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In Brief

Space has once again become one of the 
most contested and strategic domains of 
the twenty-first century. Beyond serving 

as a frontier for scientific exploration, it now holds 
significant strategic and economic value. In fact, 
the global space economy is projected to reach 
US$1 trillion by 2032. The geopolitical landscape 
is also far more complex than during the original 
space race between the United States and the 
Soviet Union. Today, the U.S. and Europe stand 
on one side, while China and Russia form a 
competing bloc. Meanwhile, emerging powers 
such as India, Japan, and several Gulf countries 
are reshaping the global space competition. 
In this evolving context, Europe finds itself 
at a crossroads. It must choose whether to 
strengthen its strategic autonomy in space – 
through greater scale, deeper integration, and 
sustained investment – or risk being sidelined, 
dependent on external actors for critical 
infrastructure and technologies.

The challenge is clear. While Europe remains a 
recognized leader in flagship programs such as 
Galileo and Copernicus, its industrial position is 
steadily eroding. Since 2019, the investment gap 
between the EU and the U.S. in space has doubled, 
reaching €63 billion in 2024. China, too, has now 
surpassed Europe in total space spending.

Defence is Europe’s most glaring vulnerability. 
Although nearly half of global public space 
budgets are now allocated to military 
capabilities, Europe dedicates only 15%. This 
growing technological and strategic asymmetry 
threatens its autonomy.

The governance framework further compounds 
the challenge. Space policy in Europe remains 
fragmented across national, intergovernmental, 
and EU levels, leading to duplication, delays, 
and a lack of strategic coherence. The 2021 
EU Space Programme and the Financial 
Framework Partnership Agreement with 
ESA marked important steps toward greater 
integration. However, the absence of a unified 
decision-making authority continues to limit 
Europe’s ability to fully leverage space as a tool 
of geopolitical power.

The upcoming European Space Act, the first 
EU-wide legislation for the sector, could be 
a turning point. Anchored in Article 114 TFEU, 
the Act aims to establish a single market for 
space services by harmonizing authorization 
regimes, regulating safety and sustainability, 
and expanding EU-level oversight.

If effectively implemented and adequately 
funded, the Act could lay the foundation 
for a coherent European industrial policy in 
space. However, the compliance burden  – 
especially for SMEs – will be significant 
unless accompanied by procurement reform 
and substantial public support. Moreover, 
the legislative negotiations are likely to face 
resistance from EU Member States concerned 
about excessive centralization of space policy 
within the European Commission.

Industrial competitiveness is the second pillar 
of Europe’s space dilemma. In the 2000s, U.S. 
procurement reforms transformed NASA into 
an anchor customer, enabling companies like 
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SpaceX to scale vertically integrated business 
models. In contrast, Europe remains heavily 
reliant on institutional demand, with limited 
access to venture capital and underdeveloped 
scale-up financing.

This creates a dual risk: growing dependence 
on non-European launch providers and a 
shrinking share of the global upstream market. 
By 2024, Europe accounted for just 6% of global 
spacecraft manufacturing and launch value - 
down sharply from 21% in 2008.

Rebuilding launch autonomy through Ariane 
6 and Vega C is vital, but both lack reusability, 
leaving Europe structurally behind the U.S.’s 
Starship and China’s Long March 9. The 
European Space Agency’s efforts to diversify 
suppliers – through initiatives like the European 
Launcher Challenge and the Flight Ticket 
Initiative – reflect growing awareness of the 
problem. However, funding levels remain 
modest compared to U.S. programs, limiting 
their potential impact.

The geopolitical context adds urgency to 
Europe’s space ambitions. Russia’s war in 
Ukraine has exposed both the indispensability 
and the vulnerability of space infrastructure 
in modern warfare – highlighted by Europe’s 
reliance on U.S. Starlink to maintain Ukrainian 
communications. At the same time, the return 
of Donald Trump to the White House has 
increased uncertainty around transatlantic 
commitments, further underscoring Europe’s 
strategic dependence.

In response, the EU has redefined space 
as a dual-use domain. The 2022 Strategic 
Compass and the 2023 EU Space Strategy for 
Security and Defence explicitly link space to 
strategic autonomy, resilience, and defence 
integration. Flagship initiatives such as IRIS² 
and the European Resilience from Space (ERS) 

programme reflect this shift, embedding secure 
connectivity and Earth observation into broader 
defence-oriented strategies.

The proposed European Competitiveness 
Fund, if sufficiently resourced, could provide 
the financial backbone needed to sustain this 
transformation and support the growth of 
Europe’s strategic space capabilities. Within this 
continental framework, Italy stands out as both 
an industrial powerhouse and a policy innovator. 
With over €7 billion mobilised through ASI, the 
National Programmes Fund, and the PNRR, Italy 
is the third-largest contributor to ESA and a 
leader in operational space assets.

The IRIDE constellation exemplifies how 
national initiatives can align with and reinforce 
European priorities, offering critical Earth 
observation services with significant dual-use 
potential. Italy also possesses a complete space 
value chain - from launchers through Avio, to 
satellite manufacturing via Thales Alenia Space, 
and a dynamic SME ecosystem. This integrated 
capability supports strategic autonomy but 
can also limit efficiency by constraining 
specialisation across the sector.

The structural challenge for Italy lies in 
financing. While initiatives such as the Italia 
Space Venture Fund and CDP Venture Capital 
have strengthened early-stage investment, 
private capital remains insufficient to scale 
innovation. Italian start-ups attracted just €20 
million domestically in 2024, compared to far 
larger rounds in France and Germany, though 
international investment – such as the €150 
million secured by D-Orbit – shows potential. 
The lesson is clear: public investment must 
be leveraged to catalyse private growth, using 
blended finance, public–private partnerships, 
and milestone-based procurement to bridge 
the structural gap.

The European and Italian Space Ecosystems: Pillars for Strategic Autonomy



 | 7

Italy’s strong industrial base positions it to play a 
pivotal role in major European initiatives such as 
IRIS², ERS, lunar exploration projects, and future 
dual-use constellations. Upcoming programmes 
like Leonardo’s planned LEO constellation and 
ASI’s secure telecommunications initiative could 
further strengthen both national sovereignty 
and Europe’s collective capacity.

However, sustaining this momentum will require 
policy continuity beyond 2026, improved 
alignment between public and private actors, 
and closer integration with EU strategic 
priorities.

The choice facing Europe – and Italy – is 
stark. Either scale up, integrate, and invest 
strategically to secure a place at the forefront 
of the new space race, or accept growing 
dependence in a domain that is critical to 
economic resilience, security, and industrial 
competitiveness.

Initiatives like the European Space Act, IRIS², 
and ERS provide a framework for ambition. But 
without political will, cohesive governance, and 
substantial financial commitment, Europe risks 
sliding into strategic irrelevance.

For Italy, the opportunity lies in transforming 
its robust industrial base and proactive policy 
stance into sustained leadership within this 
evolving European space framework.

Policy Paper 
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What's at Stake

Space is gaining increasing geopolitical significance amid intensifying 
global strategic competition. Following the first space race –  defined 
by the Cold War rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union 
– today’s landscape is once again shaped by the emergence of two 
opposing blocs. On one side, the United States, backed by Europe, leads 
the Artemis programme, which aims to establish a permanent human 
presence on the Moon. On the other, China and Russia are advancing 
the International Lunar Research Station (ILRS), pursuing similar long-
term ambitions.

China, in particular, has completed and operationalised its own space 
station, Tiangong, which is expected to play an increasingly prominent 
role as both a scientific platform and a diplomatic tool – especially as 
the International Space Station (ISS) approaches its planned retirement 
in 2030.1 Additionally, China is developing new state-subsidized 
reusable space rockets, such as the Long March 9 and Long March 
12A, alongside a growing number of commercial launch vehicles.2 In the 
realm of satellite connectivity, Beijing is committed to developing two 
major constellations: Qianfan – with 15,000 satellites planned and 90 
already in orbit – and Guowang – with a projected 13,000 satellites and 
approximately 70 currently in orbit. Both constellations are intended to 
rival SpaceX’s Starlink once fully operational.3

Other emerging space-faring nations could further reduce Europe’s 
share in the international space economy. India, for example, is making 
significant investments in its space programs, aiming to grow its space 
economy to $44 billion by 2033 – representing 8% of the global market.4 
It is also committed to building a new space station, Bharatiya Antariksh, 
by 2035. As part of its ambitious plans, India’s Gaganyaan program is 
scheduled to launch its first crewed mission in 2025 and aims to send an 
Indian astronaut to the Moon by 2040.5 To enhance its launch capabilities, 
the Indian government has started building a second spaceport in Andhra 
Pradesh, on the country’s east coast.6 While India continues to pursue 
an autonomous space strategy, it is also strengthening international 
partnerships. Notably, it joined the NASA-led Artemis Accords in 2023.7

The European and Italian Space Ecosystems: Pillars for Strategic Autonomy
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Finally, as part of the broader strategy to diversify away from oil and 
transform the Gulf region into a technological hub, both Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates are pursuing ambitious space strategies. 
Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF), one of the world’s largest 
sovereign wealth funds, created Neo Space Group (NSG) in May 2024 as 
part of plans to become a major force in space. NSG is looking to lease 
multi-orbit capacity to bolster its foothold in the satellite market, ahead 
of likely owning and operating its own constellation. Meanwhile, the 
recently established Saudi Space Agency will focus on space activities 
that are not yet commercially viable.8

Within this evolving landscape, Europe seeks to assert its role. 
Traditionally a leading actor in technological innovation, its position is 
now challenged by shifting dynamics, particularly the rise of private 
players. 

1. Understanding the Relevance of the European Space Sector  
for Strategic Autonomy 

Strengthening the European space ecosystem is essential to advancing 
the EU’s strategic autonomy. Recent developments – marked by the 
rapid growth of the space economy and rising focus on space security – 
underscore the urgent need for a shift in pace and ambition. According to 
the Space Foundation, the global space economy, valued at $613 billion 
in 2024, is projected to surpass $1 trillion by 2032.9 This transformation is 
being led by the United States, where a decisive shift from a government-
centric to a private-driven model has been underway since the early 
2000s.10 In contrast, the European Union continues to face structural 
obstacles – both institutional and industrial – in adapting to the "New 
Space" paradigm. The U.S. now serves as the benchmark, particularly 
due to the disruptive impact of SpaceX on the launch market. This shift 
is not only the result of a vibrant private sector and deep commercial 
markets, but also of significant procurement reforms by NASA. The 
Commercial Orbital Transportation Services (COTS) programme, 
launched in 2006, was especially pivotal – it redefined NASA as both 
a customer and partner of private companies.11 This approach fostered 
competition, increased launch cadence, and reduced costs.

After the retirement of the Space Shuttle in 2011, NASA initially relied 
on Russian Soyuz rockets to reach the International Space Station (ISS). 
However, it quickly recognized that empowering the private sector 
was the fastest and most cost-effective way to restore U.S. access 
to space. This strategy bore fruit in 2020, when SpaceX successfully 
launched the Demo-2 mission, re-establishing autonomous American 
human spaceflight capabilities.12 However, SpaceX’s success is closely 
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tied to the emergence of a commercially driven space market, which 
initially developed alongside institutional funding before eventually 
taking a leading role. Secondly, SpaceX successfully established a fully 
integrated vertical value chain – designing and manufacturing its own 
satellites, providing launch services with reusable rockets, and offering 
space-based connectivity to millions of customers worldwide.  SpaceX 
was the first company to successfully manage both the demand and 
supply sides of the market, leveraging a reusable launch system and 
a mass-produced satellite constellation – all developed under its own 
corporate umbrella.13

By contrast, Europe’s space ecosystem remains heavily dependent 
on public actors, constrained by limited venture capital and scale-up 
financing. This bottleneck is partly linked to the lack of a fully developed 
Capital Markets Union, which hampers cross-border investment and the 
emergence of large, pan-European private funds.

However, there are signs of gradual progress. According to ESPI’s Space 
Venture 2024 report,14 U.S. private investment in space has declined 
significantly since 2021 – from €8.8 billion to €2.9 billion in 2024 – due 
to rising interest rates and the maturity of earlier scaleups. In contrast, 
European private investment has steadily increased, reaching a record 
€1.5 billion in 2024. Still, it continues to trail China (€1.9 billion), whose 
growth has been largely driven by investments in satellite communication 
constellations. While Europe is making efforts to adapt its procurement 
model, particularly through reforms at the European Space Agency 
(ESA), the commercial market remains overly reliant on institutional 
demand. This makes it difficult to replicate the trajectory seen in the U.S. 
Meanwhile, the sharp rise in Chinese space investment highlights that 
new global competitors are rapidly emerging, further intensifying the 
strategic urgency for Europe to act.

