
8

Within two years the people of Nansledan 
could be watching satellites launching to 
space from Cornwall Airport Newquay.

Although it might sound like science fiction, 
it’s part of a £20m plan announced by the 
Government in June to give the UK its own 
satellite launch capability.

There are around 2,000 active satellites 
orbiting Earth today and the UK Space 
Agency (UKSA) estimates that 2,000 more 
will be launched by 2030. That’s because 
space technology is playing an increasingly 
important role in our daily 
lives, and how we monitor 
and look after the planet.

We’re all familiar with 
satellite television, satnav 
in our cars and the weather 
forecasts that give us a 
bird’s eye view from space. 
But a new generation of 
space-derived products, 
services and businesses 
is emerging all the time, 
covering everything from 
crop monitoring and mining 
to financial services and 
insurance.

And detecting changes to our environment 
from space – whether it’s melting polar ice 
or rainforest fires – has become a vital tool 
in the battle against climate change and 
environmental damage.

All of this is fuelling a global demand for 
small satellites, and huge strides in 
technology mean many now weigh less 
than 10 kilogrammes. Imagine your toaster 
or microwave floating around in space. 
And it’s a valuable market, which the UKSA 
reckons could be worth £3.8 billion to the 
UK economy over the next decade.
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Although the UK manufactures a 
majority of the world’s small satellites, there 
is nowhere in Britain to launch them. The 
Government wants to change all that and 
five years ago began a search for potential 
‘spaceport’ locations in the UK. Newquay 
was shortlisted for its long runway, 
uncongested airspace and direct access 
over the sea.

But before you think about massive rockets 
billowing skyward, rest assured that’s not 
what’s planned in Newquay at all. Instead, 
satellites will be launched mid-air using an 
aircraft that takes off as normal and drops 
a rocket at high altitude over the Atlantic, 
which then powers on into 
space to launch its satellites 
into orbit. The plane returns 
to the spaceport.

The horizontal launch 
system planned for 
Newquay has been 
developed by Sir Richard 
Branson’s satellite launch 
company, Virgin Orbit, 
using its 70-foot 
LauncheOne rocket which 
can carry between 300kg 
and 500kg of satellites. The 
rocket attaches to an 

ex-Virgin Atlantic 747 passenger plane 
which has been extensively modified.

The current plans estimate a maximum of 
eight launches a year. There are no plans 
for human spaceflight from Newquay, and 
the minimal carbon impact of all launches 
will be offset.

Spaceport Cornwall is expected to 
create 150 jobs and 
generate £200m for the 
Cornish economy by 2025, 
and is already inspiring 
Cornish school children to 
consider careers in science 
and engineering.

Virgin Orbit recently signed 
a £7.35m grant agreement 
with the UKSA to bring their 
technology to Newquay, 
where they are investing a 
further £2.5m. The Cornwall 
and Isles of Scilly Local 
Enterprise Partnership (LEP) 
is investing £500k, and 
Cornwall Council will vote 

whether to approve £12m for upgrading 
airport facilities on November 26.
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