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LOCAL PRACTICE AT BRITISH SPACEPORTS

Abstract

Responsible nations developing their own space launch capacity must also establish appropriate reg-
ulatory and licensing regimes. This paper examines to the United Kingdom’s regulatory framework for
commercial spaceports through a case study of SaxaVord Spaceport in the Shetland Islands, the first
fully licensed vertical launch spaceport in the UK. Through a secondary analysis of spaceport-related
documents from the spaceport’s inception until 2025, this paper demonstrates a cohesive story of Saxa-
Vord’s planning, development, and licensing journey to demonstrate how regulatory approval was secured.
Particular attention is given to SaxaVord’s position as a first mover within the emerging launch regime
and its interaction with multi-level governance structures. This paper introduces a novel framework for
analysing spaceport activity, by proposing four separate stages of spaceport development: (i) scoping, (ii)
planning and consent, (iii) licensing and readiness, and (iv) launch. These stages demonstrate how the
regulatory oversight transitions from the local planning authority to the national regulator over the course
of development. Findings show that spaceport building in the UK is not a centralised, top-down process,
but one that is deeply shaped by local planning procedures before a national license can be granted. In the
case of SaxaVord, significant local ecological and heritage protections had to be satisfied before launch
licenses could be granted. The analysis demonstrates that the UK’s licensing regime cedes significant
agency upon local planning authorities, even in the context of nationally strategic infrastructure. This
multi-level governance structure contributed to delayed development timelines, illustrating that spaceport
regulation within the UK is embedded within local institutional and environmental conditions. This study
concludes that future UK spaceports cannot simply replicate SaxaVord’s journey; instead, each future
site will reflect its own distinct form of local practice, regulatory negotiation, and sociotechnical context.
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