
APRIL 2020

MANAGING CHINA’S RISE  
IN OUTER SPACE

FRANK A. ROSE

TECHNOLOGY

1

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Access to outer space is critical to modern everyday 
life on Earth. The utilization of outer space helps us 
warn of natural disasters, facilitate navigation and 
transportation globally, expand our scientific frontiers, 
monitor compliance with arms control treaties and 
agreements, provide global access to financial 
operations, and scores of other activities worldwide. 

However, today’s outer space environment is evolving 
rapidly, presenting the United States and the entire 
international community with several key challenges 
to the sustainability, safety, stability, and security of 
the outer space environment. Some of these key 
challenges include the growth of orbital debris, which 
represents an ever-increasing threat to both human 
and robotic space flight, the emergence of mega 
constellations of small satellites, and the development 
and deployment of anti-satellite (or ASAT) capabilities. 

China’s increasing activities in outer space lie at 
the heart of these challenges. Over the past several 
decades, China has rapidly expanded its presence in 
outer space in both the civil and military arenas. Given 
the increasing role that China is playing in the space 
domain in the future, the United States will need to 
develop a strategy that deters China’s increasing ASAT 
capabilities, while at the same time finds ways to work 
with China cooperatively on sustainability and safety 
issues like orbital debris, space traffic management, 
and the rise of mega satellite constellations. Elements 
of such a strategy should include: enhancing deterrence 
and increasing resiliency against Chinese ASAT threats; 
reinvigorating the U.S.-China bilateral dialogue on 
space security issues; continuing the U.S.-China Civil 

Space Dialogue; developing bilateral and multilateral 
norms of behavior for outer space; identifying ways to 
cooperate with China on pragmatic civil space projects; 
and reviewing current congressional limitations on civil 
space cooperation with China.

INTRODUCTION1

Access to outer space is critical to modern everyday 
life on Earth. The utilization of outer space helps us 
warn of natural disasters, facilitate navigation and 
transportation globally, expand our scientific frontiers, 
monitor compliance with arms control treaties and 
agreements, provide global access to financial 
operations, and scores of other activities worldwide. 
However, today’s outer space environment is evolving 
rapidly, presenting the United States and the entire 
international community with several key challenges 
to the sustainability, safety, stability, and security of 
the outer space environment. Some of these key 
challenges include the growth of orbital debris, which 
represents an ever-increasing threat to both human 
and robotic space flight, the emergence of mega 
constellations of small satellites, and the development 
and deployment of anti-satellite (or ASAT) capabilities. 

China’s increasing activities in outer space lie at 
the heart of these challenges. Over the past several 
decades, China has rapidly expanded its presence in 
outer space in both the civil and military arenas. As a 
January 2019 report by the U.S. Defense Intelligence 
Agency noted, “China has devoted significant 
economic and political resources to growing all 
aspects of its space program, from improving military 
space applications to developing human spaceflight 
and lunar exploration programs.”2
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Given the increasing role that China is playing in 
the space domain, the United States will need to 
develop a strategy that deters China’s increasing ASAT 
capabilities, while at the same time finds ways to work 
with China cooperatively on sustainability and safety 
issues like orbital debris, space traffic management, 
and the rise of mega satellite constellations. This 
paper seeks to provide an outline of the key elements 
of such a strategy. Specifically, the paper will discuss 
the key challenges facing the outer space environment; 
provide an overview of Chinese civil and military space 
programs; outline recent bilateral interactions between 
the United States and China in space; and provide 
pragmatic recommendations on how the United States 
can effectively manage China’s rise in outer space.

CHALLENGES TO THE OUTER 
SPACE ENVIRONMENT 
The growth of orbital debris

Decades of space activity have littered Earth’s orbit 
with defunct satellites and pieces of orbital debris. 
As activities in outer space continue to grow, the 
chances of a collision increase. The United States 
is currently tracking approximately 26,000 pieces 
of orbital debris 10 centimeters or larger in various 
Earth orbits. Approximately 2,218 of these objects are 
active satellites.3 Other objects in orbit include: spent 
rocket bodies, inactive satellites, a wrench, and even 
a toothbrush! Additionally, as many as 600,000 pieces 

of orbital debris smaller than 10 centimeters exist that 
we currently don’t have the capability to track but could 
still cause significant damage if a collision occurred. 
Experts warn that the current quantity and density 
of man-made debris significantly increases the odds 
of future collisions either as debris damages space 
systems or as colliding debris creates more debris.