Further uncertainty has emerged in the United States, where the 
Trump administration has proposed significant cuts to NASA’s 2026 
budget, while simultaneously increasing funding for the Department 
of Defense’s space-related programmes, following the unveiling of the 
Golden Dome initiative.15 The proposed budget includes a $6 billion 
reduction – a 25% cut compared to the $24.8 billion allocated in 2025 
– primarily affecting exploration and scientific programmes.16 This 
shift could have serious implications for international collaborations 
involving Europe and its industrial ecosystem, particularly the Artemis 
programme and its Lunar Gateway. Thales Alenia Space, a key European 
partner, plays a major role in these efforts, especially in constructing 
pressurised modules. In July 2025, the company signed a contract with 
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the Italian Space Agency (ASI) to develop the Multi-Purpose Habitation 
(MPH) module – the first human lunar outpost – marking a significant 
milestone in NASA’s Artemis programme and in plans for a permanent 
human presence on the Moon.17 Thales Alenia Space is also involved as 
a subcontractor to Northrop Grumman for the Habitation and Logistics 
Outpost (HALO) module, and serves as the main contractor for the Lunar 
I-Hab and the European System Providing Refuelling Infrastructure and 
Telecommunications (ESPRIT) modules, both commissioned by the 
European Space Agency (ESA). In addition, the company is developing 
the Airlock module for the Mohammed Bin Rashid Space Centre of the 
United Arab Emirates. Altogether, these projects represent an industrial 
impact for Italy estimated at €750 million.18 

However, the cuts to the NASA budget have currently been rejected by 
the Congress, where the House of Representatives maintained NASA’s 
overall budget in fiscal year 2026.19 A final decision will be taken by the 
end of this fiscal year, probably after a compromise between the proposal 
of the White House and the position of the Congress. Considering the 
risk of reducing NASA’s scope for space exploration programmes, the 
outcome of the ESA Ministerial Council in Bremen will be crucial in 
determining Europe’s ambitions in this field.  

Indeed, at this defining moment, the European Union is called to act 
decisively to strengthen its strategic autonomy in the space sector. Only 
two scenarios lie ahead: one in which Europe asserts a central role, 
through targeted investments, enhanced industrial competitiveness, and 
deeper integration across the continent; or one in which it resigns itself 
to the margins, becoming increasingly dependent on the technologies 
and infrastructures of other global powers.20 The second option is far 
from being the optimal one. The ongoing discussions surrounding the 
creation of a new pan-European industrial conglomerate, tentatively 
named “Bromo” – which would bring together the space assets of Italy’s 
Leonardo, the French Thales, and Franco-German Airbus – represent 
a crucial first step toward enhancing Europe’s competitiveness in the 
space sector, particularly in relation to SpaceX and emerging space-
faring countries, and improving access to international markets. This 
initiative seeks to reduce operational costs, drive innovation, and lay the 
groundwork for a dynamic space ecosystem where startups can thrive.21 
Moreover, in 2023, the French company Eutelsat merged with the British 
company OneWeb, creating the new company Eutelsat OneWeb, with a 
European Low Earth Orbit (LEO) satellite constellation of approximately 
650 satellites to provide internet connectivity. The strategic importance 
of this new entity and its satellite infrastructure was underscored by 
the French government’s decision to participate in a capital increase in 
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March 2025, contributing €717 million and acquiring a 29.99% stake in 
the company, thus becoming the largest shareholder.22 The OneWeb-
Eutelsat constellation has often been considered Europe’s alternative 
to Starlink, although it is significantly smaller in terms of the number of 
available satellites.

"The twenty-first century will be the century of space" as stated by the 
European Commissioner for defence industry and space, Andrius Kubilius,23 
and its relevance now encompasses not only international relations and 
technological development, but also economics, security and defence.  

2. The Definition of Strategic Autonomy for the European Space Sector

The concept of strategic autonomy entered the EU’s vocabulary over 
a decade ago24 and was formally established as an objective with the 
adoption of the 2016 Global Strategy.25 Initially confined to the Common 
Security and Defence Policy, its scope has progressively expanded to 
encompass all areas in which Europe faces excessive dependence on 
third countries. Today, it features prominently in the language of the 
European Commission, including within space policy.26

This broader application is largely a response to the succession of major 
crises that have reshaped Europe’s strategic environment: Brexit, China’s 
growing assertiveness, the COVID-19 pandemic, the war in Ukraine, and 
now the potential return of Donald Trump to the White House.

To better understand this evolving concept, European strategic autonomy 
can be defined as Europe’s capacity to act independently – without 
reliance on other countries – in strategically important policy areas.27 As 
previously outlined, this includes not only defence but also economic 
and technological domains where reducing external dependencies has 
become central to the EU’s de-risking strategy and broader approach to 
economic security.

Space is undoubtedly one of these critical domains, given its increasing 
geopolitical, economic, and technological importance. In this context, 
Commissioner Kubilius has repeatedly emphasised that achieving 
strategic autonomy is essential to the development of European space 
policy,28 calling for a transformative "big bang" approach.29

Yet, despite Europe’s longstanding leadership in the space sector  – and 
the global recognition of flagship programmes like Galileo and Copernicus 
– there remains a pressing need for intervention. Europe must re-evaluate 
its international posture, governance model, and approach to critical 
capabilities, including launchers, secure connectivity infrastructure, and 
dual-use technologies. A more robust legal and regulatory framework is 
also required to match the pace of global developments..

The European and Italian Space Ecosystems: Pillars for Strategic Autonomy



3. The Evolution of European Space Governance: Understanding 
the Limits in the Development of European Space Policy 

In 2025 the European Space Agency (ESA)30 celebrated its 50th 
anniversary. Its creation, in 1975, was the result of the fusion of the two 
former European agencies: the European Space Research Organisation 
(ESRO) and the European Launcher Development Organisation (ELDO). Both 
organisations were created during the 1960s with the objective of enhancing 
cooperation between the nations that were developing their own space 
programmes. Indeed, before that date, space programmes were exclusively 
national, with France, the United Kingdom and Italy as main actors. 

During this initial phase in the 1980s, the development of a European 
space policy took place both at the national and intergovernmental levels, 
primarily under the guidance of the European Space Agency (ESA).31 
This period also saw the establishment of a new intergovernmental 
organisation in 1983 – the European Organisation for the Exploitation 
of Meteorological Satellites (EUMETSAT) – dedicated to providing 
operational meteorological services. At the same time, interest was 
beginning to emerge from Brussels, particularly within the European 
Parliament, which, in its first resolution on the matter in 1979,32 began to 
highlight the strategic importance of space activities. These included 
applications in telecommunications, Earth observation, scientific 
research, and industrial development.

However, the involvement of the European Commission in space policy 
would not materialise until a decade later. As European integration 
progressed, the Commission issued its first communication on its 
prospective role in space activities in 1988.33 The process gained 
momentum during the 1990s, leading to an intensified dialogue 
between the EU and the European Space Agency (ESA). This period 
coincided with the early conceptualisation of what would become the 
EU’s flagship space programmes: Galileo (for satellite navigation) and 
Copernicus (for Earth observation), both of which were implemented in 
the following decades. A significant milestone was reached in June 1998 
with the adoption of the first EU–ESA joint resolution, which outlined 
the respective responsibilities of the two organisations: ESA would 
lead the development and implementation of a long-term European 
space policy, while the EU would focus on the legal, economic, and 
social dimensions of space-related market regulation.34 Despite the 
progress made in shaping a common European approach to space, the 
fragmented governance framework – divided across intergovernmental, 
communitarian, and national levels – still required reform to strengthen 
the EU’s political role in shaping and executing its own space policy.
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The adoption of the EU–ESA Framework Agreement in 2003, following 
the release of the Green Paper on European Space Policy (jointly 
prepared by the Commission and ESA), marked a turning point in this 
regard. The agreement established a strategic partnership between the 
two organisations, aiming to enhance coordination, avoid duplication of 
efforts, and clarify their complementary roles: ESA would represent the 
supply side of space systems, while the EU would serve as the demand 
side. Importantly, the agreement also led to the creation of the Space 
Council, which institutionalised regular annual meetings between the 
relevant bodies to ensure continued alignment and cooperation. 

Efforts to strengthen the EU’s role in space policy continued into the 
following decade. In 2009, with the entry into force of the Lisbon 
Treaty, the European Union was, for the first time, granted explicit 
competence in the field of space policy. Articles 4(3) and 189 of the 
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Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) introduced a 
parallel competence in this domain,35 establishing a legal foundation 
for the development of a European space policy aimed at supporting 
scientific and technological progress as well as enhancing industrial 
competitiveness.

Nevertheless, the first unified EU space programme would not be 
launched until 2021. Supported by €14.9 billion under the 2021–2027 
Multiannual Financial Framework, the programme’s introduction marked 
a significant milestone. It was accompanied by the creation of the 
European Union Agency for the Space Programme (EUSPA), with a dual 
mandate: to reinforce Europe’s strategic autonomy and improve the 
competitiveness of its space sector, while also streamlining governance.

The new framework consolidated a number of long-standing EU space 
initiatives - Galileo, Copernicus, EGNOS, Space Situational Awareness, 
GOVSATCOM, and IRIS² – into a more cohesive and efficient governance 
structure. This step was followed by the Financial Framework 
Partnership Agreement signed in June 2021 between ESA and the EU, 
which formalised the division of roles and responsibilities among the 
European Commission, ESA, and EUSPA. Beyond clarifying governance, 
the agreement was instrumental in strengthening the Union’s strategic 
autonomy by ensuring that programme implementation could be 
carried out with a coherent institutional framework36 and through a 
better-coordinated financial model. Since 2021, and in conjunction 
with the launch of the 2021–2027 Multiannual Financial Framework,37 
the European Union has increased its financial contribution to the ESA 
budget, although the majority of ESA’s funding still derives from national 
contributions.

To date, the European Union and the European Space Agency (ESA) have 
continuously adapted their respective roles in advancing a coherent 
European space policy. However, the fragmented governance structure of 
Europe’s space sector – divided across intergovernmental, supranational, 
and national levels – has produced not only bureaucratic inefficiencies, 
but more critically, a lack of strategic coherence. While the division of 
responsibilities between ESA and the EU has resulted in major technical 
achievements – most notably Galileo and Copernicus – it has hindered 
Europe’s ability to leverage these programmes as tools of geopolitical 
influence. In the absence of a single decision-making authority, European 
efforts remain fragmented, in contrast to the centralised governance 
models of the United States and China, where integration of industrial 
policy, security, and space diplomacy progresses at a much faster pace 
As both the Draghi and Letta Reports have highlighted, the current 
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governance model still offers room for further reform. In practice, national 
strategic priorities – particularly in countries such as Italy, France, and 
Germany, which maintain long-standing space programmes and robust 
industrial ecosystems – often drive unilateral initiatives. While these 
initiatives may offer domestic benefits, they also risk producing duplicated 
efforts and fragmentation at the European level.

Looking ahead, the recently proposed European Space Act is expected 
to strengthen EU-level governance by assigning more prominent roles to 
both the European Commission and EUSPA (see Section 1.6). In parallel, the 
upcoming ESA Ministerial Conference, scheduled for November 2025 in 
Bremen, has placed governance reform at the top of its agenda  – potentially 
marking a pivotal moment in the consolidation of Europe's space ambitions.
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4. Regaining Autonomy Through Launchers

The European pursuit of strategic autonomy is also critically focused 
on rockets and launch systems, as global competition demands that 
Europe reclaim a leading position in this strategic sector. Currently, 
SpaceX dominates the global launch market with its Falcon 9 and, 
increasingly, with the fully reusable Starship, which recently completed 
its tenth successful test.38 Starship is expected to significantly enhance 
the competitiveness of the U.S. space industry, primarily through a 
substantial reduction in launch costs, further consolidating the American 
space economy's global leadership. In Asia, China is advancing the 
development of the Long March 9, a fully reusable super-heavy launch 
vehicle designed to compete directly with Starship. This launcher is 
expected to play a central role in supporting the International Lunar 
Research Station (ILRS), which is projected to become operational around 
2030. By contrast, Europe continues to face the challenge of narrowing 
the gap. Following the retirement of Ariane 5, the successful inaugural 
launches of Ariane 6 and Vega C in 2024 have marked the restoration 
of Europe's independent access to space. Both launch systems have 
already completed two missions each this year, with additional launches 
scheduled before the end of 2025.

