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General Studies-2; Topic– India and its neighbourhood relations. 

Outer Space Cooperation in South Asia 

1) Introduction 

 South Asia is a region with several developmental challenges and space technology could play a role 
in dealing with these challenges. 

 In May 2017, India launched the GSAT-9, also dubbed the South Asia Satellite, aiming to provide 
space-enabled services to other South Asian countries. 

 The recent launch of the Bangabandhu-1, Bangladesh’s first geostationary satellite to orbit shows 
the growing use of space technology for development among the South Asian countries. 

2) Need for Space Cooperation in South Asia 

 South Asia is a region with uneven development and serious social, economic, and developmental 
challenges. 

 Space technology capabilities are also unevenly spread with China and India as established space 
players in the region. 

 Countries like Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, and the Maldives have requirement for space 
capabilities for dealing with natural disasters and communication. 

 The region has remained prone to many weather-related calamities on a frequent basis. 

 This makes disaster warning and mitigation important drivers for pursuing an outer space agenda. 

3) Space domain in South Asia 

 South Asia has not fully exploited the space domain for several reasons. 

 Availability of resources and lack of visionary leadership in the region are important factors. 

 But so are international insecurity and conflict. 

 The competition between India and China, spills over into the space domain too. 

 Most South Asian countries are members of the Asia-Pacific Regional Space Agency Forum 
(APRSAF) that is governed by Japan. 

 Bangladesh is the latest South Asian country to join India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Afghanistan in 
having its own national satellite. 

 Sri Lanka’s space development remains largely for domestic commercial usage. 

 Afghanistan, Nepal and Bhutan are also taking steps to progress their national space development. 

4) Advantages 

 Space technology has great potential to help social and economic development. 

 Smaller countries in the region having international collaboration in developing outer space assets 
and technologies can meet developmental challenges. 

 Strengthening connectivity, communication, tele-education, telemedicine and broadband internet 
across rural and remote areas of the region. 

 With the high frequency of natural disasters in the region, space-enabled services that augment 
natural resource management and disaster response will benefit affected states immensely. 

 Satellite-enabled projects that involve cross-border management of common resources could 
greatly improve regional cooperation with minimal political costs. 

 There are significant geographical features in South Asia that transcend political boundaries, such 
as the Himalayan Mountains, the Thar Desert, the Bay of Bengal, the Sundarbans forest, 
transboundary rivers, and coastlines. 
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 Joint projects could help mitigate environmental degradation and weather-related disasters in 
these areas. 

5) Concerns / Challenges 

 Political problems associated with regional cooperation in South Asia 

 Smaller countries worry about being dragged into the Sino-Indian competition if they collaborate 
with one side or the other. 

 Lack of existing rules and norms for outer space. 

 Treaties such as the Outer Space Treaty (OST) are inadequate to deal with the rapidly developing 
space sector. 

 This has resulted in a growing debate about how to strengthen space norms and rules to ensure 
safe and sustainable use of outer space for future generations. 

6) India's Role 

 Within South Asia, India has long had one of the world’s most advanced space programmes 

 The expanding use of space technology in the region gives India more opportunities to use 
technological cooperation as a tool of diplomacy. 

 India started focusing on space diplomacy towards the 
region by launching the South Asia Satellite in 2017. 

 India faces growing challenges from China’s rapid plans for digital and space connectivity across the 
globe, including in South Asia. 

 India needs to intensify its space partnerships with its South Asian neighbours in order to cope with 
the rapid advances of Chinese space diplomacy in the region.  

7) Way Forward 

 Confidence building measures (CBMs) can help promote space development in South Asia. 

 India and China can offer significant assistance to the new entrants in the space domain in the 
region. 

 There could be joint initiatives in the area of manufacturing and launching satellites for the purpose 
of providing advance weather-related disaster warning. 

 More significantly, space cooperation at the regional level has to focus on more basic needs. 

 Areas such as disaster warning and mitigation are ideal candidates for cooperation within the South 
Asian regions. 
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