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SOVIET DEPENDENCE ON SPACE SYSTEMS' 

SUMMARY 

This memorandum examines the missions of the most. Important So­
viet space systems. It identifies the tasks those missions support, 
assesses the USSR's dependence on those systems, and assesses the deg­
radation of Soviet capabilities if the system were not available. Also 
examined are the Soviets' defense of their space systems and the pros­
pects Foi their interfering with those of the US. 

The USSR's space effort is directed toward three Iwoad applications: 
those having scientific arid national prestige value, those relating to 
economic activity, and those support ing military and intelligence op­
erations. The latter comprise the great bulk of the effort and this memo­
randum assesses the degree of Soviet dependence on them. 

Three out of four Soviet satellites in the past several years liave 
been associated with military and intelligence activities. They per­
form a variety of missions in the areas of intelligence collection, com­
munications rday, navigation, weather, geodesy r and radar calibra­
tion. In addition, the Soviets have developed a satellite interceptor 
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that can be placed in orbit, We have identified one or more military 
or inteuigence tasks to which these space systems contribute. These 
tasks m turn support the operations of military forces either direct))' 
Or through the national-level decisionmaking apparatus. 

Dependence and Degradation 

Soviet dependence on these satellites is assessed in terms of the 
availability of non-space substitutes for the missions they perform or 
the support they provide, Insofar as a space system is the only means 
of performing a particular mfesioo or providing support, Soviet de­
pendence is fudged to be correspondingly high. 

Also assessed is degradation, ijt.t the reduction in capability to 
perform specific tasks that the Soviets would suffer IF these space sys­
tems were rendered unavailable. Dependence differs from degrada­
tion because there axe satellite! for which the Soviets have no substi­
tute, yet we believe their absence would have little impact on Soviet 
capabilities to perform' the particular task." 

Judgments about dependence and degradation are provided for die 
present and for the period ten years hence, and are applied to three 
situations: peacetime, crisis., and conflict. Three levels of dependence— 
i-cd high, moderate, and low—and three- levels of degradation— 
severe, moderate, and slight—are used. They are summarized in Table 
1. Tt shows that at present the Soviets are highly dependent on three 
of their space systems; those that perform orbital intercept, photo­
graphic reconnaissance, and radar calibration missions. The table de­
picts estimated increases over the next ten years in Soviet dependency 
on space systems for electronic reconnaissance, radar ocean recon­
naissance, and the detection of missile launches, 

Increased dependence on future versions of Soviet electronic and 
radar ocean reconnaissance systems stems from what are likely to be 
improved technical characteristics for target discrimination and faster 
response time. The high-altitude system for detecting missile launches, 
which we project, will represent a new capability that wiH extend re­
liable warning of missile attack by some ten minutes- By 1085, Im­
provements in communications satellites and an expected substantial 
increase in the number of their military gscrs will lead to increased 
dependence on them despite the continued expansion of alternate 
means of communications. High accuracy and faster response times are 
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characteristics of improved navigation and meteorological satellites 
that w i l l lead to increased deprndence in conflict should alternate 
sources of this support be denied. 

In terms of degradation, the table shows that the impact would be 
severe i f the capabilities of two of the Soviet space systems were not 
now available, Le., those for satellite interception and photographic 
reconnaissance, The assessment for the satellite interceptor is based 
on the lack of non-nuclear alternatives far performing its mission. The 
assessed level of degradation the Soviets would suffer through the loss 
of their photographic reconnaissance systems stems from the diverse 
tasks they support. 

By 1935 the degradation which would occur i f the Soviets Lost 
their photographic reconnaissance systems would be even greater 
than today due to expected improvements in the capability and flex­
ib i l i ty o f those systems. In connection witJi the loss of the satellite in ­
terceptor. the possibility that the Soviets might use ground-based lasers 
to attack satellites is the basis for lowering our judgment to moderate-
to-sevene levels of degradation. The loss of the projected high-altitude 
satellite? for detecting missile launches would Severely degrade Soviet 
capabilities to react to warning of missile attaefch despite the existence 
of their long-range radar systems. Mew reconnaissance, communica­
tions. and navigation systems with more rapid response time wil l sup­
port mi l i tary tasks In crisis or conflict; loss of these prospective new 
battle-management capabilities is reflected in the increased degrada­
tion levels shown in the table.!" 

- 3 
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The USSR almost certainly understands the requirements and tech­
niques for the defense of its space systems. Soviet interest In defending 
its space systems stems from the Soviet perception of US antisateLlitc 
research and development and the development of the USSR's own 
satellite interceptor. The satellites already have at least some inherent 
protective capability by virtue of their technical design features, such 
as bulky and thick-skinned construction, and maneuverability. The 
use of mult iple spacecraft and a capability to launch backup satellites 
rapidly affords other means of coping with the loss of a satellite! 
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