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Executive Summary  

Space plays a vital role in modern diplomatic relations and state operations. Activity in 

space affects technological innovation, existing global power structures, and more. China has 

recently invested significant attention into increasing its control over outer space. Through 

organizational programs and technological advancements, China’s expanding diplomatic and 

technical ambitions in space increasingly challenge U.S. influence and global leadership. 

China’s rising position in the current global order is tied to the power it exercises over 

international institutions and intra-state partnerships. Growing dominance in global 

institutions,regional organizations, and bilateral agreements regarding space has heightened 

Chinese influence over the space sector. This creates competition with the existing power in 

outer space:the United States.  

Innovative space technologies with dual-use capabilities have been a focus of 

China’s.New space infrastructure intentionally rivals U.S. equivalents and supplants China’s 

military,economic, and political space strategy to heighten its global influence. The rapid growth 

of the global space industry, multifunctional nature of space, and intensifying geopolitical 

competition threatens to fracture the international order long led by the U.S. 

To preserve the United States’ leading role and advance U.S. interest in space, a response 

to China’s actions in space is needed. This report outlines China's space diplomacy, associated 

risks to the U.S., options for response, and a recommended action to secure American interests. 

This Task Force recommends a unification of oversight regardingU.S. space agencies to facilitate 

U.S. space diplomacy in response to the growing influence ofChina.  
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Introduction  

China is a rising global superpower, outpacing the United States across several domains 

(Economy 2026, p 2). China has shown patterns of growth over the past century, hinging on the 

exploration and exploitation of uninvestigated regions of the world. First, it was Arctic 

exploration in partnership with Russia in the middle of the 20th century, then the capitalization of 

deep-sea mineral mining in the late 1900s (Economy 2026, pp. 3-11). In recent years, there has 

been a push to control intangible spheres such as cyberspace, as well as in other domains such as 

the financial industry (Economy 2026, pp. 11-16). These expansionary efforts have also pushed 

into outer space (Chhabra et. al 2021, p 171). These endeavors demonstrate China’s drive to 

expand its global influence. China's push to control new territories implies a shift in the current 

world order led by the U.S., adding to the increasing number of issues over which the two 

countries overlap (Hass 2020, pp. 1-2). It reveals that the United States will not be able to have 

the ability to leverage its global influence over political, economic, and technological ventures to 

the extent that it has in the past. 

China has a grand vision for its role globally; its ambitions are exemplified by initiatives 

that are closely integrated with its space diplomacy and its drive to achieve global technological 

and organizational leadership. China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), proposed by President 

XiJinping in 2013, is a global project aimed at investing in and developing Chinese 

infrastructure around the world (Jiang 2019, pp 2). It aims to promote a China-led global order, 

strengthen international cooperation, and synthesize and synergize the development strategies of 

various countries (Berman, et. al 2023). Importantly, the BRI urges a comprehensive 
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development strategy for countries that cooperate and achieve complementary advantages in 

competition with the U.S., and despite claims to be open to all partners, it has mainly focused on 

advancing Chinese regional control and targeting weak spots throughout Asia, Africa, Europe, 

and SouthAmerica (Jiang 2019, pp 2).  

In the modern day, China’s drive to capitalize on new territories and maximize 

international dominance has had an increasingly intense focus on the space industry. In recent 

years, China has been explicit in laying out a vision for its goal of space dominance. For example, 

China has periodically published “White Papers” on Space Activities in 2001, 2006,2011, 2016, 

and most recently, in 2022 (China National Space Administration 2001; 2006; 2011;2016; 2022). 

Each report gets subsequently more specific in outlining China’s goals for the spacefrontier, but 

all share the same underlying idea: China is facing the frontier of space through prioritizing 

self-reliance and independent leadership (Pollpeter et. al 2015, p 2). China’s focus on individual 

power within the larger space domain has led to increased technological and military innovation, 

the creation of avenues for economic growth, and international agreements which place greater 

amounts of power into China’s hands. China’s openness in reporting its successes in space has 

even suggested to experts that China could take the United States’ spot as leader in the space 

industry within the coming years (Economy 2026, p 9). 

As part of a broader strategy to advance national interests and global prestige through 

theBRI itself, China has prioritized technological cooperation, institutional engagement, and 

shared infrastructure. China’s Space Information Corridor – also referred to as the Space Silk 

Road – constitutes the primary organizational mechanism through which the BRI is extended into 

outer space. The initiative is designed to integrate satellite navigation, Earth observation, remote 
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sensing capabilities, overseas ground stations, and data centers into a unified service architecture 

operated by China (CNSA 2022; Pollpeter et al. 2020, pp. 12-18). The Space InformationCorridor 

provides end-to-end spatial information services that support civilian applications such as 

transportation logistics, telecommunications, disaster response, agricultural planning, and urban 

development (U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission 2023, pp. 18-284).  

China’s emphasis on space and the resulting diplomatic pressure on the U.S. means that 

the United States must analyze the diplomatic relations between the two states to understand how 

to proceed in formulating a proper response. As such, we apply the term “space diplomacy” to 

encapsulate the nature of this relationship. In an academic sense, we define space diplomacy "as 

processes of dialogue, carried out by actors in pre-existing or emerging contexts, 

structures,institutions or venues, which result in outcomes of co-operation or conflict on a given 

space issue" (Cross and Pekkanen 2023, p 194). Under this definition, the ideas of 

communication,persuasion, and bargaining are critical to modern space diplomacy. 

Communication, in this context, can describe the interactions between different actors 

regarding a space-related topic (Cross and Pekkanen 2023, p 202). Persuasion is the occasion in 

which actors use avenues of communication to influence decision-making processes in relation to 

space (Cross and Pekkanen 2023, p 203). Bargaining can be defined as the step of negotiations in 

which actors, with their self-interest in mind, agree on a space-related outcome (Cross and 

Pekkanen 2023, pp. 203-204). Through this lens, and within the context of the advancement 

ofChinese national interest and the implications on the national security of the United States, we 

will point out distinct organizational and technological focal points that are of great importance to 

China’s space diplomacy. 
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With a complete understanding of the concept of space diplomacy, we can adequately 

comprehend China’s actions, initiatives, and additional ventures into space as it relates to 

theUnited States. China is distinctly using the pillars of communication, persuasion, and 

bargaining within the space frontier to get closer to its envisioned future as the leading force in 

space. It is critical to observe the relationship between China’s gaining of ground in the space 

industry and the loss thereof on the side of the United States. By doing so, reactionary measures 

can be taken to further secure and solidify the United States’ role as the leading global 

superpower in space. 

Background  

In this section, we examine China’s space diplomacy strategy through two primary 

categories: organizational and technological developments. While the organizational 

developments expand China’s diplomatic global influence, the technological achievements 

advance its space capabilities, building foundations in communication, persuasion and 

bargaining. 

Organizational Space Diplomacy  

China’s rising influence in the space domain can be partially attributed to the creation and 

increased involvement in international, regional, and local institutions. These organizations play a 

crucial role in establishing China’s space diplomacy, as well as understanding potential 

implications on the national security of the United States. 
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The United Nations  

China's engagement with the United Nations (UN) represents a sophisticated effort to 

achieve global legitimacy and rewrite the “rules of the road” for the space frontier. By 

transitioning from a passive participant to a primary architect of international norms, China is 

effectively leveraging the UN to dilute the U.S.’s influence. It is also attempting to position itself 

as the central and most legitimate leaders of global space governance (Ünüvar and Su 2024, pp. 

537-538). 

China’s push for dominance is underscored by the massive financial pivot within the UN 

apparatus. Over the last decade, it has increased its share of the UN’s budget to approximately 

20% as of 2025, a 1,910% increase from the year 2000 (Leppert 2025, p 3). This financial 

leverage provides China with significant bargaining power, allowing it to influence agenda 

setting within space specific bodies and ensure that international space law progresses in a 

direction favorable to Chinese national interests.  

Within the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA) and the 

Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPUOS), China utilizes its advanced orbital 

infrastructure as a tool for persuasion within institutions. A cornerstone of this strategy is the 

"Access to Space for All” initiative, a partnership between the China Manned Space Agency 

(CMSA) and the UN (UNOOSA 2022). By offering UN member states, particularly those in the 

Global South, the opportunity to conduct multilateral cooperation in UN facilitated initiatives, 

China is further embedded in UN centered cooperation within outer space (UNOOSA 2018, p 
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22: UNOOSA 2019, p 7: CMSA 2019). 