Because of the high speeds in which these objects 
travel in space — 17,500 miles per hour — even a sub-
millimeter piece of debris could cause a problem for 
human or robotic missions. This serious problem is 
continually growing as more debris is generated by 
routine operations as well as by accidents and mishaps 
such as the 2009 collision between a Russian Cosmos 
satellite and a commercially-operated Iridium satellite. 
Other debris is a result of deliberate acts, like China’s 
2007 destructive test against one of its own satellites. 
That single test created over 3,000 pieces of debris 
larger than 10 centimeters that will stay in low Earth 
orbit for potentially hundreds of years, presenting an 
ongoing threat to the space systems of all nations, 
including China itself. Over the past several years 
there have been hundreds of occasions when debris 
from China’s 2007 anti-satellite test has come close 
to their own satellites. Indeed, these two events alone 
are responsible for approximately one-third of all the 
debris in low Earth orbit. The chart below illustrates 
the dramatic growth in the amount of orbital debris 
since the dawn of the Space Age in 1957. 
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The United States is working to address the orbital 
debris challenge in several ways. First and foremost, 
it is improving space situation awareness capabilities 
(or SSA), which allow us to track, characterize, and 
catalogue objects in outer space. This mission is 
currently performed by the U.S. Department of Defense 
(DOD) through the U.S. Air Force’s 18th Space Control 
Squadron, based at Vandenberg Air Force Base in 
California.5 The 18th Space Control Squadron currently 
publishes a catalog of space objects and warns global 
space operators, including foreign governments and 
commercial operators, of potential collisions free of 
charge.6 However, at some point in the future, this 
mission will transfer to a civilian agency to allow the 
Pentagon to focus more on its traditional warfighting 
mission. The Trump administration has proposed 
transferring the mission to the U.S. Department 
of Commerce, but Congress has not approved the 
request, and there remains disagreement in Congress 
as to whether Commerce is the right agency with which 
to place the mission.7  

Over the last several decades, the United States 
has also worked within several international forums 
like the Interagency Debris Coordination Committee 
(IADC), which consists of representatives from the 
world’s major space agencies, and the United Nations 
Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space 
(UNCOPUOS), to develop international guidelines to 
improve the safety and sustainability of the outer space 
environment. Since 2007 these groups have developed 
and approved several important agreements such as 
the UN Debris Mitigation Guidelines (2007) and the 
UNCOPUS Long-Term Sustainability Guidelines (2016 
and 2019), designed to address the orbital debris 
challenge. 

According to data from Space-Track.Org,8 United 
States and Russia are responsible for the largest 
number of objects in Earth orbit, which includes active 
satellites, spent rocket bodies, and orbital debris. This 
is primarily due to their long history of outer space 
operations dating back to the 1950s.  However, China 

FIGURE 1: GROWTH OF ORBITAL DEBRIS 1957-2015

Source: National Aeronautics and Space Administration4
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is quickly catching up, and is now the country with the 
third-largest number of objects in orbit. Some of these 
objects are satellites and spent rocket bodies, but the 
majority is debris from China’s 2007 ASAT test. And 
as Chinese activities in outer space continue to grow, 
the number of its objects in space are almost certain 
to increase, making it critical that we find a way to 
constructively engage China on orbital debris.

