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Background 
The United States has a new opportunity to use civil space and cooperation in science and 
technology as a powerful tool of engagement in Latin America, and especially with Brazil. U.S. 
leadership in space exploration comprises not only government achievements but also powerful 
commercial opportunities that arise from the sale of U.S. inventions to its allies. As the United 
States loses market share in satellites and other related technical equipment to countries such as 
China, India, Russia, and Europe, it should consider what steps are needed to reassert U.S. 
leadership. Cooperation on space activities such as earth observation and space exploration can be 
one path toward restoring the traditional leadership credibility of the United States for this 
emerging interest in space technology in the Americas.  

In the last decade, Latin America has been increasingly involved in space. Not only has new 
technology to support earth observation and space exploration been supplied by China, the 
Ukraine, Russia, and Europe, but also the opportunities to engage with these countries have 
expanded. Yet this involvement in space, an area once dominated by U.S. knowledge and 
technology, has gone mostly unnoticed by U.S. policymakers. With the high value that the Obama 
administration has placed on the importance of science and technology as an engine of U.S. 
leadership, the United States is again poised to use science, and space in particular, as a tool for 
greater engagement with its neighbors in Latin America. Actively pursuing international 
cooperation in space could represent a greater component of the United States’ search for 
partnerships in an important facet of multilateral relations that has been dormant for many years. 

The United States is particularly well suited to make very effective use of space as an instrument 
of smart power for a number of reasons.1 First, as the CSIS Commission on Smart Power notes, 

                                                           
 
1 “Smart Power is neither hard nor soft—it is the skillful combination of both. Smart Power means 
developing an integrated strategy, resource base, and tool kit to achieve American objectives, drawing on 
both hard and soft power.” Joseph S. Nye Jr. and Richard L. Armitage, A Smarter, More Secure America 
(Washington, D.C.: CSIS, 2007), 7.   
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the United States is the only global nation, and the expansion of the human sphere of influence 
into space is indisputably a global undertaking. Second, the successes and challenges of space 
exploration, from the Moon landing to the harrowing Apollo 13 mission, are dramatic examples 
of key American ideals such as hope, enthusiasm, and optimism. Third, unlike other countries, 
U.S. civilian space activities have always been explicitly kept apart from the national security space 
activities of the defense and intelligence communities.  

Space is a unique field of endeavor in which virtually no technology, practice, or technique is 
inherently limited in its application to the exercise of either hard or soft power. Nearly all space 
activities are, either directly or consequentially, axiomatically dual use. Therefore, a more active 
civilian space program can ultimately bolster the underlying infrastructure and technology 
needed to support hard power applications. Attempts to isolate a national space program can 
foster the development of broad indigenous capabilities, in much the same way that an arms 
embargo can encourage the rapid development of a robust national defense industrial base. 
International cooperation in civil space applications makes the costly independent pursuit of 
dual-use capabilities much less attractive to other nations.2 

Historically, Latin America has had less contact with this scientific and technological field. 
Although Chile is home to three important observatories and a space-tracking station, and other 
sites in the Americas also figure in the international space system, Latin America has only recently 
become aware of the importance of space technology.3 Mexico, Peru, and the countries of the 
southern cone have all participated in space activities beyond the operation of telecommunication 
satellites. The launch of a Venezuelan telecommunications satellite, named the Simón Bolívar, in 
the summer of 2008, which did not rely on American technology or support but rather came from 
the Chinese commercial satellite industry, is emblematic of the shift away from historical U.S. 
leadership. The desire to establish a Latin American space agency among countries like Brazil, 
Chile, Argentina, and Mexico indicates that not only are the heavens becoming a new frontier for 
Latin America, but they are also a means of asserting independence from U.S. leadership.4 These 
events underscore the urgency for greater U.S. engagement in Latin American on civilian space 
technology for both diplomatic and commercial reasons. 

 

                                                           
 
2 Vincent G. Sabathier and G. Ryan Faith, “Smart Power through Space,” International Space Exploration 
Update, February 20, 2008. 
3 Chile’s Atacama Desert is home to the Cerro Tololo Inter-American Observatory, the Las Campanas 
Observatory, and the European Southern Observatory. 
4“China Launch VENESAT-1—Debut Bird for Venezuela,” NASASpaceFlight.com, October 29, 2008, 
http://www.nasaspaceflight.com/2008/10/china-launch-venesat/; Stan Lehman, “Brazil Fires Rocket as Part 
of Research,” Washington Post, July 19, 2007, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/ 
2007/07/19/AR2007071901557_pf.html; “Brazil-Argentina Rocket Takes Off Successfully,” Xinhua News 
Agency, December 17, 2007, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2007-12/17/content_7263711.htm. 
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Space Technology in the Americas 
Since the late 1990s, several countries in Latin America developed national space programs.5 
These efforts, however, are still works in progress. Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Venezuela, and others 
have launched their own satellites.6 As table 1 shows, the bulk of the satellites operated by Latin 
American countries are for telecommunications purposes.  