China’s space diplomacy within the UN reflects a strategic pivot towards reshaping 

global consensus in alignment with a multilateral governance model. By participating 

extensively within the framework of the Convention on Registration of Objects Launched into 

Outer Space, it utilizes communication to demonstrate its commitment to transparency and 

establish international protocols (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC 2024). This 

transparency facilitates China’s ability to lead discussions regarding legally bonding frameworks 

for space conduct, positioning the UN as the primary venue for space governance. By 

emphasizing the UN’s multilateral structure, China offers a procedural alternative to bilateral 

frameworks such as the U.S. led Artemis Accords, thereby asserting its role in defining the 

future of space commercialization and security (Ünüvar and Su 2024, pp. 536-537).  

China’s engagement within the UN apparatus serves to operationalize its broader space 

diplomacy. China utilizes UN transparency mechanisms and official registries as a form of 

communication, broadcasting a narrative of peaceful development to foster international trust 

and shape the discourse surrounding space norms. This perceived transparency provides the 

normative foundation for persuasion, as seen in the "Access to Space for All” initiative. By 

offering the Chinese Space Station, Tiangong, as a multilateral research platform, it effectively 

influences the preferences of member states toward a China centric ecosystem (UNOOSA 2018). 

China’s status as a leading financial contributor facilitates institutional bargaining, allowing it to 

leverage budgetary influence to direct the agenda of COPUOS toward legally binding 

frameworks that secure its long-term strategic interests. These integrated diplomatic efforts 

transform the UN from a neutral forum into a strategic mechanism used to legitimize China’s 
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role as a primary architect of future global space governance.  

International Telecommunications Union  
China is also expanding its influence through international global institutions such as 

theInternational Telecommunications Union (ITU), the international body under the United 

Nations that facilitates the global allocation and standardization of radio bands and satellite 

orbits (ITU 2026). With the growing use of satellite constellations, these orbital spots have 

become increasingly important. These allocations by the International Telecommunication Union 

(ITU)operate on a “first-come, first-served" framework, creating strategic incentives for early 

filings regardless of deployment capacity. Filing applications reserves orbital slots, and projects 

technological ambition. China’s recent applications with the ITU thus build China's reputation 

and capabilities in LEO. 

China has been working closely with the ITU for decades, but has increased involvement 

in recent years (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, People's Republic of China 2003). This is 

demonstrated by China’s ability to secure the hosting of the upcoming Radiocommunications 

Assembly and World Radio Communications Conference in Shanghai in 2027. This conference 

updates and revises the ITU Radio Regulations, which shape international standards for satellite 

and space-based communications technologies. As the first country in the Asia-Pacific region to 

host the conferences, China positions itself to establish and influence the new norms for space 

based communications into the early 2030’s (ITU 2025). 

China has recently submitted filings for over 200,000 satellites compared to only 

approximately 45,000 filings in the United States’s Starlink network (Jones 2026). The 

application for these satellites has been submitted, yet is still in the early stages of approval and 
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development (Weissberger 2026). Despite this project being in its infancy, there has still been 

much positive press surrounding the announcement, and it has served to further China's image 

as a rising space power. This demonstrates Chinese ability to use the existing international 

systems effectively, to establish a practical foothold in space, and to promote their growth to the 

global public. 

The expanding role of China in the ITU shows its institutional strategy as arenas of space 

diplomacy. China’s consistent engagement allows active communication over important orbital 

slots and regulation standards with other countries. By hosting the 2027 World 

Radiocommunication Conference, China can attract and persuade potential international 

partners, reinforcing its image as a central actor in global space communications. The ITU 

provides a venue for which early secured constellation fillings can grant China leverage in 

negotiations and bargaining, extending its space diplomacy.  

APSCO  

The Asia-Pacific Space Cooperation Organization (APSCO), a “qualified participant” of 

the Space-Information Corridor of the BRI, is yet another Chinese-led initiative which attempts 

to advance Chinese control over the space frontier (Nie 2019). APSCO, formed in 2008 by the 

Chinese government, is an international organization created with a vision to assert power over 

the space domain through cutting-edge technological innovation, an educational focus on 

curating professions for technological advancements, and a highlight on intra-state cooperation 

to expand the growing spotlight on space development and diplomacy (APSCO Development 

Vision, 2018).  
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APSCO encompasses a large span of categories within space diplomacy, promoting 

Chinese space power due to their role as Host Country (ASLA 2025). APSCO’s emphasis on 

educational endeavors in STEM fields permits China to instill innovation into the cultural and 

social climate, allowing for greater progress in the development of dual-use space technology. 

Technological advancements allow China to secure its place in space as it moves to beat out 

competitors for resources and advantageous spatial positioning. The strengthening of intra-state 

ties stemming from the cooperative nature of APSCO increases China’s diplomatic influence in 

the Eastern Hemisphere, the world, and beyond. APSCO’s creation and continued existence 

offers support to the idea that China will continue to break ground in space, competing with 

territory that the United States has dominated since the Cold War. APSCO serves as a platform 

for China to shape international space norms, export its technical standards, and cultivate 

long-term political influence through talent development and capacity building.  

Despite its vital role in supporting China’s spatial and technological endeavors, 

APSCOalso serves to curate the idea of a Chinese national and cultural identity (White Paper 

on Space 2016). China wants not only to be dominant in space, but to use that position of power 

to strengthen the formation of a national identity focused on hegemonic power. APSCO plays a 

crucial role in connecting China to other nations in the greater Asia-Pacific region, securing the 

idea that China is a dominant power in the Eastern Hemisphere. This can further be interpreted 

as a move to rival the position of the United States as a hegemonic power in the Western 

Hemisphere. 

China’s involvement in APSCO impacts its space diplomacy to a great extent. By 
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focusing on multilateral agreements, China increases communication between countries 

regarding technological innovation, educational initiatives, and overall space-related norms. 

Further, APSCO is a platform through which persuasion and bargaining can occur. An increase in 

multilateral communication through the means of APSCO allows China to leverage its position 

as a rising global superpower over the position of weaker states around the world. China is able 

to use its leadership within APSCO to convince other states of the benefits that come with 

working with China in regards to space, effectively persuading these states to work with it to 

further control the space domain.  

Partnerships  

China has developed and exercised influence over space-related topics through regional 

agreements and diplomatic institutions. For example, Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South 

Africa (BRICS) cooperation in space domains provide an additional layer of multilateral 

cooperation that can legitimize Chinese leadership in outer space and provide additional access 

to earth observation data beyond the U.S. and other allied sources. In 2021, BRICS countries’ 

space agencies agreed to form a “virtual constellation” to facilitate data sharing in remote 

sensing (Xinhua 2021; Maharaj 2021). In 2022, the Chinese National Space Administration 

(CNSA) announced the creation of a BRICS Joint Committee to establish technical rules for 

data exchange and joint observations, which will likely enhance the effectiveness of multilateral 

cooperation over time (CNSA 2022). Data sharing via BRICS communication can enhance the 

baseline geospatial intelligence capabilities during times of disaster or development, serving to 

advance China’s border security, maritime awareness, and military targeting (Xinhua 2021). 
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Another example of this is China's creation of “Space Cities” in partner countries around 

the world. China’s 2021 Space White Paper focuses on cooperation and development with space 

programs such as Egypt's "Space City” and Pakistan’s “Space Center” (State Council 

Information Office 2022). In Egypt’s “Space City,” space infrastructure intersects significantly 

with diplomacy. According to China, the space project based in Egypt has a "Chinese team 

conducting satellite assembly, integration, and testing work in New Cairo, Egypt, training local 

staff, and introducing Chinese standards" (CNSA 2023). Engineers from China working on the 

satellite project state that "dozens of workers from the Chinese state aerospace contractor CASC 

moved to the site during construction" (Roulette, J. et al. 2025). While these programs are not 

confirmed to be military related, they provide avenues of influence by creating a need for long 

term support, privileged access, and dependence on suppliers, which can be leveraged for power 

(Roulette, J. et al. 2025; Hart 2026).  

