
Monitoring of North Korea’s  
Sohae Satellite Launching Station 

38 North (www.38north.org), a program of the U.S. – Korea Institute 
at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies 
(SAIS), is a website dedicated to the observance and analysis of 
North Korea. The site is run by long-time observers of North Korea 
who also draw on outside experts to bring fresh, well-informed 
insights from around the world. The program investigates all aspects 
of North Korea – political, economic, social, military, and other 
developments – while striving to bring the best possible analysis to 
both seasoned North Korea watchers and general audiences. 38 
North tries to clear the air of inaccurate analysis of North Korea, and 
also tries to understand the possibilities of what is occurring in the 
reclusive country. 

Speculation by international media indicated that North Korea was 
planning to launch a fourth long-range space launch vehicle (SLV). 
On September 22, 2015, CNN conducted an exclusive interview 
with North Korean senior officials who ran the newest satellite control 

center located in Pyongyang. 
These senior North Korean 
officials indicated that it is “very 
wrong to think we are about to 
launch a satellite on a particular 
festival day, on a particular 
anniversary, or on a major 
holiday” given the difficult 
scientific challenges of space 
exploration (38 North).” At the 
same time, a series of Pléiades 
images with 38 North’s analysis 
indicated various activity at the 
launch facility.
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Airbus Defence and Space was able to collect 
a series of imagery over the Sohae Satellite 
Launching Station (also referred to as 
“Tongchang-ri”) with Pléiades. With the analysis 
of 38 North, the program was able to detect 
specific differences between imagery collected 
on Sept. 6, Sept. 17 and Sept. 21:

•  In the Sept. 17 image, work platforms (part of 
the gantry tower that wraps around a launch 
vehicle to enable personnel to access it) that 
had previously been protected with an 
environmental cover, were now uncovered, 
revealing that no space launch vehicle or 
missile was present.

•  The Sept. 21 image below (unannotated) shows 
that the work platforms of the gantry tower 

had swung back forward, over the small, 
square rail-mounted launch pad at the base 
of the gantry tower. The top segments were 
protected by the environmental cover but the 
bottom segment, the largest and widest, 
remained open and uncovered, allowing visual 
confirmation that an SLV or missile was not 
present.

The reason for this activity is unclear, but it is a 
possibility that North Korea was testing the 
system. Additionally, monitoring of other adjacent 
facilities (fuel and oxidizer storage buildings, the 
launch control center, and VIP housing) indicates 
that there were no significant activities at these 
nearby sites. If launch preparation were 
underway during this time, activity would have 
been increased at these sites.

There was speculation that North Korea may be 
launching a long-range military missile due to 
completion of several construction projects 
including an underground rail spur leading to 
the launch pad from the main rail station and a 
shed at the station which covers the tracks, thus 
concealing activities. These measures were likely 
implemented to add complexity to observations 
from outside the Sohae facility. 38 North also 
monitored other construction projects within the 
complex. At the vertical engine test stand, for 
instance, work was underway to expand existing 
structures, construct new large fuel and oxidizer 
buildings, and work on the test stand structure, 
according to the September 21 image.
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Benefits
•  With a 180 degree phased orbit, Pléiades 

satellite constellation offers a daily revisit 
capability and allow intensive monitorings with 
quick deliveries.

•  Airbus DS’ imagery archive allows access to 
over 100 billion km² of data, giving you access 
to fresh, up-to-date imagery when and where 
you need it.

•  Very high resolution 50cm imagery products 
give analysts, such as 38 North, the ability to 
see fine details over remote areas.

Challenge Very High resolution imagery was needed to run unbiased 
analysis on activity at the Sohae Launch facility. Speculation by international 
media indicates that activity  at the site will result in a launch of a SLV.

Solution & Results Pléiades imagery was delivered to 38 North 
for unbiased analysis over the areas. Pléiades was able to monitor the 
launch facility on a consistent basis so that analysts could get accurate 
imagery over a period of time. The result indicated that there was activity 
at the site, and speculation of a launch was in question.

Benefits Pléiades satellites enable imagery analysts to get 50cm imagery 
products and consistent monitoring over remote areas, with quick deliveries.

An image acquired on September 21 indicates that a 4th building is under construction, and the southeast fuel/oxidizer building is now being partially covered with earth. Activity is also noted on the test stand 
structure itself and a roof-like structure covers most of the top of the stand. This activity suggests that they are committing to develop the capacity to test large rocket engines in the future.
For more information on North Korea, please visit 38 North’s website: http://38north.org/

Organisation Involved

38 North, a program of the U.S.-Korea 
Institute at SAIS, is devoted to the overall 
analysis of North Korea including political, 
economic, social and military developments. 
The website strives to bring the best possible 
analysis to both seasoned North Korea 
watchers and general audiences, while 
helping to clear the clutter of inaccurate 
analysis in the media.
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