Managing mega constellations

The second key challenge facing the outer 
space environment is the development of “mega 
constellations” of small satellites. According to press 
reports, several U.S. and European entities have plans 
to launch mega constellations in the coming years. The 
Federal Communications Commission (FCC) approved 
a request by SpaceX to construct, deploy, and operate 
a new very low Earth orbit9 constellation of more than 
12,000 Starlink satellites using V-band frequencies.10 
These satellites will be used to improve broadband 
communications globally. And SpaceX has asked the 
FCC to approve an additional 30,000 satellites for a 
total of 42,000.11 Other companies, such as OneWeb, 
have begun to deploy similar constellations, though not 
as large as Starlink.12 While these mega constellations 
will improve space-based capabilities, they will also 
contribute significantly to the congestion of low Earth 
orbit. 

NASA orbital debris experts have highlighted this 
concern in a recent study on the potential impact of 
large satellite constellations. According to Jer-Chyi Liou, 
NASA’s chief scientist for orbital debris, “Because of 
the number of spacecraft involved, [these companies] 
need to pay attention to certain areas to make sure 
they do not pollute the near-Earth space environment 
with significant orbital debris.”13 To address this 
challenge, NASA experts have recommended ensuring 
that satellites in the constellations are de-orbited at 
the end of their respective service lives.14

As these mega constellations begin to be deployed 
it will be important that this deployment is done in a 
way that is fully consistent with debris mitigation policy 
and standards. The good news is that U.S. regulators 
are beginning to think through the implications of 
mega-constellations of satellites on the long-term 
sustainability of the outer space environment. In their 

decision approving the SpaceX constellation, the FCC 
required the company to come back to the commission 
with an updated plan for debris mitigation.15 The FCC 
further noted that:

“Across the board, we need to prepare for the 
proliferation of satellites in our higher altitudes… 
Today, the risk of debris-generating collusions is 
reasonably low. But they’ve already happened — and 
as more actors participate in the space industry and 
as more satellites of smaller size that are harder to 
track are launched, the frequency of these accidents 
is bound to increase. Unchecked, growing debris in 
orbit could make some regions of space unusable 
for decades to come. That is why we need to develop 
a comprehensive policy to mitigate collision risks 
and ensure space sustainability.”16

Another concern about mega constellations is that they 
could potentially interfere with astronomy. According 
to press reports, several astronomers have noted 
that the initial batch of Starlink satellites have “shone 
surprisingly bright in the night sky at dawn and dusk, 
and by some calculations, these satellites, in addition 
to OneWeb and Amazon’s proposals, could hamper 
observations.”17

But U.S. and European entities aren’t the only ones who 
are developing mega constellations: several Chinese 
entities are also developing similar systems. For example, 
in December 2018, Aerospace Dongfanhong, a Chinese 
state-owned satellite manufacturing company, launched 
the first demonstration satellite for the Hongyan 
communications constellation of small satellites.18 The 
Hongyan constellation will ultimately consist of 320 
satellites, and is expected to be fully operational by 
2025.19 Though this constellation is significantly smaller 
than the Starlink constellation proposed by SpaceX, it is 
likely only a matter of time before China’s approach to 
mega constellations becomes more ambitious, making 
it imperative that the United States begin a discussion 
with China on this important issue.

The growing anti-satellite threat

A third key challenge to the outer space environment 
is the growing threat from ASAT weapons. Throughout 
the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet 
Union developed limited numbers of ASAT weapons, 
but never moved forward with largescale deployment 
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of these weapons given concerns about the damage 
ASAT weapons could do to the sustainability of the 
outer space environment.20 With the end of the 
Cold War, development of ASAT weapons declined 
significantly, but that changed in 2007 when China 
conducted a direct assent ASAT test  “deliberately 
hitting and destroying one of its own aging weather 
satellites at an altitude of 865 kilometers.”21 Since 
2007, several other nations have conducted direct 
ascent engagements of their own satellites in Earth 
orbit, including the United States and India.22 

What prompted this renewed interest in ASAT 
capabilities by China and other countries?  From 
my perspective, interest is driven by the increasing 
importance that space-based systems play in military 
operations. This applies particularly to military 
operations conducted by the United States. Potential 
U.S. adversaries understand that space-based assets 
are key to the United States’ ability to project power 
globally. For example, satellites enable the U.S. military 
to detect and target adversaries, as well as provide 
command and control for its own forces. Denying the 
United States access to space-derived data would 
provide potential adversaries significant military 
advantage. 

