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Armed forces look to join
hands with satcom firms

Defence forces
conduet trials with
OneWeb and Jio-SES;
talks on with Starlink

Shouvik Das & Jatin Grover

Shoaik das BliveminL.Com

NEW DELHI: India is looking to
give its defence forces a competi-
tive edge in modern warfareand
security through state-of-the-art
satellite communications (sat-
com) in partnership with the pri-
vate sector, four people with
direct knowledge of the matter
said.

The move will also apen up
new business vistas for satcom
providers, which are yet to com-
‘mence operations in the country.
The department of telecommu-
nications (DoT) is expected ta
conduct spectrum allocation
sometime soon. Multiple trials
have been conducted by the
Indian Army, Air Force and
Navy with private satcom pro-
viders such as OneWeb and Jio-
SES over the past two years, the
people cited above said.

‘Trials with OneWeb, whichis
backed by Airtel's parent firm
Bharti Enterprises, have offered
low-latency, satellite-based net-
work connectivity with military-
grade encryption on multiple
occasions. Jio-SES, the second
Indian satcom service provider

for
inthe country. T

with a licence from the DoT, has
also held more than two
defence-sector trials, two of the
peaple cited above said.

‘The frials were conducted
during the India-Viemam joint
military exercise in November
last year, and Operation Brahma
in Myanmar in April, among
otfier occasions. The idea behind
the trials is to see how old satel-
lite communications sandards
can be overhauled for the armed
forces, these people added.

‘The Centre's move would see
the gradual replacement of
older, large very small aperture
terminal (VSAT) receivers,
which connect with Indian
Space Research Organisation’s
(Isra's) geosynchronous earth
orbit (Geo) satellites. Such

receivers are typically bulky and
need specialized transport, and
their connectivity is also slow.
OneWeb and Jio-SES offer
portable satcom terminals that
are small enough to come in a
backpack. They also deliver
faster network connectivity that
is critical for remote dronesand
other tech-heavy defence equip-
ment in distant areas, by using
low-earth orbit (Leo) satellites.
India is also exploring other
global players. One of the peaple
mentioned above—a senior gov-
ernment official speaking on
condition of not being named—
said initial talks have been held
with Elon Musk-owned Starlink
on how it can offer a vast satel-
lite network for defence forces
while maintaining the necessary

security protocols and silos that
the technology will require.

Notably, Starlink has not
installed ifs gateways and equip-
ment in the country so far, and is
yet to conduc network trialsand
acquire security clearance from
New Delhi.

Emails sent to the DoT, minis-
try of defence, Airtel, Jio and
Starlink did not receive
responses until press time.

“Defence, maritime and bor-
der security will be key focus
segments for enterprise satellite
communication providers in
India,” said Shivaji Chatterjee,
chief executive and managing
director of Hughes Communica-
tions India, which s a parmer to
Bharti's OneWeb that offers both
Geo and Leo satellite services.

“Multiple trials have already
taken place to evaluate the
potential of some of our latest
offerings, such as OneWeb, in
these strategic sectors,” Charter-
jee added. "Other upcoming Leo
offerings are also considered
promising for rural broadband
because of their extensive capac-
ity enabled by large satellite con-
stellations.™

Anil Kumar Bhan, director
general of space industry body,
Indian Space Association (ISpA).
said satcom services for Indian
defence forces have so far been
used as a backup to terresirial
and radio communications, even
in remote terrain.
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