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China’s Desire for Military Control Over Commercial Launch
Sector Sets New Sichuan Site on Path to Progress



Introduction

A planned commercial launch facility in Xichang, Sichuan Province known as the “Western
Commercial Spaceport” (75iB7 LA K #) appears to have won support from China’s local and
central governments, military, and commercial space sector, putting it on track to becoming reality.
In early July, Xichang Mayor Yang Chuan (#)1]) said that the facility “is the city’s most important
project.” Provincial authorities identified it as one of the anchors of Sichuan’s plans to develop a
provincial space industry that will be worth 100 billion RMB ($14 billion USD) by 2030, and local
and provincial-level state-owned development companies have capitalized a special-purpose
holding company set up for the new launch site. The National Space Leading Group ([E Z i &4
/) has also announced its support for building commercial launch facilities based on existing
military sites, namely Xichang, Wenchang, Jiuquan, and Taiyuan. Prominent commercial launch
companies such as i-Space (:£ Frz i KB4 A1) and LandSpace (3 & i & 2 (B R H B A PR
2y ) have established R&D facilities in Xichang, indicating private sector confldence in the
prospects of the Western Commercial Spaceport. However, key state-owned enterprises in the
space sector such as China Aerospace Science and Technology Corporation (CASC, H[E i K #}
FAEFH A BRA 7)) seem to be less involved than they were in developing the Hainan Commercial
Space Launch Site, which was partly financed by CASC. Nonetheless, while construction has not
yet begun and there are some concerns over the feasibility of new launch facilities at Xichang,
political and financial support from local authorities, coupled with alignment with military
interests, suggests that the Western Commercial Spaceport is likely to come to fruition.

Beginnings of the Western Commercial Space Port

Sichuan’s ambitions of building a commercial launch facility emerged in September 2024 with the
founding of the Sichuan Development International Commercial Spaceport Co., Ltd. (SDICS, I
e [ B i L i R i BR A /1), backed by Sichuan Development Holding Co., Ltd. (I4)1 % &
(3= 3T 4E A A 7)) and Liangshan Prefecture Development Holding Co. (%% 1L/ II R R (P EE
H R 571E A A]), both of which are Sichuan-based state-owned development companies. SDICS has
1 billion RMB ($140 million USD) in registered capital and lists Zhang Dehai (7K %) as its legal
representative. Zhang is the Director of the General Office of the Sichuan Military Civil Fusion
General Office (VU114 B % R fh & /r45A4b), a sign of the entrenchment of the military in China’s
commercial space sector.

Local Politicians Seek to Drive National Support

Leading politicians in Sichuan have supported the project from the outset. The provincial
government identified the development of the Western Commercial Spaceport as a priority within
the “Sichuan Commercial Space Development Plan (2025-2030) (VU )1145 5 My fir oK i i & & AT
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itk (2025-2030 4F) issued in June 2025, aiming for it to launch between 1,000 and 2,000
satellites a year by 2030. The inclusion of the Xichang site in the plan followed Sichuan Deputy
Party Secretary Dong Weimin’s (& T.IX,) efforts to build support for the project, which date to an
October 2024 speech during which he said that the new spaceport would drive economic growth.
Dong serves as Deputy Director of the Sichuan Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference
(Sichuan CPPCC, #H A REUA PR < IUJI14 25 5142), a key advisory body that serves as a
conduit to the national political arena. Dong succeeded in building up support for the Western
Commercial Spaceport among his fellow members of the Sichuan CPPCC; in March 2025, the
body collectively called for several national-level measures to aid the project’s development:

e The National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC, [ 5 k& 5k i 2 2% 51 2%)
should include the Western Commercial Spaceport in policy documents such as the
Fifteenth Five-Year Plan Commercial Space Plan (“- 7 F. AT R R

e As the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT, Mk #1{5 S 4k#) arranges
the layout of China’s space industry, it should support the development of commercial
space cluster in Liangshan Prefecture (7 111 /1), home to Xichang, in order to accelerate the
development of a “rapid production — rapid response — rapid launch” capability.

e The NDRC and the State Administration of Science, Technology and Industry for National
Defense (SASTIND, [E B4 AR Tk 71 2%) should complete approvals for the Western
Commercial Spaceport as soon as possible so that construction can begin in the first half
of 2025 and become launch-capable by early 2026.

e The NDRC and the Ministry of Finance (MOFCOM, %) should provide long-term
budgetary support for the Western Commercial Spaceport.

