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Trends That Impact Perceptions of the Chinese Space Program
Kristin Burke

The People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA’s) intention to allow civilian astronauts and non-
state-owned enterprise (SOE) companies to participate in the Chinese Space Station (CSS) are
two trends that will probably change the global image of the Chinese space program, but which
risk being overlooked with hyped attention on the still distant crewed lunar program. While the
CSS is not the linchpin for the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC’s) recently confirmed timeline
to land two PRC astronauts on the Moon by 2030 for a short period of tests and experiments; the
CSS is however necessary for the PRC to achieve its goal for a sustainable crewed lunar
program.! Importantly, watching the development of the CSS will reveal clues about possible
international and commercial participation. Support and buy-in from such groups are key to a
sustainable space program and demonstrating the PRC’s leadership in space.

The PLA’s China Manned Space Engineering Office (CMSEO) followed through with its
2016 promise to include civilians in the astronaut corps, and launched its first civilian astronaut
in May of 2023. 234 Gui Haichao is only one of multiple civilians in the third and fourth batches
of PRC taikonauts, which CMSEOQ will gradually introduce to the world over the next several
years.>® Included in the fourth batch is probably a trainee from Hong Kong or Macau. The
long-term impact of the PLA’s commitment to recruit and train civilian astronauts will have a
currently uncertain effect on the PLA astronaut program. The decision’s impact on global
perception, together with ongoing international astronaut selection, seems very likely to improve
the PRC standing at least in its joint program with the United Nations, if not also with existing
astronaut programs.”® For example, the European Space Agency might consider it an incentive
to re-engage on its original plan to send astronauts to the CSS.° While the Indian experiment
destined to the CSS is awaiting approval from the Indian government, the Chinese and Indian
foreign ministers and other personnel have met twice already this year, indicating they may have
already discussed the issue.0:11:12

The CMSEO solicitation for non-SOE proposals for CSS resupply vehicles in May of
2023 will also directly impact the long-term development of the Chinese space program and
global perception of it.® If the above example of civilian inclusion in the astronaut program is
any guide, we should expect another quiet but official confirmation, and indications of the types
of companies competing for CSS contracts in the 15" Five-Year Plan (2026-2030). The May
solicitation importantly requires applicants’ spacecraft designs to demonstrate that they have
either a controlled reentry or controlled destruction, with the latter meeting specific
environmental requirements. The solicitation also requires the companies’ spacecraft to be
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capable of fully autonomous rendezvous and docking with the CSS, and the ability to avoid
collisions, best practices on which the CMSEO will share with promising applicants.** As seen
with Chinese domestic excitement and international debate on the PRC’s diversification of its
launch vehicle providers, PRC companies are going to be popping up and western companies
may get very concerned.®

A Chinese space program that starts to look more like other advanced programs with
varied participation will propel plans the PRC has already put in place to include developed and
developing countries in the CSS and the International Lunar Research Station.6:*’
Diversification will also bring about more transparency and allow opensource researchers to
track the specific civilian astronauts and companies participating on the CSS to better guide
assessments. While inclusion of more Chinese companies in the CSS resupply spacecraft sector
will not be as internationally contested as the space launch sector, the diversification may

complicate the International Space Station’s shift towards commercially run space stations. 89

Opinions, conclusions, and recommendations expressed or implied within are solely those of the
author(s) and do not necessarily represent the views of the Air University, the Department of the
Air Force, the Department of Defense, or any other U.S. government agency. Cleared for public
release: distribution unlimited.
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