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Bottom line up front

• RPO threat is misunderstood and overblown

– Doing RPO is much more difficult and riskier than perceived by non-experts

– Hard to see where RPO would provide better military effects than other options 
(hard kills, jamming, cyber)

• “Guardian” satellites are a lot less useful in practice than in theory

– Increase awareness in local area

– Complicate adversary RPO of protected satellite

– Platform for countermeasure technologies

• “Space Zones” could have limited military benefits but face uphill battle

– Primary utility is as part of indications and warnings of potential threats

– Unlikely to find a strong legal footing or political support
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“Fake news” on RPO threat 
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MEV-1 Example
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The reality of a GEO RPO
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Credit: NASA Rendezvous and Proximity Operations Handbook (1985)

Orbital mechanics is different
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“Guardians” as countermeasure platforms
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Flare and chaff anti-missile protections for transport aircraft

Credit: Lacroix Defense

BAE “Hot Brick” Infrared jammer

Credit: Wikimedia Commons

https://www.lacroix-defense.com/produit.php?code=transport&pole=airborne
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BAE_Hot_Brick.jpg
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The future of space…
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Credit: MaritimeTraffic.com

https://www.marinetraffic.com/
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Space Zones to support ROE
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Credit: GlobalSecurity.org

Credit: The Associated Press

https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/policy/army/fm/7-20/Appc.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2005-12/29/content_507603.htm
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Keep commercial RPO separate

• Conflating commercial satellite servicing with national security risks stifling 
the commercial industry

– Commercial operators are extremely wary of the optics of being associated with 
the DOD

– Negative implications for insurance, investment, and international markets

• Like air traffic, best to keep commercial RPO norms and standards separate 
from military activities and discussions 

– Space traffic “rules” should be for commercial/civil only

– Military RPO should operate with “due regard” like military aircraft do
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Thank you. 
Questions?

bweeden@swfound.org
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