In 2003, at Alcântara, Brazil attempted a rocket launch with catastrophic results.7 The launch 
nearly undermined the entire Brazilian space program. Since then, it has concentrated on 
improving its satellite making and global positioning system technology and on getting a man 
into space, which was achieved in 2006 when Brazilian astronaut Marcos Pontes flew with 
Expedition-13 to the International Space Station.8 Brazil is not alone in its astronaut ambitions; 
Cuba and Mexico have had astronauts on U.S. or Russian flights, and Chile has an astronaut in 
training.9  

For at least a decade, there have been talks about a regional space agency. Recent investments 
throughout the region may signal that its time has arrived.10 Currently, Brazil and Mexico have a 
joint educational initiative on science and technology, known as CRECTEAL (Centro Regional de 
Enseñanza en Ciencia y Tecnología Espacial para América Latina y el Caribe), to share 
educational and technical knowledge throughout the region.11 Technological cooperation is an 
essential component of the space programs. A Latin American space agency would diminish costs 
and increase access to geospatial information and results of space research conducted by these 
countries. Strong technical cooperation has also been established out of the interregional sphere. 
For instance, Brazil and Venezuela have built and launched satellites with Chinese know-how and 
components. It is no coincidence that this technical support is being offered to bolster the 
Chinese stronghold on resource-rich nations of Latin America. 

                                                           
 
5 The Argentinean space agency, CONAE (Comisión Nacional de Actividades Espaciales), has cooperated 
with NASA since the mid-1990s on a series of three scientific and earth observation satellites. In this case, 
CONAE built the satellite, while NASA provided selected instruments and launch services. This 
cooperation is ongoing, with a fourth satellite, SAC-D/Aquarius, expected to launch in 2010. 
6 In 2006, Peru’s space program launched its first space probe, the Paulet I, from Punta Lobos Air Force 
Base, south of Lima. Its mission was to explore and measure conditions of the upper atmosphere, according 
to Peruvian space agency (CONIDA). 
7 Larry Rohter, “Brazil’s Soaring Space-Age Ambitions Are Shy of Cash and Sapped by Calamity,” New York 
Times, January 23, 2004. 
8 Astronaut biographical data for Marcos C. Pontes is available at: http://www.jsc.nasa.gov/Bios/ 
htmlbios/pontes.html. 
9 Although Franklin Chang-Diaz was born and raised in Costa Rica, he entered the astronaut program 
through NASA, not as an official representative of Costa Rica. 
10 Author’s interview with Everton Lucero, head of the Science and Technology Division of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, April 16, 2009.  
11 For more information, see http://www.crectealc.org/. 
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Table 1. Satellites Operated by South American Countries 
Name State Launch Status Function 
MICROSAT 4 [LUSAT, OSCAR 19] Argentina 1/22/1990 in orbit Amateur radio satellite 
MICROSAT 2, DOVE, Oscar 17 Brazil 1/22/1990 in orbit Amateur radio satellite 
UNAMSAT 2 OSCAR 30 Mexico 9/5/1996 in orbit Amateur radio satellite 

MUSAT Argentina 8/29/1996 
decayed 
11/12/1999 

Experimental 
telecommunications 

SAC C Argentina, USA 11/21/2000 in orbit 
Scientific and earth 
observations satellite 

SCD 1 [COLETA DE DADOS 1] Brazil 2/9/1993 in orbit 
Scientific and earth 
observations satellite 

SCD 2 Brazil 10/23/1998 in orbit 
Scientific and earth 
observations satellite 

CBERS 1 [Zi Yuan 1] Brazil, China 10/14/1999 in orbit 
Scientific and earth 
observations satellite 

FASAT BRAVO Chile 7/10/1998 in orbit 
Scientific and earth 
observations satellite 

LIBERTAD 1 Columbia 4/17/2007 in orbit 
Scientific and earth 
observations satellite 

