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Intelsat Retires the Oldest Commercial Communications  

Satellite in Space after 32 Years of Service 
 
Bethesda, MD, November 03, 2008 – After 32 years of serving ships at sea and 
scientists at the South Pole, an aging communications satellite owned by Intelsat Ltd. 
has been retired. 
 
The Marisat-F2 satellite, manufactured by Hughes Aircraft Inc. and launched in 1976, 
had only a five-year design life, yet until the end,  the communications payload continued 
operating within its original specifications, Intelsat engineers said. Once dubbed “The 
Little Satellite That Could,” Marisat-F2 is believed to have been the oldest commercial 
communications satellite still actively operating in space. 
 
Engineers at Intelsat General responsible for managing the orbit of the 700-pound 
satellite determined recently that its support sub-systems were finally near the end of 
operating life. To prevent Marisat-F2 from drifting into the path of other satellites, Intelsat 
decommissioned it on Oct. 29th and began using its remaining fuel to raise it about 125 
miles to disposal altitude, out of the way of other geosynchronous communications 
satellites. 
 
The final assignment of Marisat-F2 had been to provide Internet service to research 
scientists stationed at the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station. Of the three satellites 
dedicated to serving the National Science Foundation’s research operations there, 
Marisat-F2 had the second greatest bandwidth capacity for Internet service and was 
available for use the most hours each day, officials said. 
 
“The performance of this satellite has been truly remarkable,” said Kay Sears, President 
of Intelsat General, the government services subsidiary of Intelsat. “No one could have 
ever imagined that its power supply and batteries could have lasted this long. The 
longevity of this satellite is a testimony to manufacturing quality at Hughes and optimum 
care by its ground-based controllers.” 
 
Marisat-F2 was one of three Marisat satellites launched by Comsat General Corp. (a 
company later acquired by Intelsat) in the 1970s to service the maritime communications 
needs of the U.S. Navy and commercial shipping around the world. The other two 
Marisat satellites were retired in the 1990s, but Marisat-F2 continued to operate 
satisfactorily and in 2000 was moved from an orbit above the Indian Ocean to one above 
the Atlantic. 



 
Marisat-F2 had always been in “inclined” orbit, meaning it appeared to move a few 
degrees above and few below the equator on each trip around the Earth. Engineers said 
the original inclination was 3 degrees and grew to13 degrees over the satellite’s lifetime.  
 
The inclination growth made it ideal for use by Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station.  The 
station, at the very bottom of the world, cannot see most communications satellites 
orbiting above the equator.  Once the Marisat inclination exceeded 9 degrees from the 
equatorial plane, it appeared over the horizon at the South Pole and eventually provided 
6 hours of coverage per day. The satellite was moved over the Atlantic Ocean to provide 
a direct link back to the US via a new 9-meter antenna that was built at the South Pole to 
provide service, an engineering feat in itself. 
 
According to Patrick Smith, Manager of Technology Development, Antarctic 
Infrastructure & Logistics for the NSF, “for the past eight years, Marisat-F2 played a 
critical role transmitting scientific data from the South Pole station to scientists analyzing 
it in the United States and around the world. Marisat-F2 has a capacity of 1.5 megahertz  
in each direction for Internet access, far more than one of the other two satellites used 
by the station -- GOES-3, launched in 1978, and TDRS-1, launched in 1983.” 
 
Marisat-F2 had been used mainly for Internet services such as phone calls, video 
conferencing, remote science research instrumentation management, software updates 
and emergency telemedicine. Marisat-F2 appeared above the horizon two hours earlier 
than the other two satellites, and when combined with the others the community at the 
research station obtained Internet access for up to 11½  hours each day. The population 
at the research station ranges from around 50 in the winter to 150 scientists and support 
staff in summer months. 
 
”Marisat carried a lot of traffic and was very important to what we do,” Smith said. “It was 
by far our best performer for Internet service, which was pretty amazing for a satellite 
with a five-year design life.” 
 

### 
 
About Intelsat General Corp. 
Headquartered in Bethesda, MD., Intelsat General Corporation provides leading-edge 
communications solutions to commercial, government, and military customers through 
fixed and mobile satellite systems and associated terrestrial communications services.  
Intelsat General incorporates flexible and robust ground and space infrastructure and 
technical expertise to deliver reliable, quickly deployable and secure network solutions 
anywhere around the globe. Intelsat General is an indirect, wholly owned subsidiary of 
Intelsat, Ltd.  www.intelsatgeneral.com. 
 

About Intelsat 

Intelsat is the leading provider of fixed satellite services (FSS) worldwide, delivering 
information and entertainment for many of the world’s leading media and network 
companies, multinational corporations, Internet service providers and governmental 
agencies. Intelsat’s satellite, teleport and fiber infrastructure is unmatched in the 
industry, setting the standard for advanced transmissions of video, data and voice 



services. With the globalization of content, broadband, telecom, HD and IPTV fueling 
next-generation growth, the ever-expanding universe of satellite communications is the 
cornerstone of today's Intelsat. Real-time, advanced communications with people 
anywhere in the world is closer, by far. 

Intelsat Safe Harbor Statement 

Some of the statements in this news release constitute "forward-looking statements" that 
do not directly or exclusively relate to historical facts. The forward-looking statements 
made in this release reflect Intelsat's intentions, plans, expectations, assumptions and 
beliefs about future events and are subject to risks, including known and unknown risks. 
Detailed information about some of the known risks is included in Intelsat's annual report 
on Form 10-K for the year ended 31 December 2007 and Intelsat's other periodic reports 
filed with the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission. Because actual results could 
differ materially from Intelsat's intentions, plans, expectations, assumptions and beliefs 
about the future, you are urged to view all forward-looking statements contained in this 
news release with caution. Intelsat does not undertake any obligation to update or revise 
any forward-looking statements, whether as a result of new information, future events or 
otherwise. 

 


