
HOW ARE SATELLITES ORBITING 
EARTH AND WHAT'S THEIR PURPOSE?

Usually slower and unreliable, internet 
satellite is mainly used in isolated 
areas, where cables can’t reach, but 
this scenario is about to change, with 
companies such as SpaceX, Telesat, and 
OneWeb building fleets in Low Earth 
Orbit (LEO), way closer to Earth than 
traditional satellites (in Geostationary 
Orbit, or GEO). In the visualization, 

these emerging constellations are 
highlighted among the communications 
satellites. The three companies promise 
to offer a faster, more stable, real-time 
satellite connection and could compete 
with land-based options, by also 
getting a constant connection even to 
airplanes and to the open sea. This 
representation of three Earth’s orbits 
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was created based on datasets of UCS 
(Union of Concerned Scientists) and 
Jonathan’s Space Report. However, 
there is also a fourth orbit, the 
elliptical. Since the 57 satellites in this 
class can come as close as 1,000 km to 
Earth and farther than 35,786 km away, 
crossing all the other three, they were 
not represented.
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satellites operating in 3 classes of orbit, 

on 21st September 2020

T O T A L S A T E L L I T E S:  3 0 8 4

LOW EARTH ORBIT /LEO

180 – 2,000 KM

MEDIUM EARTH ORBIT /MEO

2.000 – 35,780 KM

GEOSTATIONARY ORBIT /GEO

~ 35,786 KM

communication

earth observation

earth science

navigation and positioning

space science and observation

technology development

unknown

more than one nationality

SpaceX

OneWeb

Telesat

Satellites with...

Purpose

Age

Internet companies

10+
years

20+
years

30+
years

(Shared satellites were 
placed on the main country 

of the partnership)

S a tellite
in o rbit

How
to read?

O R B I T S

S A T E L L I T E S

from a 648

satellite for the1st Dec. 2018

20th Nov. 199820th Nov. 199820th Nov. 1998
One  of  the  oldestOne  of  the  oldest

20th Nov. 1998

ISS

Visited  by  astronauts
for  space  science

 International Space Station

aims to have
298 satellites

consolidated
company that

Telesat


