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Eyes to the heavensxPolicy

Swarms of space debris: An illustration depicting objects in Low Earth Orbit. With space becoming more congested, new ‘‘road rules’’ for space are being sought

Australia has been
accused of allowing
other nations to do

the heavy lifting
with satellite

technologies. But
there’s change on

the horizon. JAMES
DUNN reports

WEcouldnot livewithoutsatellites.SatNav
andGPShavebecomehouseholdwords,we
constantlyscantheBureauofMeteorology
website for theweather, tosaynothingof
usingourmobilephonesandATMs.

Werarely thinkof those3000-oddpieces
ofhardwareupthere inspace,orbitingand
pingingaway.

Butweareabout to start–asanation–
thinkingabout itmuchmoreclosely,with the
FederalGovernmentset toreleasea
comprehensivenational spacepolicy later
thisyear.

This is longoverdue, saysBrettBiddington,
principalofCanberra-basedspace, cyber-
spaceandsecurityconsulting firmBiddington
Research.HesaysAustralia is theonlyOECD
(Organisation forEconomicCo-operation
andDevelopment)membernot tohavea
formal spacepolicy.

‘‘Australia isnotaspace-faringnation, that
buildsand launchessatellites,but it isahighly
sophisticateduserof space-basedservices,’’
saysBiddington. ‘‘Nations likeAustralia that
don’toperate theirownsatellites,but stillhave
criticaldependenciesonthedata thatcomes
fromsatellites,needtobeverymindfulof
what their interestsare,andtobepreparedto
arguetheirpointofviewinspacediplomacy.’’

Biddingtonsays thereare threemainkinds
of satellite, allofwhichcarry ‘‘applicationsof
national significance’’ toAustralia.Thereare
earthobservationsatellites (EOS),which
providemeteorologicaldataand landdata;
position,navigationandtiming(PNT)
satellites, suchas theGlobalNavigation
SystemSatellite (GNSS),whichgives the
GlobalPositioningSystem(GPA)data;and
communicationssatellites.

‘‘Wedependonthesatellitesofother
countries forourmeteorologicaldata,ground
andoceandataofall sorts, andwill continue
todoso forsometime,’’Biddingtonsays.
‘‘In thesecondcase,wecertainlyuseallof the
satnav,GPS-enabledphonesandmapping
services likeGoogleEarth,whichare
becoming increasingly important inpersonal

navigationandplanning.GPSis simply
providedto theworldasa freegoodbythe
USA.Allofus,whetherwe’re inNigeriaor
Australia, takeGPSforgranted: ithasbecome
avirtualglobalutility.’’

And inthe thirdcase, saysBiddington,
Australiahasalwaysneededsatellite
communications,andwill into the future.

‘‘Asanationthatdependsonall threekinds
of satellite,weneedtohaveour interestsvery

clear inourmind.Thethingabout thespace
regulatoryregime is that itwasestablished in
theColdWar,and is stilldriven from
Washington,because theUSis thedominant
spacepower. It’s fair tosay that thespace-
faringnations thinkthatAustraliahasn’t
perhapspulled itsweight; there’saviewthat
we’vebeenabit supplicant inourrelationship
theUS, letting themdotheheavy liftingon
policy,’’ saysBiddington.

The irony is thatback in theheydayof
rocketry, in the1960s,Australiawasamajor
spaceplayer.Whenthe firstAustralian
satellite,WRESAT,was launchedfrom
Woomera inNovember 1967,Australia
becametheseventhnationto launcha
satellite intoorbit, and just the third fromits
ownsoil.

Threeyears later itwasallover,whena
satellite launchedfromWoomeraona

EuropeanLauncherDevelopment
Organisation(ELDO) launcher failed to
reachorbit.

Australiahasnot launchedasatellite since,
but it returnedto thesatellitebusiness in 1981
with the formationofanational satellite
company,Aussat, chargedwithestablishinga
domesticcommunicationsatellite system.
Aussat–which launchedthreesatellites,
using thespaceshuttle twiceandtheAriane-3

rocketonce–wasacommercial failure, losing
$700millionofAustraliantaxpayers’money.
But ironically,AussatgaveOptus (now
ownedbySingaporeTelecom) its start:when
Optuswasgrantedatelecommunications
carrier licence in1991, itwasbundledwith the
purchaseofAussataspartof thedeal.

‘‘It’sworthmentioningthatOptus is the
world’sninth-largestcommercial satellite
communicationsprovider: it runsa fleetof
fivesatellitesat themoment,withasixth
beingbuilt,’’Biddingtonsays. ‘‘Optusserves
Australianneedsaswellas regionalneeds.
NewSatplans to launchacommercial
satellite, andofcourse theNBNis launching
twosatellites in2015,whichwillbevery
capablewidebandsatellites.Satellitewill
remainasmallbutvitalpartofAustralia’s
communicationsneeds.’’

But space isnotavacuum,andneither is it
anargument-freezone.Economicsandgeo-
politicscertainlyescapeearth’satmosphere:
Biddingtonsayssome ‘‘criticalarguments’’
are looming.

‘‘Surgingdemandhasseenprices for
satellitebandwidthdoubleover thepast five
years.Bigbattlesoverspectrumare looming,
as theworldofubiquitouscommunications
demandsaccess tomorebandwidth.Here in
Australia, forexample, theDepartmentof
Defencewill comeunderpressure torelease
someof thebandwidth itholds.’’

Theothercriticalquestion,hesays, is
continuedaccess todata fromsatellites.
‘‘Somecountriesdon’t trust theUSA,and
thinkthat theymight turnGPSoff.That’s
whytheEuropeansare investing in the
Galileosystem,China is investing in
Compass,orBeidou, Indiahasplans to launch
itsownGPS-likesystemandtheJapaneseare
also tinkering.ForAustralia,we’vegot to
thinkof these things.’’

