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As the first-ever UK space launch draws  
near, Shaoni Bhattacharya takes a deeper 
look at Britain’s spaceflight industry

takes off in the

his is the year that the UK hopes to 

demonstrate it is a serious player 

in space. It already has established 

expertise in space science and 

satellite production, but 2023 will see 

it become a launch-capable nation. 

According to the UK Space Agency, our nation offers 

the right mix of regulations, environment, business 

and geography for commercial launch services, 

with the aim of attracting business in an industry 

worth $20 billion globally. With the UK due to host 

LWV�ƅUVW�URFNHW�ODXQFK��DQG�WKH�ƅUVW�IURP�(XURSHDQ�

soil) in late 2022 from Spaceport Cornwall, and 

two more sites hoping to begin operations in 2023, 

these hopes may not be unfounded. Meanwhile, 

the UK is also building its relationships with private 

companies and spacefaring nations, and is already 

involved with several major projects that could see 

UK-built tech touching down on the surface of the 

0RRQ��,WŝV�DQ�H[FLWLQJ�WLPH�WR�WDNH�D�GHHSHU�GLYH� 

LQWR�WKH�ZRUOG�RI�8.�VSDFHƆLJKW�
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LauncherOne leads the way in 

the race to establish the UK  

as a world-class launch site
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From Cornwall to orbital
The first UK space launch will depart not from a launch pad, but a runway

Based at Newquay Airport, Spaceport Cornwall is 

able to host horizontal launches, which involve a 

carrier aircraft taking off from a runway to reach 

the desired launch altitude and releasing a rocket 

LQ�PLG�DLU��9LUJLQ�2UELWŝV�PRGLƅHG�%RHLQJ������FDOOHG�

Cosmic Girl, will release the LauncherOne rocket at 

DQ�DOWLWXGH�RI�DURXQG��������IHHW���������PHWUHV���7KH�

system can transport up to 300kg of cargo into orbit.

7KH�Ŝ6WDUW�0H�8Sŝ�PLVVLRQ�IURP�6SDFHSRUW�&RUQZDOO�

is due to launch by the end of 2022, and was granted 

D�OLFHQFH�WR�Ɔ\�E\�WKH�&LYLO�$YLDWLRQ�$XWKRULW\�RQ�

16 November, though a launch date was yet to be 

announced at time of writing. It will deploy seven 

SD\ORDGV�LQWR�ORZ�(DUWK�RUELW��7KHVH�ZLOO�EH�D�UDQJH�

RI�VDWHOOLWHV��ZLWK�ƅYH�IURP�WKH�8.��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�

IOD-3 Amber satellite developed by the Satellite 

$SSOLFDWLRQV�&DWDSXOW�DQG�+RUL]RQ�7HFKQRORJLHV��DQG�

EXLOW�E\�$$&�&O\GH�6SDFH��,W�LV�WKH�ƅUVW�RI�PRUH�WKDQ�

20 satellites that will be in the Amber constellation, 

designed to provide governments and customers 

with maritime data to help combat problems like 

LOOHJDO�ƅVKLQJ��VPXJJOLQJ�DQG�WUDIƅFNLQJ�

1RWDEO\��DPRQJ�WKH�8.�SD\ORDGV�LV�WKH�WHVW�

ODXQFK�RI�WKH�ZRUOGŝV�ƅUVW�UHWXUQDEOH�DQG�UHXVDEOH�

space-manufacturing platform, called ForgeStar-0. 

0DGH�E\�:HOVK�FRPSDQ\�6SDFH�)RUJH��WKLV�SODWIRUP�

eventually aims to harness space to make materials 

off-Earth in microgravity conditions.

$OVR�RQ�ERDUG��LQ�DQRWKHU�ƅUVW��LV�WKH�6XOWDQDWH�

RI�2PDQŝV�ƅUVW�HYHU�VDWHOOLWH��$0$1��IRU�(DUWK�

observation. A further Polish satellite is also to be 

GHSOR\HG�DV�SDUW�RI�6DW5HYŝV�6725.�FRQVWHOODWLRQ� 

for Earth observation.