In Pakistan, China has created a “civilian” agreement with PIESAT, a geospatial 

technology company, with the goal to boost both the Chinese and Pakistani position in the space 

domain. Furthermore, in 2019, the China National Space Administration (CNSA) and the 

Pakistan Space & Upper Atmosphere Research Commission (SUPARCO) reached a historic 

agreement under which the former agreed to train Pakistani astronauts, conduct joint space 

exploration programs, and establish a specialized committee to further enhance the scope of 

Sino-Pak space cooperation (Ahmad 2021, p. 33). China has played a central role in the 

modernization and advancement of Pakistan’s space programs and its related sectors, through 

which it can advance personal interest (Ahmad 2021, p 49).  
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China’s partnership with different regions of the world reveals its ambition in global 

leadership and growing strength of its space diplomacy. China's extensive diplomatic 

communication with countries around the world aim to establish firm and dependable 

connections when it comes to expanding space infrastructure, research, and innovation outside of 

Chinese borders. In exercising this degree of communication, persuasion and bargaining are both 

key—China strives to demonstrate itself as a legitimate and reliable alternative partnership of 

mutual benefit. In doing this, it must demonstrate a willingness to give and take concessions to 

strengthen ties to achieve its goals in the space domain. 

Technological Space Diplomacy  

China’s ability to leverage power over diplomatic partnerships regarding space is directly 

connected to its technological innovations and advancements in recent years. Important for 

military dynamics, civilian society, academic progress, and more, China’s developments in 

space's technological sphere have strengthened its global influence and rivaled that of the 

UnitedStates.  

BeiDou  

China’s Beidou navigation system is one of the world’s four Global Navigation 

SatelliteSystems (GNSS), which plays an important role in modern space diplomacy due to its 

widespread use and dual-use nature (Sewall et al. 2023, pp. 1-3). GNSS works by broadcasting 

position, navigation, and timing (PNT) data which is used by both civilians and the military 

alike (Stokes et al. 2020, p 34). It is critical for navigating LowEarth Orbit (LEO) satellites, 
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controlling missile guidance and deterrence, and facilitating international trade, among other 

things (Larsen 2024, p 745). Without the data provided by GNSS technology, everything from 

missile guidance to modern transaction systems would collapse (Ceruzzi 2018, p 1). 

The role GNSS plays in modern technological systems means the ability for a nation to 

develop and control its own GNSS system is of the utmost importance to a nation’s security 

(Millner et. al 2022, p 23). The U.S. began operating the first GNSS system in 1978 with the 

deployment of the Global Positioning System (GPS), and it has become one of the most essential 

pieces of U.S. technological infrastructure (Ceruzzi 2018, p 12). Its continued upkeep remains an 

important part of the U.S. space program and the role the U.S. plays as a global leader in 

technological development (GPS Website). 

China developed BeiDou in response to GPS’s theoretical impact on Chinese military 

operations during the Taiwan Strait Crisis (Millner et. al 2022, p 26). Hoping to move out of the 

U.S.’s technological reach and establish a greater degree of self-reliance in the space frontier, 

China began operation on the first of three generations of the BeiDou system (Swopes et al. 

2020, p 20). This first model was a local system developed primarily for use within China. The 

second was a regional system that provided service to the majority of Asia. The third generation 

currently provides full international connectivity (Jones 2024). The international services 

provided by the BeiDou system are playing a key role in China’s BRI because China can 

useBeiDou’s need for infrastructure as pretense to build international monitoring stations (Sewall 

etal. 2023, p 7). 

BeiDou is distinct from other GNSS due to its two-way messaging capabilities (Larsen 
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2025, pp. 750-751). The BeiDou system was the first to allow devices to directly connect with 

the BeiDou satellites and send messages of up to 1200 Chinese characters, or approximately two 

pages of textual data (Sewall et al. 2023 pp. 17-19). This technology has been implemented into 

civilian seafaring vessels and smartphones to ostensibly facilitate rescue in emergency scenarios, 

but this capability could be applied for alternative functions (Xie 2020).  

BeiDou’s operation, expansion, and maintenance hinges largely on cooperation between 

China and countries throughout the globe (Sun and Zhang 2018, p. 29). Its global operation relies 

on international ground stations to receive and pilot its satellites (Larsen 2024, p 745). This 

requires inter-state agreements and collaboration. The first international BeiDou facility was the 

China-Arab States BDS/GNSS Cooperation Center in Tunisia (Aboul-Dahab 2021, p 52). In 

Africa, China partnered its BeiDou initiatives with other BRI efforts to align its infrastructural 

and global development goals with that of African nations. The most mature integration of the 

BeiDou system is in South and Central Asia, specifically in Pakistan. This is exemplified through 

Pakistan’s early adoption of military and infrastructural technologies tied to BeiDou, due to its 

role as the only country granted full, unrestricted access to BeiDou outside of China (Millner et 

al. 2022, p 26).  

BeiDou is a critical piece of China’s space diplomacy, as it requires extensive 

communication, persuasion, and bargaining between states for BeiDou’s infrastructural 

expansion. For the expansion of BeiDou to occur, multilateral communication must happen. 

China’s expansion into Asian and African countries, as well as any hope to establish roots in 

Latin America and Europe, hinges on the ability to communicate in a diplomatic way. Without 

China’s outreach into other regions of the globe, BeiDou’s influence will stagnate, offering the 
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United States the opportunity to further secure its leading position on the world stage. 

Communication regarding BeiDou technologies also allows for the realization of shared 

benefits. Countries that traditionally relied on GPS could be convinced to switch to BeiDou, 

which would foster closer diplomatic ties and increase global partnership with China. This means 

that China’s persuasion and bargaining skills are critical in further establishing its power over the 

GNSS space domain. Overall, BeiDou gives China a platform to solidify its growing power and 

influence over space through the diplomatic means of communication, persuasion and 

bargaining. 

Tiangong Space Station 

China's Tiangong Space Station, fully operational since 2022, is the only nationally 

operated space station in orbit and a centerpiece of Beijing's space diplomacy (Wang et al. 2023, 

p 1). The three-module platform supports long-duration crewed missions, microgravity research, 

and Earth observation, demonstrating China's mastery of heavy-lift launch, precision docking, 

and regenerative life-support technologies (Wang et al. 2023, pp.1-5; Golemo 2024, p 90). In 

exchange for scientific alignment, political support in international forums, and long-term 

institutional ties built on Chinese terms, China offers astronaut training, joint research slots, and 

satellite delivery to nations excluded from Western-led programs. Through these diplomatic 

initiatives, China establishes long-lasting ties that result in ongoing technological and political 

influence (Flynn 2024, p 49). China develops relationships on its own terms, establishing 

scientific reliance and challenging the Western-led system that has traditionally controlled 

human spaceflight thanks to this openness (Pollpeter 2020, p 65).  
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Tiangong's diplomatic power is derived directly from what it can do technically and what 

it offers that no other station currently provides (Crawford and Suess 2024; Legarda 2025, p 15; 

Nadarajah 2024). The platform's three modules - Tianhe, Wentian, and Mengtian - are built not 

just for Chinese research but for extensibility (Golemo 2024, p 90; Yin et al., 2023, p 1). Tianhe 

serves as the living and command hub; Wentian and Mengtian are dedicated laboratory modules 

equipped with experiment racks, robotic arms, and external exposure platforms designed to 

accommodate foreign scientific payloads (Golemo 2024, p 90; Yin et al., 2023, pp. 3-7). This 

architecture's modularity was a conscious design decision. It enables China to provide partner 

countries with a tangible technical deliverable, such as a time slot for a microgravity experiment 

on Chinese managed and operated infrastructure, without letting those countries participate in 

station management, building, or launch. This architecture ensures that international 

participation remains strictly scientific rather than operational and gives partner nations the 

opportunity to access research while China retains complete authority. 

As of April 2024, Tiangong has supported over 130 scientific research projects involving 

more than 500 global research institutes, resulting in over 280 published papers in top 

international journals across space life science, medicine, and material science (Lei 2024). 

Beyond just research, these initiatives integrate international organizations into China's 

technological ecosystem. To promote alignment and reverse conventional technology transfer, 

China set benchmarks as the baseline by standardizing tools, protocols, and data systems 

(Zúñiga et al., 2024, p 1649). For partner nations, this matters because it shows that China's 

orbital infrastructure is reliable, self-sufficient, and not contingent on any external system or 

partnership to operate. Committing to Tiangong aligns states with a proven, independently 
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sustained platform, reinforcing China’s position as a reliable long-term provider (Golemo 2024, 

p 90). 