As then-U.S. Director of National Intelligence Daniel 
Coats noted in testimony before Congress in 2019, the 
U.S. Intelligence Community assesses that:

“China and Russia are training and equipping their 
military space forces and fielding new antisatellite 
weapons to hold U.S. and allied space services at 
risk… Both countries recognize the world’s growing 
reliance on space and view the capability to attack 
space services as a part of their broader effort to 
deter an adversary from or defeat one in combat.”23

The chart below shows the broad spectrum of anti-
satellite weapons. On one end of the spectrum you 
have “reversable” weapons, which includes things like 
jammers, lasers, and offensive cyber-attack capabilities 
that are designed to disable or degrade a satellite for 
a temporary period. The opposite end of the spectrum 
consists of the “non-reversable” systems designed to 
do permanent damage or destroy a satellite. The most 
prominent of these “non-reversable” systems are 
kinetic interceptors designed to destroy satellites in 
Earth orbit. With this as background, let’s now examine 
China’s national security space programs.
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FIGURE 2: SPECTRUM OF ANTI-SATELLITE THREATS 

Source: National Air and Space Intelligence Center24
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CHINA’S NATIONAL SECURITY 
SPACE PROGRAMS 
In recent years, China has embarked on a major 
expansion of its national security space programs. 
The most concerning of these programs has been 
its development of a robust set of ASAT capabilities 
designed to target satellites in orbit and disrupt the 
flow of space-derived information. According to several 
U.S. government and other open source reports, 
China is developing and deploying a full spectrum of 
ASAT capabilities.25 These include a network of space 
situational awareness sensors “capable of searching, 
tracking, and characterizing satellites in all Earth 
orbits;” electronic warfare capabilities designed to 
jam satellite transmissions; laser weapons to “disrupt, 
degrade, or damage satellites and their sensors;” 
offensive cyber capabilities to target computer 
networks; sophisticated in-orbit satellite attack 
capabilities; and ground-based missiles designed to 
destroy satellites kinetically.26

In addition to its ASAT capabilities, China is improving 
and expanding its other national security space-
related capabilities. For example, China possesses a 
robust constellation of intelligence, reconnaissance, 
and surveillance (ISR) satellites that allow it to 
monitor political and military developments around 
the world.27 China currently operates over 120 ISR 
and remote sensing satellites, second only to the 
United States. And it is continuing to improve those 
capabilities as demonstrated by the July 2018 launch 
of the Gaofen-11, its highest resolution imagery 
satellite to date.28 Since then, China has launched 
14 Gaofen satellites into orbit.29 China also operates 
approximately 34 communication satellites, of which 
about four are dedicated exclusively for military uses.30 
Finally, China is continuing to expand its BeiDou 
precision, navigation, and timing (PNT) system, which 
is similar to the U.S. Global Positioning Systems (GPS), 
and is on track to achieve global coverage with the 
system this year.31 The expansion of the system will 
likely improve its ability to target precision-guided 
munitions, and lessen China’s dependence on GPS, 
which the Chinese government fears the United States 
might deny access to during a crisis.32

In addition to the development of national security 
space capabilities, the Chinese People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) has conducted a major reorganization to 
better integrate space, cyberspace, and electronic 
warfare systems with its other military capabilities. The 
most significant of these reforms was the establishment 
of the PLA Strategic Support Force (SSF) in 2015. 
According to the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency, 
“The SSF forms the core of China’s information warfare 
force, supports the entire PLA, and reports directly to 
the Central Military Commission.”33 Furthermore, as 
a RAND Corporation report on the SSF notes, “the 
creation of the SSF suggests that information warfare, 
including space warfare, long identified by PLA analysts 
as a critical element of future military operations, 
appears to have entered a new phase of development 
in the PLA.”34

