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Blasting Calls Around The World
Scott Woolley, 05.01.09, 10:30 AM EDT

When cellphones will get their messages across by way of
satellite.

LOS ANGELES - And you thought
it already felt like a small world.

Over the next few years, a pack of
satellites are slated to get a spot in
the sky. The goal: to make it even
easier and cheaper to call
anywhere in the world via

cellphone--and to provide a

In Pictures: How To Put
The Internet In Orbit

stunning variety of low-power,
high-speed Web access to every
inch of the globe. Many of the birds will also carry aloft an array
of penetrating electronic eyes, sensors that make the cameras
used by Google Earth look downright myopic.

Here's what's on the list: In May, a
rocket will take off from French
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. . SHARE
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in the U.S. Four months later, a
series of four rockets are set to
blast off from Kazakhstan, launching 24 Globalstar ( GSAT -
news - people ) satellites into low-Earth orbit and blanketing the
entire globe with faster Internet access and even better phone
service. A year later, Google's ( GOOG - news - people )
satellite venture, O3B, will launch another 16 satellites into
space, aiming to bring cheap, fast Web access to 3 billion
people in poor nations .

In Pictures: How To Put The Internet In Orbit

That may sound like the stuff of sci-fi--and indeed, the first age
of wildly ambitious satellite projects, in the 1990s, produced a
long series of embarrassing failures with names like Teledesic,
Iridium and Orbcomm. The billions of dollars those projects
burned through relegated ambitious satellite projects to the
drawing board for most of this decade.

But that's changing. Credit crisis or no, the world is about to
enter a second age of wildly ambitious satellite projects.

The best argument for why this time will turn out differently for
the satellite industry is perhaps best expressed by Mark
Dankberg, who has the rare distinction of having run a
successful satellite company, ViaSat ( VSAT - news - people ),
for 23 years. Dankberg says first-generation digital satellites are
the equivalent of the first-generation of digital cellphones from
the 1990s: big, inefficient and not particularly reliable. He
portrays the satellites now set for launch as orbiting iPhones:
orders of magnitude more powerful and built to be Internet-
friendly.

Dankberg likes to measure the magnitude of that astounding
improvement by looking at how much raw capacity you can get
for every $1 million spent on a satellite--a yardstick he calls
"megabits per megabuck." His ViaSat-1, set for launch at the
end of 2010, will be able to transmit 100 gigabits per second
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and cost $400 million.

ViaSat's 250 megabits per megabuck is roughly 1,000 times
better than the gear that was launched in the last great satellite
boom. And the satellites that follow promise to perform well
beyond that, providing raw speed, promising an array of abilities
that will touch everyday life in a variety of unexpected and
useful ways.
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