The Pakistan astronaut program is the clearest example of how Tiangong’s technology 

translates into diplomatic leverage. This agreement marks the first time China has trained foreign 

astronauts and is expected to bring the first non-Chinese visitor to Tiangong (Xinhua 2025; 

SCMP 2025). China promotes this as a model for developing nations. In addition to producing 

astronauts, the training pipeline creates space professionals that are influenced by Chinese 

technology, systems, and regulations. For developing space programs, China makes this 

paradigm actionable and replicable by providing a clear path from selection to orbital flight 

(Chen and Zhang 2019; Pollpeter 2020, p 21). 

Cooperative framing obscures that Tiangong is not purely civilian. China does not 

separate civil and military space, with the Chinese government overseeing launch, tracking, and 

control infrastructure (USCC 2020, pp. 15-20; Pekkanen 2019, p 94). Dual-use technologies 

further blur this line (ASP 2025). As a result, all cooperation, training, and experiments take 

place within China-controlled networks. Tiangong is transformed from a scientific platform into 

a strategic tool by this dual-use foundation, presenting an increasing threat to the U.S. (Berge 

and Hiim 2024, pp. 947-50; Pollpeter 2020, p 70; Golemo 2024, p 90).  

Nuclear Strategy  

China’s focus on a modernized nuclear strategy is a critical piece of the state’s space 

diplomacy. A “nuclear strategy” can be defined as the actions a state takes in relation to nuclear 
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weapons (Gray 2020). China’s nuclear strategy is supported and fulfilled by its space 

infrastructure. This can further be categorized into the implications of specific technological 

developments and military strategies.  

China’s modern nuclear space technologies have dual-use capabilities. This means that 

these technologies can be used for both civil and military purposes (Langeland et. al 2026, p 1). 

For example, ground stations, tracking facilities, and satellites that support civilian objectives 

can also enable military space domain awareness and strategic functions such as missile 

targeting (USCC 2025, p 378). From an outside perspective, China’s close civil-military 

industries make distinguishing military capabilities difficult (USCC 2025, p 371). As such, 

China’s ability to disguise intentional nuclear military advancements and hide the cultivation of 

nuclear technology can largely go undetected or underemphasized. 

China’s emphasis on the creation of new nuclear technologies is crucial to the 

advancement of its national security. Modern nuclear deterrence relies on space-enabled 

functions such as missile early warning, secure communications, intelligence, surveillance, 

reconnaissance (ISR), and positioning, navigation, and timing (PNT) provided by satellites 

(Raju and Erästö 2023, p 2). Early warning missile satellites provide the first detection of a 

missile attack and communication satellites are crucial for controlling nuclear deployment (Raju 

and Erästö 2023, pp. 3-7). Disruption of such satellite systems weakens the stability of nuclear 

deterrence by inhibiting the ability to communicate and command nuclear arsenals (Fetter 2019, 

p 1).  

In terms of China’s offensive nuclear space strategy, it can be summarized within two 
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broad categories: “soft-kill” capabilities and “hard-kill” capabilities. “Soft-kill” nuclear 

capabilities are military-focused counterspace measures which can be reversed by the target of 

the attack, leaving no physical remnant of the attack behind (Berge and Hiim 2024, p 940). 

“Hard-kill” weapons are classified as kinetic missiles launched from the face of the Earth which 

target space infrastructure (Vergun 2017). Both sides of this nuclear strategy have implications 

on China’s space diplomacy and overall position in the global space order.  

One significant part of China’s “soft-kill”, or non-kinetic, nuclear technological 

development is its acknowledgement of U.S. dependence on the space domain for military 

advantage. China views this as a vulnerability which can be exploited through counter-space 

initiatives by attacking satellites responsible for early missile warning and information and 

communication, which are essential to U.S. military operations (Berge and Hiim 2024, p 942; 

Cunningham 2025, p 243). The United States’ modern nuclear weapons technologies run 

through space infrastructure and also have dual-use capabilities (Berge and Hiim 2024, p 942). 

China can target these nuclear assets with its own technology without risking a direct escalation 

of tensions, carrying out “soft-kill” attacks on civilian infrastructure rather than strictly military 

systems (Berge and Hiim 2024, pp. 944-945). These types of attacks include the use of 

technologies like satellites, jammers, and more, of which China is emphasizing production 

(Pollpeter 2016, p 717). As a result, nuclear technologies with a substantial number of civilian 

users are still vulnerable to attacks. 

Furthermore, China’s use of “hard-kill,” or kinetic, infrastructure, guided by space 

infrastructure like satellites, is primarily for deterrence purposes and employed in circumstances 

in which Chinese national security is at risk (Berge and Hiim 2024, p 946). Given the 
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conclusion reached by many scholars in the field, future wars are predicted to originate in outer 

space (Pollpeter 2016, p 712). As such, China is prioritizing the use and innovation of nuclear 

deterrence tactics, falling under the umbrella of “hard-kill” capabilities. This includes military 

technologies such as precision-guided missiles and “information-based” systems of operations. 

These systems are further run through a Chinese concept referred to as “Information-Based 

System-of-Systems Operations” (IBSOSO), which is intended to emphasize the response times 

of nuclear deterrence infrastructure and enhance overall military strength and firepower in the 

nuclear domain (Pollpeter 2016, p 713). Recognizing the importance of dominance in 

“hard-kill” capabilities within nuclear space, China is continuing to develop counterspace 

technologies such as “direct-ascent kinetic kill vehicles” and “directed energy weapons” 

(Pollpeter 2016, p 717). Chinese expansion into the physical military nuclear space has been 

underway and will continue to expand. 

China and Russia maintain a “no limits” relationship, which continues to manifest as a 

“comprehensive strategic partnership” using collective effort to undermine U.S. influence 

(Pollpeter et. al 2023, p 4). Through this partnership, a distinct track of communication allows 

for collaboration and transfer of military technology and diplomatic coordinated action 

(Pollpeter et. al 2023, p 1). The joint proposal of the Treaty on the Prevention of the Placement 

of Weapons in Outer Space and of the Threat or Use of Force Against Outer Space Objects 

(PPWT), is an example of collective intentional action to fill gaps in the institutional framework 

regarding satellites and military space infrastructure under China and Russia’s specific interests 

(Tronchetti and Hao 2015, p 38). This treaty attempts to provide a legally binding framework to 

prohibit weapons in outer space but lacks clear definitions for crucial terms such as “weapon in 
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outer space” and faces negative feedback halting its progress (Britt 2024, p 81; Desautels 2023, 

p 1). Currently, there is still a gap for an international framework that regulates weaponization 

in the space domain that provides a venue for space diplomacy between countries (Moltz 2014, 

p 149; Hammack 2022, p 235). 

China’s nuclear strategy largely impacts its space diplomacy. Nuclear weapons and 

systems of deterrence depend significantly on the diplomatic communication of a state’s power 

in space. “Soft-kill” weapons and attacks affect the perception of China’s military intentions. As 

recognized, non-kinetic attacks communicate an alternative, less aggressive message due to its 

non-physical nature, in contrast to “hard-kill” weapons systems. China must also learn how to 

capitalize on the use of persuasion and bargaining in its nuclear strategy. Space may soon 

become a venue for war, resulting in these aspects of space diplomacy becoming critical. 

Nuclear warfare affects every country on Earth, and as such, numerous countries will be 

involved in any conflict in space. China’s evolving partnership with Russia also expands its 

access to military technologies, creates a track of communication and the potential to coordinate 

action between both countries as exemplified by the PPWT. China’s pursuit and development of 

space capabilities give credibility to its persuasion and bargaining endeavors globally, 

leveraging counterspace technology that protects its nuclear forces and military operations in 

space (Cunningham 2025, p 271).  

Deep Space  

China’s expanding deep-space program has become an increasingly important component 

of its overall space diplomacy strategy. While its national document describes deep space 
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exploration as part of a broader effort “to explore outer space… and build China into a space 

power,” the official White Paper defines that the deep space program is designed to meet the 

demands of economic, scientific and technological development, national security and social 

progress (State Council 2025). China’s position of deep space exploration has become a long term 

national development goal, shaping international norms and consensus in outer space.  

The main programs developed by China include the China Lunar Exploration Program 

(CLEP), “Tianwen” and The China Manned Space Project. Each of these projects focus on the 

development of various regions within deep space, including the Moon, Mars, and manned space 

flight. All these projects include the exploration of the potential usages of space as an 

undeveloped frontier, ranging from the research of celestial bodies, the extraction of rare Earth 

minerals, and development of long-term space inhabiting technologies. 

