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In congressional reports and testimony, the Pentagon suggested in 2003 that China may
be developing a ʺparasite microsatelliteʺ–a small satellite, weighing less than 100 kilograms, that
would secretly attach to an American satellite and destroy it on command.1 The claim was
picked up by the press including the online news outlets Space Daily and Space.com, the latter
noting that ʺChina appears to be sharpening its war fighting space skillsʺ and then devoting a
third of the story to the ʺparasite microsatellite.ʺ2
In the end, it turned out to be all a hoax. Although the Pentagon noted that the claim was
ʺbeing evaluated,ʺ the Pentagon never actually looked into the assertion. A pair of scholars
recently discovered the story and more than 70 others like it in Chinese sources appear to have
originated on a single Internet bulletin board maintained by a self‐described ʺspace enthusiastʺ
from a small town in Anhui province.3
How could the Pentagon be so gullible? The story contained the smallest kernels of truth:
China’s Tsinghua University–along with groups in Algeria, China, Nigeria, Thailand and
Turkey– is working with the University of Surrey in the United Kingdom to launch a
constellation of microsatellites for disaster monitoring.4 These satellites, however, are incapable of
performing the function of ʺparasite microsatellitesʺ.
The ʺparasite microsatelliteʺ‐hoax traded on the anxiety of many in the United States
over the spread of space technology so dramatically symbolized by China’s successful manned‐
mission launch. No longer the preserve of just a pair of superpowers, several dozen countries
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now own and operate satellites in orbit. The first step in this revolution was the proliferation of
spacelaunch technologies. In addition to the United States and Russia, Europe, China, Ukraine,
India, and Japan now offer commercial launch services. Israel also has a spacelaunch capability,
and may soon be followed by Brazil, Iran and North Korea.5 The next step for these fledgling
spacefaring nations will be the development of inexpensive but highly functional microsatellites
similar to those being developed by the University of Surrey.
As access to space technology becomes more widely available, the international laws
regarding space technology and its transfer continue to reflect the bipolar 1960s when the then‐
Soviet Union and the U.S. competed for space dominance. The ʺparasite microsatelliteʺ hoax
demonstrates one danger in the growing gap between the rules and reality of the modern world.
Without a more refined legal regime to set rules and build trust and confidence between the U.S.
and China, even a disaster monitoring constellation can look like a ʺparasite microsatelliteʺ.
Consider another instance in which a poorly designed regime can create feelings of
anxiety: In January 2001, the Commission to Assess United States National Security Space
Management and Organization, informally known as the ʺRumsfeld Space Commissionʺ, cited
ʺIndonesia jamming a transponder on a Chinese‐owned satelliteʺ as recent example of the
growing threat to space assets.6 Yet the reality was more complex. APT Satellite of China
reported ʺlimited interferenceʺ with its Apstar‐1A satellite from another satellite in a nearby
orbital slot, which was operating on the same frequency. Although the space commission called
the interference ʺjamming,ʺ the interference in actuality resulted from two satellites operating too
closely together, mainly because China and Indonesia disputed ownership of the orbital slot. The
dispute was eventually resolved peacefully.7
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Indonesia, however, questioned the right of the International Telecommunications
Union to resolve the issue. The ʺjammingʺ story, then, raises an important question: What is the
best way to fill the gaps in the current outer space legal regime? The option favored by the
Rumsfeld Space Commission emphasized the development of new military capabilities at the
expense of refining international law.
Yet, how can we expect to succeed in controlling space? Judging by the growth of space‐
launch and satellite programs around the world, export controls have largely failed to maintain
U.S. commercial superiority, let alone control access to space. At present, the U.S. military is now
developing a ʺspace controlʺ doctrine and systems as more countries gain access to orbit. We
must have some military options just as we have some export control, but just as export controls
before them were not enough, these efforts are not enough.
ʺSpace controlʺ does virtually nothing to address the most serious threats posed by the
growing number of space‐faring states. These threats include orbital debris, orbital crowding and
improving transparency in outer space.
Managing these issues–which threaten the common interest in the peaceful use of space–
will require broader international cooperation. Perhaps no state will be more important in
developing stable solutions to these problems than China. There are three pressing items that
need addressing:
•

Improve of orbital debris mitigation: The Inter‐Agency Debris Coordinating Committee
(IADC)–which includes representatives from space agencies in China, France, Germany,
India, Italy, Japan, Russia, Ukraine, the United Kingdom and the United States, as well as
the European Space Agency–has drawn up a set of voluntary guidelines to control debris
creation.8 The next step is for the U.N. Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space
(COPUOS) to adopt the IADC guidelines, perhaps followed by a U.N. resolution calling
on all states to refrain from using the launch services of parties that do no comply with
the guidelines. So far, Russia and India have blocked the COPUOS from adopting the
guidelines.
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•

Improve of space‐traffic control: A working group convened by the four leading non‐
governmental organizations concerned with space issues—the American Institute of
Aeronautics and Astronautics, the U.N. Office on Outer Space Affairs, the Confederation
of European Aerospace Societies and International Academy of Astronautics—recently
called for more extensive efforts to improve space traffic control procedures. The report
concluded that current catalogs are too inaccurate for effective traffic control. The extent
of uncertainty in the location of LEO objects in current catalogs varies, depending on
altitude and orbital inclination, but ʺis generally on the order of tens of kilometers.ʺ 9 The
Air Force does not track objects in real time, either. Instead, the Air Force uses
ʺpredictiveʺ techniques to monitor space objects, periodically checking objects for
changes in orbit.