While these developments are encouraging, they also highlight the 
continued disparity between Europe and its main competitors, particularly 
in terms of launch frequency. In 2024, while Europe celebrated the 
maiden flight of Ariane 6, the United States, propelled by SpaceX’s 
Falcon 9, conducted an extraordinary 145 launches. Of SpaceX’s record-
setting 134 launches in 2024, 89 were dedicated to expanding the 
Starlink constellation, which now comprises 8,000 satellites and serves 
over six million customers in 140 countries.39 Other global players also 
maintained significant activity, with China completing 68 launches and 
Russia executing 17 during the same year.

Since the retirement of Ariane 5 in July 2023,40 Europe has lost its 
autonomous access to space – a capability widely regarded as an 
indispensable prerequisite for the successful pursuit of an independent 
space programme. For over 27 years, Ariane 5 served as the backbone 
of European launch capabilities, supporting numerous flagship ESA 
missions, including the Rosetta comet expedition and scientific 
exploration missions to Mercury and Jupiter.

Its withdrawal, however, left Europe in a state of strategic vulnerability. 
Persistent delays in the deployment of Ariane 6 and Vega C were 
compounded by the loss of access to Russian Soyuz rockets. Following 
the outbreak of war in Ukraine in February 2022 and subsequent EU 
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sanctions, Russia withdrew from the Kourou launch site, abruptly halting 
key joint programmes, such as the ExoMars mission.

As a result, Europe has been forced to rely on external providers, 
including SpaceX, even for sensitive missions. This growing dependency 
was illustrated in March 2024, when ESA signed a deal with SpaceX 
to launch four Galileo navigation satellites aboard Falcon 9 for €180 
million - approximately 30% above SpaceX’s average launch price.41 The 
situation further deteriorated in June 2024, when EUMETSAT cancelled 
its launch contract with Arianespace for the MTG-51 satellite, choosing 
instead to partner with Falcon 9.42 This decision sparked significant 
controversy, as it marked a European agency outsourcing a key mission 
to a U.S. competitor, despite the symbolic and strategic importance of 
maintaining European launch independence. The recent successful 
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launches of Ariane 6 and Vega C have helped to stabilise Europe's 
launch capability crisis, but they do not represent a comprehensive 
solution. Europe’s competitive position has already eroded, particularly 
in the area of technological innovation.

Ariane 6, while a step forward, is technologically outdated at inception: 
unlike SpaceX’s Falcon 9, it is not reusable, leading to significantly higher 
launch costs. The Ariane 62 variant, with a payload capacity of 10.3 
tonnes to low Earth orbit (LEO), is priced at approximately €75 million 
per launch, while the more powerful Ariane 64, capable of lifting 21.6 
tonnes, costs around €115 million. By comparison, Falcon 9 launches are 
currently priced at roughly €62 million, with costs expected to decline 
further as SpaceX brings its fully reusable Starship into commercial 
operation. Starship, with a projected payload capacity of 150 tonnes to 
LEO, is poised to transform the economics of space launch. In terms of 
cost per kilogram, Ariane 6 ranges between US$5,000 and US$10,000, 
depending on the configuration. In contrast, Starship’s reusability 
is expected to reduce launch costs to approximately US$500 per 
kilogram, representing an order-of-magnitude advantage and placing 
unprecedented pressure on Europe’s ability to compete in the global 
launch market.

This situation is largely the result of Europe’s strategic decision to evolve 
the Ariane 5 into the Ariane 6, rather than pursuing the development 
of a completely new, reusable launch system. While this choice has 
drawn criticism in hindsight, it was based on sound economic reasoning. 
Reusability becomes cost-effective only under specific market 
conditions – namely, when there is sufficient and sustained launch 
demand and a mature commercial sector capable of absorbing a high 
frequency of launch services. These conditions are currently present in 
the United States, where a vibrant commercial space industry underpins 
the viability of reusable systems like Falcon 9 and Starship. In contrast, 
the European space market remains heavily reliant on government-led 
programmes, with limited commercial demand to justify the significant 
upfront investment required for reusability. The commercialisation of 
space activities is still a relatively nascent concept in Europe, where 
the sector has historically been structured around institutional priorities, 
particularly in space exploration and Earth observation.43

To foster fair competition among European launch providers, drive 
innovation, and enhance Europe’s strategic autonomy in the sector, 
significant progress toward reusable rocket technology is urgently 
needed. The broader objective is to transition from a predominantly 
institutional approach toward expanding the commercial launcher 
market. Within this emerging market – characterized by the rise of micro-
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launcher manufacturers – the European Space Agency (ESA) is actively 
working to disrupt the longstanding duopoly of ArianeGroup and Avio 
through initiatives such as the European Launcher Challenge and the 
Boost! Programme. In June 2025, ESA announced44 the preselected 
challengers: Isar Aerospace (Germany), Maiaspace (France), Orbital 
Express Launch (United Kingdom), PLD Space (Spain), and Rocket 
Factory Augsburg (Germany).

Simultaneously, Avio, the developer of the Vega family of launchers, 
has recently been entrusted45 with the commercialisation of its launch 
services – a role previously held by Arianespace. This decision followed 
the 2023 ESA Ministerial Council Resolution in Sevilla and was reaffirmed 
by the 2024 ESA Council’s subsequent approval.46

Despite Avio’s extensive decade-long experience in the launch 
market and its ongoing development of the fully reusable Vega E 
launcher, the company was notably not selected for participation in 
the European Launcher Challenge (ELC). This exclusion is particularly 
striking considering that, with the exception of MaiaSpace – which is 
a subsidiary of ArianeGroup – none of the selected companies can 
draw on Avio’s deep sector expertise. Furthermore, Italy has historically 
played a pivotal role in the European space programme and remains 
one of its most significant financial contributors.

However, the Italian company was also selected47 for three missions 
under the ESA Flight Ticket Initiative. The other company chosen in this 
initiative is Germany’s Isar Aerospace, the only mini-launcher to have 
completed a test flight in 2025.

The scope of the Flight Ticket Initiative differs from that of the European 
Launcher Challenge (ELC) and also involves the European Commission. 
Through the ELC, the European Space Agency seeks to develop and 
demonstrate new, competitive European launch systems for the future, 
with the Agency acting as a customer for successful providers. In contrast, 
the Flight Ticket Initiative offers co-funded launch opportunities for 
European companies and institutions to test new space products and 
applications using existing and emerging European launchers.48

Avio’s role in the market will also be reinforced through the ten-
year license recently granted by the French government to operate 
launches from the Kourou Spaceport in French Guyana.49 This licence 
allows the company to autonomously oversee the commercialization 
of Vega launches. Additionally, in September 2025, ESA signed a €40 
million agreement with Avio50 to develop a reusable second-stage 
demonstrator, complementing ongoing programmes like Themis.51 
Themis itself represents a concrete step toward full reusability, with 
planned tests aimed at validating key landing and restart capabilities.
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The Avio-ESA agreement complements the Themis programme by 
diversifying technological approaches and accelerating knowledge 
transfer among industry stakeholders. Together, these initiatives 
underscore Europe’s increasing commitment to reusability; however, 
their success hinges on effective coordination between institutional 
funding and market-driven incentives. They also emphasize a strategic 
imperative: unless Europe expedites the development and deployment 
of reusable launch capabilities, it risks failing to transform its ambitions 
into true autonomy, thereby remaining vulnerable in both critical defence 
and commercial missions.

5. The Geographical Return: The Heart of EU Industrial Space Policy

Central to this issue is the ESA principle of geographical return, which 
allocates industrial contracts in proportion to Member States’ financial 
contributions. While this mechanism was designed to maintain political 
balance, it often distorts competitiveness and economic efficiency, 
disproportionately penalizing smaller firms and hindering the selection 
of the most capable suppliers. Moreover, it contributes to supply chain 
fragmentation. ESA has begun to reconsider this approach, gradually 
transitioning towards a model akin to that of NASA: shifting from acting 
as a “procuring entity” – responsible for identifying and commissioning 
launch systems through long-term contracts with European companies – 
to becoming an “anchor customer,” serving as a key client for commercial 
service providers. The combination of the geographical return principle and 
the procuring entity model has historically supported European companies 
within the internal market but has rendered them less competitive 
internationally and limited their ability to expand market share abroad.

ESA’s November 2023 Ministerial in Seville marked a significant turning 
point. Ministers endorsed a strategic shift in ESA’s role from that of 
commissioner to anchor customer, recognizing the necessity to de-risk 
private investment and stimulate innovation, while continuing to support 
the Vega C and Ariane 6 programs. ESA also initiated a competition inviting 
European companies to provide cargo services to the International Space 
Station using reusable launchers by 2028, with the possibility of extending 
these services to lunar destinations in a subsequent phase. The initial 
funding round amounts to €75 million, divided between The Exploration 
Company and Thales Alenia Space. Nonetheless, ESA’s investment scale 
remains modest in comparison to NASA’s landmark Commercial Orbital 
Transportation Services (COTS) program, which allocated billions to 
catalyse the development of companies such as SpaceX.

This shift reflects delicate industrial balances within the European space 
sector. Ariane is no longer the sole prime contractor, as approximately 20 
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European startups – particularly in Germany – are actively developing 
micro-launchers. France secured €1 billion in support for Ariane 6 
through a trilateral agreement with Germany and Italy, ensuring the 
launcher’s competitiveness beyond its fifteenth mission. Meanwhile, 
Italy has regained autonomy over Vega C, allowing Avio to market its 
launch services directly.52

These developments signal a gradual dismantling of the geographical 
return principle. While historically crucial to the establishment of Europe’s 
space sector, this system has fostered inefficiencies and impeded 
competitiveness. In today’s commercial space economy, where private 
actors require rapid returns on investment, such constraints have 
become increasingly unsustainable.

The broader discourse links space policy directly to Europe’s strategic 
autonomy and economic security. A competitive space sector is 
considered essential for the European Union’s green and digital 
transitions, industrial growth, and the fostering of synergies between 
space and non-space industries. The Letta Report on the single market 
advocates for restricting the principle of geographical return to research, 
scientific, and pre-commercial activities, while harnessing the Capital 
Markets Union to stimulate private investment and address Europe’s 
traditional risk aversion. Furthermore, institutional clarity between ESA 
and EUSPA is imperative, particularly in the post-Brexit context.

6. Towards an EU Single Market for Space Services 

In the current global context, characterised by an exponential growth 
of commercial space infrastructures supporting connectivity services, 
since the deployment of Starlink constellation and followed by other 
ambitious projects such as Blue Origin’s Kuiper and Chinese Guowang 
and Qianfan, the European Union has been pushing to start stressing 
the necessity of regulating commercial activities in space. This path 
towards adopting an EU space law for space services was justified by 
the need to guarantee European competitiveness in the sector, to avoid 
an uncontrolled congestion of Earth orbits, and to ensure the security of 
European space infrastructures. 

At the national level,53 13 European countries have already adopted a 
national space law, while others, such as Spain and Estonia, are moving in 
the same direction. In this context, Italy stands out as a positive example, 
as it is the first European country regulating the field of space economy. On 
June 11, 2025, the first Italian space law54 was adopted to regulate national 
space economy, clearly defining national governance – in particular, the 
role of the Italian Space Agency – and promoting investment in the space 
sector for small and medium enterprises (SME) and start-ups.
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At the European level, following the adoption of the European 
Space Programme in 2021, the European Commission published a 
Communication on Space Traffic Management (STM) in 2022. In this 
document, the Commission stated that “in the medium term, a more 
comprehensive regulatory approach on STM should be developed, 
in consultation with Member States,55 to identify relevant areas for 
legislation while preserving the competitiveness of the EU industry, in 
line with the respective competences of the EU and its Member States". 
This initiative was initially championed by then-Commissioner for the 
Internal Market, Thierry Breton, who consistently emphasised the need 
for EU legislation to establish a unified space market.56

Although the legislative proposal was originally planned for early 2024, it 
encountered repeated delays. Its momentum was revived under the new 
European Commission, particularly following the appointment of Andrius 
Kubilius57 as the first dedicated Commissioner for Defence and Space. 
This renewed impetus coincided with the Commission’s increasing 
emphasis on space as both a driver of the Union’s competitiveness – 
highlighted in the Competitiveness Compass unveiled in January58 – and 
as a key component of Europe’s broader security architecture.

