asia,
China and India, which have become increasingly adversarial across various fronts.
Their rivalry has expanded from the maritime and geopolitical dimensions into
the realm of outer space.?> Both countries have integrated hard-power and soft-power
strategies into their space programs, which influence regional orders and power
dynamics in the Indo-Pacific and South Asia. The absence of space cooperation
between these Asian giants presents challenges for smaller countries aspiring to
develop their space capabilities.

Space technology plays a pivotal role in both hard- and soft-power strategies
for countries.?® Nations utilize space diplomacy, offer space technological coop-
eration, and provide data-sharing opportunities to aspiring and nonspacefaring

21 Namrata Goswami, “China’s Grand Strategy in Outer Space: To Establish Compelling Standards of
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states as tools to advance their geopolitical interests and assert their influence on
the world stage. Both China and India have harnessed space technology to bolster
their positions in the region.

China, in particular, has demonstrated a strong commitment to developing
counterspace capabilities as part of its national security strategy.?” The militariza-
tion of space by China represents a significant manifestation of its hard-power
strategy. China’s ambitions in space are intimately linked with its terrestrial politics
and broader grand strategy. The goal is clear: China aspires to become a global and
regional leader by establishing dominance in space affairs. Moreover, the Chinese
government is actively promoting its “Space Silk Road” policy on a global scale,
extending its influence not only in Asia but also in Africa and other regions.

India, in response to China’s actions in the South China Sea and its stance on
Taiwan, is undergoing a notable shift in its space strategy.?® This shift is character-
ized by a heightened focus on space capabilities and technology. India recognizes
that outer space is not an isolated frontier; rather, it is intricately connected to
global politics and the prevailing world order. As such, it acknowledges the increas-
ing importance of planetary capabilities and space powers in shaping the dynam-
ics of international relations.

In this evolving landscape, the militarization of space and the pursuit of space
superiority are integral components of a nation’s broader geopolitical ambitions.
As both China and India invest in space technologies and capabilities, the impli-
cations of their actions extend beyond the cosmos, influencing the global balance
of power and order.

India, too, is emerging as a major player in the Indo-Pacific region’s space arena.
'The country initiated its space journey in the early 1960s, with the aim of utilizing
space-based technologies for socio-economic development. Over the years, India
has made significant strides in space technology. It launched its first satellite in
1963 and subsequently developed its first indigenous satellite, RohiniRS-1, in the
1980s. India’s military has achieved indigenous missile defense and long-range
ballistic missile capabilities, with the potential for direct-ascent antisatellite
(DA-ASAT) capabilities. In 2019, India demonstrated its ASAT capability by
destroying one of its satellites. India has also established a space situational aware-
ness (SSA) program to monitor space security threats. This program enhances
India’s ability to protect its space assets.

%"Weeden and Samson, eds., Global Counterspace Capabilitics.
28 Harsh V. Pant and Suyash Desai, “India Must Make the Most of China-Taiwan Conflict—Change
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India’s ASAT test was undoubtedly a response to China’s ASAT capabilities.
Prime Minister Modi emphasized the significance of this achievement, highlight-
ing India’s capacity to defend not only on land, water, and air but also in space.
Interestingly, India’s pursuit of indigenous satellite technology began after the 1962
war, indicating its awareness of China’s intentions in the realm of military space
capabilities. In response to China’s announcement of sending a human into orbit
in 2003, India launched its first lunar mission, Chandrayaan-1, in 2008. Although
the second lunar mission in 2019 faced technical challenges resulting in the
lander’s crash on the Moon’s southern hemisphere, India did not waver in its space
ambitions. On 14 July 2023, India launched its third lunar mission, Chandrayaan-3,
which achieved a successful landing on the lunar south pole. This milestone not
only represents a significant scientific accomplishment for India but also a strate-
gic victory in the lunar competition. India stands as the fourth lunar-capable nation,
uniquely distinguished by its ability to achieve a soft landing on the lunar pole’s
dark side. The success of the Chandrayaan-3 mission has far-reaching implications
for lunar resource endeavors. While India is a relatively new entrant in lunar ex-
ploration compared to established players like the United States, Russia, and China,
it has outperformed all in reaching the elusive south pole. Following Russia’s
setback in the Luna-25 mission, India has unmistakably emerged as the world’s
rising lunar power.?’