Þ Once at altitude, the plane will release its satellite-bearing rocket

Þ Melissa Thorpe, head of Spaceport Cornwall, with the LauncherOne

The repurposed Boeing 

747 Virgin Orbit will send 

satellites into space
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The Scottish 
Space Race
A pair of spaceports  

are vying to stage the first 

vertical launch from UK soil

:LWK�WKH�ƅUVW�KRUL]RQWDO�ODXQFK�RQ�LWV�ZD\��WKH�UDFH� 

LV�QRZ�RQ�EHWZHHQ�6D[D9RUG�RQ�8QVW�LQ�WKH�6KHWODQG�

,VODQGV��WKH�PRVW�QRUWKHUO\�SRLQW�RI�WKH�8.��DQG�

Sutherland on the northwest Scottish coast to 

VWDJH�WKH�8.ŝV�ƅUVW�YHUWLFDO�URFNHW�ODXQFK��7KHVH�WZR�

facilities will launch satellites using traditional rockets 

taking off directly from a launchpad on the ground.

SaxaVord aims to be a multi-use spaceport 

supporting launches by several operators, but 

/RFNKHHG�0DUWLQ�LV�NHHQ�WR�EH�WKH�ƅUVW�WR�ODXQFK�

WKHUH�DV�SDUW�RI�WKH�8.�6SDFH�$JHQF\ŝV�3DWKƅQGHU�

ODXQFK��,W�LV�EULQJLQJ�RYHU�D�QHZ�URFNHW�IURP�WKH�86�

called RS1, by ABL Space Systems, that can carry 

SD\ORDGV�XS�WR������NJ��7KH�ODXQFK�ZLOO�FDUU\�XS�WR�

six CubeSats into low-Earth orbit, deployed by a free-

Ɔ\LQJ�2UELWDO�0DQRHXYULQJ�9HKLFOH�EXLOW�E\�0RRJ��

currently in production in Reading. 

ş7KH\ŝYH�VWDUWHG�WR�SRXU�WKH�FRQFUHWH�>LQ�6D[D9RUG@�

and put in the bits of infrastructure needed to 

support this,” says Nik Smith, regional director for 

/RFNKHHG�0DUWLQ�8.��ş)URP�D�VSDFH�SHUVSHFWLYH��

they’ve got a great location. It’s fantastic for polar 

orbits where a lot of low-Earth orbit communications 

satellites will be operating.” 

6XWKHUODQG�6SDFHSRUW��RQ�WKH�$ŝ�0K²LQH�SHQLQVXOD�

on the northern coast of the Highlands, offers similar 

EHQHƅWV�IRU�UHDFKLQJ�WKHVH�RUELWV��%RWK�6FRWWLVK�

ORFDWLRQV�DOVR�RIIHU�UHPRWH�ƆLJKW�SDWKV�WKDW�GR�QRW�

traverse populated areas, but rather vast expanses 

of sea. British rocket company Orbex is planning 

to launch its rocket vertically from Sutherland, and 

last November signed a 50-year sub-lease on the 

spaceport with the development agency Highlands 

and Islands Enterprise. It plans to launch up to 12 

vertical rockets a year from Sutherland to carry 

satellites to low-Earth orbit.

:KLOH�WKH�8.�6SDFH�$JHQF\�KDV�LQYHVWHG�PRVW�

in these three spaceports, four other sites have 

DOVR�EHHQ�XQGHU�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ��7KHVH�LQFOXGH�WKUHH�

PRUH�LQ�6FRWODQG��1RUWK�8LVW�LQ�WKH�2XWHU�+HEULGHV��

6SDFHSRUW�0DFKULKDQLVK�LQ�$UJ\OO��3UHVWZLFN�

Spaceport in South Ayrshire; and Spaceport 

6QRZGRQLD�LQ�:DOHV�
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Þ Skaw in Unst, 

the northernmost 

settlement in the 

UK and the most 

direct route to orbit 

from Europe 

> One of three 

launch pads being 

built by SaxaVord  

in Skaw to send 

small rockets into 

low-Earth orbit

þ Orbex’s Prime 

rocket: the Scottish 

company is to build  

and run Sutherland 

spaceport

An artist’s impression  

of the planned vertical 

launch site in Sutherland
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with Ian Annett  
of the UK Space Agency
The UK Space Agency has been instrumental  

in guiding the developing British space sector

,W�IHHOV�OLNH�WKHUHŝV�D�ORW�JRLQJ�RQ�LQ�VSDFHƆLJKW�LQ�

the UK. Are we on the cusp of something?