On June 25th, 2025, the Commission presented the European Space Act59 
– accompanied by the Vision for European Space Economy60 –, putting 
forward an ambitious proposal, covering everything from authorization 
regimes for space activities to environmental sustainability, alongside 
reform of EU space governance.

A key starting point for reflection lies in the choice of legal basis: Article 
114 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), 
which allows for the harmonisation of national laws to ensure the proper 
functioning of the internal market. This selection underscores that the 
regulation’s primary objective is to establish a unified internal market 
for space services across the EU, aligning with the recommendations 
outlined in the Draghi Report on European competitiveness. While 
Article 114 represents a well-established legal instrument for the Union,61 
its application in this context may reignite the debate – initiated in 2023  
– on the need to reform the EU Treaties.62 This discussion particularly 
concerns Article 189 TFEU, which explicitly prohibits the Union from 
harmonising national legislation in the field of space policy. Although 
treaty revision is an exceptionally complex and time-consuming process, 
it could ultimately serve to clarify the extent of the Union’s competences 
in space-related activities. As outlined in preparatory documents, the 
regulation rests on three main pillars: 
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1.	 Safety: establishing a framework for Space Traffic Management 
(STM), trackability of space objects and mitigation of space debris.

2.	 Resilience: completing the rules concerning cybersecurity of space 
infrastructures.

3.	 Sustainability: introducing rules for the reduction of the environmental 
impact of space activities and to benefit from the innovation in 
emerging technologies like in-orbit servicing and debris removal.

These elements are deemed crucial to creating the future internal market 
for space and ensuring the competitiveness of Europe’s industry. The rules 
will complement existing legislation, particularly in field of cybersecurity. 
The NIS2 and CER directives already safeguard ground infrastructures 
supporting space services, while the Space Act will close the regulatory 
gap on the space segment, also establishing a European Union Space 
Resilience Network (EUSRN) for coordination in the event of major incidents.

The first set of rules concerns authorisation and registration of space 
operators through a dedicated register, the Union Register for Space 
Objects (URSO). This will apply to operators from Member States – with 
automatic recognition of national authorisations – as well as third-country 
operators active in the EU, who will need to comply with EU technical 
standards, include collision-avoidance systems, and register in URSO. 
This provision primarily concerns US giant SpaceX,63 whose Starlink 
constellation alone counts 8,000 LEO satellites. The regulation will also 
apply to international organisations, including ESA and EUMETSAT, 
requiring specific agreements for proper implementation. Finally, a 
single authorisation for constellations launched by European operators 
will be introduced, significantly reducing administrative burdens and 
supporting the growth of European satellite constellations.

Another major innovation relates to EU governance. To implement the 
regulation, the role of the Commission and EUSPA will be expanded, 
particularly in managing Union-owned programmes. Alongside a 
reorganization of EUSPA’s structure, both institutions will be given the 
power to conduct inspections, as well as investigation and demand of 
information – both inside and outside EU territory, under certain conditions 
– whenever Union-owned assets are involved. This marks a further step 
toward more centralised governance of European space projects, with 
growing emphasis on security and sustainability. National agencies, 
however, will remain responsible for purely national programmes.

The regulation also introduces technical requirements that will define 
a European standard for safety, resilience, and environmental impact. 
Space service providers will be required to calculate and disclose the 
environmental footprint of their missions, using specific methodologies 
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– paving the way for sustainable finance in the space sector. The 
regulation is expected to apply from January 1st, 2030, giving industry 
time to adjust. For now, the text – subject to the ordinary legislative 
procedure – will go to the Council and the European Parliament, where 
amendments are expected to be made.

7. The Expected Financial Cost of the EU Space Act and Its 
Main Challenges 

The creation of the first European space law is undoubtedly a step 
forward for the Union’s strategic autonomy. However, the text will face 
prolonged negotiations in the coming year due to the potential impact 
of the initiative on Europe’s future role in the sector.  As suggested by 
ESPI, "the true value of the Act lies not only in addressing internal market 
dynamics but in unlocking the EU’s potential to lead globally".64

One of the main concerns coming from both the industry and Member 
States is the potential cost of compliance with technical requirements. 
This issue had already emerged during the preparatory consultations, 
when ASD-Eurospace65 – the European association representing the 
aerospace industry – welcomed the initiative but emphasised that it 
should not impose additional financial burdens on European companies.66 
Several Member States, including Italy, have expressed support for 
the proposal, while simultaneously highlighting the importance of 
ensuring that its implementation costs do not fall disproportionately on 
industry stakeholders. Nevertheless, the economic impact assessment 
of the proposal indicates significant additional costs for the European 
space industry. Satellite operators could face an estimated 10% 
increase in production costs. Launch service providers may incur 
compliance expenses of approximately €1.5 million for heavy launcher 
manufacturers – such as Arianespace with its Ariane 6 – and around 
€200,000 for small and medium launchers, in order to meet the new 
regulatory requirements. Furthermore, companies may need to allocate 
up to 10% of their IT budgets for risk management.

On the other hand, the long-term benefits of the proposed regulation 
are expected to be substantial. The introduction of a single authorisation 
framework for satellite constellations could yield savings of approximately 
€68 million over the next decade. Enhanced cybersecurity standards 
are projected to generate annual savings of around €320 million, while 
extending the operational lifespan of low-Earth orbit (LEO) satellites from 
five to six years could deliver an additional €1.3 billion in yearly economic 
benefits. However, realising these advantages will be challenging in the 
absence of initial EU-level incentives to support companies in meeting 
the new regulatory requirements.
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In summary, the proposed regulation entails significant short-term 
commitments but holds the potential for substantial long-term returns. To 
offset the initial costs and further strengthen industrial competitiveness, 
it will be essential for the European Union to complement these 
measures with increased investment and meaningful procurement 
reform. In this context, the Competitiveness Fund – unveiled by the 
European Commission in July 2025 – could offer targeted incentives for 
the space sector, although its precise structure and scope have yet to 
be defined. Additionally, the next Multiannual Financial Framework will 
play a pivotal role, as the space sector will require enhanced funding in 
light of its increasing integration with defence infrastructures.

8. The Increasing Synergies Between Space and Defence in  
the EU Approach 

The onset of the Russian invasion of Ukraine marked a turning point, 
bringing defence policy back to the forefront of the European Union’s 
strategic priorities. In recent months, the urgency to act in the defence 
sector has been further heightened by Donald Trump’s return to 
the White House and his renewed threats to scale back the U.S. 
commitment to European security. This issue is intrinsically linked to the 
EU’s pursuit of strategic autonomy, as the European defence landscape 
remains highly fragmented and heavily dependent on the U.S. industrial 
base. The war in Ukraine also underscored the strategic relevance of 
space infrastructures for military operations. The Ukrainian army’s use 
of Starlink significantly contributed to its resilience, particularly in the 
absence of comparable European alternatives.67 However, the conflict 
also highlighted the vulnerabilities of these systems: the growing reliance 
of armed forces on space-based assets for surveillance, intelligence, 
positioning, and communications has exposed them to increasing risks 
from cyber and electronic warfare.68

Historically, the European approach to space has lacked a defence 
component. Unlike the United States, Russia, or China, Europe has 
traditionally developed its space programmes around three core 
objectives: international cooperation, scientific advancement, and the 
development of innovative commercial services.69 This purely civilian 
approach has long been a hallmark of the European model. However, 
the current geopolitical context necessitates a more defence-oriented 
perspective within Europe’s space strategy.

Following NATO’s recognition of space as an operational domain in 2019, 
the 2022 Strategic Compass70 – issued shortly after the onset of Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine – highlighted the increasingly contested nature 
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of outer space. It underscored the need to invest in Space Situational 
Awareness (SSA), the protection of space assets, dual-use technologies, 
strategic enablers, and capabilities to ensure Europe’s autonomous 
access to space.

These priorities were further elaborated in the 2023 EU Space Strategy 
for Security and Defence, which marked a decisive shift towards 
the development of hard power capabilities in the space domain.71 
The strategy outlined a comprehensive set of proposals, including 
harmonisation measures – now taking shape with the publication of the 
European Space Act (see Section 1.6) – the promotion of EU flagship 
programmes, the integration of dual-use applications into existing space 
assets, increased financial investment, and enhanced cooperation with 
international partners.

One of the key elements of the strategy, outlined in the section 
Strengthening the Technological Sovereignty of the EU Space Sector, 
is the reinforcement of synergies between existing EU funding 
instruments such as the European Defence Fund (EDF), Horizon Europe, 
and the EU Space Programme. Since its first call for proposals in 2021, 
the EDF has allocated approximately €329.3 million to space-related 
initiatives, representing about 8% of its total €4.05 billion budget.72 

Additionally, Horizon Europe has earmarked €1.6 billion for Cluster 4: 
Space (Destination 5), supporting civil research in space technologies.73

This integrated approach by the European Commission positions space 
policy as a transversal priority across multiple domains – ranging from 
digital transformation and defence to health and scientific research – 
thereby maximising the impact of available funding.

This strategic direction is also reflected in the European Commission’s 
proposal for the 2028–2034 Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), 
unveiled on 16 July 2025. The proposal allocates €115.7 billion under 
Heading 2 (Competitiveness, Prosperity and Security) to resilience, 
security, the defence industry, and space. These allocations will 
be managed under the European Competitiveness Fund (ECF), a 
flagship financial instrument intended to bolster European industrial 
competitiveness, with a proposed total budget of €362.3 billion.

The increasing synergies between space and defence are clearly 
reflected in the most recent programmes advanced by the European 
Commission. Among these, IRIS² (Infrastructure for Resilience, 
Interconnectivity and Security by Satellite), presented in 2022, stands out 
as a major strategic initiative. IRIS² aims to deploy a multi-orbital satellite 
constellation comprising 290 satellites across Medium Earth Orbit 
(MEO) and Low Earth Orbit (LEO). Its primary goal is to provide secure 
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connectivity services for the European Union (EU) and its Member States, 
while also delivering broadband internet access for public authorities, 
businesses, and citizens across Europe.

As the third major European flagship space infrastructure – following 
Galileo and Copernicus – IRIS²  will be integrated within the Governmental 
Satellite Communications (GovSatCom) framework. The constellation is 
expected to be operational by the end of 2030.

In December 2024, the European Commission awarded a concession 
contract to the SpaceRISE consortium for the development, deployment, 
and operational management of the IRIS² system. The programme 
will be implemented via a public-private partnership under a 12-year 
concession valued at €10.6 billion. Under this framework, the EU will 
serve as both principal investor and anchor customer. Of the total 
funding, €6 billion will come from the EU budget, €500 million from the 
European Space Agency (ESA), and the remaining €4 billion from private 
investments by consortium members. The SpaceRISE consortium is led 
by SES S.A., Eutelsat S.A., and Hispasat S.A. as the primary contractors, 
with key industrial partners including Thales Alenia Space, OHB, Airbus 
Defence and Space, Telespazio, Deutsche Telekom, Orange, Hisdesat, 
and Thales SIX. Given France's leading role in the concession, the 
European Commission designated Italy’s Fucino Space Centre as the 
main control facility for the programme.74

To place the IRIS² satellites into orbit, a total of 13 Ariane 64 launches will 
be required – 10 for the high LEO shell and three for the MEO segment  
– scheduled between 2029 and 2030.75 This underscores the urgency of 
ensuring the reliability of Europe’s launch systems. As of now, only the 
Ariane 62 variant has completed a successful launch, and Arianespace 
still faces a substantial backlog of 30 missions, including 18 launches 
dedicated to Amazon’s Kuiper satellite constellation.76 

Furthermore, the European Space Agency (ESA) has recently unveiled 
a new initiative in close collaboration with the European Commission: 
the European Resilience from Space (ERS) programme.77 Announced 
following the ESA Council meeting in June 2025, ERS will commence 
with the development of a dual-use Earth observation satellite system 
aimed at enhancing Europe’s strategic autonomy and resilience.

Commissioner Kubilius explicitly underscored the growing 
interconnection between space and defence also in relation to this 
new infrastructure, stating: “We need Space for Defence and Defence 
for Space".78 The proposal takes on particular significance within the 
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broader strategic context, especially following the adoption of the 5% 
NATO defence spending target at The Hague. Investments in space 
infrastructure will directly contribute to achieving this objective.