'The evolving nature of the world order has reintroduced outer space as the “ul-
timate high ground.”* The conflict between Russia and Ukraine provides a telling
example of how terrestrial conflicts can extend into space. Initially, the Russian
government successfully jammed Ukrainian and European satellite communica-
tions (SATCOM) terminals.3! However, Ukraine received crucial space techno-
logical support from its allies, including the European Union and the United States,
with Starlink’s contribution significantly altering the dynamics of the conflict.

China, following Russia’s lead, also criticized SpaceX’s involvement in military
activities and announced its intent to counter such participation. These develop-
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ments underscore the interconnectedness of terrestrial disputes and space activities,
raising the possibility that China and India’s disputed territorial issues may spill
over into space-related conflicts.

In the broader context of the Indo-Pacific region, power rivalries have assumed
critical importance. The United States has long held a dominant position in the
region, while China and India are emerging as significant actors. The current power
struggle has created a trilemma equation involving the United States, China, and
India, shaping the dynamics of the Indo-Pacific area. This strategic competition
extends to China’s rivalry with Quad countries, casting a shadow over the small
countries of South Asia. These power dynamics continue to evolve and have
far-reaching implications for the region and beyond.

Race for Commercialization

Increasing private-actor involvement in space exploration has ushered in a new,
exploitation-driven space race.>?> China, despite being an authoritarian state, exer-
cises complete control over its private actors and actively promotes commercializa-
tion in space. Chinese private space companies are engaged in the development of
reusable rockets, satellite and sensing technologies, and advanced rocketry systems.
For instance, China’s commercial space industry achieved a milestone with the
successful launch of its CERES-1 rocket in 2020, capable of carrying 770 pounds
of payload into LEO.?* China is strategically bolstering its private space industries
to counter the dominance of US commercial actors in space. The growth of China’s
private space market gained momentum after 2016, with the Institute for Defence
Analyses reporting the existence of 78 commercial space companies. In China’s
commercial space sector, mixed-ownership enterprises like Zhuhai Orbital, Expace,
and OK-Space provide services such as remote sensing, launch capabilities, and
communication services. Many of these private actors have the potential to serve
both civilian and military purposes, aligning with China’s emphasis on civil-military
integration, denoting the leveraging of dual-use technologies, policies, and orga-
nizations for military advantage.’*

32 Pekkanen, “Governing the New Space Race”; and James Clay Moltz, “The Changing Dynamics of
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India has also enthusiastically entered the fray, recently unveiling its space policy
on April 20, 2023.The country’s policy prioritizes the commercialization of launch
and space-related activities for civilian purposes. This shift began in 2019 with the
establishment of “New Space India Limited Company.”* India draws inspiration
trom the United States’ National Space Policy and the Commercial Space Launch
Competitiveness Act (CSLCA) of 2015.% India currently leads the way with
tforward-looking private space companies such as Agnikul Cosmos, Skyroot Aero-
space, and Pixxel. In 2022, Skyroot Aerospace achieved a significant milestone by
launching its first private rocket. Moreover, the company has set ambitious goals,
pledging to launch its second satellite by 2023, with a strategic plan to conduct a
minimum of two rocket launches annually starting in 2024.37

India currently contributes 2 percent to the global space market and has ambi-
tious plans to increase this contribution to 9 percent by 2023.38 In line with this
vision, Sreedhara Panicker Somanath, chairman, Indian Space Research Organisa-
tion (ISRO), reports that 100 startup companies have registered with ISRO, with
10 private space companies actively engaged in rocket and satellite development.*’
'The Indian government’s decision to remove Goods & Services Tax (GST) barri-
ers for satellite launches by private actors has provided a significant boost to the
Indian private space industry.*’ India joined the Artemis Accord on 21 June 2023,
turther solidifying its strategic ties and commitment to enhancing space coopera-
tion with the United States in the endeavor to return humans to the Moon by 2025.41

35 Susmita Mohanty, “NewSpace India and Indian National Space Promotion and Authorization Centre:

3¢ P.]. Blount and Christian J. Robison. “One Small Step: The Impact of the US Commercial Space Launch
Competitiveness Act of 2015 on the Exploitation of Resources in Outer Space,” North Carolina Journal of
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The Economic Implications of Space Militarization and Resource
Exploitation