SAC-B Argentina, USA 11/4/1996 
decayed 
4/7/2002 

Scientific applications 
satellite 

SACI 1 Brazil, China 10/14/1999 in orbit Scientific satellite 

SAC A Argentina 12/4/1998 
decayed 
10/25/1999 Technology 

PEHUENSAT 1 Argentina 1/10/2007 in orbit Technology 
NAHUEL 1A Argentina 1/30/1997 in GSO Telecommunications 
LATINSAT B Argentina 12/20/2002 in orbit Telecommunications 
LATINSAT A Argentina 12/20/2002 in orbit Telecommunications 
BRAZILSAT 1 Brazil 2/8/1985 in orbit Telecommunications 
Brasilsat-A2 Brazil 3/28/1986 in disposal orbit Telecommunications 
BRAZILSAT B1 Brazil 8/10/1994 in GSO Telecommunications 
BRAZILSAT B2 Brazil 3/28/1995 in GSO Telecommunications 
BRAZILSAT B3 Brazil 2/4/1998 in GSO Telecommunications 
BRAZILSAT B4 Brazil 8/17/2000 in GSO Telecommunications 
ESTRELA DU SOL-TELSTAR 14 Brazil 1/11/2004 in GSO Telecommunications 
STAR ONE C1 Brazil 11/14/2007 in GSO Telecommunications 
STAR ONE C2 Brazil 4/18/2008 in GSO Telecommunications 
MORELOS 2 Mexico 11/27/1985 in GSO Telecommunications 
MORELOS 1 Mexico 6/17/1988 in GSO Telecommunications 
SOLIDARIDAD 1 Mexico 11/20/1993 in GSO Telecommunications 
SOLIDARIDAD 2 Mexico 10/8/1994 in GSO Telecommunications 
SATMEX 5 Mexico 12/6/1998 in GSO Telecommunications 
SATMEX 6 Mexico 5/27/2006 in GSO Telecommunications 
SIMON BOLIVAR [VENESAT 1] Venezuela 10/29/2008 in GSO Telecommunications 

Source: UN Office of Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA).  
 

Brazil: The Rising Power 
Brazil, the largest regional power, is asserting its strategic political position on the world stage. 
Brazil made its debut as a strong actor on the international stage in 2003 with the Doha Round of 
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trade negotiations, and in 2004, it took the lead of the UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti 
(MINUSTAH).12 Its emergence as an active participant in the G-20 in 2009 demonstrated its 
increasingly important role as an economic powerhouse. Brazil is also involved in several 
multilateral initiatives in the hemisphere as a means of engaging with the rest of the world (e.g., 
renewable energy based on ethanol). Part of the process of its insertion into the global scene is 
acquisition and production of high-end technology. Brazil already dominates deep sea oil-
extraction technology and has a well-developed aircraft industry.13 Space is a logical next step. 

Civil space exploration is still a requirement for achieving great power status. This lesson has not 
been lost on Brazil. Its star in world affairs has been rising since it was linked along with Russia, 
India, and China in a group of fast-developing economies known in the financial community as 
BRIC, but among these states, Brazil has the most limited space capabilities. A country that does 
not have independent access to space cannot pretend to the ranks of greatness.  

The need for this technological capacity is something that Brazil has made a priority, as evidenced 
by the focus on space in its 2008 National Defense Strategy report.14 Brazil not only wants to 
develop greater launch capacity, but it also wants to build satellites for earth observation and 
enhanced communication capacity. Its new strategy also indicates that Brazil wants to devote 
more resources to exploration of space for its national security needs.  

Currently, the Brazilian space program is the most developed in the region, highlighted by the 
Sino-Brazilian project known as the China-Brazil Earth Resources Satellite (CBERS). This satellite 
platform, used to monitor climate change in the Amazon using earth observation, was originally 
launched in 1999 in China, with a second satellite launched in 2003.15 Recently, the Brazilians 
increased their investment from 30 percent to 50 percent with plans to launch new satellites in 
2011 and 2014.16 The Brazilians have been developing their own launch facility at Alcântara.17 

This facility is ideally located because of its proximity both to the equator, making it easier and 
cheaper for satellites to get into orbit, and to the ocean, avoiding flyby of populated areas during 
the initial boost phases and making maritime recovery a viable option.  

                                                           
 
12 UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH), http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/missions/minustah/. 
13 Petrobras, Strategic Plan 2009–2013, January 26, 2009, p. 6, http://www2.petrobras.com.br/ri/ing/ 
ApresentacoesEventos/ConfTelefonicas/pdf/PN_2009-2013_Ing.pdf; Embraer, “Development,” 
http://www.embraer.com/english/content/empresa/profile.asp?tela=development.  
14 Brazil Ministry of Defense, Estragégia Nacional de Defesa, http://www.defesabr.com/Md/Estrategia_Defesa.pdf. 
15 Peter J. Brown, “China Making Leaps in Space,” Asia Times, January 9, 2009, 
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/China/KA09Ad01.html. 
16 “A Coopeação Brasil-China na Área Espacial,” Democracia & Política Blog, posted February 20, 2009, 
http://democraciapolitica.blogspot.com/2009/02/cooperacao-brasil-china-na-area.html.  
17 Simon Romero, “To the Heavens from the Jungle,” New York Times, September 14, 2008.  


