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Trends to Watch 2016 
by Elisabeth Tweedie, Associate Editor 
    

N o matter where in the world you are geo-
graphically, four topics have dominated the 
satellite industry in the past year: the new 

Low Earth Orbit (LEO) constellations, High Through-
put Satellites, The World Radiocommunications 
Conference (WRC-15) and the suspension of fund-
ing for the US ExIm Bank.  The LEO constellations 
were the subject of my article last month, and High 
Throughput satellites in September, so I’m not go-
ing to cover either of 
them here.  The other 
story, which has the po-
tential to have a signifi-
cant impact on the in-
dustry is the develop-
ment of the Quantum 
satellite, although this 
has not received as 
much coverage as the 
others. 
 
Battle for C-Band 
 
At the time of writing 
WRC-15 is not quite 
over, so we’re still waiting to hear if the satellite 
industry has won the fight to retain exclusive use of 
all of the C-Band spectrum.  But it is worthwhile 
reminding ourselves of the issues and the tremen-
dous effort that has been put into defending the 
spectrum by multiple companies, groups and or-

ganizations in our industry. 
The fight for the C-Band spectrum, has been led 

by the Satellite Spectrum Initiative (SSI).  This is 
coalition of the major satellite operators and indus-
try associations including: The Global VSAT Forum 
(GVF), the Satellite Industry Association (SIA), the 
World Teleport Association, (WTA), the European 
Satellite Operators Association (ESOA) and the Asia 
Pacific Satellite Communications Council (ASPCC). 

 WRC takes place once every four years.  The 
major issue this year is whether the satellite indus-

try will retain 
the exclusive 
rights to use 
the C-Band 
frequencies or 
whether in 
future, part of 
these will have 
to be shared 
with the Inter-
national Mo-
bile Telecom-
munications 
(IMT) industry.  
For the pur-

poses of the ITU (of which WRC is a part), the world 
is divided into three regions: Europe, the Middle 
East and Africa being Region 1, The Americas, Re-
gion 2 and Asia-Pacific, Region 3.  The final decision 
from the WRC, may not be the same for all regions, 
and even within regions, individual countries may  
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One of the top stories of 2015 was the announcement 
of several LEO satellite constellations. 

http://www.comtechefdata.com
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have “footnotes” that allow different 
uses of the  spectrum.  At present, it’s 
only in Region 2, that part of the C-
Band also has an allocation for Mobile 
Service.  C-Band was the first frequency 
used by commercial satcoms and in 
spite of the increasing use of Ku and 
now Ka-Band, is still used in all regions 
of the world.  It is particularly impor-
tant in regions of heavy rainfall, as it is 
less susceptible to rain fade than the 
higher frequencies.   Satellite signals 
are relatively weak compared to those 
from terrestrial mobile services.  The 
fear voiced by the industry is that if the 
frequencies have to be shared, the sat-
ellite signal will effectively be drowned 
out by the terrestrial signal. 

It would appear that the voice of 
the satellite industry is itself, being 
drowned out by the terrestrial opposi-
tion and even by governments.  In a 
surprising move last month, the US 
government delegation announced 
that it would be in favor of sharing the 
lower portion (3.4-3.6MHz) of the C-
Band.  This position is vehemently op-
posed by most in the industry.  The 
major argument against sharing, but 
one that seems to be being ignored by 
the IMT industry, is that in many parts 
of the world, C-Band is used for cellular 
backhaul.  So, if, as the satellite indus-
try contends, the satellite signals get 
drowned out by the terrestrial signal, 
the cellular industry, will in fact, be 
shooting itself in the foot.   However 
that is not the only issue; as mentioned 
above, C-Band is the dominant fre-
quency in use, in regions of heavy rain-
fall.  This would include large parts of 
sub-Saharan Africa, and large parts of 
South America and Asia.  It’s used not 
just for broadcast and entertainment, 
but also for emergency services and 
disaster recovery and maritime ser-
vices.  There is also a strong belief that 
the mobile operators are significantly 
over stating their need for spectrum.  
To say the least it will be interesting to 
see the outcome.  However, C-Band is 
not the only spectrum at stake.  There 
is also the issue of sharing part of the 
Ku and /or Ka-Band with the UAV in-

dustry for 
command and 
control.  And 
if that wasn’t 
enough, an-
other issue, is 
the potential 
decision to 
allow studies 
to commence 
into the shar-
ing of the Ka-
Band with 
terrestrial 
communica-
tions services.   
Whatever the 
outcome of 
WRC-15, it will 
not be the 
end of the 
fight for our industry.  It’s just the be-
ginning. 

At the end of June, the ExIm Bank 
of the United States, ceased processing 
new applications.  Unless its authority 
is reauthorized – which as yet it hasn’t 
been – that state will continue.  In the 
past ExIm has provided funding for 
satellites being built in the US – or that 
have a substantial US component, 
when alternative sources of funding 
have not been available.  The immedi-
ate impact of this is being felt by US 
manufacturers, with Boeing citing the 
lack of ExIm funding, as one of several 
reasons for potential reduction in its 
satellite workforce.   Given that ABS 
cancelled a satellite order with Boeing 
due to the lack of ExIm funding, and 
Kacific said it wouldn’t consider Boeing 
because of it, it is justified in doing so.  
Export credit financing is not confined 
to the US, so this lack of support for US 
industry could translate into good news 
for other countries.   

In Europe, as well as Coface funding 
for satellite projects, the European 
Space Agency will also get involved, as 
was demonstrated recently with its 
joint funding of Quantum.   Quantum is 
a public-private partnership (PPP) be-
tween ESA, Eutelsat and Airbus.  Airbus 
is the prime contractor and Surrey Sat-

ellite Technology (like Airbus, also an 
EADS Astrium company) will supply the 
platform.    