'The availability of rare-earth resources is inherently limited, leading countries
to look toward new, unowned territories such as the Moon or Mars as potential
sources of these valuable materials. Namrata Goswami and Peter Garretson have
already outlined how space could become a contested domain among space pow-
ers, primarily driven by resource competition.** Examining current trade war dy-
namics, it becomes evident that rare-earth elements (REE) have played a pivotal
role in the trade tensions between the United States and China. The United States
heavily relies on China for REE supplies, with approximately 80 percent of such
imports originating from China. These REEs are crucial in the manufacturing of
cell phones, military equipment, and batteries for electric cars, underscoring their
strategic importance. In response to US sanctions, China imposed export restric-
tions on gallium and germanium starting from 1 August 2023, with germanium
being a vital component in computer chip production.** China has justified these
sanctions as measures to safeguard its national interests.**

'This section delves into the connection between space militarization and resource
exploitation, exploring its implications. The trajectory of militarization in space is
no longer solely focused on protecting space assets or countering adversaries in
space; it has expanded to include resource acquisition. Historical precedents of
expansionism highlight how major powers have consistently sought to colonize or
control specific regions of the world to secure access to vital energy resources.
Classical geopolitics theories like Rimland and Heartland have long emphasized
the significance of geography and natural resources in shaping global power dynamics.

Both the United States and China have ambitious lunar exploration plans, with
the United States aiming to establish a permanent Moon base by 2030 and launch-
ing the Artemis Accord in 2020, garnering support from 21 countries, including
India. China has also declared its intent to establish a nuclear-powered facility on
the Moon by 2028.% India is actively pursuing lunar exploration, and if its third
Moon mission proves successful, it will join the ranks of lunar-capable nations.

2 Namrata Goswami and Peter A. Garretson. Scramble for the Skies: The Great Power Competition to Control
the Resources of Outer Space (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2020).
4 Archie Hunter and Alfred Cang, “China Restricts Export of Chipmaking Metals in Clash with US,”
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These initiatives are accompanied by legal changes that potentially conflict with
existing space laws and treaty clauses.

For example, Article 1 and Article 2 of the Outer Space Treaty (OST) clash
with the US SPACE Act of 2015, which provides for unfettered exploitation of
space resources, and Luxembourg's Law on the Exploration and Use of Space
Resources (2017), which pertains to the right to mine extraterrestrial property.
These discrepancies challenge the credibility of established space norms. Conse-
quently, there exists a potential for conflict as multiple countries vie for lunar and
Martian resources, with the first nation capable of exploiting and occupying these
space resources likely gaining a significant advantage in this emerging frontier.

China’s Space Strategy and Space Silk Road Policy: Execution in South Asia

China initiated its space program in the 1950s and gradually evolved into a
prominent spacefaring nation, achieving this status through advancements in
military technology. The nation has set its sights on becoming a global leader in
space exploration by 2045. However, China faced exclusion from the International
Space Station in 2011, prompting the development of its first independent Tian-
gong space station, completed in 2022.% China’s ambitious plan to establish itself
as a major space power by 2030 is evident in various initiatives, including the Mars
mission launched in 2021 and plans for a crewed lunar mission by 2036. China
also laid the foundation for its space endeavors with the establishment of the Space
Systems Framework (SSF) in 2015, signifying its intent to maintain control over
other space actors’ activities.*’

China’s space strategy can be delineated into two distinct aspects: a soft-power
strategy and an offensive hard-power strategy. On one front, China is diligently
building its space-related hard-power capabilities, with a rapid expansion of its
space expansionism efforts encompassing celestial and celestial body exploration.
Simultaneously, China seeks global popularity through its space-cooperation policy.

Many countries may initially perceive China’s space initiatives as science and
technological cooperation, but these endeavors carry long-term implications,
particularly when considering regional dynamics within the Indo-Pacific. China
established the Asia-Pacific Space Cooperation Organization (APSCO) in 2008
to foster collaboration with Asia-Pacific nations in areas such as data sharing,
disaster monitoring, ground infrastructure, and connectivity. Notably, two South

% Andrew Jones, “Tiangong Is China’s Space Station in Low Earth Orbit,” Space.com, 24 August 2021,
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Asian nations, Bangladesh and Pakistan, are primary members of APSCO.*® China
turther extended its space cooperation under the global BRI by launching the
Space Information Corridor (SIC) project in 2016, aimed at enhancing satellite
applications and ground systems among member states.*’ China sells space-related
data and technological support to Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Additionally, China
has entered into memoranda of understanding with the national space agencies
of 46 countries and four international organizations as of 2022.°° Furthermore,
China has proposed joint research endeavors with Russia focused on the Moon
and deep space, with plans to establish the International Lunar Research Station
(ILRS) by 2035.1