7KHUH�LV�DQ�LPPHQVH�DPRXQW�JRLQJ�RQ��,�WKLQN�ZHŝUH�LQ�

WKH�PRVW�H[FLWLQJ�GHFDGH�IRU�VSDFH�VLQFH�WKH�����V��

,WŝV�JULSSHG�WKH�ZRUOG��QRW�RQO\�IRU�LWV�LQVSLUDWLRQ�EXW�

EHFDXVH�LWŝV�JRW�UHDO�HFRQRPLF�EHQHƅWV�JOREDOO\�DQG�

FHUWDLQO\�QDWLRQDOO\�IRU�WKH�8.�

:H�ZDQW�WR�HVWDEOLVK�D�FRPPHUFLDO�YHUWLFDO�DQG�

KRUL]RQWDO�VDWHOOLWH�ODXQFK�FDSDELOLW\�IURP�WKH�8.��

5HDOO\�ZKDW�ZHŝUH�DLPLQJ�DW�LV�WKH�HFRQRP\�LQ�

ORZ�(DUWK�RUELW��/(2��Ś�WKDWŝV�EXUJHRQLQJ��%DFN�

LQ�������VRPHWKLQJ�OLNH����VDWHOOLWHV�ODXQFKHG�LQWR�

/(2��DQG�E\������,�WKLQN�LW�ZDV������EXW�ODVW�\HDU��

WKHUH�ZHUH�������ODXQFKHV�LQWR�VSDFH��������RI�ZKLFK�

ZHUH�VDWHOOLWHV�LQWR�/(2��6R�LWŝV�D�UDSLGO\�JURZLQJ�

HFRQRPLF�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�WKH�8.��ZKHWKHU�WKDW�EH�

IRU�WHOHFRPPXQLFDWLRQV��(DUWK�REVHUYDWLRQ�RU�LQGHHG�

LQ�PRUH�QRUPDO�WHFKQRORJLHV�OLNH�PDQXIDFWXULQJ�

LQWHUIDFHV��ZH�FDQ�JURZ�FU\VWDOOLQH�VWUXFWXUHV�LQ�D�

PXFK�EHWWHU�DQG�PRUH�HIƅFLHQW�PDQQHU�>LQ�VSDFH@��

<RXŝUH�RQO\�UHDOO\�OLPLWHG�E\�\RXU�LPDJLQDWLRQ��

Why the UK? Are there advantages  

geographically, politically or legally that make  

WKH�8.�D�JRRG�SODFH�IRU�VSDFHƆLJKW"

