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It is interesting to compare and contrast 
the space activities in recent years 
of both Canada and the UK to the 

current situation in Australia and the 
recent formation of the Australian Space 
Agency.

CANADA
In Canada, significant progress and 
development in robotics has become 
well known worldwide due to the 
Canadians cleverly placing their flag on 
the first Canadarm on the Space Shuttle 
so that the world saw the Canadian flag 

centre-stage when the payload doors 
first opened. Since then, every time 
the robot arm has been mounted for 
subsequent shuttle flights it has been a 
PR coup of the first order. The return on 
investment for that flag is immeasurable. 

The Canadians have continued this 
success with their other robotic elements 
including the most recent dexterous 
robot called SPDM/DEXTRE currently 
working with the Canadarm2 on the 
ISS. The public awareness generated 
by this clever exposure of their space 
activities for a certain monetary interest 

has brought many dividends in the 
following years. The space robotics even 
feature on their $5 banknote and is fast 
becoming a well-recognised part of 
Canadian culture. 

The Canadian astronaut Chris Hadfield 
is famous all over the world due to his 
amazing connection with the public and 
his clever and innovative use of social 
media while spending six months on the 
ISS culminating in the amazing ‘Space 
Oddity’ video of him singing and playing 
guitar, which gives new life and meaning 
to that phrase ‘This is Ground Control 
to Major Tom’. This is another occasion 
where public awareness and clever 
exposure have helped create further 
interest in the Canadian space efforts.

The Canadians faced a similar 
issue to Australia with the limited 
but relevant funding for their space 
agency, or CSA, covering all aspects 
of space activities ranging from 
astronauts, radar and scientific satellites 
to telecommunications, satellite 
payloads, space exploration and 
Earth observation, to name a few. The 

Australia can benefit from looking at the recent space 
activities of both the UK and Canada at industry, 
government and agency levels. How can Australia compete 
globally in this highly competitive commercial space sector 
market and establish itself as a key player? And how does 
the recent global interest in spaceports affect Australia and 
what new developments are happening Down Under? By 
Helen Jameson & Raymond Stott.

LESSONS LEARNED  
FOR THE AUSTRALIAN 
SPACE INDUSTRY FROM 
THE UK & CANADA

key challenge was ‘what bang for the 
Canadian dollar was possible’? 

The situation is similar for Australia 
now, where there are funds available 
supporting the strategic objectives in 
the key areas identified by the newly 
formed Australian Space Agency for the 
development and growth of the space 
sector; however, these dollars need to be 
spent carefully to generate and stimulate 
industry whilst providing short-, medium- 
and long-term returns.

In fact, there are other sources of space 
funding available through government 
arrangements that can be capitalised on 
to facilitate growth of the government, 
defence and civil space sectors. Cross-
fertilisation of ideas between the civil 
and defence sectors – the so-called ‘dual 
use’ capabilities – should be cleverly 
leveraged to get the best return from 
the exciting developments in the small 
satellite sector as well as the increasing 
potential for independent secure access 
to space that will come on-stream 
soon from the two spaceports under 
development: Southern Launch in South 
Australia and Equatorial Launch Australia 
(ELA) in the Northern Territory.

THE UK
The UK has seen a similar and 
increasingly more focused commercial 
exploitation of space, in particular in 
the development of ‘downstream’ 
space and satellite services such 
as Earth observation, navigation, 
telecommunications and connectivity, 
geospatial applications and weather to 
name a few.

The successive long-term planning 
spanning many UK governments and the 
investment in space has brought many 
benefits and created a burgeoning space 
sector not only in the ‘downstream’ but 
it has also re-invigorated the ‘upstream’, 
covering the space segment, the launcher 
segment and the ground segment. 
The UK is host to successful companies 
including Surrey Satellite Technology 
Ltd (SSTL), ClydeSpace (part of AAC 

Microtec) and Oxford Space Systems 
(OSS) involved with various aspects of 
the New Space sector in small satellites 
(<500kg mass), ground segments and 
deployable structures in space.

Today we see the results of this 
clever analysis and long-term strategy 
bearing fruit with two new spaceports: 
Spaceport Sutherland located on the 
A’ Mhòine peninsula in the north of 
Scotland supporting vertical launch 
initially, and Spaceport Cornwall in the 
far south-west tip of England promoting 
horizontal launch opportunities. These 
complementary offerings will provide 
the UK with a complete independent 
supply chain of space capabilities 
and services, in particular critically 
providing rapid, economical access to 
space, further enhancing the country’s 
capabilities to capture a significant 
and growing part of the worldwide 
commercial New Space market.

The UK took a decision to invest and 
train an astronaut as part of the ESA 
astronaut corps and Tim Peake’s flight to 
the International Space Station (ISS) has 
brought immeasurable dividends to the 
UK space economy by bringing attention 
to the public just how much the UK is 
involved in space on a daily basis and 
critically focusing the next generation on 
STEM opportunities and the potential 
for careers in the growing upstream and 
downstream space sectors. The value 
of an astronaut for a nation has many 
immeasurable benefits, for the complete 
space sector as a whole as well as 
focusing and exciting eager minds.

A key part of this success story 
has been the careful commercial 
exploitation of space law and legislation, 
including the support from successive 
governments on the long-term strategy 
for space, as well as the formation of the 
UK Space Agency (UKSA) to coordinate 
space efforts from across the wide 
range of government departments, 
organisations and institutions into a 
single, focused agency.

Australia can certainly learn from these 

two country examples and must carve 
out a niche strategy to ‘put Australia 
on the space map’, globally. It is 
encouraging to see the Australian Space 
Agency led by Dr Megan Clark and 
her team actively pursuing this policy 
and listening to what Australians and 
Australian industry need and want from 
their new space agency, both in the short 
and long terms. It will be interesting to 
see the developments over time and 
finally see the Australian flag in space 
sometime soon.

It should never be underestimated 
how much genuine interest, excitement 
and support the general population in 
Australia has for ‘all things space’ and 
this has already been seen in the various 
industry consultations and feedback 
from key questions that the agency 
has cleverly asked before deciding and 
implementing the Australian space 
strategy and policy.

A particularly surprising result  
and feedback from these consultations 
was the appetite for a domestic  
launch capability that can rival and 
compete with Rocket Lab in New 
Zealand and the spaceport on the Mahia 
Peninsula of the North Island which was 
spearheaded a few years earlier, leading 
to numerous successful launches of the 
Electron small satellite launcher to low 
Earth orbit (LEO). It will be interesting  
to see the developments taking place  
at Southern Launch and Equatorial 
Launch Australia in the coming months 
and years.

Australia should carve out its own 
unique commercial path in the space 
industry and support the government 
and defence space sectors while 
stimulating both the upstream and 
downstream to capture the market 
opportunities of this exciting global 
space economy. The development 
of the legal and legislative space 
aspects should be coordinated to allow 
the commercial exploitation of this 
significantly growing industry for the 
benefit of all Australians n