According to China’s Ministry of Industry and Information Technology, the
nation is actively providing space services and data sharing with numerous coun-
tries in Asia and Africa through these initiatives.’> China’s deployment of the
Beidou satellite (BDS) system, serving as a global global navigation satellite system
provider, enables the People’s Republic of China (PRC) to exert influence over
third-world countries and control satellite navigation service markets. Since 2020,
China has been engaged in negotiations with several small South Asian nations,
including Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka, to encourage the adoption
of the BDS navigation system. Initially, Bangladesh and Nepal showed optimism
regarding the BDS system, leading China to invite Nepali officials to Beijing for
Beidou system training.>® Furthermore, China launched Sri Lanka’s inaugural
satellite, Supreme Sat I, in 2012, which serves as a communication satellite. How-
ever, it is important to note that most South Asian states rely on US-based naviga-
tion systems, such as GPS, for their navigation needs.>*

4 Mingyan Nie, “Asian Space Cooperation and Asia-Pacific Space Cooperation Organization: An Ap-
praisal of Critical Legal Challenges in the Belt and Road Space Initiative Context,” Space Policy 47 (February
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China’s Offensive Hard-Power Strategy: Counterspace Capabilities

Acquiring counterspace power is vital for safeguarding space assets and can also
be employed to restrict an adversary’s access to space or disrupt and disable their
space infrastructure. In this pursuit, China stands at the forefront, actively advanc-
ing its counterspace capabilities with global dominance in mind. The implications
of China’s expanding space military assets, encompassing both conventional and
nuclear capabilities, loom large over the Indo-Pacific region. An examination of
China’s space military doctrine reveals that the People’s Liberation Army (PLA)
draws inspiration from the successful utilization of space technologies in conflicts
like the First Gulf War, Afghanistan, and Iraq. Major General Cai, a prominent
advocate for integrated space power within the PLA, asserts that “control of por-
tions of outer space is a natural extension of other forms of territorial control, such
as sea or air control.”

China’s extensive megaconstellation project in LEO and its competitive stance
against other spacefaring nations and private entities raise genuine concerns, not
only for the realm of space but also for Earth’s environment. China has developed
sophisticated space technologies capable of conducting radiofrequency jamming
against communication satellites in LEO. Moreover, it has actively pursued the
creation of a ground-based ASAT missile system designed to target satellites in
LEO. Additionally, China possesses ASAT weapons with the capacity to destroy
satellites in GEO. According to the 2022 report from the Defense Intelligence
Agency (DIA), “PRC is using its intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
(ISR) satellite fleet for both military and civilian purposes, including remote sens-
ing and mapping, terrestrial and maritime surveillance, and intelligence collection.”®
'These developments underscore China’s commitment to advancing its space-related
military capabilities and assertive posture in the global space arena.

India’s Space Policy Doctrine: A Reflection of Regional Rivalry

When comparing India and China’s space programs, policies, and achieve-
ments, it is undeniable that India lags behind China in terms of space develop-
ment. However, India’s approach to space power is unique in many respects.
India has set an example by establishing space infrastructure and conducting
space missions with a focus on cost-effectiveness and sustainability. Notably,
India became the first Asian nation to successfully reach the Mars orbit on its
maiden attempt. India has set ambitious goals, including plans to build its own

5 Wortzel, “The Chinese People’s Liberation Army and Space Warfare.”
56 “Challenges to Security in Space,” Defence Intelligence Agency.
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space station by 2030.>7 Following the Chandrayaan-3 mission, India is gearing
up for the Gaganyaan mission, slated for end of 2024, which aims to launch a
human spaceflight into LEO.>®

India’s prominence in the global space arena is evident in its extensive interna-
tional collaborations, boasting over 230 space agreements with 60 countries and
five international organizations. India also achieved a world record by launching
104 satellites in a single mission in 2017.%? The nation’s space policy is primarily
guided by the objectives of the ISRO, and it explicitly states that “Non-Governmental
Entities (NGEs) shall be allowed to undertake end-to-end activities in the space
sector through the establishment and operation of space objects, ground-based
assets and related services, such as communication, remote sensing, navigation, etc.”®0

