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China is developing its mega-constellations of satellites to fulfil its objective of a
satellite Internet communication system by 2035.
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On 13 March 2026, China launched the 20t group of low-orbit internet satellites
under its ‘China SatNet’ Project. China aims for an integrated and self-reliant space
internet, composed of satellite constellations across Low Earth Orbit (LEO),
Medium Earth Orbit, and Geostationary Orbit. As of January 2026, China has
deployed a significant number of satellites in their respective orbits. These include
Satellite Internet High-orbit Satellites (3), ChinaSat (38), and Guowang (3) in
Geostationary Orbit; Smart Skynet (2) deployed in Medium-Earth Orbit; and
Qianfan/SpaceSail (108), Guowang/ China SatNet (154 launched + 24 test
satellites), Tianqgi (41), Xingyun (2), and GEESATCOM (64) in Low-Earth Orbit.!

Satellite internet is a technology that provides internet service via communication
satellites. Compared to ground-based infrastructure, satellite internet offers
significant advantages, including extensive coverage, rapid deployment, and the
ability to maintain stable communication during emergencies such as natural
disasters.2 Its service covers entire regions on Earth. Satellite internet works by
transmitting data signals from the user's computer to a satellite in space, which
then relays the signals to a Network Operations Centre (NOC) on Earth, which

routes the data to its final destination on the internet.3

Due to its wide coverage, it has become a popular choice for users in rural and
hard-to-reach areas. It enables communication across specialised fields such as
aviation, maritime navigation, military operations, scientific research and
emergency response. Among the functional LEO satellite communication networks
are the United States’ Starlink and Kuiper, and ‘OneWeb’—a joint venture project
of France, the UK, and India. China is developing its LEO satellite communication
network that primarily involves the ‘Guowang/China SatNet’ and

‘Qianfan/Spacesail’ mega-constellations of LEO satellites.

The ‘Guowang/ China SatNet’ represents China’s first mega-constellation LEO
satellite internet initiative, as well as its first integrated space-and-air 6G internet
project. The plan includes launching a total of 12,992 satellites, organised into two
sub-constellations: GW-AS59 (6,080 satellites) and GW-A2 (6,912 satellites), to

establish a high-speed communication network with global coverage.+ As per the
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schedule, the China SatNet Project is required to deploy approximately 1,300
satellites by 2029, 6,500 by 2032, and 12,992 by 2034. As of April 2026, China has
deployed about 160 satellites operating in low Earth orbit, including the 20th batch
deployed in March 2026.5 It needs to deploy nearly 1,140 satellites by 2029, a task

that seems difficult due to technological bottlenecks in reusable rockets.

The ‘Qianfan Constellation’ project aims to deploy 15,000 satellite broadband
services. The project will be completed in three phases. Phase I will deploy 648
satellites by 2025 to achieve regional coverage; Phase II will deploy 1,296 satellites
to complete global coverage by 2027; and Phase III is planned to feature all 15,000
satellites by 2030 to deliver diversified, integrated internet services.® However, the
project is delayed due to a lack of reusable-rocket technology, and as of April 2026,
only 108 satellites of the Qianfan constellation have been deployed. The project has

failed to meet the scheduled deadlines for satellite deployment.

In addition, China launched its first high-orbit satellite internet service in
November 2023, which largely covers the entire country as well as key regions along
the ‘Belt and Road’ initiative. This network primarily comprises three high-
throughput satellites: ChinaSat 16, ChinaSat 19, and ChinaSat 26.7 These three
geostationary satellites cover three different regions of the globe. Among them,
ChinaSat 16, launched in 2017, provides coverage to the central, western and
eastern regions, as well as offshore areas; ChinaSat 19, launched in 2022, serves
the eastern regions, Southeast Asia and Pacific shipping routes; ChinaSat 26,
launched in 2023, was the first satellite in the series to exceed 100 Gbps in capacity,
extending its coverage to encompass all of China, parts of Russia, and the

surrounding Indian Ocean region.8

Satellites complement terrestrial 5G networks in coverage, reliability and flexibility,
especially with low-Earth orbit (LEO) satellite integration, while terrestrial 5SG
networks offer greater scope for improving communication.® Therefore, the satellite

internet market is rapidly evolving due to 5G integration and increased demand for
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connectivity in remote areas. According to the 2024 Global and China Satellite
Internet Industry Overview Report published by the Taibo Think Tank, China’s
satellite internet market size reached 64.8 billion RMB (US$ 9.3 billion) in 2024.
This figure is projected to grow to 75.1 billion RMB (US$ 10.8 billion) by 2025 and
to 151.2 billion RMB (US$ 21.8 billion) by 2030.10 However, it currently faces
significant challenges regarding cost control and achieving large-scale commercial

applications.1!

Moreover, China is facing technological bottlenecks in developing reusable rockets
to reduce costs in its satellite internet programme.12 Although China possesses a
relatively comprehensive suite of launch vehicles, it still lags significantly behind
SpaceX in reusable-rocket technology and high-frequency launch capabilities. This
disparity results in constraints on both launch costs and launch frequency. Unless
and until China improves its reusable launch-vehicle technology, it will be difficult
to deploy thousands of satellites before the 2035 deadline.!3

Conclusion

China is still building its LEO satellite networks, which include two mega-
constellations: Qiangfan and Guowang. The satellite-based communication market
is rapidly evolving due to increased demand for connectivity in remote areas.
However, China faces major technological bottlenecks in developing a reusable
rocket capable of launching tens of thousands of satellites for its satellite-based
communication networks, raising doubts about completing the comprehensive

satellite network system by 2035.
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