CLEP, first announced in 2004 and officially launched in 2007, is a Chinese program 

which is focused on expanded discovery on the moon. Part of this program includes the famous 

Chang’e missions, which focus on progressive steps within lunar exploration and eventually 

establishing sustained human occupancy on the moon (Lemus-Delgado 2025, pp. 76-77). 

Tianwen is a deep space program managed by the China Aerospace and Technology Corporation 

(CASC), that China has developed to pursue interstellar planetary exploration interest through 

missions that target Mars and Jupiter from 2020 to 2040 (CASC 2026; Jones 2025).  

Tianwen’s missions encompass the exploration of close-proximity celestial bodies, 

development of consistent Mars sample return missions and ultimately expanding into 

exploringEarth’s planetary system further by researching Venus, Uranus, Jupiter and the Jovian 
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Moons (Xu et al. 2022 pp. 512-513; Xinhua 2025). China is also proposing developing a Neptune 

orbiter in the 2040s to reach the outer levels of the Solar System (Jones 2025). 

The China Manned Space Project, established in 1992, works to engineer and implement 

projects and initiatives that work to improve human spaceflight. This project involves plans like 

the future launching of a spatial laboratory, and a large-scale manned space mission (CMSE 

2026). Currently, China is testing a series of mechanical tests ranging from in-flight abort, lunar 

hardware and landing. All of these tests work towards China’s plan to land astronauts on the 

Moon by 2030 (Jones 2026).  

International cooperation is a critical part of China’s deep-space mission, building its 

national influence globally. Over the past two decades, China has aimed to extend its presence 

from Low Earth Orbit to the moon, conducting multiple lunar missions and further exploration 

on Mars for a crewed lunar landing soon (Swope 2025, p 2). As a major deep-space actor,China’s 

scientific cooperation and infrastructure development offer great opportunities for diplomatic 

engagement with global partners.  

The International Deep Space Exploration Association (IDSEA) was launched July 7, 

2025 (IDSEALIC 2025). This association's aim is to empower developing countries in honing 

deep space technologies with an effort to promote international cooperation (Pekkanen 2025). 

Through IDSEA, as of April 2025, seven institutions from six countries have been authorized to 

borrow lunar samples collected by China’s fifth Chang’e mission. These countries include 

France, Germany, Japan, Pakistan, the United Kingdom, and the United States (Chen 2025).  
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China’s deep-space programs play a central role in its space diplomacy. The government 

promotes communication and cooperation in order to expand global public services for space 

technology and products, inviting international partners in missions and data-sharing programs 

(CNSA 2025). By positioning itself as a leader in innovation and exploration, China's 

achievements actively encourage other states to cooperate in future projects. These China-led 

initiatives help persuade partners, offering scientific and economic benefits, supporting the future 

growth of a PRC-aligned space system (Swope 2025, p 3). China’s deep space programs enable 

bargaining within international space diplomacy through the leveraging of power that comes with 

the expansion into deep space. Since these programs are closely linked to national policy, 

including access to data and services for allies, China has a voice to negotiate partnerships and 

shape space norms.  

International Lunar Research Station (ILRS)  

The International Lunar Research Station (ILRS) is a proposed lunar research base 

formally announced in 2021 as a scientifically driven partnership between the CNSA and 

Russia's State Corporation for Space Activities (Roscosmos), acting as China's "most meaningful 

bid for space leadership," (Economy 2026, p 9). This partnership between the CNSA and 

Roscosmos entails coordinating reconnaissance missions through the 2020s and moving to joint 

operations by 2030, at which point smaller nations can directly participate (ILRS Guide for 

Partnership 2021, p 2). With goals pertaining to scientific and technological advancement, lunar 

exploration, and permanent human presence on the moon, the ILRS will be a diplomatic and 

physical manifestation of China's diplomatic efforts in space (Wu 2022, p 2).  
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China's primary goal in the ILRS initiative is to establish a physical base at the lunar 

south pole, with construction missions beginning in the late 2020s and culminating in a fully 

operational lunar base by 2035 (Xu et al. 2022, p 512; Hines 2024, p 26). The base will be 

operated autonomously at first and is planned to serve as a location for a broader category of 

missions to further explore the moon and deep space. These missions intend to capitalize on 

natural resources that may benefit Earth while also searching for critical life-sustaining 

resources, such as water, to maintain a human presence in space (Belli 2025, p 7). The ILRS acts 

as a direct alternative to the U.S.-led Artemis program, serving to strengthen China's position as 

a reliable space power and direct competitor to the United States (Wu 2023, p 2). Accordingly, 

this also demonstrates China's initiative to become the global leader in space exploration, 

beginning with the moon (Tronchetti 2023, p 227).  

A secondary goal of the ILRS is the promotion of a multilateral scientific and diplomatic 

angle within the initiative. China plans to incentivize and reward participation from smaller 

nations by offering full partnership status to early signatories of the initiative, positioning it as 

strategically important partners despite comparatively limited spacefaring capabilities 

(Tronchetti 2023, p 227; Wu 2023, p 7). To facilitate this effort diplomatically, China has created 

the International Lunar Research Station Cooperation Organization (ILRSCO) as a managerial 

body. No legal framework has been established to support ILRSCO yet, and at this stage, 

management and cooperation is coordinated directly between the CNSA and affiliated 

institutions through cooperation agreements and memoranda of understanding (Tronchetti 2023, 

p 232). Despite this, the ILRS initiative continues to be attractive to smaller nations seeking 

meaningful partnership and advancement in its space programs.  
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The ILRS is a meaningful component of China's space diplomacy, acting as a soft power 

tool through planned scientific cooperation. It also acts as a space-related public good through 

which China extends influence both on Earth and in space (Hines 2024, p 26). ILRSCO 

facilitates broader communication within the space domain (CNSA 2023, pp. 25-26). Continued 

lunar exploration and technological innovation can pragmatically strengthen China's 

international relationships (Wu 2023, p 7). Partnerships within the ILRS act as a bargaining tool 

for mutual benefit, in which China offers the research and technology to bolster the spacefaring 

agendas of smaller nations in exchange for cooperation in its initiative. As the direct competition 

to the U.S.’s Artemis program, the ILRS acts as a persuasion tool, offering an alternative to the 

U.S.-led global order in space (Wu 2023, p 2). When combined, each facet of the ILRS initiative 

furthers China's space diplomacy by presenting China as a viable and dynamic partner in lunar 

research initiatives and beyond. 

Risk Identification  

This section identifies the key risks to the United States arising from China’s expanding 

space diplomacy and provides analysis regarding the implications of China’s space-related 

endeavors on United States national security. The analysis is provided through four primary 

lenses in which the United States may find risk: diplomacy, information, military, and 

economics. 

Diplomatic Risk  

We define diplomatic risk as the erosion of U.S. influence, alliance cohesion, and 
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leadership in international norm-setting as alternative governance frameworks gain traction. In 

China’s multilateral cooperation with international space organizations, it is inherently 

advancing its own development of the BRI and the Space Information Corridor (UNOOSA 

2023). China’s role as a host country or major contributor within these organizations provides 

significant additional diplomatic influence. By embedding Chinese space technology and 

standards into the governmental, economic, and security systems of participating nations, the 

initiative creates diplomatic risk by fostering long-term dependencies and influence 

opportunities.  

Several organizations in which China is affiliated pose diplomatic risk to the United 

States. APSCO presents growing institutional competition to U.S. space programs, particularly 

through measures like its satellite observation system. Key pillars include the Data Sharing 

Service Platform that emphasizes technical training and capacity building for member states, and 

the APOSOS Network, which focuses on tracking debris to enhance safety (APSCO 2026). 

Through consistent objectives and unified technical standards, APSCO has become a globally 

attractive platform for states, with eight signatories across the world. It presents a diplomatic risk 

as it serves as a contrasting alternative to the U.S.-led space cooperation.  

China’s ILRS initiative in collaboration with 17 countries, numerous international 

organizations and 50 international research institutions, has posed a diplomatic challenge to the 

United States (Xinhua 2025). The ILRS initiative to expand research and put humans back on 

the surface of the moon is in direct opposition to the U.S.-led Artemis Accords. This fragments 

global lunar governance and coordination. China’s launching of the International Deep Space 

Exploration Association (IDSEA) with the goal of expanding opportunities in deep space 
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exploration to developing countries, could give China an upper hand in the lunar and deep space 

domains. If its endeavors are successful, these diplomatic networks could allow China to shape 

space and data-sharing norms for future cooperation, posing a long-term diplomatic risk to 

U.S.leadership.  