However, India’s current threat perception in outer space is largely influenced
by China’s substantial investment in counterspace capabilities. Additionally,
China’s assistance to Pakistan in developing kinetic and nonkinetic space weaponry
turther complicates the regional dynamics. In response, India has intensified eftorts
to bolster its surveillance and intelligence capabilities using space-based assets to
enhance national security. It is worth noting that India currently possesses a rudi-
mentary satellite navigational system, which proved insufficient for monitoring
events like the deadly clashes along the Line of Actual Control (LOAC) in the
Galwan Valley in Ladakh in 2020.°! In contrast, China maintains a complex satel-
lite constellation in the LEO and medium-Earth orbit (MEQ), providing a sig-
nificant advantage in the space arena.

Recognizing the evolving military dimension of space activities, India has taken
steps toward the establishment of an integrated space force. In 2019, India estab-
lished the Defence Space Agency (DSA) and the Defence Space Research Or-
ganisation (DSRO) to conduct integrated space warfare exercises and develop SSA.
DSRO is tasked with the development of space warfare-oriented weapons systems

57 Ashmita Rana and Yogesh Joshi, “India-China Space Race: The Role of Private Sector” (working paper,
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and technologies for India.®? Furthermore, India is actively utilizing the Quad as
a platform for space cooperation among member countries. The Quad nations
expanded their partnership in space, cybersecurity, and emerging technologies in
2021. A new working group was formed to facilitate the exchange of satellite data
for climate change, disaster management, and preparedness. The Quad countries
also committed to enhancing space-related capacity building and the advancement
of space technologies and applications. These efforts highlight India’s commitment
to advancing its space capabilities and fostering regional and international coop-

eration in the space domain.®3

Status of Small Countries’ Space Programs:
Why India—China Space Competition Is Anxiety for These Countries

The interests of aspiring spacefaring states have become intertwined with national
interests and civil-military complexities.®* This section of the paper has highlighted
the impact of the India—China race over outer space and analyzed how the given
situation can increase the possibility of war in space between space actors and what
could the immediate effect of it for South Asia and in a wide frame in the
Indo-Pacific. India’s increasing investment in counterspace capacities is a sign of
preparing itself for a future war in space.

'The South Asian region has already experienced tensions and conflicts, pri-
marily between India and Pakistan, which have hindered the development of
strong economic integration due to mutual distrust. Additionally, China has
played a significant role as an extraregional influencer in the region. In response
to China’s growing influence, India and its Indo-Pacific allies have been promot-
ing the Indo-Pacific strategy to counterbalance China’s regional dominance.
Notably, Bangladesh recently expressed its support for the Indo-Pacific coop-
eration policy and unveiled its Indo-Pacific Outlook (IPO) in April 2023, empha-
sizing the peaceful use of space and the maritime domain. Bangladesh’s engage-
ment with the Indo-Pacific represents a partial victory for the Indo-Pacific
alliance, particularly India.%

62 Saxena, “India’s Space Policy and Counter-Space Capabilities.”

64 Pekkanen, “ Governing the New Space Race.”
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India holds a prominent position as a major space power among the eight coun-
tries with space capabilities, while the other South Asian states are aspiring to
develop their own space programs. India’s role in space cooperation extends to both
the global and regional scales. Initially, India took regional space-cooperation
initiatives in 2017 by offering the South Asian Association for Regional Coop-
eration (SAARC) Satellite, aimed at fostering connectivity throughout the region
using space-based satellites and services.®® The agenda of building the SAARC
satellite was building connectivity throughout the region through space satellites
and services. However, this initiative faced challenges due to Pakistan’s objections,
resulting in a failure to overcome terrestrial conflicts and realize the potential for
orbital cooperation.®’” Despite initial skepticism from other regional states about
sharing a single satellite, India’s successful space diplomacy and historical ties with
its neighbors partly led to the successful launch of the rebranded South Asia Sat-
ellite, which primarily serves communication purposes and supports various ap-
plications, including internet connectivity, direct-to-home television, tele-education,
telemedicine, disaster management, meteorological applications, fishing and agri-
cultural advisory services, and natural resource mapping, among others.%® Subse-
quently, many regional countries, including Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and
Bhutan, launched their own satellites or nanosatellites. Even the Maldives initiated
a space research program, with India’s private companies playing essential roles in
assisting these efforts. India directly assisted Bhutan in launching its first nano-
satellite, and it also collaborated with Maldives in its space endeavors.®

In contrast, Pakistan, another South Asian state that began its space program
in 1962, has faced challenges and setbacks, including political, economic, and
technological limitations. Pakistan is the only South Asian country that has sought
direct assistance from China for its space program.”’ However, it is challenging
for smaller countries in the region to engage in collaboration or seek direct support
trom Beijing due to the competitive dynamics between China and India in the region.

