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Skynet 5 

Payloads 

Briefing 

Skynet 5 is a series of four 
British military communications 
satellites that provide secure tac-
tical and strategic telecommuni-
cations to the military forces of 
the United Kingdom. The system 
includes two operational satel-
lites and one in-orbit spare. It is 
the follow-on to the last-
generation Skynet 4 system, con-
sisting of six satellites launched 
during 1990-2001. The last three 
Skynet 4s (4D, 4E, and 4F) are 
referred to as the Skynet Stage 2 
series. The Skynet 5A and 
Skynet 5B satellites were 
launched in 2007. The Skynet 5C 
was orbited on June 12, 2008 and 
the Skynet 5D on December 19, 
2012. 

In May 1998, Lockheed Mar-
tin Missiles & Space teamed 
with BAE Defence Systems to 
study development of the Skynet 
5 system. The team submitted a 
proposal to the British Ministry 
of Defence (MoD) for the Project 
Definition Study to define the 
military’s satellite communica-
tion architecture for the follow-
on to Skynet 4. In April 1999, 
the MoD awarded two compet-
ing 20-month contracts to Lock-
heed Martin Missiles & Space 
and EADS Matra Marconi Space 
(now Airbus Space Systems) to 

design a commercially-operated 
Skynet 5 satellite system. Each 
contract was valued at $48.23 
million and called for the devel-
opment of satellites owned by 
the winning industrial team. 

In 2001, two separate indus-
trial teams submitted bids for the 
Skynet 5 contract. One team was 
named “Rosetta Global Commu-
nications", consisting of British 
Telecom, BA Defence Systems, 
and Lockheed Martin Missiles & 
Space. The other team was 
named “Paradigm Secure Com-
munications” and included 
Astrium, BAE Systems, Cable & 
Wireless, Cogent DSN, General 
Dynamics Decision Systems, 
Global Crossing, Logica, Para-
digm Services, Serco Group, 
Stratos, and Systems Engineer-
ing & Assessments. On February 
24, 2002, the MoD awarded Par-
adigm Secure Communications a 

$2.86 billion contract to build, 
launch, and operate two Skynet 5 
satellites. That contract runs 
through 2018. Paradigm was 
chosen as the preferred bidder 
for the contract over the compet-
ing Rosetta Global Communica-
tions team led by Lockheed Mar-
tin Missiles & Space, British 
Telecommunications, and BAE 
Systems. The MoD and Para-
digm signed a definitive contract 
on October 24, 2003. 

Recent Developments 

In July 2021, the UK Ministry 
of Defence signed a prime con-
tract with Airbus Defence to de-
velop and manufacture the 
Skynet 6A satellite based on the 
company’s Neo bus. The con-
tract is valued at more than $630 
million.

Executive
Paradigm Secure Communications Ltd. 
Gunnels Wood Road 
Stevenage, Hertfordshire 
England, United Kingdom 
tel: +44 1438 282121 
fax: +44 1438 282120 
(owner & operator)

               Eurostar 3000 
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Manufacturers 
Airbus Defence and Space Ltd. 
Space Systems 
Gunnels Wood Road 
Stevenage, Hertfordshire 
England, United Kingdom 
tel: +44 1438 282121 
fax: +44 1438 282120 
(prime contractor) 
 
Note: Airbus Defence & Space leads a team of companies under the Paradigm Secure Communications venture. 
These companies include BAE Systems, Cable & Wireless, Cogent DSN, General Dynamics Decision Systems, 
Global Crossing, Logica, Paradigm Services, Serco Group, Stratos, and Systems Engineering & Assessments.  

Specifications 
Mass: 4,700 kg 
Orbit: geostationary 
Design lifetime: 12 yr 
Bands: X, SHF, UHF 

Subsystems

Frame 

The frame of the satellites is 
based on a militarized version of 

the Eurostar 3000 modular bus, 
produced by Airbus Space Sys-

tems of Stevenage, United King-
dom. 

Launch Systems 

All four Skynet 5s were 
launched aboard Ariane 5ECA 

rockets from the Guiana Space 
center at Kourou, French Guiana. 