The programme will follow a joint management structure: ESA will 
oversee the development phase, while the European Commission 
will finance and support subsequent operational phases. ERS will also 
incorporate the Earth Observation Government Service (EOGS), a key 
priority for the European Commission in the area of space-based public 
services.

During the most recent General Assembly on Defence, Space & 
Cybersecurity, ESA Director General Josef Aschbacher emphasised 
that ESA's role will be limited to the design and delivery of the space 
infrastructure, which will subsequently be operated by the European 
Union and its Member States.79

The ERS system is envisioned as part of a broader system-of-
systems approach, which will include not only the new dual-use Earth 
observation constellation but also a future Low Earth Orbit (LEO) 
Positioning, Navigation and Timing (PNT) capability and the IRIS² secure 
communications infrastructure. Together, these will constitute the three 
strategic pillars of the ERS: Earth observation, navigation, and secure 
communications.80

However, the initiative also faces several challenges. Chief among 
them is the complexity of coordinating governance between ESA and 
the European Union, given that ESA includes non-EU Member States. 
Additionally, there is a risk of duplicating efforts already underway at 
the national level, which could lead to inefficiencies and resource 
fragmentation.

In Italy, Leonardo announced the development of a dual-use Low 
Earth Orbit (LEO) satellite constellation, following the establishment 
of a dedicated internal space division.81 The constellation is scheduled 
to be launched between 2027 and 2028. The military component will 
consist of 18 satellites – 12 equipped with standard technologies such as 
multispectral sensors and synthetic aperture radar (SAR), and 6 equipped 
with infrared sensors. This segment will cost approximately €900 
million, with €580 million funded by the Italian Ministry of Defence.82 
The civilian component will include 20 Earth observation satellites and 
will be entirely financed by Leonardo at a cost of around €450 million. 
According to the company, the constellation is expected to generate 
€1.3 billion in revenue between 2025 and 2029, enabling a return on 
investment in the short term.83
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Meanwhile, the Italian Space Agency is expected to launch a call for 
proposals in September 2025 for the development of a secure Low 
Earth Orbit (LEO) telecommunications constellation designed to serve 
dual-use purposes. The project aims to boost the competitiveness 
of Italy’s space ecosystem while complementing existing European 
initiatives. A key objective is to involve the national supply chain as 
extensively as possible, leveraging existing and soon-to-be-completed 
infrastructure - particularly the space factories established under the 
National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR). The development of a 
national secure telecommunications constellation would also provide 
a strategic opportunity to consolidate Italy’s technological autonomy, 
strengthen its space industry, and enhance its geopolitical position in 
the space domain – both within Europe and on the global stage.84

Italy is not the only European spacefaring nation scaling up its 
capabilities. France85 signed a framework agreement with Eutelsat for 
the Nexus programme (Neo-espace pour des multiples usages sécurisés) 
that will combine its already existing Syracuse military satellites with a 
LEO constellation. Germany’s army, the Bundeswehr,86 is planning to 
establish its own constellation of Low Earth Orbit (LEO) satellites by 2029 
to provide secure communications and support various applications, 
including remote sensing.87 This initiative is part of a broader effort 
to strengthen Germany’s space ecosystem. At the upcoming ESA 
Ministerial Council in Bremen in November 2025, Germany  –  under 
pressure from the German Aerospace Industries Association (BDLI) 
– is expected to increase its contribution to the ESA budget from the 
current €4 billion (over three years) to €6 billion for the 2026–2028 
period.88 Additionally, to reinforce its role in the space sector, the 
German government has committed to supporting the domestic launch 
vehicle industry. This includes funding a launch platform in the North 
Sea, backed by €870 million from the Federal Ministry for Digital Affairs 
and Transport.89 Germany is also set to support the ESA Moon Control 
Centre and promote its presence in international space exploration 
missions, with the long-term goal of sending a German astronaut to 
the Moon. These commitments are outlined in the coalition agreement 
presented in April 2025 by the CDU, CSU, and SPD for their current term 
in government.90 Finally, and most significantly, on 25 September 2025, 
the German Minister of Defence announced that Germany will invest 
€35 billion in outer space defence by 2030. The goal is to establish a 
resilient system comprising satellites, ground stations, secure launch 
capabilities, and related services. These investments are intended to 
ensure both “protection and effectiveness” in response to the growing 
space warfare capabilities of Russia and China, which have significantly 
expanded their military presence in space in recent years.91
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However, it is essential that future national space capabilities – which 
reflect the growing and strategic link between space and defence – are 
integrated and interoperable at the European level. This can be achieved 
by establishing a coordinated system of space infrastructures designed 
to serve dual-use purposes. Initiatives such as the European Resilience 
from Space (ERS) programme and the associated Earth Observation 
Government Service (EOGS) could be key examples of this approach.

As it was stressed in the introduction, Europe stands at a crossroads: 
either scale up, integrate, and claim a leading role in the new industrial 
and security race, or resign itself to dependence as a secondary player. 
The second option is increasingly unviable considering the Union’s de-
risking agenda and the designation of space as a strategic sector in 
both the EU Strategic Compass and the 2023 EU Space Strategy for 
Security and Defence. Space technologies, by nature dual-use, are now 
central to Europe’s economic and security resilience – underscored by 
the EU’s decision to list them among ten critical technologies subject 
to export controls and foreign investment screening.92 European 
agenda reflects the growing strategic relevance of space and initiative 
such as the European Space Act and European Resilience from Space 
stress the necessity to include security as a major imperative in their 
implementation. Furthermore, the EU must consolidate its position as 
a global space actor. This requires not only technological and industrial 
capabilities, but also the systematic deepening of international 
partnerships, as exemplified by the initiatives launched in January 
under the Global Gateway framework. Programs such as the Africa–EU 
Space Partnership, which mobilizes €100 million in investments while 
enhancing institutional cooperation with partner countries, demonstrate 
the strategic value of linking space policy to broader geopolitical 
objectives. The same rationale should guide action at the national level, 
by reinforcing domestic industrial bases and aligning them with the EU’s 
pursuit of strategic autonomy. The Italian case is particularly illustrative: 
through initiatives such as the Mattei Plan and bilateral partnerships - 
e.g. Saudi Arabia and UAE -, Rome frames the space sector as a potential 
pillar of future collaboration with African countries93 (see paragraphs 
3.1.4 and 3.2.2).

As geopolitical rivalries intensify, technology is no longer merely a driver 
of innovation but an instrument of power. Space technologies are at the 
frontline of this new “Great Game”. Europe cannot afford to miss the train.
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OUR TAKE 

Within the context, the following policy recommendations outline the 
steps needed to overcome Europe’s structural weaknesses, strengthen 
its industrial and governance framework, and ensure that space 
becomes a true pillar of strategic autonomy rather than a domain where 
Europe risks marginalisation. 

1. Reform of European space governance

Europe must overcome the inefficiencies generated by its stratified 
governance, divided between supranational, intergovernmental, and 
national levels. Clarifying competences between ESA, the European 
Commission, and EUSPA is a prerequisite for transforming Europe’s 
technical successes into geopolitical leverage. While taking into account 
the different imperatives of Member States’ national programmes, the 
Union should be responsible for ensuring the financial support necessary 
to strengthen competitiveness and reduce external dependencies. At 
the same time, its mandate should be expanded to cover defence-
related initiatives, thus avoiding excessive fragmentation among 
Member States. ESA, on the other hand, should safeguard the scientific 
direction of the European space programme.

2. Revising the ESA geo-return principle

The geographical return mechanism, once essential to foster political 
cohesion and distribute industrial benefits, now risks constraining 
competitiveness and scalability. A gradual reform, initiated by the 
2023 ESA Ministerial Council in Sevilla, should limit geo-return to pre-
commercial R&D and scientific missions – as already suggested in the 
Letta Report –, while shifting procurement in flagship and commercial 
programmes toward performance – and cost-based criteria. This would 
stimulate industrial consolidation, enable the emergence of European 
champions, and align ESA practices with the dynamics of the New 
Space economy.

3. Reliability and reusability of launchers

Autonomous and cost-effective access to space is essential for European 
strategic autonomy. In the short term, Ariane 6 and Vega C will ensure 
continuity, but ESA should accelerate diversification through Boost! 
and the European Launcher Challenge, while prioritising investment in 
reusable solutions via programmes like Themis or industrial partnerships 
such as the Avio agreement. Without reliable and competitive launch 

The European and Italian Space Ecosystems: Pillars for Strategic Autonomy

 | 34



capabilities, Europe will remain dependent on foreign actors for 
sensitive missions, undermining both sovereignty and most importantly, 
the EU and ESA should increase demand for new launches to enhance 
the competitiveness of European launcher companies and help reduce 
launch costs..

4. Implementation of the EU Space Act

The forthcoming Space Act marks a milestone in the creation of a 
genuine single market for space services. However, the regulation is 
likely to face protracted negotiations, particularly over the extensive 
powers it grants to the European Commission at the expense of national 
space agencies. Its adoption will also need to be supported by dedicated 
financial instruments to help SMEs comply with the new standards. 
Crucially, the regulation must avoid imposing additional administrative 
or legislative burdens that could undermine European competitiveness.

5. Financial instruments and the Capital Markets Union

The competitiveness gap with the United States reflects not only lower 
public spending, but also a structural deficit of private capital and 
scale-up financing. Leveraging the Capital Markets Union is therefore 
indispensable to unlock cross-border investment flows and support 
high-risk, high-return projects. In this context, the growing role of Public-
Private Partnerships (PPPs) and venture capital is increasingly recognised 
as essential to fostering a dynamic and resilient European space 
ecosystem. Complementing this with blended finance, EU guarantees, 
and mission-oriented funds would catalyse innovation and allow Europe 
to convert its technological excellence into industrial leadership.

6. Interoperability of national dual-use constellations and coordination 
at the European level

The proliferation of national dual-use constellations risks fragmenting 
resources and diminishing efficiency if not coordinated at the European 
level. Ensuring interoperability between the Italian, French, and German 
space infrastructures and constellations currently under development 
could enhance their long-term utility, improve overall performance, and 
reduce operational costs. This will become even more critical as these 
systems are increasingly expected to serve defence purposes as well.
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What's at Stake

1. Introduction

The strategic and economic relevance of space has long been 
acknowledged globally, including in Europe. Through its different 
constituents – the member states, the EU, the European Space Agency 
(ESA), the European Organisation for the Exploitation of Meteorological 
Satellites (EUMETSAT) – the continent has been able to assert itself as 
one of the most experienced actors in the international space arena and 
to master a wide array of capabilities that address the whole range of 
space activities, including access to space, telecommunications and 
operational Earth observation, space sciences, and navigation and 
human spaceflight.

Historically, Europe has also been able to build a highly competitive 
ecosystem by wisely leveraging synergies between government 
and commercial space and making efficient use of public resources 
while relying on commercial leadership. This approach has enabled 
Europe to achieve strategic autonomy in critical areas and give rise 
to a highly competitive space industry that has been for long able to 
dominate commercial space markets.  What is equally remarkable 
is that the dominant position on global markets has been achieved 
under very effective budgetary conditions, with the European budget, 
representing only a tiny fraction of that of the United States, for instance. 
Notwithstanding the limited institutional demand and higher exposure 
to the hazards of commercial markets in comparison to other space 
powers, the European space sector has emerged as an undisputed 
worldwide leader for its efficiency and competitiveness. Indeed, the 
space sector has historically been one of the few industrial sectors where 
Europe has proved more competitive than such traditional players as 
the United States and Russia as well as the rapidly emerging powers (i.e. 
China and India).