% K V Venkatasubramanian, “South Asian Satellite to Boost Regional Communication,” Special Service

% Ajey Lele, “Space Programs, Policies, and Diplomacy in South Asia,” in Routledge Handbook of the
International Relations of South Asia, ed. Sumit Ganguly and Frank O’Donnell (New York: Routledge,
2022), 454-69.
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Looking at South Asia, there are various regional and subregional initiatives
such as the SAARC and the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical
and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), which have committed to promoting
cooperation in scientific innovation and technical collaboration. BIMSTEC has
even launched a Technology Transfer Facility (T'TF) among member states in
2022, aimed at coordinating and strengthening cooperation in the field of space
technology applications.”? Unfortunately, these regional initiatives have been
hampered by the geopolitical rivalries between India and Pakistan, as well as India
and China, which have hindered integrated space cooperation in South Asia.

Legal Loopholes: Analyzing the Existing Space Governance and
Treaties, and Possibilities of Cooperation

'This section underscores the argument that existing space governance has sig-
nificant gaps and limitations. While the OST of 1967 prohibits the deployment
of weapons of mass destruction and nuclear weapons in space, it does not restrict
the deployment of conventional weapons. Consequently, four countries have con-
ducted ASAT tests, resulting in a proliferation of space debris. Notably, both China
and India refused to sign a recent UN resolution aimed at banning destructive
direct-ascent ASAT missile tests.”?

'The proposal for banning such destructive tests in space was initially introduced
by the United States, a major ally and strategic partner of India. However, India
chose to adopt an absentia policy in this matter. China’s direct opposition to and
vote against the UN resolution did not come as a surprise. Therefore, it is evident
that both countries prioritize national security through counterspace capabilities.
Unfortunately, this mind-set is likely to lead to an increase in the number of

ASATs in space.
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Table1. Number of debris created by space actors up to February 2022

Russia 7,032
United States 5,216
China 3,854

France 520

Japan 117

India 114

European Space Agency 60

United Kingdom 1

States are no longer the sole actors creating debris. Private actors now bear equal
responsibility for rendering the space environment vulnerable. According to a 2022
Australian Space Agency report, a SpaceX capsule piece dropped in Australia.”®
Existing international space laws do not explicitly address the debris problem.
However, the 1967 OST and the 1972 Liability Convention, which ensures con-
sultations and compensation for damage caused by space objects, could apply to
tackling space debris. But the irony is that in 1981, the Soviet Union only agreed
to pay Canada USD 3 million for the 1978 disintegration of its Cosmos 954 sat-
ellite over Canadian territory.”* This remains the last example of any spacefaring
state agreeing to pay compensation to date.”

In the case of India—China space cooperation, regional power competition is the
primary barrier. Although India and China signed a 2014 Memorandum of Un-
derstanding to cooperate in keeping space peaceful, it went nowhere.”® Ongoing
astropolitical rivalries reduce chances for space cooperation. India recently joining
the Artemis Accords further complicates lunar competition and space politics.
'Thus, no bilateral possibility exists currently to build space cooperation between

the two Asian space giants.
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Conclusion

'This study draws attention to the growing outer-space militarization and resource
exploitation, showing major Indo-Pacific space powers like the United States,
China, and India drive this through geopolitical threats and security dilemmas.
Various sections underline the economic motivations for space competitions and
militarization for resource exploitation, briefly investigating the financial incentives.
Additionally, the study discusses near-earth orbit environmental aspects. Thus, the
article examines how major space-power actions and interests bear responsibility
for the fragile space environment and pollution. It also addresses how ambiguous
space laws and less binding treaties cannot make all stakeholders behave respon-
sibly. Moreover, the article shows how these global and regional space rivalries
create complex barriers for space newcomers, sharing South Asia’s experience and
analyzing how small aspirants get caught between India and China.

In conclusion, the study suggests a vital need for reforms or new laws, plus data
transparency, to keep the domain safe, secure, and sustainable for all. It advocates
promoting astro-environmental consciousness. &
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