
 
 

SpaceX and the New Shape of NTN 

Addendum for the NTN Webinar — October 2025 

Key takeaways 
• SpaceX has turned “direct-to-phone” from demos into live services with carriers, pushing 

NTN from a niche overlay to a mainstream extension of mobile coverage.  

• A clear U.S. rulebook (the Federal Communications Commission’s Supplemental 
Coverage from Space (FCC’s SCS) framework) lets satellites act like roaming cell sites for 
ordinary handsets, accelerating commercial rollouts.  

• The ecosystem is responding fast: early nationwide texting, Canada-wide trials, data-app 
support in Japan, and app-level “Satellite mode” integration.  

• SpaceX is scaling capacity with new spectrum and filings for a much denser Direct-to-
Cell (D2C) constellation, which will raise availability and usable throughput over time.  

Why this matters now 
Dead zones are no longer the end of the conversation. With “supplemental coverage from space,” phones 
can keep messaging, finding a route, pulling weather, and signaling for help when towers disappear. That 
reframes NTN from emergency backstop to baseline resilience. The tipping point is a combination of 
policy, working satellite payloads that talk LTE/4G to unmodified phones, and real carrier offers that hide 
the complexity behind familiar plans and apps.  

What is NTN—and where does SpaceX fit? 
In 3GPP, NTN brings satellites into the same standards track as terrestrial 5G: Release 17 put NTN in 
scope; Release 18/19 add mobility and continuity improvements and support for regenerative payloads 
(space-borne base stations). SpaceX’s “Direct to Cell” rides this trajectory by making each satellite 
behave like a cell site in space, so ordinary phones connect without hardware changes. That alignment 
with 3GPP is why operators can integrate service with existing cores, policies, and roaming logic instead 
of building one-off systems.  

How SpaceX is reshaping and accelerating the NTN ecosystem 
SpaceX collapsed the usual bottlenecks—manufacturing, launch cadence, and device 
compatibility—into a single flywheel. In January 2024, the team sent the first texts from an 
orbiting D2C payload to standard phones on partner spectrum, proving the handset side of the 
link. By late 2024 and throughout 2025, carriers began turning this into actual offers: One NZ 



 
 

switched on nationwide satellite texting; Rogers opened a Canada-wide public beta; KDDI 
became the first to add curated data apps over satellite; and in October 2025, T-Mobile 
expanded support to mainstream apps like WhatsApp and Google Maps, coordinated with OS-
level “SAT mode” behaviors. The upshot is a user experience that feels like normal coverage 
extending into places towers cannot reach.  

SpaceX also changed the capacity story. In September 2025, SpaceX agreed to buy AWS-4/H-
Block spectrum from EchoStar—about a $17B package—giving it a durable spectrum position for 
D2C in the U.S. Just days later, SpaceX asked the FCC for authority to deploy up to 15,000 
additional direct-to-cell satellites, a dedicated layer meant to lift availability and per-user 
throughput as density grows. Together, spectrum ownership plus a much larger in-orbit cell 
layer point to a multi-year step-up from “texting first” toward broader app and voice support.  

How the rest of the ecosystem is catching up 
Standards are laying the rails: Release 17 got NTN on the map, and Release 18/19 focus on 
mobility, continuity, and regenerative payloads so satellites look like a natural part of the RAN 
rather than a bolt-on. Handset platforms are enabling satellite-aware behaviors so apps can fall 
back gracefully with small, reliable data sessions. Operators are packaging satellite as part of 
normal plans and roaming constructs, starting with messaging and moving into essential apps, 
while keeping the User Interface (UI) simple—phones auto-switch to satellite when terrestrial 
signals drop. Competitive pressure keeps momentum high: AST SpaceMobile has definitive 
agreements with AT&T and Verizon, underscoring that D2C is not a one-vendor bet but an 
emerging category where MNOs will partner across multiple satellite suppliers.  

What to expect next 
In the next 6–12 months, expect broader device support, more curated app catalogs, and tighter 
core/RAN integrations that make satellite sessions operationally “just roaming.” As SpaceX adds 
spectrum and satellite density, expect shorter message delays and more robust app behaviors, 
while standards work continues to smooth mobility and service continuity between terrestrial 
and non-terrestrial layers. For engineers, the practical work is policy and observability: treat 
satellite as a standard access path, tune retry/caching to tolerate intermittent links, and make 
sure care and ops teams can see satellite sessions with the same clarity as remote cell sites. 

 