CHINA’S CIVIL SPACE 
PROGRAMS AND PROSPECTS 
FOR BILATERAL COOPERATION
China has also emerged as a major international actor 
in the civil space arena. For example, last year, China 
became the first country to land a space probe on the 
far side of the moon. China’s civil space activities are 
certain to grow in the coming years. According to a 
December 2018 report by the National Air and Space 
Intelligence Center:

“China plans to become an international leader 
in lunar research and exploration with goals to 
assemble a lunar research station beginning in 
2025, perform a crewed Moon landing mission 
in 2036, and establish a Lunar Research and 
Development Base around 2050.”35   

China also plans to deploy a rover to Mars by 2020, 
probe asteroids around 2022, and send a mission to 
Jupiter around 2029.36 It has also deployed several 
deep space ground stations around the world, 
including in Argentina,37 and is developing its own 
space station, the Tiangong, which is scheduled to 
become fully operationally around 2022. China’s 
civil space activities are certainly impressive and 
present multiple opportunities for collaboration with 
international partners, including the United States.
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However, one of the key challenges faced when 
cooperating with China in more robust civil space 
cooperation is the fact that the Chinese civil 
space program, led by the China National Space 
Administration, is controlled by the Chinese military. 
As a result, there is a real possibility that any bilateral 
cooperation could contribute to China’s military space 
programs. But this is not the first time the United 
States has faced a challenge from a peer competitor in 
space and found a way to cooperate with that country 
on civil space projects. In 1972, the United States and 
the Soviet Union agreed to an Apollo-Soyuz docking 
mission, which occurred in 1975. As Michael Krepon 
of the Stimson Center has written,

“Some feared that this mission would compromise 
the U.S. space program while providing further 
rewards to the Soviet program. These anxieties 
proved to be overdrawn… The Apollo-Soyuz mission 
established practices of cooperation in space 
between Washington and Moscow that continue to 
this day on the international space station.”38  

The United States currently conducts limited bilateral 
cooperation with China in the civil space arena, 
primarily focused on aeronautics and Earth science. 
However, cooperation is severely limited by restrictions 
put in place by the U.S. Congress due to human rights 
and national security-related concerns.39 Section 526 
of the Consolidated Appropriations Act for 2020 states:

“None of the funds made available by this Act may 
be used for the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA), the Office of Science and 
Technology Policy (OSTP), or the National Space 
Council (NSC) to develop, design, plan, promulgate, 
implement, or execute a bilateral policy, program, 
order, or contract of any kind to participate, 
collaborate, or coordinate bilaterally in any way 
with China or any Chinese-owned company unless 
such activities are specifically authorized by a law 
enacted after the date of enactment of this Act.”40  

That said, the law does allow for cooperation if 
NASA, OSTP, and the NSC, after consultation with the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), certifies that the 
cooperation will not harm U.S. national or economic 
security, and will not involve knowing interactions 
with any Chinese officials who have been determined 

by the United States to have direct involvement with 
violations of human rights. The law requires that 
any certifications be made to the House and Senate 
appropriations committees, and the FBI, 30 days prior 
to initiation of the activity.41

However, several experts have raised questions as to 
whether the current language limiting civil cooperation 
with China is too restrictive. In a recent press interview, 
Charles Bolden, former administrator of NASA, 
described the current prohibitions as a “significant 
legal constraint” and hindrance that should be relaxed 
or reversed.42 In the same interview, he argued that 
the United States should also work to integrate China 
into the International Space Station. 

The key question that the United States must answer 
regarding civil space cooperation with China is how 
does the U.S. develop a strategy that allows it to 
cooperate with China on civil space projects, while at 
the same time safeguarding U.S. national security?  

BILATERAL U.S.-CHINA 
DIPLOMATIC ENGAGEMENTS
During the last two years of the Obama administration, 
the United States worked to advance a pragmatic 
discussion with China on space security and 
sustainability issues.43 For example, in 2015, the 
United States established a direct link between the 
U.S. Joint Space Operations Center (JSPOC) and the 
Beijing Institute for Telecommunications and Tracking 
(BITT) to provide China more timely conjunction 
assessments and collision avoidance notifications.44 
Prior to that, all notifications were sent to China via the 
Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which was not the 
most effective way to share these types of notifications.