Ariane is marketed by Ari-
anespace SA of Evry, France. 

Guidance & Control 

The satellites are 3-axis-
stabilized. The master ground 
control station is located at the 
Royal Air Force’s (RAF) 
Oakhanger facility at Hampshire, 
UK. Two additional stations are 
located at Rudloe Manor and 
Colerne. The RAF can also use 
the UK Defence Research Agen-
cy’s facility at Defford. Software 
for the Satellite Control Centers 
(SCC) was developed by L-3 
Communications’ Storm Control 
Systems Ltd. of Basingstoke, UK. 

Integral Systems, Inc.’s RT Log-
ic, Inc. of Colorado Springs, CO 
provided Telemetrix baseband 
systems, S-band modem systems, 
and other ground equipment for 
command and control functions. 
LogicaCMG of London, UK was 
the software contractor for the 
management system. Serco 
Group plc of Sunbury-on-
Thames, UK was responsible for 
providing support services at all 
RAF 1001 Signals Unit 
(1001SU) sites, including mili-

tary satellite operations activities 
and ancillary and domestic ser-
vices at the Defford, Oakhanger, 
Colerne, and Hawthorn sites. 

Ground Segment 
The ground control segment 

was designed by BAE Defense 
Systems Ltd. of Farnborough, 
UK. BAE Systems C4ISR of 
Christchurch, UK supplied its 
Talon rapid deployment satellite 
communications terminals. 
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Power 

Electrical power aboard each 
satellite is generated by a pair of 

solar arrays, as well as auxiliary 
body panels. 

Payload 

Airbus Space Systems of 
Portsmouth, UK provided the 

communications payload for the 
satellites. 

Contract Briefs 
Date Source   Value  Details 

Airbus Defence & Space 

04/00/99 UK MoD  $48,230,000 20-month contract Project Definition Design Study  
    (PDDS) for Skynet 5. 

Arianespace 

05/19/10 Airbus Space Systems —   Contract to launch the Skynet 5D satellite aboard  
    an Ariane 5ECA rocket in 2013. 

01/04/06  Airbus Space Systems —   Contract to launch the Skynet 5C satellite aboard  
    an Ariane 5ECA rocket in 2008. 

12/30/04 Airbus Space Systems —   Contract to launch the Skynet 5A and Skynet 5B  
    satellites aboard Ariane 5ECA rockets in 2006 and  
    2007. The contract includes an option for an addi- 
    tional launch. 

BAE Systems, BAE Systems C4ISR 

07/23/02 Airbus Space Systems —   Contract to supply 12 Talon rapid deployment  
    satellite communications terminals for Skynet 5 by  
    the end of 2002. 

Com Dev 

11/19/03 Airbus Space Systems $36,200,000 26-month contract to supply payload electronics,  
    switches and multiplexers for the Skynet 5A and  
    Skynet 5B satellites. 

Integral Systems, RT Logic 

07/02/03 Airbus Space Systems $2,000,000+ Contract to supply Telemetrix baseband systems,  
    S-band modem systems, and other ground  
    equipment for command and control of the NATO  
    Skynet 4 and Skynet 5 satellite systems. 

L-3 Communications, Storm Control Systems 

05/12/03 Airbus Space Systems $7,500,000 Contract to supply satellite command and control  
    software to use in the Skynet 5 and Skynet 5 Sat- 
    ellite Control Centers (SCC). 

Lockheed Martin Missiles & Space 

04/00/99 UK MoD  $48,230,000 20-month contract Project Definition Design Study  
    (PDDS) for Skynet 5. 

Paradigm Secure Communications 
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09/08/06 Netherlands MoD  —   Contract to provide secure X-band communica- 
    tions services via the Skynet 5 and Skynet 5 sys- 
    tems. 

09/09/04 Portugal MoD  —   Contract to provide secure X-band communica- 
    tions services via the Skynet 5 system. 

02/24/02 UK MoD  $2,860,000,000 Prime contract to build, launch, and operate two  
    Skynet 5 military communications satellites  
    through 2018. Contract includes provision of UHF  
    and SHF payloads, secure satellite control link,  
    anti-jam capability (nulling antenna), multiple,  
    steerable spot beams, switchable connectivity,  
    and support to legacy terminals. 