However, the profound transformations the space sector has undergone 
over the past decade have eventually casted serious questions to the 
“European way” and exposed the European space industry to mounting 
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challenges. The fragmented nature of Europe’s space landscape has 
been brought into sharp focus, generating far-reaching consequences 
– from diminished diplomatic influence to inefficient knowledge sharing 
and technology transfer across the continent, as well as duplication 
of efforts and programmes. This fragmentation has also affected 
established industrial players, who have been facing high pressure due 
to shifting market dynamics, the emergence of new market leaders, 
and geopolitical developments prompting governments worldwide to 
increase their space spending –. Equally important, the European space 
industry has been increasingly confronted with challenges related to 
profitability, persistent supply chain bottlenecks, and a declining share 
in the global market, with domestic demand remaining insufficient to 
offset the fall in international revenues.94

While European space companies still possess strong technological 
potential, they continue to underinvest in R&D, often prioritising short-
term profitability or operational scaling over breakthrough innovation. 
By contrast, the U.S. space economy benefits from a more dynamic 
interplay between public and private funding, where government 
demand not only stabilises the market but also encourages commercial 
risk-taking. This creates a paradox for Europe: despite solid technological 
capabilities, productivity gains remain constrained by structural 
inefficiencies, fragmented markets, and a relative reluctance to take 
risks on emerging technologies.95

Furthermore, amid an exceptionally complex geopolitical environment – 
marked by an intensifying spectrum of global risks and threats – Europe 
is now facing growing pressure to ensure its independent capabilities in 
surveillance, early warning, and rapid response.

Against this challenging landscape, this chapter aims to analyse the 
challenges faced by the European space industry within the unfolding 
global space race. It examines the role of public institutions, private 
actors, and finance. It also reflects on Italy’s strategic position in 
terms of investments, industrial capabilities, and innovation. Finally, it 
considers the type of government support required to enhance national 
competitiveness within a European framework of strategic autonomy 
shaped by global competition.

2. European Space Industry in the Global Space Economy

According to the Space Foundation’s 2024 report, the global space 
economy reached $612,6 billion in 2024, reflecting a 7.8% year-over-
year growth. Commercial revenues remain the main driver of expansion, 
accounting for 78% of the total (approximately $480 billion), while 
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government space spending rose to $132 billion, marking an 6,7% 
increase over 2023.   This growth trajectory mirrors a broader trend, with 
the sector nearly doubling in size over the past decade, and a compound 
annual growth rate (CAGR) of 7.6%. Among commercial segments, 
Positioning, Navigation, and Timing (PNT) led the market with $231,4 
billion in revenues, while Ground Stations and Equipment, the second-
largest category, experienced slower growth in 2024 compared to 2023, 
decreasing from +19% to +10.5%.96

European Upstream and Downstream Markets

In 2024, the global upstream market – comprising spacecraft 
manufacturing and launch services – was valued at €63 billion, with 
spacecraft manufacturing representing nearly 80% of that total. However, 
despite growth in the number of launches driven by megaconstellations 
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like Starlink, their vertically integrated business models account for a 
relatively modest share of market value (just 19% of launch and 7% of 
manufacturing value).97 Critically, upstream activity remains largely 
driven by institutional demand, particularly from the U.S. and China. The 
European share of the global upstream market has sharply declined  
– from 21% in 2008 to just 6% in 2024 – largely due to the expansion 
of captive government programmes and vertically integrated players, 
which together restrict access to about two-thirds of the global market. 
Europe today captures only 33% of its accessible upstream market, 
a significant decline from the 60% average seen in 2005–2014. The 
shift toward defence-driven investment is particularly stark: defence 
customers accounted for 67% of global satellite manufacturing orders 
in 2024, up from just 13% in 2021, with the total value of defence-related 
satellite orders reaching €8 billion. Simultaneously, mass launched for 
defence programmes has nearly doubled over the past two decades, 
with China’s share rising from 13% to nearly 40%.98
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On the downstream side, the global space market reached €408 billion in 
2024, of which Europe accounts for 19% (€78 billion). Unlike the upstream 
segment, the downstream market is predominantly commercial (over 
90%), driven largely by companies that use space assets as core enablers 
of their services. However, the definition of what constitutes the “space 
industry” downstream remains under debate, particularly as the impact 
of space technologies extends deeply into other sectors. In the Earth 
Observation (EO) segment, downstream revenues are composed of 38% 
from commercial data sales and 62% from value-added services, such as 
analytics and advanced calibration. Europe remains the second-largest 
market for EO data and services, with a 22% global share, behind North 
America at 44%. Nonetheless, the European space industry remains highly 
exposed to global market volatility. Unlike the US, China, or Russia, Europe 
lacks a sizeable domestic institutional demand to support its industrial base, 
making it increasingly dependent on competitiveness in open markets. 
This structural vulnerability underscores the urgent need for a coherent 
industrial strategy to ensure Europe can maintain strategic autonomy and 
industrial relevance in a rapidly evolving global space economy.99 
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European Public Budgets for Space

Europe holds a significant weight in the global space economy, with 
annual public budget of 14 B and employment in the sector surpassing 
66,000 full-time equivalents (FTEs) in 2024. This growth is largely driven 
by the expansion of new and emerging start-ups, which over the past 
seven years have created more than 10,000 new jobs and continue to 
fuel the sector’s dynamism. However, as space becomes a critical arena 
of geopolitical and geoeconomic competition, large-scale, strategically 
coordinated investments by global powers – most notably the U.S. and 
China – are accelerating the growth and global influence of their space 
sectors. These nations are enabling their industries to scale commercially 
and technologically, leaving Europe at risk of falling behind. 

The core issue lies in the absence of a unified industrial vision for 
space, both at the corporate and policy level. A disproportionate focus 
on governance, rather than market stimulation and capacity-building, 
has led to growing strategic and commercial fragility. This weakness is 
particularly evident in space exploration, where Europe has struggled 
to convert scientific and technological excellence into long-term 
competitive advantage. Industry leaders consistently point to structural 
challenges around cost and price competitiveness, with estimates 
suggesting the European private sector trails the U.S. by nearly a 
decade.100

As highlighted in the Draghi Report, “Public investment in space R&D in 
the EU does not meet the required level of ambition”. The gap in public 
spending on space between Europe and the world’s leading space 
powers is widening at a worrying pace. Since 2019, the cumulative 
shortfall between European and U.S. investments in the space sector 
has doubled – from EUR 31 billion to EUR 63 billion – expanding by 
approximately 15% each year. If this trend continues, by 2034 Europe 
risks missing out on an estimated USD 840 billion in value creation, a 
staggering figure in a domain still heavily reliant on public infrastructure 
funding. In 2024, China overtook Europe in terms of space-related 
expenditure, adding further pressure on Europe’s position in the global 
arena.101

Importantly, this disparity cannot be attributed to an overall weakness 
in R&D spending, since public R&D investment levels in Europe are 
comparable to those in the U.S. The key difference lies in strategic 
choices and prioritisation: the U.S. allocates five times more funding to 
the space sector than Europe does. The gap is even more striking in the 
defence space segment, where the U.S. invests up to fifteen times more. 
While around 50 percent of global public space budgets are directed 
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toward military applications – and that share continues to grow – Europe 
devotes only about 15 percent of its public space funds to this area.102

This underinvestment has serious consequences. In the absence of 
strong co-investment and procurement programmes, European space 
companies struggle to scale, forcing many to seek funding abroad or 
even relocate to more dynamic markets. This undermines Europe’s 
strategic autonomy and weakens its industrial sovereignty. To reverse 
this trend, Europe could take inspiration from large-scale U.S. initiatives 
that strengthen long-term industrial capacity. The CHIPS and Science 
Act, for example, channels massive resources into re-establishing 
domestic semiconductor supply chains, offering a useful model for 
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the space sector. As Mario Draghi recently underlined, the E.U. must 
mobilise “an enormous amount of money in a relatively short time”. Yet 
the issue is not just the volume of investment, but its direction. Europe 
needs to support high-risk, high-return projects, which are currently 
hindered by institutional frictions. Simply increasing funding without 
targeting innovation risks generating repetitive outcomes and limited 
growth, while short-term public spending may sustain today’s market 
but weaken tomorrow’s demand. For this reason, the European space 
sector requires not just more investment, but transformative change. 

The Need of European Private Investments

Within the broader economy, the situation in Europe highlights the 
critical importance of private capital as a key driver for boosting 
competitiveness. The GDP gap between the E.U. and the U.S. nearly 
doubled to 30 percent between 2002 and 2023, with around 70 percent 
of this difference attributable to slower productivity growth.103 This 
slowdown has, in turn, constrained income growth across Europe. To 
address these challenges, Europe requires additional investment of 
about €800 billion annually between now and 2030,104 a target further 
detailed in the European Commission’s Competitiveness Compass.105

Public funding and traditional debt financing cannot close Europe’s 
widening investment gap, leaving a decisive role for private capital. Yet 
Europe’s private capital sector operates at roughly half the scale of the 
U.S. Unlocking this potential would significantly increase annual private 
investment across Europe. For private capital, this is both a challenge 
and an unprecedented opportunity. By targeting strategic priorities 
such as energy, infrastructure, defence, and space, accelerating cross-
EU consolidation, tapping new funding sources like pension funds, 
and supporting workforce upskilling, the sector can drive productivity 
and competitiveness. With bold action, private capital could not only 
transform Europe’s economy but also strengthen its global position 
by fostering innovation, building industrial champions, and reducing 
strategic dependencies.106

In the space sector specifically, between 2021 and 2023 total investment 
in space ventures declined, largely due to rising interest rates and wider 
economic headwinds that slowed venture capital activity in the U.S. 
and brought a reality check to phenomena such as the SPAC boom. 
This environment made fundraising more difficult for space ventures, 
compounding the overall downturn. Venture capital funding alone 
amounted to €4.9 billion, representing 71% of total investment by type 
(ahead of angel investors, acquisitions, debt financing, private equity, 
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IPOs, and SPAC mergers). Notably, public market exit opportunities have 
remained limited – particularly since the collapse of the SPAC bubble, 
which dented investor confidence – but the past two years have seen 
steady momentum for IPOs in Asia. Since 2023, five IPOs have been 
recorded, all of them in Japan and South Korea.107

While North America, the Middle East and Africa stand out for their high 
concentration of venture capital, Latin America appears almost entirely VC-
driven, though the sample there remains small. Interestingly, the MEA region 
has also witnessed significant involvement from development banks. 

In Europe, although venture capital remains the leading source of 
funding, it is also the region with the broadest mix of investor types, 
showing a relatively balanced presence across non-VC categories.   
In 2024, European space ventures secured €1.5 billion in funding, a 56% rise 
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compared with 2023. Although overall investment has followed an upward 
trajectory since 2014, with some fluctuations along the way, the surge in 
2024 marks the most significant year-on-year increase over that period. 
However, the number of transactions expanded by only 21%, suggesting that 
capital is being channelled into fewer but larger funding rounds. This points 
to a shift towards scaling, typically associated with higher investment.108

As regards the geographical distribution of space investments in Europe, 
Figure below shows the aggregated investment secured by European 
countries between 2014 and 2024. The UK, France, and Germany have 
consistently ranked among the top three since 2020, while Finland, 
Spain, Switzerland, Italy, and the Netherlands form a secondary group 
of fast-growing markets. 
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Europe’s Strategic Autonomy in the Space Sector

Europe faces a critical challenge in achieving strategic autonomy in 
the space sector, particularly due to its current overreliance on non-
European launch providers. Delays in the Ariane 6 programme and the 
loss of access to Russian Soyuz rockets have forced at least twelve 
European payloads to be launched by SpaceX in 2024 alone. This 
dependence exposes Europe to vulnerabilities, especially as the U.S. 
pursues a more nationalistic agenda emphasising domestic control 
over space capabilities. Furthermore, Europe trails the U.S. by nearly a 
decade in private sector competitiveness, emphasising the urgent need 
for a comprehensive, long-term investment strategy to strengthen 
innovation and industrial capacity. In human space exploration, the U.S. 
shift towards a commercial model risks leaving Europe technologically 
dependent, with European programmes potentially dictated by external 
actors. To preserve technological sovereignty and maintain a competitive 
edge, Europe must decisively invest in research, foster innovation, and 
develop independent launch and exploration capabilities.

To address these vulnerabilities and avoid long-term dependence 
on external actors, Europe must also confront the accelerating 
transformation of the commercial space landscape. Maintaining 
competitiveness in satellite communications and broader space activities 
has become increasingly urgent, particularly with rapid developments 
in low Earth orbit (LEO) constellations, commercial space stations, and 
the emerging lunar economy. In 2025, Project Bromo was launched by 
Airbus, Thales, and Leonardo to consolidate their satellite activities under 
a single industrial entity, inspired by the organisational model of MBDA, 
with the aim of creating a competitive, market-oriented LEO operator. 
Alongside this, the OneWeb–Eutelsat merger and the public–private 
IRIS² initiative complement Europe’s strategic objectives by integrating 
commercial and governmental LEO capacities, collectively reflecting 
a dual approach: industrial consolidation through private collaboration 
and the development of resilient public–private infrastructure to secure 
strategic and commercial satellite capabilities.