Furthermore, in May 2016, the United States and 
China convened the first ever U.S.-China Space 
Security Talks.45 A second meeting of the group was 
held in December 2016 in Beijing. In addition to the 
orbital debris issue, the talks addressed measures 
to build mutual confidence and reduce the risk of 
miscalculation in outer space. The two sides also 
established a complementary Civil Space Dialogue, 
focused on exploring options for increasing bilateral 
and multilateral civil space cooperation.46
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During President Barack Obama’s September 2016 
visit to China, the White House released a jointly 
negotiated fact sheet noting the commitment of China 
and the United States to work together to reduce 
orbital debris. The fact sheet states:

“The United States and China recognized that space 
debris can be catastrophic to satellite and human 
spaceflight, and that, due to the global dependence 
on space-based capabilities, the creation of space 
debris can seriously affect all nations. Therefore, as 
two Permanent Members of the UN Security Council 
with major space programs, the United States 
and China committed to intensify cooperation to 
address the common challenge of the creation of 
space debris and to promote cooperation on this 
issue in the international community.”47  

While the production of a fact sheet is not a major 
development, it is an example of a certain level of 
bilateral progress that had been made to address 
space sustainability issues, especially orbital debris.

To date, the Trump administration has conducted 
limited bilateral engagements with China on outer 
space issues. On the positive side, the United States 
and China held the third U.S.-China Civil Space 
Dialogue on November 30, 2017,48 and have agreed 
to meet again in the spring of 2020.49 Additionally, 
NASA Administrator James Bridenstine met with 
Chinese National Space Administrator Zhang Kejian 
during the International Astronautical Congress in 
Bremen, Germany on October 1, 2018, to discuss 
future bilateral cooperation.50 However, based on 
publicly available information, it does not appear the 
United States and China have continued the bilateral 
Space Security Talks that were established in 2016, 
though a senior U.S. State Department official did visit 
Beijing in June 2019 to discuss space security and 
other issues.51

RECOMMENDATIONS 
The United States faces a fundamental dilemma as 
it attempts to effectively manage China’s rise as a 
major actor in outer space. On one hand, China’s 
development of anti-satellite weapons represents 
a direct threat to U.S. and allied space systems. On 
the other hand, it is difficult to see how the United 
States and the international community will be able 

to address the key challenges facing the outer space 
environment — i.e., the growth of orbital debris and the 
rise of mega constellations — without engaging with 
China. Recognizing this dilemma, below are several 
recommendations that could serve as an outline for 
a potential U.S. strategy for managing China’s rise in 
outer space.

•	 Enhance deterrence and increase resiliency 
against Chinese ASAT threats. The threat to U.S. 
and allied satellites from Chinese and other 
nations anti-satellite weapons is growing. In 
response, the United States, under both the 
Obama and Trump administrations, has taken 
actions to expand deterrence in space, and 
increase the resiliency of U.S. space systems. 
For example, in 2015, the Obama administration 
increased funding for the DOD’s budget for 
space security initiatives by $5 billion over five 
years. These funding increases were focused on 
enhancing deterrence, assuring access to outer 
space and space-derived data, and improving the 
resiliency of U.S. and allied space systems.52 The 
Trump administration’s initiatives to establish 
the U.S. Space Force and re-establish U.S. Space 
Command are primarily focused on achieving 
similar objectives. China and other nations are 
developing anti-satellite weapons because they 
believe that the current vulnerability of satellites 
is an “asymmetric vulnerability” or “Achilles’ heel” 
for the United States. Therefore, it is imperative 
the United States continue to take the necessary 
operational and technical actions to close these 
vulnerabilities.

