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Summary

• China is on a path to develop a “full spectrum” of space capabilities 
over next two decades, fulfilling multiple goals

– Prestige/soft power (human spaceflight, exploration)

– Support to military ops on Earth (PNT, ISR, satcom)

– Deterrence (counterspace/missile defense)

– Economic development/industrial base

• China is following same/similar paths as US and Russia, and 
generally not moving appreciably “faster”

• US faces important questions about the future of its relationship 
with China in space
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CIVIL SPACE
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Lunar exploration program
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Chang’e 1 (2007)

Chang’e 5 (2017)

Chang’e 3 / Jade 

Rabbit (2013)

Phase 1

Orbital Missions
Phase 2

Landers/Rovers

Phase 3

Sample Return
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Space station program
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Tiangong-1 (2011)

Tiangong-2 (2016)

Tiangong-3 (2023)
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Space for soft power
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Is China really “accelerating”?
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Source: Secure World Foundation (2012)

https://swfound.org/media/90819/swf_human_space_programs_fact_sheet.pdf
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NATIONAL SECURITY
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Chinese space-based ISR
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Source: Pollpeter (2017)

Satellite Payloads Resolutions
Number 

Operational

Yaogan EO, SAR, ELINT 1-10 meters 30+

Gaofen EO, Staring camera EO= <1m-2m, 
Staring=50m

5

Haiyang EO and color 
scanners

EO=250m 1

Huanjing EO 30m 3

Jilin EO 0.72m 4

Tainhui Stereoscopic 5m 3

Gaojing EO 0.5m 2

https://www.uscc.gov/sites/default/files/Pollpeter_Testimony_0.pdf
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BeiDou GNSS

10

Source: Shen (2016)

http://www.gps.gov/cgsic/meetings/2016/shen.pdf
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ASAT/missile defense testing
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Date of 
Test

Target 
Object

Intercepto
r Object

Interc
eptor 
Type

Amount 
of 

Trackabl
e Debris 
Created

Notes

7/5/2005 None 
known

SC-19 direct 
ascent

0 Likely rocket test

2/6/2006 None 
known

SC-19 direct 
ascent

0 Likely flyby of an 
unknown orbital 

target
1/11/2007 FengYun 1C SC-19 direct 

ascent
3,280 Successful intercept 

and destruction of 
an orbital target

1/11/2010 CSS-X-11 
(ballistic)

SC-19 direct 
ascent

0 Successful intercept 
and destruction of a 

suborbital target

1/27/2013 Unknown 
(ballistic)

SC-19 direct 
ascent

0 Successful intercept 
and destruction of a 

suborbital target

5/13/2013 None 
known

DN-2 direct
ascent

0 Likely rocket test of 
a new system 

capable of reaching 
GEO

7/23/2014 None 
known

SC-19 direct 
ascent

0 Non-destructive test

10/30/2015 None 
known

Possible
upgraded 

SC-19

direct 
ascent

0 Non-destructive test

Total Amount of Trackable Debris 3,280

Source: “ASAT testing in space: The Case of 

China”, SWF Fact Sheet

Source: “Through A Glass Darkly,” The 

Space Review

http://swfound.org/media/115643/china_asat_fact_sheet_may2015.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwig3bv2zrDSAhVHyVQKHfwgDvkQFggcMAA&url=http://www.thespacereview.com/article/2473/1&usg=AFQjCNH4polqt5nZBY_zXFqDbW3izw7Qwg&sig2=Jvwta1SgC-PQRnxalvF8WA
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Rendezvous and proximity ops
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US ASAT/RPO testing
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Bold Orion missile and B-47 aircraft. Image 

credit Wikimedia Foundation

Program 437AP launch. 

Source: Ted Molczan

ASM-135 launch. Source: 

WikimediaDARPA Orbital Express Image credit 

Wikimedia Foundation

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Bold_Orion.jpg
http://www.satobs.org/Program437AP/Program437AP.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ASM-135_ASAT
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Orbital_Express#/media/File:Orbital_Express_contractors.png
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COMMERCIAL SPACE
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Chinese firms making commercial push
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Landspace Commercial 

Space Launch Services

HEAD Aerospace 

Technology Co.
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Suborbital tourism
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Single-stage suboribital spaceplane carrying 20 passengers 

(Source: ChinaWatch)

https://chinaspacereport.com/2016/10/19/new-chinese-commercial-spaceflight-provider-makes-debut/
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FUTURE US-CHINA SPACE RELATIONSHIP
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Big questions

• Which kind of “leadership” role do we want to embrace?

– Dominance vs Quarterback

• What is the right mix of competition and cooperation with China in 
space?

– Relationship built on purely competition increases chance of conflict

• What is the right mix of government and private sector efforts to 
play to America’s strengths?

– Do we really think we can run a “big government” space program 
better than China  can?

• Will we continue to be a force for increased order in space, not 
disorder?

– US helped build existing international system, will we continue to do 
so?
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Thank you. Questions?

bweeden@swfound.org
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