Serco Group 

02/03/03 UK MoD  —   Contract to provide support services at all the UK  
    Royal Air Force 1001 Signals Unit (1001SU) sites,  
    including both military satellite operations activities  
    and ancillary and domestic services at the Defford,  
    Oakhanger, Colerne, and Hawthorn sites. 

Costs 
Estimated unit cost of Skynet 

5 satellites was about $2 billion. 

Teal Group Evaluation 
The Skynet 5 contract to Par-

adigm was a groundbreaker for 
the UK Ministry of Defence, as 
well as for national military es-
tablishments in general. It repre-
sented the first major “Public-
Private Partnership” between a 
commercial satellite company 
and government in the area of 
military satellite communica-
tions. There have been several 
examples of dual-use satellites 
which provide services to both 
commercial and military users. 
The French, for example, have 
long done this with their Tele-
com/Syracuse satellites as far 
back as the early-1980s. The 
Spaniards have been doing it 
with their Hispasats. The idea of 
militaries leasing capacity on 
commercial satellites is nothing 
new. 

Skynet 5, however, is unique 
in its scope. The system has been 
built and is being operated main-

ly for the British MoD, as op-
posed to primarily being a com-
mercial satellite that simply leas-
es out capacity when needed. It 
is a subtle but clear difference. 
The model is more in line with 
Hisdesat of Spain and its pro-
posed SpainSat/XTAR-EUR sys-
tem than with traditional dual-
use systems like Telecom/ Syra-
cuse and Hispasat. And we think 
it marks the beginning of a trend 
in this direction, primarily be-
cause of the high costs of devel-
oping, building, and operating 
dedicated military satellites.  

The fact that the technology 
gap between military and com-
mercial satellites has dramatical-
ly been reduced during the past 
decade makes it all the more fea-
sible to even consider a PPP rela-
tionship on systems such as 
Skynet 5. It is a win-win situa-
tion. The MoD has obtained the 
next-generation communications 

satellite system it requires at an 
affordable price and at almost no 
risk, while the Paradigm consor-
tium has received a guaranteed 
long-term customer that will pay 
for a system whose excess capac-
ity can then be sold to other cus-
tomers, such as the Netherlands’ 
MoD which in 2009 agreed to 
purchase Skynet 5 services, 
along with MoDs of other coun-
tries, including France, Holland, 
and Portugal. 

Our sense is that the develop-
ment and deployment of Skynet 
5 moved forward fairly well. 
Following the 20-month study 
contracts awarded to Astrium 
(now Airbus Space Systems) and 
Lockheed Martin in April 1999, 
the Brits had the option to go 
back to conventional procure-
ment procedures and they didn’t 
take it. It is obvious to us that the 
main consideration in this pro-
gram has been cost, and the deal 



Skynet 5  Page 5 

©Teal Group Corporation World Space Systems Briefing September 2022 
 

with Paradigm is probably as 
good as the MoD could have 
hoped to get from a reputable 
team of Western satellite con-
tractors. 

The successful launches of the 
four Skynet 5s in 2007-2012 oc-
curred at about the right time. 
They came online as the Skynet 
Stage 2s were nearing the end of 
their design lifetimes. There has 
been very little talk about the 
successor to Skynet 5. We as-
sume it would be designated the 
Skynet 6, and that it would con-

sist of at least three satellites. 
The Skynet 5s have a design life-
time of at least 12 years, so we 
expect that the initial replace-
ment satellites would be needed 
within the next five years.  

Skynet 6 
Serious planning for a next-

generation Skynet system has, in 
fact, already begun with the re-
cent signing of a prime contract 
for the first Skynet 6 satellite 
with Airbus Defence and Space. 
That deal is apparently valued at 

more than $630 million and re-
portedly calls for the satellite to 
be built and launched by 2025. 
The Skynet 6A satellite is 
viewed as a stopgap measure to 
prevent any diminishment of sat-
ellite communications capability 
for the British armed forces 
while the UK Ministry of De-
fence continues to consider ex-
actly what it will need with its 
next-generation Skynet constel-
lation.
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