 Beyond LEO, Europe must prepare for the transition from the ISS to 
commercially operated platforms, engaging non-space sectors such 
as pharmaceuticals, energy, construction, and agri-tech to accelerate 
innovation and enable the commercialisation of space activities. Cross-
sectoral industrial ecosystems, in-situ resource utilisation (ISRU), energy 
and communication infrastructure, and Public–Private Partnerships 
(PPPs) are central to this strategy, with the Moonlight programme 
exemplifying how mixed-governance PPPs can deliver scalable, 
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financially sustainable lunar communication services. Lunar markets 
are deeply interconnected: transportation forms the foundation, while 
energy, communication, habitation, and food are dependent on upstream 
developments, making coordinated progress essential. Europe currently 
lags behind the U.S. in transportation and energy, although it maintains 
strengths in habitation. ISRU technology underpins multiple sectors, 
and its advancement is critical for a viable lunar economy. However, 
strategic uncertainties persist, particularly considering recent U.S. 
policy shifts, including potential reprioritisation toward Mars, isolationist 
tendencies, and the promotion of commercially driven cooperation. 
While these developments offer short-term opportunities, they also 
pose long-term risks for Europe’s industrial capabilities, market access, 
and strategic autonomy in both LEO and lunar exploration. When 
considering these space exploration programmes, it becomes clear 
that the indirect contributions of the space economy may significantly 
exceed its direct economic value. ESA’s space exploration budget 
between 2014 and 2024 reflects a pattern of overall growth with 
intermittent fluctuations. From 2014 to 2016, funding was driven not only 
by robotic missions but also by scientific payload development under 
the PRODEX programme, laying the foundation for steady expansion. 
Starting in 2017, ESA began investing in more ambitious initiatives, such 
as the Artemis programme and robotic missions to Mars, signalling a 
shift towards deeper engagement in human and robotic exploration. 
While budgetary setbacks were observed in 2019 and 2020 – the trend 
reversed in 2022 with a 28% increase in funding, driven by renewed 
political commitment and the growing pressure of international 
competition, particularly from an increasingly active private sector. 
A 9% decline in 2024 suggests possible shifts in strategic priorities or 
temporary budgetary adjustments.109 Despite these fluctuations, ESA’s 
budget achieved a CAGR of 6.22% over the decade, reflecting continued 
institutional support for long-term space exploration. 

According to estimates from the BCG–ESPI report, past funding 
has enabled European companies to scale up operations, invest in 
innovation, and improve their competitiveness within the global space 
exploration market. Looking ahead to 2040, the space exploration 
sector is projected to generate a 25–40% increase in revenue and 
comparable growth in EBITDA. Moreover, it is expected to create over 
8,000 new high-skilled full-time equivalent (FTE) jobs, supporting not 
only economic growth but also talent development across Europe. For 
leading European players, the outlook is particularly promising: they are 
projected to generate an additional €22 billion in cumulative revenues 
and €2.3 billion in incremental profits between 2025 and 2040. This 
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growth is also expected to translate into tangible industrial gains, with an 
increase of +3 percentage points in Europe’s share of the global launch 
market and +6 points in manufacturing. These findings underscore the 
strategic and economic importance of space exploration – not only as 
a driver of financial performance and employment but also as a means 
to reinforce Europe’s position as a competitive and resilient actor in the 
global space economy.110

3. Italy’s Strategic Role in the European Space Sector: 
Investments, Capabilities, and Structural Challenges

In recent years, Italy has significantly reinforced its role in both the 
European and national space sectors, consolidating its position as one 
of the leading contributors to the ESA. Between 2012 and 2022, Italy 
contributed €1.44 billion to ESA’s mandatory programmes and €4 billion 
to optional programmes, with the latter showing a CAGR) of 9.24%. At the 
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2022 ESA Ministerial Council, Italy further demonstrated its commitment 
by pledging €3.08 billion (€580 million for mandatory and €2.5 billion for 
optional programmes). Domestically, ASI has allocated €1.85 billion to 
its National Programmes Fund (2021–2026) to strengthen industrial and 
technological capabilities. Complementing this, the National Recovery 
and Resilience Plan (PNRR) dedicates €1.49 billion to the space 
economy under Mission 1 (focused on digitalisation and innovation), with 
an additional €800 million from the Complementary Plan – bringing the 
total national allocation for the sector to approximately €7.23 billion.111

From an industrial perspective, Italy belongs to a select group of 
technologically advanced countries with a complete value chain in the 
space sector, supported by policy continuity and consistent government 
investment through ASI, the Ministry of Defence, and the Ministry of 
Enterprises and Made in Italy. According to ASI’s catalogue, the industrial 
ecosystem comprises 17% large companies, 70% SMEs, and 13% start-
ups, geographically concentrated in regions such as Lazio, Lombardy, 
Piedmont, Campania, and Apulia. The sector is also organised into 13 
technological districts under the CTNA cluster. Maintaining a complete 
supply chain offers strategic advantages – ensuring independence 
from foreign suppliers, preserving technical know-how, and enabling 
greater control and adaptability. However, this structure can also hinder 
economic efficiency by limiting opportunities for specialisation and scale, 
which could enhance global competitiveness.112 

From 2015 to 2023, Italy recorded a consistent aerospace trade surplus, 
driven primarily by export growth amid stable import levels, ranking 
17th among global aerospace exporters. Yet, a notable mismatch has 
emerged: between 2016 and 2022, the CAGR of public investments by 
ASI outpaced the growth of employment in the space sector. 

With regard to the relationship between investment and employment, 
and in line with macroeconomic trends observed in the U.S. and 
Europe, Italy has experienced a significant discrepancy between public 
investment and employment growth in the space sector. From 2016 to 
2022, the compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of employment in the 
Italian space industry stood at 3.83%, representing a net increase of 1,365 
jobs. However, this growth was significantly outpaced by the CAGR of 
public funding allocated by ASI over the same period, resulting in an 
average annual growth differential of 2.84 percentage points. This gap 
suggests potential inefficiencies in the utilisation of public investments 
or the presence of structural factors inhibiting proportional employment 
expansion.113 A similar dynamic has been observed in the U.S., though 
with a consistently narrower gap between NASA’s public investments 
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and employment growth in the national space sector. One plausible 
explanation for this divergence lies in the innovative policy framework 
adopted in the U.S., which has actively promoted the commercialisation 
of space products and services. These policies, coupled with the 
mobilisation of private capital, have helped foster sustainable and 
scalable sector growth. In this context, public investments are 
strategically designed to support long-term sectoral expansion while 
providing companies with entrepreneurial autonomy to balance the 
strategic and economic value of their activities. In contrast, Italy’s 
approach – while ambitious in terms of financial commitment – may 
benefit from complementary measures that stimulate private sector 
engagement, enhance efficiency in the deployment of public resources, 
and incentivize commercialization to unlock the full growth potential of 
the national space ecosystem.

Building on this premise, Italy has taken a significant step with the 
establishment of the Italia Space Venture Fund in 2022, aimed at 
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financing innovative companies in the space and aerospace sector. 
Initially endowed with €90 million from the National Recovery and 
Resilience Plan (PNRR), the fund was later increased to over €250 million 
through the involvement of CDP Venture Capital, Invitalia, and private 
investors, strengthening Italy’s position within the European space 
investment landscape.114 This public support helped create a favourable 
environment for sector growth, which in 2024 saw investments in Space 
Technology rise by 233% compared to the previous year, confirming the 
sector as one of the most dynamic alongside CleanTech and Robotics 
& Drones.115 The Primo Space Fund, managed by Primomiglio SGR, 
emerged as the first Italian fund exclusively focused on the space sector, 
closing two new investments in 2024 and consolidating its commitment 
to innovation. Meanwhile, the President of the Italian Space Agency 
(ASI) highlighted the importance of private investment in the sector 
and emphasised how public contributions can act as a multiplier while 
encouraging clear market regulation. 
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Italian space startups raised a total of €20 million in 2024 from domestic 
investments, while an international €150 million funding round for 
D-Orbit was led by Marubeni Corporation (Japan), with participation 
from existing investors including CDP Venture Capital, Seraphim Space 
Investment Trust, Neva SGR, as well as new participants such as Iberis 
Capital and the European Innovation Fund, supporting the development 
of space logistics and in-orbit cloud computing.116

On the national front, Neva SGR, the venture capital arm of the Intesa 
Sanpaolo Group, and the Compagnia di San Paolo Foundation invested 
€2.5 million in Galaxia, a national aerospace technology transfer hub 
launched in 2023 by CDP Venture Capital and Obloo Ventures to support 
the growth of aerospace startups.117 This investment contributed to 
reaching Galaxia’s €30 million fundraising target, enabling investments 
in upstream solutions (propulsion, rockets, satellites, suborbital vehicles, 
telemetry, control centres), downstream solutions (remote sensing, 
satellite communication and navigation, integrated applications), 
enabling technologies, and technology transfer activities both space-
to-Earth (spin-out) and Earth-to-space (spin-in).
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Our Take 

4. Policy Recommendations for Strengthening Italy’s Space Sector

Italy’s Strategic Opportunity

Within this European framework, Italy holds a unique opportunity to 
reinforce its position in the space sector by leveraging public investment 
to stimulate sustainable private growth. Realising this potential requires 
prioritising the commercialisation of space technologies and services, 
adopting innovative public procurement tools such as milestone-
based contracts and service purchases that provide clarity and stability 
for companies. Streamlining bureaucratic procedures and improving 
coordination of public funding across start-ups, SMEs, and large firms 
will help create a more efficient and inclusive ecosystem.

Italy’s space industrial policy must also be closely aligned with the 
broader European defence and strategic autonomy agenda to ensure 
that national initiatives complement continental priorities and strengthen 
Italy’s international positioning. Promoting international agreements and 
joint ventures, alongside establishing balanced risk-sharing frameworks, 
is essential, while stronger collaboration between public and private 
actors will further enhance the global competitiveness of Italy’s space 
industry.

Lessons from European Peers

Historically, Italy has adopted a less interventionist approach, contributing 
to a slower pace of sectoral development; however, it has avoided 
adopting direct public intervention models such as those seen in France 
or Germany.118 The relative success of other European countries did not 
stem from state agencies independently pursuing disruptive R&D, but 
from well-structured public–private partnerships, particularly those 
involving private venture capital. Such partnerships have generally 
avoided “picking winners” or narrowly targeting specific missions or 
technologies, instead focusing on strengthening broad innovation 
capacities across the entrepreneurial ecosystem, empowering start-
ups, scale-ups, and investors alike.

Driving High-Risk, High-Return Innovation

To close this gap, Italy must incentivise high-risk, high-return projects, 
which are currently hindered by institutional frictions. Without radical 
innovation, increased investment risks producing repetitive outcomes 
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and limited growth, while public spending may temporarily stimulate 
the market but undermine future demand. In Italy, what is needed is not 
simply an economic approach of ‘setting the table’ through reforms and tax 
incentives to encourage entrepreneurship. Such an approach assumes that 
all countries already possess the necessary institutions for entrepreneurial 
ecosystems and that market forces merely need to be unleashed. However, 
this is unlikely to succeed, as venture capital and start-up business models 
are not naturally established in European economies. The role of the State 
is therefore not to pick technologies, but to create the market conditions for 
innovation. It invests alongside the private sector through professional and 
independent instruments, focusing on horizontal enablers such as talent, 
capital, and ecosystem development.119

Long-Term Growth and Financing

For Italy, the challenge is not simply to increase investment but to 
drive transformative change. Long-term growth and international 
competitiveness depend on bold, strategic shifts – particularly in R&D 
capable of generating disruptive innovation – rather than on incremental 
funding increases. Despite these lessons, access to finance remains 
a persistent bottleneck for the Italian space sector. Expanding the 
availability of risk capital through instruments such as public venture 
funds, credit guarantees, and concessional loans is crucial to support 
the growth of new and scaling firms and position them competitively 
within emerging segments of the global space economy.120

Italy’s private capital sector remains underdeveloped compared with 
leading European countries. Unlocking this potential would significantly 
increase annual private investment in the country and represents both a 
challenge and an unprecedented opportunity. Several structural factors 
contribute to this situation. Italy, while possessing relatively innovative 
and marketable ideas, still faces limited demand for venture capital 
financing. Corporates invest less in R&D compared with their European 
peers, and there are fewer large firms operating in high-tech sectors. 
The domestic VC fund industry is smaller than in France or Germany, 
reflecting limited participation by institutional investors and a delayed 
start of public investment. Exit opportunities are also constrained by the 
absence of large domestic funds and a smaller stock market. Despite 
these challenges, the Italian VC market has grown significantly over the 
last decade, outpacing many European peers, largely thanks to increased 
public investment through initiatives such as CDP Venture Capital, which 
have helped scale the domestic ecosystem. To fully unlock the potential 
of private capital, Italy must continue fostering innovation, increasing 
institutional investment, and expanding exit opportunities for investors.121
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Proactive Government Role

In light of the growing commercial interest in space technologies – 
driven by private demand, venture capital, banks, and private equity – it is 
crucial for public actors in Europe to adopt Government Venture Capital 
(GVC) approaches capable of catalysing the growth of entrepreneurial 
ecosystems. This shift requires more than just additional funding: it 
calls for robust public support mechanisms, effective governance 
frameworks, and the strategic use of mergers and acquisitions (M&A) 
to scale capabilities and enhance international competitiveness. At the 
same time, the transition demands the development of new business 
models that can convert the strategic value of space infrastructure 
into tangible economic returns. Within this broader European context, 
blended finance, public–private partnerships (PPPs), and targeted 
innovation policies are becoming essential tools for building a more 
resilient, competitive, and investment-ready space ecosystem. To fully 
seize these opportunities, the Italian government should assume a more 
proactive role – not only in defining national priorities and identifying 
high-potential projects, but also in structuring blended finance models 
that effectively attract private investment. By doing so, Italy can maximise 
the strategic impact of public resources, close the current financing gap, 
and strengthen the long-term competitiveness of its space industry on 
the international stage.