•

Improve transparency in outer space: Concern over China’s ʺparasitic microsatelliteʺ
arose because several countries, including the United States, are developing small
satellites capable of conducting ʺautonomous proximity operationsʺ–maneuvers that
would allow satellites to inspect other satellites, diagnose malfunctions and provide on‐
orbit servicing. Such satellites could also provide sophisticated surveillance in space and
would make excellent anti‐satellite weapons. The first step to improve transparency is to
improve compliance with U.N. Resolution 1721B (1961) and the U.N. Convention on
Registration of Outer Space Objects (1975), which require states to provide basic
information about satellites launched into outer space.10 The United States, followed by
China, is the worst offender in terms of flouting the U.N. Registration Convention, often
submitting incorrect data or simply failing to register some of their satellites.11
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Crafting solutions with widespread legitimacy will require addressing the growing
global perception that anti‐satellites and space‐based missile defenses will drive an arms race in
outer space. To date, China and much of the rest of the world have been eager to discuss the issue
of ʺpreventing an arms race in outer spaceʺ and did so at the Conference on Disarmament in
Geneva in 2002. Although China is now calling for discussions on the issue, the Bush
administration has blocked the adoption of a program of work at the Conference–the world’s sole
multilateral disarmament negotiating forum–for several years without any public explanation.
The most recent proposal–submitted by Russia, China and five other nations would not
affect any military missions currently conducted in outer space.12 In fact, the proposal recognizes
the stabilizing role played by military satellites in providing early warning and the verification of
arms control agreements. The proposal focuses on restricting the flight‐testing of anti‐satellite
weapons, as well as space‐based missile defenses.
Some have suggested China’s call for negotiations is disingenuous, citing China’s anti‐
satellite research. Yet, the available evidence suggests that China is not developing such
weapons. As in the case of the Chinese ʺparasite microsatelliteʺ, many reports about Chinese anti‐
satellite research are merely speculative. For example, some reports suggest that China is
developing ground‐based lasers to damage satellites, but the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD),
according to the most recent edition of its Chinese Military Power analysis, has not found any
such facilities in China.13 The bottom line: ʺBeijing’s only current means of destroying or
disabling a satellite,ʺ according to the DOD, ʺwould be to launch a ballistic missile or space
launch vehicle armed with a nuclear weapon.ʺ14
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The case with China is the same through much of the world—anti‐satellite capabilities
are essentially the same as they were in the 1980s.15 We can respond to this in two ways. Some
suggest that the intelligence community must look harder at the emerging military applications
of China’s program. In 1998, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Richard Myers, then
commander of U.S. Space Command, now part of U.S. Strategic Command, warned that the
intelligence community paid too little attention to foreign counter‐space systems, leaving the
United States ʺa bit naked in knowing exactly where the threat is.ʺ16
Alternatively, we might recognize that much of the world shares our interest in
maintaining the peaceful use of outer space and the use of diplomacy to work with countries like
China in revitalizing the existing legal regime in outer space. There are two sources of leverage
that the United States might use–and China features prominently in both.
Firstly, the world relies exclusively on the United States for the provision of orbital data
necessary to monitor activities in outer space and avoid collisions.17 The United States, for
instance, provided collision‐avoidance analysis for China’s Shenzhou missions.18 The United
States currently provides two kinds of data to users: One, metric data in the form of time,
elevation, azimuth, range and range rate that enables the determination of a satelliteʹs orbital
position; and two, signatures and imagery that provide information about a satellite. The United
States also provides analytic support, through the Aerospace Corporation, to two international
consortia: PANAMSAT and INTELSAT.
The DOD recently announced plans to provide improved data and analytic services to
foreign and commercial entities. The United States should require that entities receiving this data
agree to a set of ʺrules of the roadʺ in orbit, including IADC guidelines and provisions of the
Registration Convention, and refrain from flight testing anti‐satellite weapons.
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Secondly, the United States can use technology exports to encourage compliance with
these rules. In the aftermath of allegations that China received useful missile technology from
launching U.S. satellites, Congress reclassified satellites as munitions and transferred
enforcement of Export Control Regulations to the State Department. The result of this policy,
according the Satellite Industry Association, has not been to keep U.S. technology out of foreign
hands, but rather to undermine the U.S. industrial lead in communications satellites.
Recent signs suggest that Washington and Beijing may move, however tentatively,
toward closer space cooperation. Two weeks after Chinese representatives joined a NASA
workshop in Washington, D.C., Chinese National Space Agency Administrator Sun Laiyan met
with NASA Administrator Sean O’Keefe. Although only a first step, the meetings were largely
ceremonial. One NASA official called the Sun‐O’Keefe meeting a ʺcourtesy visit,ʺ while O’Keefe
himself noted that it was ʺnot a major milestone by any means, it’s … more an opportunity to
exchange views and get more familiar with what our respective agencies are doing.ʺ19 I am told
that NASA’s International Relations Division has no Chinese speakers on staff.
Many of the fears that have slowed the sharing of data and technology–a cooperation
that directly benefits the United States–have been driven by anxiety about China’s future space
military might, rather than optimism. The ʺparasite microsatelliteʺ hoax, however, demonstrates
how often these fears are unfounded and, if left unchecked, serve to isolate the United States.
Instead of recoiling from cooperation, Washington can reach out to the world and use satellite
tracking data and other technology exports to build rules of the road for outer space. In that
sense, the case for engaging China is the case for engaging the world.
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