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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Rekha Jain*

Technological advances in satellites are enabling new 
areas of service provision, especially for broadband 
and broadcast - usually referred to as spacecom. 
Satellites play an important role in the Digital India 
initiative of the government. The emergence of high 
throughput, lower cost satellite services and regulatory 
changes such as allowing private participation in this 
sector have led governments, including in India, 
to consider mechanisms to facilitate space-based 
communication services. 

Satellites provide the critical infrastructure and 
services for ubiquitous broadband connectivity, 
especially to those who remain uncovered, especially 
in rural areas or hard to reach terrains, despite the 
rapid proliferation of terrestrial.  Satellites are also 
important to India as satellite TV is the dominant 
source of information and entertainment for a large 

part of the population. Terrestrial TV is mandated 
to be provided only by the state owned Prasar 
Bharti that has a low and fast declining viewership. 
Other important areas of satellite applications 
include satellite based IoT, emergency and disaster 
communications, climate and weather data collection 
and analysis. 

The global spacecom market is estimated to go from 
$65.68 billion in 2020 to $131.68 billion in 2028.1 The 
Indian spacecom market is nascent and if provided 
policy and regulatory support, it is expected to 
increase its current share of 2% of the global market 
in 2020 to 10% by 2030.2 The Draft Spacecom policy 
and the National Digital Communication Policy 2018 
reflect policy intent to support growth. Besides other 
elements for policy and regulatory interventions, 
spectrum assignment is a critical aspect of spacecom 
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regulation. Besides domestic regulation, satellite 
services are also regulated through the International 
Telecommunication Union (ITU) for orbital and 
frequency assignments, lending an international 
aspect to their regulation. Satellite spectrum 
assignment process need to be in harmony with the 
ITU Radio Regulation, an international treaty to 
which India is a signatory.

This paper provides an overview of spectrum 
regulation for space-based communication services 
both internationally and in India. Since satellite 
spectrum is a shared resource, in that different types 
of satellite service providers could use the same 
assignment of spectrum for service provision without 
interference, the policy for assignment in most 
countries differs from that for terrestrial services 
for mobiles (4G, 5G etc) and terrestrial broadcasts 
that requires exclusive assignment. Due to the 
need for exclusive assignments amongst competing 
terrestrial service providers, auctions have been used 
for identifying the selected service providers. Since 
exclusive assignments of spectrum amongst various 
service providers are not required, auctions are not 
an appropriate instrument for assignment. The issue 
of assignment of satellite spectrum has also become 
very germane in the light of DoT’s Reference to TRAI 
for exclusive assignment of this spectrum through 
auctions.

In this context, the paper analyzes the spectrum 
assignment process along several dimensions such as 
The Technical Characteristics of the Relevant Bands, 
The International Nature of Space Based Spectrum, 
Ensuring Coherence with Dot’s Existing Policy on the 
Space-Based Communic	 ation Spectrum, 
The Integrity of the Sector Governance Structure, 
The Applicability of Auctions for Space-Based 
Communications, International Best Practices, 
Appropriate and Contextual Interpretation of the 
2012 SC Judgment, Impact on the TV Broadcasting 
Sector and DoT’s Past Spectrum Assignment and 
Auction Design Outcomes.

Subsequently, we identify the following criteria 
for evaluation of the spectrum assignment process 
with respect to the effectiveness and efficiency in 
meeting the Policy Objectives. These are  Effective 

Utilization by Satellite Service Providers, Facilitating 
Competition, Fair and Transparent Assignment 
Process, Harmonization with Best International 
Practices, Maximal Productive Use of Spectrum, 
Achieves the Public Policy Aims of Universal Coverage, 
Preserves and Enhances the Diversity and Plurality in 
the Satellite TV Industry, Helps the Satellite Sector to 
Take Off, and Enables Indian Telecom Companies to 
be Globally Competitive.

We find that exclusive assignment through auctions 
for space-based communication meets the policy 
objectives of effective and efficient spectrum 
management and regulation inadequately. Since 
satellite spectrum is a shared resource and there 
are hardly any empirically or practical models of 
assignments through auction, an administrative 
assignment of spectrum on a shared basis is a better 
way of regulation. We suggest an administered price 
model that has a one-time license fee and an annual 
revenue share based on the AGR.  The determination 
of the actual quantum is beyond the scope of this 
paper.

Using prioritization and coordination mechanism 
for spectrum sharing within the overall ITU RR, 
contextualized to our domestic environment will 
provide regulatory certainty. This will enable the 
objectives of spacecom sector to provide universal 
coverage, help the fledgling satellite sector to take off 
and allows Indian telecom companies to be globally 
competitive. Further, and more importantly, by 
ensuring a healthy satellite TV industry, it would 
help preserve or enhance the diversity and plurality 
of content that is the bedrock of a vibrant democracy. 

As a trustee of the spectrum, a scarce public natural 
resource, DoT/TRAI will not be fulfilling its remit 
by adopting exclusive assignments and auctions 
for space-based communication services. This 
will lead to a weakening of the institutional and 
governance structure as such a mechanism would 
have been adopted without due consideration of 
the role of TRAI in formulating it. Given the value 
and contribution of this sector to the economy and 
potential for its growth, it is important to ensure 
appropriate spectrum assignment regulation.