In late June 2025, the Sichuan CPPCC reiterated the need to increase support for the project.
Meeting a Gap in Demand

There is demand for expanded commercial launch capacity within China. Chinese companies are
developing several proliferated low earth orbit (pLEO) constellations, each of which will
ultimately comprise several thousand satellites. This will require at least a hundred launches to low
earth orbit per year. At present, China has just seven commercial launch pads: five at the Jiuquan
Satellite Launch Center ({% & L& & % #1.0») in Gansu Province and two in Hainan (where another
two are under construction). While the Hainan commercial complex is integrated into a space
industry cluster and aims to launch a rocket from each launch pad every two weeks, the Jiuquan
site is geographically isolated from the bulk of China’s space industry, potentially impeding it from
developing a faster launch cadence. Therefore, Sichuan authorities argue that a space cluster
centered on the Western Commercial Spaceport can alleviate the launch bottleneck facing the
domestic commercial space sector.
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Uncertainty over Suitability for Commercial Launch

While the National Space Leading Group’s support for leveraging military launch facilities to build
commercial infrastructure indicates political backing for a new spaceport at Xichang, some have
questioned whether it can support a high-intensity commercial launch industry. One source notes
that rockets are transported to the current Xichang launch site by rail, limiting the maximum
diameter launch vehicle that can be transported to the site to 3.35 meters (almost 11 feet), whereas
many new commercial rockets have a diameter of 3.8 meters (12 feet). Certain local communities
must also be evacuated before a launch at significant financial and administrative cost, and existing
launch structures are only compatible with the Long March-2, Long March-3, and Long March-4
series of carrier rockets that use toxic hypergolic fuel. The construction of adequate roads, local
rocket manufacturing supply chains, and new launchpads from scratch—rather than repurposing
existing facilities—could serve to alleviate some of these concerns. These steps, however, add to
launch costs. Given that China is nurturing a commercial launch sector to reduce the cost of access
to space, these factors seem to hinder the viability of Xichang as a launch hub.

Private Space Companies Buy In

Despite these challenges, local authorities argue that Xichang benefits from strong, local R&D
capabilities and a high concentration of vanadium and titanium deposits in the surrounding area,
making it well-suited to develop an aerospace manufacturing cluster. Xichang also has a pre-
existing tracking, telemetry, and command (TT&C) system, is situated at a relatively low latitude,
and has a favorable climate for launch operations. These factors appear to have persuaded
commercial companies to set up subsidiaries in Xichang, including Galactic Energy (&7 /7),
Star.Vision (i T — =% [A]#KR), and CAS Space (FF}5#1). MGCSat’s (RIYIETT T £) satellite
factory in Xichang is reportedly 70 percent complete and is slated to produce its first satellite by
the end of 2025. Zhang Dehai and other officials from Xichang have visited China’s other
commercial launch sites at Jiuquan and Wenchang, suggesting some level of support from China’s
state-owned space sector as well.

Retaining Military Control Remains a Determining Factor

Even more important than commercial buy-in, the Western Commercial Spaceport benefits from
an apparent consensus that the military should maintain tight oversight over the commercial launch
industry. The National Space Leading Group (H % it K 4 5 /) 4 )—which counts a Central
Military Commission (CMC, H 7% $ 7 51 4¥) representative among its members—announced
that it supported building commercial launch facilities on existing military launch sites. A flow
chart published in June 2025 by the Science, Technology, and Information Bureau of Fengtai
District in Beijing (AL F= & XEHFHARNE 46 7) provides further indication that retaining
military control remains a determining factor, showing that commercial launches face considerable
national security oversight and require sign-off from the People’s Liberation Army (PLA, il %).
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Figure 1: Military-Related Permitting Process for China's Commercial Launch Process per chart published in June 2025
by the Science, Technology, and Information Bureau of Fengtai District in Beijing!

Despite intense competition between localities to build up commercial space sectors more broadly,
the importance given to military oversight explains why there has been relatively little competition
to develop new commercial launch sites. While many provinces and directly administered cities
have issued commercial space development plans since the beginning of 2024, Guangdong is the
only provincial-level government seeking to build a launch site that is completely separate from
China’s existing launch infrastructure. That proposal has not received any follow-up since
Guangdong’s commercial space development was issued in October 2024. Similarly, the idea of
building a launch site at Xiangshan, Zhejiang Province seems to have fallen by the wayside after
an initial spike of interest in 2020 and 2021.

Compared to those proposals, the Western Commercial Spaceport enjoys well-marshalled local
political support, alignment with central government and military preferences, and backing from
China’s commercial space sector. While the seeming lack of financial backing from core space
state-owned enterprises like CASC raises questions, the facility appears to remain on track.

! Following the People’s Liberation Army Strategic Support Force’s dissolution in 2024, its role has likely been taken
up by the People’s Liberation Army Aerospace Force.
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