Starlink usage surges as Spain blackout exposes telecoms vulnerability

[image: ]
Elon Musk’s Starlink satellite communications service saw a significant upsurge in usage in Spain and Portugal on Monday, following a considerable electricity blackout that exposed inherent vulnerabilities in the telecoms networks across the Iberian peninsula. According to data analysed by the Financial Times, the use of Starlink surged by 35 per cent above average amid widespread disruptions to mobile networks, with a staggering 60 per cent increase noted in Spain on the following day.
The data, provided by the internet access analyst Ookla, indicated that usage reached “record” levels, with "thousands" of users relying on the service, as described by Ookla’s representative, Luke Kehoe. However, while the service remained operational during the blackout, the quality of Starlink coverage diminished as the number of users increased. Kehoe acknowledged that some ground stations in mainland Spain experienced loss of service, although connectivity to stations in other countries, such as Italy, remained viable.
On the infrastructural side, Spain's grid operator, Red Eléctrica, stated that the precise cause of the blackout is still uncertain. Some experts suggest that the outage may be linked to the electricity grid's inability to manage an unusually high influx of solar energy. This blackout resulted in severe impacts on traditional mobile coverage, prompting discussions surrounding the need for enhanced resilience in Spain's mobile network systems.
Ookla's analysis reported that network consistency—a measure of service reliability—dropped to as low as half of its normal rate on Monday afternoon. With many mobile antennas across Spain inoperative due to the power outage, backup generators at mobile sites became crucial. Vodafone España indicated that their backup generators activated at 70 per cent of their locations during the outage. Nonetheless, as late as 11 pm on the same day, several regions, including Galicia, Castilla La Mancha, and Murcia, reported mobile traffic levels as low as 20 per cent.
Telefónica, another prominent telecommunications provider, stated that it had prioritised critical infrastructures, including emergency services and hospitals, during the power outage. The company claimed to have restored 95 per cent of its mobile network functionality within slightly over 24 hours, achieving “full normality” by Thursday.
Kehoe pointed out that the situation observed in Spain and Portugal is not isolated, noting a general absence of substantial backup battery systems in mobile site grids across various regions. For instance, a recent report by Ofcom in the UK highlighted that while approximately two-thirds of the country could make emergency calls for up to an hour during short power outages, fewer than five per cent of mobile sites were equipped with backup facilities lasting at least six hours. Upgrading these networks to ensure consistent access for emergency services would require significant investment, estimated at around £1 billion.
The telecoms industry in Spain and Portugal operates under "very tight margins" due to low pricing structures, making resilience investments more challenging compared to regions like the Nordics. Here, operators benefit from higher average revenue per user and stronger backup generation systems.
The unprecedented scale of the blackout in Spain has led to renewed urgency among governments to focus on improving the resilience of telecommunications networks amidst increasingly extreme weather events. For example, regulatory measures in Norway mandate operators to fund two hours of battery backup for urban areas and four hours in rural regions. Australia has also initiated publicly funded grants aimed at enabling operators to offer up to 12 hours of battery backup at certain remote sites.
In light of the unresolved causes of the blackout, analysts like Grace Nelson from Assembly Research suggest that the incident serves as a "clarion call for government and regulators to pay attention to resilience." The implications of this outage may prompt further scrutiny and investment in enhancing the robustness of telecom infrastructures in the region.
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