China’s positioning of its Tiangong Space Station as an inclusive platform for all 23 

signatories to advance in the space domain endangers the U.S.’s diplomatic control over 

space.Nations of the Global South have increasingly accepted alternative governance models 

offered by China which emphasize bilateral control and opaque practices. This is because many 

of these nations lack the resources and expertise to build its own space program alone (Hart et. al 

2026). This provides a diplomatic risk as it establishes Chinese standards that undermine U.S. 

transparency frameworks like the Artemis Accords and fragments international cooperation 

along geopolitical lines. 

This regional risk assessment also applies to topics of deep space. For instance, the Deep 

Space Report identifies China’s space infrastructure in Latin America as rapidly expanding, 

which includes increased investment across commercial, military and educational sectors 

(Bowman 2023). While Latin-American and Chinese partnerships primarily serve to nurture its 

education sectors, the long-term objective aims to cultivate the Latin American technological 

sectors so that the countries of the region may advance their own space exploration programs 

(CNSA 2024). Leading developing countries in the Western Hemisphere towards a reliance 

onChinese programs presents a diplomatic risk for the U.S. by reducing its global influence on 

key geographical partners.  
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China’s involvement in the UN creates diplomatic risk to the United States as well. Its 

cardinal contribution towards UN-led space disarmament and regulation has been the Treaty on 

the Prevention of the Placement of Weapons in Outer Space (PPWT). Although it faced much 

criticism when first submitted in 2008, the proposal has continually been updated and improved 

(Hao and Tronchetti 2015). Through participation in special UN groups, China has kept this 

draft in the conversation of establishing a legal code of conduct for responsible behavior in 

space. This includes the 2025 Open-Ended Working Group on the Prevention of an Arms Race 

in OuterSpace (UNOOSA 2025). The evolution of the PPWT constitutes a diplomatic risk 

because it perpetuates the Chinese framework and global order in a legal binding forum. The 

U.S. or other states could be beholden to this adoption without alternative proposals. China has 

also made significant financial contributions to the UN’s International Telecommunication 

Union (ITU) and normalized large-scale satellite filings (ITU 2022; Cheng and Ma 2026). This 

presents a diplomatic risk as it gives China orbital and frequency advantages that could constrain 

future constellation deployment of the U.S. and its allies, creating greater competition in low 

Earth orbit.  

Informational Risk  

We define informational risk as vulnerabilities arising from reliance on 

foreign-controlled information infrastructure based in space, data sharing, and technical 

standards that shape access, transparency, and decision making in space governance. This risk is 

incredibly prevalent in the space domain, as many space technologies and initiatives surround 

the collection and leverage of information in order to solidify power on the global sphere. This 
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poses a large risk to the United States through several space-related avenues. 

China’s Space Information Corridor presents an informational risk by centralizing control 

over space-based data, information infrastructure, and technological norms within Chinese 

operated systems. This structure places China in a gatekeeping position over how space-derived 

information is collected, processed, and distributed, and puts China into a combative position to 

rival the United States’ power over information. By embedding data and services based in space – 

such as transportation, telecommunications, and disaster response – into government functions, 

partner states could become reliant on information flows managed by China (U.S.–China 

Economic and Security Review Commission 2023). This dependence has the potential to create 

vulnerabilities in data access, transparency, and autonomy in decision making, particularly during 

periods of political tension. Informational asymmetries can emerge if data access or processing is 

delayed, restricted, or shared selectively. Informational risk is further reinforced through 

alignment with Chinese technical standards and procedures for data processing.Participation in 

the Space Information Corridor increases interoperability with Chinese systems while raising the 

long-term costs of transitioning to alternate providers (Rolland 2020, pp. 13-14; Pollpeter et al. 

2020, pp. 12-18). In this structure, China is positioned to control the gathering, processing, and 

dissemination of space-derived information received.  

Additionally, APSCO reinforces informational risk by institutionalizing alignment with 

Chinese space systems, technical standards, and data practices among participating states. By 

promoting state-led approaches to data governance and controlled information sharing, APSCO 

influences perceptions of transparency, legitimacy, and appropriate space governance. While 

increasing China’s capacity to shape regional and global standards governing access and use of 
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space-based information, APSCO obscures underlying data control asymmetries (Nie 2019).  

The ILRS presents informational risk by institutionalizing an alternative lunar governance 

and data sharing framework that extends beyond U.S. led initiatives (Tronchetti 2023 pp. 

227-232). ILRS partners, aligned with Chinese developed technical standards, operational 

protocols, and information sharing practices under the CNSA (ILRS Guide for Partnership 2021, 

p 1; CNSA 2023, pp. 25-26), may become integrated into a parallel system that shapes the 

management and access to resource information, scientific discoveries, and data from lunar 

remote sensing. By influencing new transparency standards, the ILRS supports an alternative 

governance model.  

China’s expanding role within the United Nations creates informational risk by 

positioning it to shape the interpretation of space governance norms related to transparency, data 

sharing, and peaceful use (UNOOSA 2016; Ünüvar and Su 2024, pp. 536-538). China has an 

impact on the definition of compliance, accountability, and information access in international 

contexts through involvement in COPUOS, registration procedures, and the support of legally 

enforceable instruments like the PPWT (UN General Assembly 2023). This institutional 

involvement may cause disparities in newly developing space rulemaking procedures in data 

governance.  

Space stations, like China’s Tiangong, generate informational risk by concentrating 

authority over data sharing standards, scientific prioritization, and access to orbital research 

within the operating state (Pekkanen and Blount 2024, p 117). If the ISS retires before a U.S. 

replacement is operational, China could become the only state with a human-operated platform in 
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Low Earth Orbit, therefore shaping norms surrounding access, transparency, and scientific data 

sharing (Pollpeter 2020, p 21). This presence gap would allow China to influence expectations 

governing research participation and information access in LEO, reinforcing asymmetries in 

institutional and informational control.  

By integrating Chinese controlled positioning, navigation, and timing (PNT) infrastructure 

into international technical ecosystems, China’s BeiDou navigation system creates informational 

risk (Ceruzzi 2018, pp. 11-12). As states integrate BeiDou into transportation, 

telecommunications, and financial transactions, they become reliant on signal standards, 

datastreams, and ground infrastructure managed by China. Within the framework of the Belt and 

Road Initiative and the Space Information Corridor, BeiDou expansion involves the establishment 

of overseas monitoring stations and joint infrastructure projects, all of which strengthen China’s 

role in the collection and distribution of space-based information. (Pollpeter2020, p 70). BeiDou’s 

potential for two-way communication also prevents an informational risk,as even though two-way 

communication is currently only available in China, it could potentially be used to track BeiDou 

users or upload malware to devices (Sewall et al. 2023, pp. 17-19). 

Satellite constellations contribute to informational risk by concentrating control 

overspectrum allocation, data sharing standards, and space-based service infrastructure within 

constellation operators. Through filings with the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), 

including claims for around 200,000 satellite positions, China is taking steps forward to secure 

spectrum rights and orbital access that shape long term governance and interoperability pathways 

(ITU-R 2026). As communications and Earth observation constellations expand, operators control 

access to broadband services, imagery, radar data and environmental monitoring streams, creating 
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dependencies for states that rely on these services (USSF 2025; Li et al. 2023).  

Military Risk  

We define military risk as actions by states which conflict with United States abilities to 

secure national security (McGiffin 2025). Within the context of space diplomacy, we further 

define a military risk as any action taken that may violate the United States’ physical or 

cybersecurity through the means of space technology or power. Given China’s recent 

advancements in the space domain, we have identified several areas in which we believe that 

there is a military risk posed to the United States. 

Beidou poses a significant military threat to the United States. China’s military weaponry 

relies heavily on GNSS connection to locate targets and carry out military strikes (U.S.-China 

Economic and Security Review Commission 2021). Reliance on a Chinese-governed GNSS 

over an American-led one places the United States in a position of military vulnerability, as 

increased use of BeiDou over GPS means that China no longer has reliance on the U.S.-led GPS 

system. As a result, the U.S. may no longer have access to weapon control via GPS systems. In 

other words, China would essentially be able to strike without the possibility of the United 

States intervening via GNSS (U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission 2021). 