Biddingtonsays the timewillprobably
come ‘‘sometime inthenextdecade’’when
thegovernmentwill realise that thereare
someparticularnational interest
requirements thatarenotbeingmetby
satelliteproviders–andAustraliamight
invest in itsownearthobservationsatellite,
forexample. Inanycase,hesays,withspace
becoming ‘‘moreclutteredandcontested,’’ it is
important forAustralia toparticipate in
developing ‘‘newroad-rules for space’’.

‘‘ Space-faring
nations thinkthat
Australiahasn’t
perhapspulled
itsweight. ’’
BRETTBIDDINGTON
PrincipalofBiddington
Research

New player plans
its game-changer

xProfile

By JAMES DUNN

AFP, MUNIR UZ ZAMAN
Call home: NewSat links US soldiers in Afghanistan to family

IT’Ssometimesa toughroad,being
unique–andthat isprobablyhowthe
folksatNewSat feel.

NewSat isAustralia’s largest specialist
satellitecommunicationscompany,and
theonlyone listedontheAustralian
SecuritiesExchange(ASX). Itdelivers
internet, voice,dataandvideo
communicationsviasatellite toarange
ofcorporateandgovernmentcustomers
worldwide, includingtheUS
DepartmentofDefense, through leased
satellitecapacity.

Thecompany ispoisedtocomplete
the$580million financingof itsown
satellite, Jabiru-1,whichwillbe
Australia’s first independentlyowned
commercial satellite, andthe firstofa
plannedfive-satellite fleet.

ButNewSatstruggles for supporton
the local stockmarket (thesharesare

also tradedontheOTCPinkmarket in
NewYork).USandEuropean
institutions–whichknowthesatellite
business–are farmore interested in the
story.

Itmighthavesomethingtodowith
the fact thatNewSat–whichonly
becameprofitable twoyearsago– is
trying toborrowfour times itsmarket
capitalisationtobuildJabiru-1andget it
off theground.

If itdoes, thesatellitewillbeagame-
changer for thecompany.Operatinga
satellite isagoodbusiness,becauseonce
parked in itsorbital slot, satellitesdonot
have largeoperatingcosts.NewSat
founderandchiefexecutive,Adrian
Ballintine, says thecompanycanexpect
an80percentEBITDA(earningsbefore
interest, tax,depreciationand
amortisation)marginon its satellite
revenue.

‘‘The ideawithJabiru is thatweturn
ourbusiness froma30percentmargin
business,usingotherpeople’s realestate,
toan80percentmarginbusiness,using
ourown,’’hesays.

NewSatbuyshigh-bandwidth
capacity fromsevenvendorsover 10
different satellites, andsells
communicationsservices toarangeof
governmentandenterprisemarkets
includingmining,oil andgas,mediaand
carrier-gradetelecommunications
companies.

NewSat listed in1999,at theheightof

thedot.comfever, asMultimedia
Limited,an internet technology
developer.But in theearly2000s the
companymoved intosatellite
communications,offeringsatellite
broadbandservices inAustralia,Asia
andtheMiddleEast,under thename
NewSat,whichbecamethecompany
namein2006.

TheserviceusedDutchfixed
satellitecompanyNewSkies’ fleetof
sixgeostationarysatellites. In2005,
thecompanyboughtNewSkies’ two
modernteleport facilities inAdelaide
andPerth.Atastroke, thismade
NewSatoneof the largest teleport
operatorsandsatellite service
operators in thesouthern
hemisphere.

Inparticular,NewSatbuiltupa
solidbaseofcustomers in themining,
oil andgasandpipeline industries–
allofwhichneededtheability to
transmit largechunksofdata,voice
andvideotoandfromremote
locations, securely.

Thehighsecurityandreliabilityof
theNewSat linkalsocaught the
attentionof thePentagon,plus the
fact that theNewSatsatellite
networkhassomeof thebest ‘look’
angles into theMiddleEast.The
upshot is that since2008,NewSathas
providedmission-critical
communications for theUSmilitary
inAfghanistan.Forexample,

NewSatcarriesallof the ‘welfare’
communications–personnel talking to
familyandfriendsonlineorbyvideo-
link–toandfromAfghanistan.

InFebruary2011,NewSatbought
sevenorbital satellite slots,whichwill
serveasaplatformfor itsproposed
JabiruSatelliteProgram(aneighthslot
wasadded inMarch2012).

‘‘Orbital slotsare the lifebloodof
satelliteoperators, andtohavemultiple
slots is thegoalof long-termentrants,’’
saysBallintine.

So ishavingmultiple satellites. In
December2011,NewSatsigned
LockheedMartin tobuildJabiru-1,
which itplans to launch inthesecond
halfof2014, throughArianespace.The
satellite’sKa-bandpayloadwillprovide
high-bandwidthcommunication
services togovernmentandcorporate
markets includingmining,oil, gas,
military,mediaandcarrier-grade
telecommunications,across75percent
of theearth.So far,NewSathassecured
$380million fromexport-credit
agencies for thesatellite–$280million
fromtheUS-government-owned
Export-ImportBankasadirect loan,at2
percent, anda$100millionbank
guarantee fromCofaceexport-credit
agencyofFrance.

‘‘Weareclosingonthe final$200
million,withmostof the interestcoming
fromtheUS,EuropeandAsia,’’
saysBallintine.

‘‘ Orbital slotsare
the lifebloodof
satelliteoperators,
andtohave
multiple slots is the
goalof long-term
entrants ’’
ADRIANBALLINTINE
NewSat founderand
chiefexecutive
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