I think all of the above. The UK is a good place to 

GR�EXVLQHVV��,WŝV�JRW�D�VWDEOH�OHJDO�IUDPHZRUN��8QGHU�

WKH�6SDFH�,QGXVWU\�$FW�LQ������ZH�KDYH�LQWURGXFHG�

WKH�PRVW�IRUZDUG�OHDGLQJ�DQG�ƆH[LEOH�VHW�RI�VSDFH�

UHJXODWLRQV��,I�\RX�ORRN�DW�WKH�LQVXUDQFH�PDUNHW�IRU�

VDWHOOLWHV�DQG�ODXQFKHV��\RXŝOO�ƅQG�WKH�YDVW�PDMRULW\� 

RI�WKHP�FRPH�WR�/RQGRQ��

%XW�PRUH�IXQGDPHQWDOO\��RXU�VSDFH�LQGXVWU\�

KDV�DQ�LPPHQVH�DPRXQW�RI�VNLOO��IURP�GHVLJQLQJ�

VDWHOOLWHV�WR�EXLOGLQJ�WKHP��0RUH�VPDOO�VDWHOOLWHV�

DUH�EXLOW�LQ�*ODVJRZ�WKDQ�DQ\ZKHUH�HOVH�LQ�(XURSH��

*OREDO�EXVLQHVVHV�OLNH�,QPDUVDW�DQG�2QH:HE�KDYH�

their operation centres here. The UK is a great place 

WR�FRPH�WR�IRU�GHYHORSLQJ�DSSOLFDWLRQV�WKDW�FDQ�

H[SORLW�WKDW�GDWD�>IURP�VSDFH@��ZKHWKHU�LW�EH�(DUWK�

observation or navigational data. The one thing that 

ZDV�UHDOO\�PLVVLQJ�LQ�WKDW�IXOO�VSHFWUXP�RI�FDSDELOLW\�

LV�ODXQFK��$QG�LI�\RX�FDQ�GHOLYHU�WKDW�IURP�D�VLQJOH�

QDWLRQ��LW�PDNHV�LW�UHDOO\��UHDOO\�DWWUDFWLYH��7KDWŝV�ZK\�

ZHŝYH�SXW�d���PLOOLRQ�LQWR�WKH�ODXQFK�SURJUDPPH�

:KDW�DERXW�KXPDQ�VSDFHƆLJKW�DQG�WKH�8.ŝV�UROH� 

in the Artemis programme?

7KH�8.�LV�YHU\�IRUZDUG�OHDQLQJ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�EHLQJ�

LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�JOREDO�KXPDQ�VSDFHƆLJKW�SURMHFWV��

EXW�ZH�YHU\�PXFK�GR�WKDW�WKURXJK�RXU�SDUWQHUVKLS�

ZLWK�WKH�(XURSHDQ�6SDFH�$JHQF\��(6$���7KURXJK�

LWV�DVVRFLDWLRQ�ZLWK�(6$�WKH�8.�ZLOO�PDNH�FULWLFDO�

FRQWULEXWLRQV�WRZDUGV�$UWHPLV��ZKHWKHU�LWŝV�WKURXJK�

SDUWV�RI�WKH�/XQDU�*DWHZD\�WKDWŝV�EHLQJ�EXLOW��RU�

WKH�(XURSHDQ�6HUYLFH�0RGXOH�DV�SDUW�RI�WKH�2ULRQ�

FDSVXOH�Ś�WKHUHŝV�D�ORW�RI�8.�WHFKQRORJ\�ZLWKLQ�WKDW��

DQG�DOVR�VRPH�8.�DFDGHPLF�WKLQNLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�

OLNHV�RI�,PSHULDO�&ROOHJH�

What are you looking forward to in 2023 in terms  

RI�VSDFHƆLJKW�LQ�WKH�8."

2QH�RI�WKH�NH\�WKLQJV�WKDW�NHHSV�PH�GULYLQJ�IRUZDUG�

ZLWK�ODXQFK��DQG�,�KRSH�,�FDQ�UHƆHFW�RQ�LQ�������ZLOO� 

EH�KRZ�PDQ\�WKRXVDQGV�RI�\RXQJVWHUV�ZH�KDYH�

inspired to look up at the stars, get involved in the 

VSDFH�VHFWRU��DQG�EH�SDUW�RI�VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�FDQ�

LPSURYH�RXU�OLYHV�KHUH�LQ�WKH�8.��DQG�DOVR�KHOS�WR�

GHYHORS�XV�HFRQRPLFDOO\� 

Ian Annett is the Deputy CEO for Programme 

Delivery, responsible for national space 

programmes across the UK Space Agency

Þ Tech on board  

Artemis’s Orion 

module has had  

UK involvement  

via the European 

Space Agency
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Space hubs, 
companies  
and bridges
The UK is growing as a centre 

for spaceflight innovation

As well as spaceports, other initiatives are helping  

WR�EROVWHU�WKH�8.�VSDFHƆLJKW�VHFWRU��RQH�H[DPSOH� 

RI�ZKLFK�LV�6SDFH�3DUN�/HLFHVWHU��ZKLFK�RIƅFLDOO\�

opened in March 2022.