This could be a significant threat to U.S. national security because if China were to commit an 

act of aggression targeted at the United States or a U.S. ally, the U.S. would not have any control 

over the GNSS aspect of the strike, placing U.S. forces in a disadvantageous position in regards 

to military knowledge and control, and putting the country’s national security at risk. 
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China’s expansion of Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR) satellites 

poses great risk to the United States. ISR satellites play a role in China’s counteractive actions 

against United States military power. For example, China has an ISR network which can quickly 

single out and strike against weaknesses in the U.S.’s military systems (Department of Defense 

2023). The growth of space-based ISR capacity could strengthen China’s ability to monitor 

U.S.military forces. This is directly threatening to the U.S.’s national security, and clearly fulfills 

our definition of a military threat, as China is actively rivaling the U.S.’s space and military 

dominance. 

China’s expanding military presence in the spatial domain presents risks for U.S. military 

capabilities in space. China continues to increase military innovation and weapons testing in the 

space frontier, cited by the U.S. Space Force as having “the intent to disrupt and degrade U.S. 

space-enabled capabilities” (U.S. Space Force 2025). Due to space’s ubiquitous nature, it is 

critical that the United States maintain its military independence and dominance in space – 

anything else would be ceding power to an alternate government. If China were to have military 

control over space, it would have the opportunity to threaten the United States’entire national 

security. Thus, China poses a significant military risk to the United States. 

Economic Risk  

We define economic risk, in the context of space diplomacy, as referring to the long-term 

structural effects that shift economic power, market control, and technological dependence away 

from the United States and toward competing actors. These risks are not limited to immediate 
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competition but encompass durable dependencies, lock-in effects, and standards that shape the 

global space economy. China’s space initiatives - spanning lunar resource competition, 

integrated infrastructure, GNSS, commercial LEO deployment, and international standards 

setting - collectively create economic vulnerabilities for U.S. interests. China’s expanding space 

diplomacy introduces risks across five interconnected economic areas: lunar resource 

competition, infrastructure dependency, global navigation markets, commercial Low Earth Orbit 

(LEO) stability, and international standards-setting.  

Lunar resource extraction represents an emerging economic frontier in which economic 

risk is growing. Ice deposits in permanently shadowed craters can be converted into hydrogen 

and oxygen for rocket fuel and life-support systems, forming the basis of a future lunar economy 

(NASA 2023). Early access to key landing zones, logistics hubs, and extraction technologies 

could allow a leading actor to shape operational norms and access rules. China’s pursuit of the 

International Lunar Research Station positions it to influence governance arrangements 

surrounding resource utilization (CNSA 2022). Even absent formal sovereignty claims, early 

infrastructure placement could generate de facto control over economically strategic regions, 

shaping who benefits from downstream industries such as fuel depots, in-space manufacturing, 

and deep-space logistics. 

Space infrastructure dependency also creates long-term economic exposure. China 

frequently offers bundled satellite services - including communications, Earth observation, and 

navigation - integrated with terrestrial infrastructure financing under the Space Information 

Corridor initiative (State Council Information Office 2019). These packages lower upfront costs 
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for partner states but embed them within Chinese technical ecosystems. Over time, switching 

costs rise as domestic regulatory systems, financial networks, and transport logistics integrate 

with specific satellite architectures. Such dependencies reduce market access for U.S. firms and 

may gradually shift service revenues, infrastructural maintenance contracts, and data-processing 

industries toward Chinese providers (SCIO 2023). The economic risk lies less in immediate 

displacement and more in gradual ecosystem consolidation that privileges one technological 

standard over others. 

Competition in the GNSS market illustrates the economic implications of infrastructure 

adoption. China’s BeiDou Navigation Satellite System now provides global positioning, 

navigation, and timing services that directly compete with the U.S.-led GPS (UNOOSA 2022). 

As BeiDou expands internationally, particularly across BRI partner states, it is increasingly 

integrated into transportation networks, precision agriculture, telecommunication 

synchronization, and financial timing systems (SCIO 2019). GNSS dominance generates 

powerful network effects; once embedded in hardware, regulatory standards, and commercial 

supply chains, navigation systems become costly to replace. Market share shifts therefore 

translate into durable economic influence, shaping procurement patterns, downstream 

innovation, and data services tied to PNT infrastructure. 

Uncertainty in commercial LEO markets introduces competitive risk for U.S. satellite 

firms. The rapid deployment of mega-constellations intensifies competition over spectrum 

allocation, orbital slots, and launch capacity. China has announced plans for large broadband 

constellations intended to compete globally in satellite internet services (Jones 2023). If 
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alternative providers secure preferential regulatory treatment or state-backed financing in 

emerging markets, U.S. companies may face pricing pressures and reduced global market 

penetration. Orbital congestion and spectrum disputes - managed through the 

InternationalTelecommunication Union (ITU) - also introduce operational uncertainty, 

potentially increasing insurance costs and compliance burdens (ITU 2022). While competition 

can drive innovation,uneven regulatory environments may distort market outcomes and 

disadvantage U.S. commercial actors. 

International standards-setting represents perhaps the most enduring economic level. 

Technical standards governing spectrum allocation, interoperability, docking mechanisms, and 

resource utilization frameworks shape future market participation. Actors who influence 

standards of bodies and multilateral governance forums can embed technical requirements that 

favor domestic industries. Over time, such lock-in effects shape supply chains, licensing 

regimes,and compliance costs. The economic risk is cumulative: standards adopted today 

determine which firms can compete tomorrow.  

Taken together, these dynamics suggest that the principal economic challenge is 

structural rather than immediate. The risk is not a sudden collapse of U.S. commercial space 

activity, but the gradual reconfiguration of global space markets around alternative 

infrastructure, standards, and resource networks. In an environment where space capability 

increasingly underwrites terrestrial economic power, sustained leadership will depend not only 

on technological innovation but also on active participation in shaping governance frameworks 

and commercial ecosystems that define the future space economy. 
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Policy Options  

In this section, we provide policy options which address identified risks. These potential 

policies are designed to maintain the U.S. leadership in space in response to a Chinese state 

which is growing in influence by way of space development. These options are provided in 

tandem to the diplomatic, informational, military, and economic risks already acknowledged. 

Diplomatic Policy Options  

We define diplomatic risk as the erosion of U.S. leadership in alliance coordination, 

institutional agenda setting, and global norm formation in space governance. China seeks not 

merely to integrate into the existing international order but to selectively reshape it. Beijing's 

expanding space diplomacy represents more than participation and reflects strategic 

entrepreneurship (Economy 2024 p 14). The risk to the United States is therefore not limited to 

technological competition. Rather, it is structural with the emergence of alternative governance 

frameworks and diplomatic alignments that dilute U.S. agenda setting authority and fragment 

global standards. 

China has expanded its engagement in United Nations space forums such as the 

Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPUOS), where it advocates for legally 

binding arms control measures, including its joint proposal with Russia for the Treaty on 

thePrevention of the Placement of Weapons in Outer Space (PPWT). Sustained promotion of 

such initiatives allows Beijing to frame itself as a defender of rules-based order while shaping 

diplomatic discourse around its preferred definitions of “responsible behavior.” Over time, 
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repeated norm proposals can shift expectations and constrain U.S. flexibility. 

Beyond existing institutions, China is building parallel frameworks. The International 

Lunar Research Station (ILRS), developed with Russia, provides an alternative to the U.S.-led 

Artemis Accords. Competing lunar coalitions risk fragmenting governance over resource 

extraction, safety standards, and data-sharing. If states align with separate blocs, Washington's 

ability to shape emerging rules may weaken. 

China also reinforces diplomatic ties through capacity-building initiatives such as the 

Asia-Pacific Space Cooperation Organization (APSCO) and active engagement in technical 

bodies like the International Telecommunication Union (ITU). Over time, technological 

partnerships and regulatory alignment can translate into political support in multilateral settings. 

To mitigate these risks, the United States should strengthen coordination among its 

partners, expand inclusive capacity-building initiatives, and proactively advance 

clear-governance principles in multilateral forums. Sustained engagement, not withdrawal, will 

be essential to preserving U.S. leadership in the evolving space order. 