Quantum is being dubbed the 
“chameleon of the skies” by the Euro-
peans.  It is the first fully flexible geo-
stationary satellite that will be able to 
change coverage, frequency band, 
power and location once in orbit.  If 
successful this project has the potential 
to significantly change satellite manu-
facturing.  The payload architecture will 
use generic subsystems and equip-
ment, thereby enabling large-scale pro-
duction and economies of scale not 
generally found in GEO manufacturing.  
The initial platform will be for satellites 
up to 7kW of payload power, and up to 
450kg of payload mass.   ESA is estimat-
ing that the market demand for GEOs 
in this size category is up to eight per 
year.  ESA’s involvement extends to the 
in-orbit validation of the payload and 
platform of the first Quantum satellite. 

Eutelsat is targeted to take delivery 
of the first satellite in 2018 and will use 
it for government, mobility and data 
markets.   

Interestingly the UK by contributing 
£56.9M is providing 90% of ESA’s share 
of the funding for the satellite.  Un-
doubtedly this is at least in part, due to 
the involvement of Surrey Satellite 

Quantum satellite, a public–private partner-
ship between ESA, Airbus Defence & Space and Eutel-
sat,  dubbed the “chameleon of the skies” by Europe-
ans.  It is the first fully flexible geostationary satellite 
that will be able to change coverage, frequency band, 
power and location once in orbit.  If successful this 
project has the potential to significantly change satel-
lite manufacturing.    Image courtesy of Airbus. 
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Technology and Airbus Space and De-
fence (UK), but it is also in line with Brit-
ain’s stated objective to develop a £30B 
space industry by 2030.  Other projects 
that have recently received funding 
from the UK Space Agency include: 
£47.7M for the European Mars Mission, 
£49.2M for the International Space Sta-
tion, £29.4M for high throughput satel-
lites services and applications and 
£28.4M for the Integrated Application 
Promotion Programme (this is to pro-
mote the growth of businesses based on 
space data).  The UK is also planning to 
establish a spaceport by 2030 and a 
preliminary short list of possible sites 
has now been drawn up. 

Meanwhile also in Europe, after a 
shaky start, Galileo continues to develop 
with 10 of the 30 satellites now in orbit.  
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Galileo, is a joint development be-
tween ESA and the European Commis-
sion and is a civil global positioning 
system designed to be interoperable 
with the US Global Positioning Satellite 
(GPS) System. 

2015 has raised some yet to be 
answered questions for the industry.  
The potential new LEO constellations 
have given us all something to talk 
about, will they succeed or are these 
going to be a repeat of the spectacular 

failures of the 90s?  Will we lose some 
C-Band spectrum, and is this just the 
beginning of the fight?  Will there be 
excess HTS capacity and are we canni-
balizing our own industry by lowering 
the price point? And, is Quantum the 
tip of the iceberg, heralding mass pro-
duction of off-the-shelf GEOs?  The 
next few years are going to be very 
interesting. 

 

February 16,  2016, Strand Palace Hotel, London, UK,  GVF Connectivity 2016 - Air, Sea, Surface, and Rail: Evolving 
the "New" New Verticals Contacts: Martin Jarrold (martin.jarrold@gvf.org), Paul Stahl (paul.stahl@uk-emp.co.uk) Web 
link: www.uk-emp.co.uk/current-events/connectivity-2016/ 

March 8-10, 2016, Dubai, UAE, CABSAT 2016 Harness the meteoric growth driving the MEASA media market. With 22 
years of expertise, and access to all the major players in the region's $24 Billion media market - CABSAT is the number one 
event for the satellite, broadcast, digital media and content industries. Join all the major industry stakeholders, the re-
gion's key influencers, buyers and innovators. For more information go to: www.cabsat.com/satcab 
 
Conferences: April 16 – 21, 2016, Exhibits: April 18 – 21, Las Vegas Convention Center, Las Vegas, Nevada, USA, 2016 NAB 
Show® The media and entertainment industry has become unleashed. Dynamic innovations and cutting-edge technologies 
are shattering the boundaries of content and opening up limitless opportunities.  With 103,000+ Attendees from 160+ 
countries and 1,700+ Exhibitors, NAB Show® is the ultimate marketplace to the solutions that transcend traditional broad-
casting and embrace content delivery to new devices in new ways. For more information go to: www.nabshow.org  
 
May 18-19, 2016,  The Sheraton - Mexico City, Mexico,  Latin American Satellite Communications & Broadcasting Summit 
organized by Euroconsult  This unique event brings together representatives from all levels of the Latin American satellite 
communications and broadcasting value chain, including TV broadcasters, telecom operators, service providers, satellite 
operators, government agencies, space agencies and manufacturers. For more information go to: http://www.latsat-
congreso.com/en 
 
May 31-June 3, 2016, Marina Bay Sands Singapore, BroadcastAsia2016 The broadcast landscape has changed, audience 
consumption habits are driving changes in every aspect of the industry. Get ahead at BroadcastAsia – the region’s most 
acclaimed exhibition and knowledge platform for the international broadcasting, film and digital multimedia industry 
when it returns to Marina Bay Sands Singapore from 31 May to 3 June 2016. For more information go to:  www.broadcast-
asia.com 

May 31-June 3, 2016, Marina Bay Sands Singapore, CommunicAsia2016 CommunicAsia and EnterpriseIT will showcase the 
entire ecosystem of solutions and smart technologies to empower smart cities, smart businesses, smart governments and 
smart lifestyles. For more information go to:  www.communicasia.com 
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