ş,WŝV�D�XQLYHUVLW\�RZQHG�VSDFH�IDFLOLW\��EXLOW�DURXQG�

the idea that we host space businesses in the 

VDPH�IDFLOLW\�DV�WKH�UHVHDUFKHUV�ZRUN�Š�VD\V�0DUWLQ�

Barstow, their director of strategic partnerships and 

D�SURIHVVRU�RI�DVWURSK\VLFV�DQG�VSDFH�VFLHQFH�DW�WKH�

8QLYHUVLW\�RI�/HLFHVWHU��ş6SDFH�LV�H[SHQVLYH��,Q�WHUPV�

RI�EXLOGLQJ�WKLQJV�OLNH�FOHDQ�URRPV��WKH\ŝUH�FRVWO\��

7KH\ŝUH�EH\RQG�WKH�PHDQV�RI�VPDOO�FRPSDQLHV�Š�

Making such facilities available in the Space Park 

UHGXFHV�WKH�FRVW�RI�DFFHVV�IRU�VPDOO�DQG�PHGLXP�

VL]HG�HQWHUSULVHV�DQG�VWDUW�XSV��KH�DGGV��7KH\�DUH�

DOVR�DEOH�WR�OHDQ�RQ�WKH�DFDGHPLF�H[SHUWLVH�LQ�VSDFH�

WKDW�DOUHDG\�H[LVWV�DW�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\��ZKLFK�KDV�VRPH�

300 people working in the area.

$V�ZHOO�DV�VPDOO�FRPSDQLHV��VWDUW�XSV�DQG�

XQLYHUVLW\�VSLQ�RIIV��VRPH�DHURVSDFH�JLDQWV�VXFK�DV�

/RFNKHHG�0DUWLQ�DQG�1RUWKURS�*UXPPDQ�KDYH�DOVR�

MRLQHG��VHWWLQJ�XS�VPDOO�JURXSV�WKDW�ZRUN�DORQJVLGH�

their larger UK facilities.

ş6SDFH�LV�DQ�REYLRXV�QH[W�VWHS�IRU�XV�IRU�WKH�

DPELWLRQV�WKDW�WKH�8.�KDV�SXW�LQ�SODFH�Š�VD\V�

/RFNKHHG�0DUWLQŝV�1LN�6PLWK��QRWLQJ�WKDW�WKH�8.�

JRYHUQPHQW�KDV�SXW�LQ�şYHU\�VWURQJ�VWUXFWXUHV�DURXQG�

D�EURDG�VSDFH�VWUDWHJ\Š��7KHVH�LQFOXGH�WKH�8.ŝV�

6SDFH�6WUDWHJ\�DQG�6SDFHƆLJKW�3URJUDPPH�ZKLFK��

FRPELQHG�ZLWK�FDSLWDO�FRPLQJ�LQWR�WKH�FRXQWU\�IRU�

VSDFH��LV�FUHDWLQJ�D�VWURQJ�HQYLURQPHQW�IRU�LQQRYDWLRQ�

The UK’s work on building strong international 

UHODWLRQVKLSV�DOVR�PDNHV�LW�DQ�DWWUDFWLYH�KXE�WR�UHDFK�

LQWR�QHZ�PDUNHWV��7KH�8.�KDV�DOUHDG\�VLJQHG�VHYHUDO�

partnerships – such as the UK–Australia Space 

%ULGJH�DQG�D�0HPRUDQGXP�RI�&RRSHUDWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�

-DSDQHVH�$HURVSDFH�([SORUDWLRQ�$JHQF\�Ś�ZLWK�WKH�

DLP�RI�LQFUHDVLQJ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FRRSHUDWLRQ�LQWR�WKH�

IXWXUH��DQG�FHPHQWLQJ�RXU�SRVLWLRQ�DV�D�VSDFH�SRZHU�

on the international stage.

Best of British
We highlight three of the dozens of space projects currently underway in the UK

Goonhilly Earth Station X

The radio communication site has 

been operating from Cornwall since 

1962, but is getting renewed interest for 

communicating with lunar missions.  

S Ariel

Led by University College London and 

mainly being built by Airbus in Stevenage, 

Ariel is an ESA mission to characterise 

1,000 exoplanets, due to launch in 2029.

S Spacebit

A UK–Ukrainian company that hopes to 

VHQG�WKH�ƅUVW�ZDONLQJ�URYHU�WR�WKH�0RRQ��

on board the Peregrine lander (see page 

32 for more details).

Þ Space Park 

Leicester, where 

university research 

and business 

expertise meet

Shaoni 

Bhattacharya is a 

science writer and 

editor, as well as a 

VKRUW�ƅFWLRQ�DXWKRU