•	 Reinvigorate the U.S.-China bilateral dialogue 
on space security issues. After a robust period 
of dialogue during the Obama administration, 
the bilateral U.S.-China dialogue on space 
security has been largely neglected in the Trump 
administration. While I largely support many of 
the military-focused space security initiatives 
the Trump administration has proposed, such as 
the creation of U.S. Space Command,53 military 
solutions alone will not be enough to address 
the pressing challenges China presents to space 
security. Bilateral diplomatic engagements with 
China also need to be part of the strategy. There 
are several straightforward steps the United 
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States could take to advance this dialogue. First 
and foremost, it could simply restart the U.S.-
China Space Security Talks last held in 2016. 
Alternatively, it could seek to incorporate space 
security on the agenda of the broader strategic 
stability dialogue the U.S. State Department 
proposed in December 2019.54  

•	 Continue the U.S.-China Civil Space Dialogue. 
In addition to the space security talks, the 
United States and China should continue the 
complementary U.S.-China Civil Space Dialogue, 
which has continued to meet during the Trump 
administration. This dialogue serves as a useful 
bilateral forum to discuss space sustainability 
issues and could also serve as a forum to explore 
additional areas for enhanced bilateral civil 
space cooperation. The two sides should also 
use this forum to increase bilateral coordination 
in multilateral space sustainability forums like 
UNCOPUS.

•	 Develop bilateral and multilateral norms of 
behavior for outer space. The United States 
should develop bilateral norms of behavior 
or confidence building measures with China 
focused on reducing the risks of misperception 
and miscalculation in outer space. One area 
where the two countries might work together is 
on developing mechanisms to further reduce the 
growth of orbital debris. As noted previously, the 
United States and China made some progress on 
this issue during the 2015-2016 timeframe with 
the negotiation of the direct link between the U.S. 
Department of Defense and a Chinese entity to 
pass conjunction assessment notifications, and 
efforts to develop a joint statement on reducing 
the growth of orbital debris.55  In addition to 
developing bilateral norms, the United States 
should also work to develop multilateral norms. 
One option could be for the United States to 
propose some type of ban or limitation on further 
debris-generating events in outer space.56

•	 Identify ways to cooperate with China on 
pragmatic civil space projects. The United States 
will need both carrots and sticks if it is to find a 
way to effectively manage China’s rise in outer 
space. The prospect of increasing bilateral civil 
space cooperation is a potential carrot that 
the United States could deploy. But since the 
Chinese civil space program is controlled by the 
military, any cooperation will need to be carefully 
calibrated to ensure that bilateral cooperation 
does not contribute to China’s military space 
programs. However, if the United States was 
ultimately able to find a way to cooperate with the 
Soviet Union on civil space programs during the 
Cold War without undermining national security, 
it should be able to find a way to cooperate 
pragmatically with China. 

•	 Review current congressional limitations on civil 
space cooperation with China. If the United States 
ultimately seeks to expand civil cooperation 
with China, Congress will likely need to modify 
or remove the current legislative restrictions on 
that cooperation. However, Congress is unlikely 
to make any significant changes to the legislation 
unless it is part of a larger strategy that seeks 
to balance civil cooperation with broader nation 
security concerns. 

•	 Develop a comprehensive U.S. strategy for 
engaging China on space. For a variety of 
reasons articulated in this paper, civil space 
cooperation with China cannot be separated 
from larger national security concerns. Given 
these facts, the United States should develop 
a comprehensive strategy for engaging China 
that connects cooperation on civil space and 
sustainability issues with broader national 
security concerns. Establishing such a strategy 
will be critical if the United States is to effectively 
manage China’s rise in outer space in a way 
that ensures the long-term safety, security, 
stability, and sustainability of the outer space 
environment.
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CONCLUSION
As the 2017 U.S. National Security Strategy notes,57 
the United States has returned to an era of renewed 
great power competition with Russia and China. But 
as my Brookings Institution colleague Thomas Wright 
has argued:

“As the United States competes with Russia and 
China it cannot lose sight of the many areas in 
which the United States must cooperate with its 
rivals out of shared interest... The issue is whether 
it is possible to cooperate on these problems while 
competing on others.”58

This is the essential balance that the United States will 
need to strike regarding outer space:  finding a way 
to work with states like Russia and China on space 
sustainability and safety issues, while at the same 
time pushing back on security issues when necessary.
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