Informational Policy Options  

Informational competition in space increasingly impacts space-related technological 

development. China’s space diplomacy integrates satellite infrastructure, data-sharing 

standards,organizational partnerships, and governance narratives. This shapes how space 

information is accessed and used globally. The government-centric space strategy includes civil 

use, military methods, and commercial systems in order to achieve long-term informational 
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dominance and expand global influence (USCC 2025). To address these risks, U.S. 

informational space policy should focus on leadership in data standards and technological 

capacity.  

Since China’s initiatives, like the Space Information Corridor, provide low-cost access to 

satellite services and ground infrastructure, the U.S. should increase development funds and 

reinforce allied cooperation. To maintain informational dominance, the U.S. needs to expand 

data-sharing standards that provide reliable navigation in competition with that provided by 

BeiDou, remote sensing, earth observation, and communications infrastructure. The U.S. should 

accelerate GPS advancement and resilience in response to BeiDou’s rapid development, 

increasing the service reliability and expanding navigation capabilities.  

As China tries to shape global norms for deep-space missions, the U.S. in response needs 

to promote and expand scientific data and infrastructure, supporting partnerships in the U.S. 's 

exploration programs. To increase U.S. engagement and leadership in ITU standards-setting, the 

U.S. should focus on developing proactive spectrum-filing strategies with allies and commercial 

actors to promote communications in space. By investing in technological diplomacy initiatives, 

it helps the U.S. to sustain its leadership representation in data standards negotiations.  

Military Policy Options  

China is intensifying its counterspace capabilities and satellite technologies. To protect 

U.S. satellite infrastructure, especially early missile warning systems, enhancing satellite 

“resiliency” and advancing legitimate plans for the proposed “Golden Dome” needs to become a 
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priority in U.S. policy. Resilience and diversity of satellite capabilities can prepare and equip the 

U.S. during vulnerable disruption and diminish the efficacy of adversarial strikes (Alkire 2025, 

p8). Space deterrence dually transcribes the role of space systems and counterspace capabilities 

in deterring attacks on one’s nation and deterring attacks on space systems itself (Fukushima 

2025, p 36). In this way, U.S. actions should aim to minimize vulnerabilities on both fronts.  

One potential option is to increase funding and emphasis on the U.S.’s Golden Dome 

program. In 2025, the Trump Administration set forth plans for America’s Golden Dome, a 

missile defense system to shield the U.S. which includes implementation of space-based missile 

interceptors (Executive Order No.14186 2025). While detailed architectural plans of the Golden 

Dome have not been released despite past statements suggesting dissemination in September 

2025, a current proposed cost of $175 billion and a lack of definitive information disseminated to 

Congress questions the feasibility of the Golden Dome (Dennis 2025, p 2). Reliable sources of 

funding for the Golden Dome and thorough structural planning need to be the next steps for the 

U.S. to realistically develop America’s Golden Dome and enhance U.S. national security. 

Satellite and general space infrastructure resiliency needs to be reinforced to maintain 

nuclear command capabilities. The U.S. Space Force defines resiliency as “the capacity to 

withstand or recover quickly from difficulties” (Space Force Space Systems Command 2022). It 

is important to ensure that the loss of a satellite or other space infrastructure does not result in 

full inhibition of a space system, particularly critical systems supporting nuclear deterrence. This 

is especially pertinent to systems that command military nuclear operations. Resiliency may be 

supported through Golden Dome operations as another arm of support, reducing vulnerability to 

counter-space actions.  
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Economic Policy Options  

Long-term economic dependencies on China resulting from advancements in space limit 

the market share of U.S. companies (State Council of the People’s Republic of China 2015; 

CNSA 2022; U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission 2023, pp. 18). To counter 

this, the U.S. should expand alternatives to Chinese financial and infrastructure plans. The 

United States can establish a new "Space Partnership Finance Program" that leverages 

development finance and export credit to support allied investment for launch, earth observation, 

communications, and ground infrastructure in partner states. It would be based on speed and 

affordability, rather than on China’s lack of transparency and legal system. By offering financing 

packages that are as attractive as those of China, the U.S. and partner countries can provide 

many countries with viable alternatives to Chinese offers (Rolland 2020, pp. 13-14; USCC 2017, 

pp. 3-9). This would be particularly important in countries where China has already set new 

standards and procurement processes as part of its bundled service offers.  

The U.S. strategy should emphasize setting standards and legal systems for market 

access. As the Chinese model binds technical standards and data policies, the U.S. can work with 

its allies to develop open and compatible standards for satellite data exchange and ground 

segment interfaces. Not only does this reduce partner countries’ reliance on a single provider, 

but it also eliminates market barriers for U.S. and allied businesses by lifting sanctions on the 

diversified supply chains of partner countries (ITU-R 2026). Once a global standard is set, 

Chinese infrastructure cannot be translated into a monopoly position in downstream services.  
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At the same time, the U.S. strategy can also stabilize the commercial diplomacy of partner 

countries in the Global South. The U.S. should emulate China's strategy in leveraging 

state-owned enterprises, political agreements, and technical training to bind partner countries, but 

through more beneficial and appealing terms. The U.S., with an emphasis on the Western 

Hemisphere and its own nation, can secure and advance its long-term economic position by 

ensuring domestic industrial resilience.  

The U.S. economic option could be the most effective and appealing when including 

risk-screening and contract-transparency mechanisms for partner countries. Rather than viewing 

all Chinese activities as inherently corrupt, the United States can promote diligence, legitimacy, 

transparency, and security. This will enable countries to make informed decisions, minimizing 

hidden dependencies and vulnerabilities through legal systems. 
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Policy Recommendation 

With China’s consolidation of power within the space sector, the United States currently 

faces a critical moment in space diplomacy. China is systematically challenging American space 

leadership through an integrated strategy combining technological development, diplomatic 

outreach, and international partnerships. 

This Task Force recommends that the United States reform its space governance by 

establishing a unified managerial body within the National Security Council that would oversee 

the multitude of departments working directly with space. This oversight body would manage 

the U.S.'s diplomatic, technological, economic, and military presence in space. Today, space 

authority is scattered across a multitude of departments with its own space programs and 

departments whose actions directly impact U.S. space policy. The Department of State deals with 

international treaties involving space; the Department of Commerce handles licensing, NASA 

acts as a civil program, and the Space Force controls military operations. Without unified 

governance, the United States cannot match China's coordinated approach.  

The creation of such an organization to oversee the separate space departments within the 

U.S. government will cover four key areas of space governance:  

1.​ Diplomacy - A unified space agency would enable the Department of State to directly 

communicate goals and strategies to the multiple space programs. This synchronization 

would foster the creation of new agreements and partnerships between the U.S.-based 
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space agencies and international agencies. 

2.​ Information – A united organization consolidates space situation awareness and 

intelligence sharing under one roof, eliminating redundant reporting chains and enabling 

faster threat dissemination to commanders and allies.  

3.​ Military - Space systems underpin U.S. military operations and diplomatic strength. 

Satellites provide surveillance, early warning, precision targeting, and secure 

communications. This department would unlock the full potential of these dual use 

technologies and would also enable more rapid technological development and reduce the 

risk of obsolescence in the face of China’s rapid development.  

4.​ Economic - This agency would also allow for more ability of U.S. companies to enter 

global markets and limit the government's capacity to offer space-based services as part 

of economic partnerships with developing nations.  

 

Overall, this managerial body would centralize U.S. data standards, spectrum strategy, 

and satellite information policy - currently fragmented across agencies - to counter China's 

integrated approach combining satellite infrastructure, data-sharing, and governance narratives. 

This authority would expand U.S.-led standards for navigation and Earth observation, 

accelerate GPS modernization and coordinate proactive ITU spectrum-filing with allies. It 

would make it easier for U.S. companies to build and sell space services by cutting through the 

current mess of overlapping agencies and slow approval processes that China does not have to 

deal with. It would also help the U.S. keep the lead in new industries: LEO communications, 

space mining, and orbital manufacturing. With one authority handling commercial space, the 

U.S. can act quickly to bring allies into American-led space partnerships instead of losing it to 
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Chinese alternatives.  

An oversight body like this can increase the space diplomacy of the United States in 

response to China’s actions in the space sector. Unification of U.S. space agencies can help 

increase communication within the government, which can help produce cohesive diplomatic 

strategies in coordinating actions with other states around the world. Information can be shared 

with greater ease, allowing for the leveraging of knowledge and power in relation to space for 

the benefit of the United States. This recommendation will promote U.S. power on the world 

stage and combat the rising influence of China in space.  
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