Raising Awareness and Building an Ecosystem

Finally, raising awareness of the space economy among industrial 
stakeholders, investors, and end-users is critical. At present, knowledge 
and familiarity with the sector’s opportunities remain limited – particularly 
outside the traditional aerospace domain – creating a barrier to growth. 
Dedicated outreach campaigns, training programmes, and the creation 
of permanent forums for dialogue between industry, finance, academia, 
and government will be essential to unlock cross-sector collaboration 
and establish space as a key pillar of Italy’s innovation-driven economic 
development.
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What's at Stake

This contribution provides a concise overview of the strategic priorities 
of the Italian Space Agency (ASI), highlighting their impact on the 
national system, with particular reference to the IRIDE program, the 
National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP), and Italy’s participation 
in international space programs.

ASI pursues an integrated strategy based on technological development, 
sustainability, and competitiveness, with the goal of strengthening 
Italy’s role as a leading player in the global space scenario. Key areas of 
intervention include:

•	 development of autonomous capabilities in strategic domains such 
as space access, satellite telecommunications, Earth observation, 
and robotic and human exploration.

•	 support for the national industry, through co-funded programs and 
public-private partnerships, with particular focus on enhancing the 
role of SMEs and high-tech start-ups.

•	 international engagement, through active participation in ESA, NASA, 
and multilateral programs, aimed at consolidating Italian leadership 
in advanced space technologies.

•	 space sustainability, with emphasis on technologies for orbital 
debris mitigation, the acquisition of strategic assets to ensure the 
quality of nationally produced data for space debris monitoring, the 
development of software tools for data valorisation, extraction of 
relevant information, and operational management.

This strategic vision seeks to combine national autonomy, international 
leadership, and economic and social development, recognizing space 
as a key driver of growth, innovation, and security for Italy in the decades 
to come.

1. Introduction

In recent years, Italy recorded a significant increase in the availability 
of financial resources allocated to space activities. This progress has 
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been made possible thanks to funding provided under the agreement 
between the Italian Space Agency (ASI) and the Presidency of the 
Council of Ministers (PCM), which supports the priority activities of ASI’s 
Plan for 2021–2026, as well as to the resources allocated to space under 
the Italian National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR).

This enhanced financial framework has structurally strengthened both 
the national space industry and the academic and research system, 
contributing to the consolidation of the country’s technical and scientific 
expertise. As a result of these investments, Italy has secured a leading 
position in Europe, alongside France and Germany: it is now the second-
largest European country in terms of operational assets in orbit and the 
third in annual space funding.

The implementation of the activities under the ASI–PCM agreements 
is carried out through the publication of calls for proposals and 
coordination initiatives, aimed at stimulating the national industrial and 
scientific ecosystem in the adoption of advanced technologies, such as 
artificial intelligence, for space applications.

The activities envisaged by the PNRR are developed through the 
synergistic action of multiple actors:

•	 ASI, responsible for satellite telecommunications, Earth observation, 
Space Factory, and In-Orbit Economy (including In-Orbit Servicing 
and Space Surveillance and Tracking – SST);

•	 ESA, involved in selected Earth observation activities (IRIDE program) 
and in the space transportation sector.

These investments represent a strategic opportunity to strengthen the 
technological autonomy and global competitiveness of the national 
space system. However, ensuring the continuity of funding – both public 
and private – beyond 2026 will be essential to sustain and expand Italy’s 
industrial base and to secure long-term growth in the sector.

2. National Priorities: The IRIDE Program and Earth Observation

One of the most ambitious and strategically significant projects at both 
the national and European levels is the IRIDE program, a satellite system 
dedicated to high-resolution Earth Observation. Strongly supported by 
the Italian government, the program is primarily funded through the 
Italian National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR), complemented 
by resources from the Italian National Complementary Plan (PNC). 
The development of IRIDE is governed by the Assistance Agreement 
between the Italian Government and the European Space Agency (ESA), 
signed on 16 December 2021. Under this framework, ESA manages the 
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program’s technical and contractual aspects, supported by technical 
experts from ASI and other Italian public bodies (such as ISPRA and the 
Civil Protection Department-DPC). Upon completion of the development 
phase, the system will be transferred to ASI, designated by the 
government as the owner and operational manager of the system.

IRIDE is an end-to-end system consisting of three main components:

·	 The Upstream Segment: encompassing the constellations of 
satellites in Low Earth orbit (LEO) and launch services.

·	 The Downstream Segment: including infrastructure for in-orbit 
satellite operations and user access to data and products.

·	 The Service Segment: primarily aimed at serving the needs of 
national institutions.

The program foresees the deployment of six satellite constellations, 
providing data and services across eight domains: coastal and marine 
monitoring, air quality, land cover, ground motion, hydro-meteo-climate, 
water resource management, emergency management, and security. 
In line with its objectives, the system is designed to ensure capabilities 
complementary to the European Copernicus program, offering 
observational capacity and services for national institutional users based 
on a “user-driven” approach. It also provides an opportunity, through an 
appropriate regulatory and management framework, to achieve both 
qualitative and quantitative advancements in Italy’s industry for Earth 
Observation (EO)-based data, products, and services, while granting to 
our Country a powerful tool of Space diplomacy.

To date, eight satellites have been launched: the first HEO Pathfinder 
satellite, launched in January 2025, which acquired IRIDE’s first image 
on 5 March 2025 during a pass over central Italy, and seven HEO 
satellites (the Hawk for Earth Observation constellation, equipped with 
multispectral optical instruments) developed by the Italian company 
Argotec and launched in June 2025.

Following the system’s completion and transfer to ASI, which oversees 
the operational management of the mission, the greatest challenge will 
be ensuring its sustainability through the establishment of an operational 
model that engages partners in leveraging the system’s capabilities and 
maintaining it in operational and evolving conditions.

The IRIDE program, which currently involves over 70 Italian companies 
during its development phase, represents a strategic driver for the 
national industry, fostering innovation, technological growth, and 
employment across the entire space sector value chain.
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3. Investments and Developments within the PNRR Framework

The Italian National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR) has served 
as a crucial lever to relaunch Italy’s industrial and scientific value chain 
in the space sector. In addition to the IRIDE program, the PNRR has 
financed the development of enabling technologies (e.g., mini and micro 
satellites, on-board artificial intelligence, quantum communications), 
the implementation of space infrastructures for public services (Earth 
observation, navigation, security), and the strengthening of SMEs’ 
production and innovation capacities in the sector. These initiatives 
pursue a dual objective: supporting Italy’s strategic autonomy in space 
and fostering qualified employment as well as technology transfer 
between academia and industry.

ASI manages two sources of fundings from the PNRR and the related 
Complementary Fund (FC): one with the Italian Ministry of Enterprises 
and Made in Italy (MIMIT) as the lead administration (€880 million, 
supplemented by an additional €27 million from the FC) and the other 
with Italian Ministry of University and Research (MUR) as the lead 
administration (EMM – Earth Moon Mars and ETIC – Einstein Telescope 
Infrastructure Consortium projects).

To implement the PNRR initiatives within the investment area “Satellite 
Technologies and Space Economy,” included under measure M1.C.2.I4 
— aimed at “developing satellite connections in support of the digital 
and green transition and contributing to the growth of the space sector” 
— the Presidency of the Council of Ministers, through the decree 
of 1 March 2022, allocated ASI a total of €880 million for the period 
2022–2026. These funds are intended for projects enhancing satellite 
communications and Earth observation systems for territorial and outer 
space monitoring, while also reinforcing national expertise in the space 
economy and space access assets.

The interventions are summarized in the table below:
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Sub-investment M1C2.I4.4 is divided into two projects: In-Orbit Service 
(€230 million from PNRR funds and €120 million from PNC funds) and 
SST/FLYEYE (€70 million from PNRR funds and €40 million from PNC 
funds). These resources are complementary and additional to ASI’s 
existing activity plan.

M1C2.I4.1 SatCom: focuses on the development of dual-use 
technologies and systems to provide innovative, highly secure satellite 
communication services for government use.

M1C2.I4.2 Earth Observation – Laboratorio di Matera: aims to strengthen 
the Matera Space Center, transforming it into a hub for the use of space 
data across the wider Mediterranean area. The initiative includes the 
creation of both ground-based and in-orbit laboratories where advanced 
Earth Observation technologies will be tested. These laboratories will 
also be open to external stakeholders, contributing to the development 
of a knowledge and application network for environmental sustainability.

M1C2.I4.3 Space Factory 4.0: an infrastructure investment designed to 
enhance the industrial capacity of the national space sector. It foresees 
the creation of a distributed space factory with production sites in 
Northern, Central, and Southern Italy, each dedicated to specific critical 
satellite system components. These factories will be accessible to the 
entire Italian industrial system through ASI’s ownership share.

M1C2.I4.4 In-Orbit Economy: an investment aimed at establishing 
comprehensive expertise in Space Traffic Management, unique at 
the European level. The In-Orbit Economy – In-Orbit Servicing project 
focuses on developing an orbital infrastructure capable of performing 
proximity operations across all operational domains (debris removal, 

The European and Italian Space Ecosystems: Pillars for Strategic Autonomy



relocation and deorbiting of other satellites, refueling, repair, assembly, 
and the development of an orbital engine adaptable to various orbital 
infrastructures). The SST/FLYEYE project focuses on establishing a 
national capability for identifying and tracking space debris.

Following the allocation of funds, significant efforts were required to 
promptly initiate these new activities, all of which – like the PNRR as a 
whole – are subject to very strict programmatic and time constraints. 
The March 2023 milestone was successfully achieved with the award of 
all program lines on schedule. The related contracts were signed and 
are currently being executed, with the 2025–2027 period dedicated to 
managing over 15 contracts.

At the end of 2023, an agreement was signed between the Presidency of 
the Council of Ministers, the Office for Space and Aerospace Policy (UPSA), 
and ASI for the implementation of measure M1C2.I4.2 Earth Observation 
(concerning the Matera Laboratories 2 Upgrade and Space Innovation/
Downstream projects) under the Complementary Fund (FC), assigning ASI 
an additional €27 million according to the following distribution:

The initiatives under this measure will be developed through the 
implementation of the following projects:

·	 Laboratori di Matera – 2nd Upgrade, linked to the operational plan 
“Earth Observation – Laboratori di Matera”, already funded under the 
2022 agreement, which includes the following activities:

1.	 Cyber-Security Operation Center (C-SOC): an infrastructure 
with a computing centre and operations room dedicated to the 
continuous monitoring of ASI’s networks and systems, enabling 
the timely detection and management of cyber threats and 
security incidents.
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2.	 “Attività aggiuntive a MAPITALY”: building on the ongoing project 
to enhance the archive of national missions and to overcome the 
current limitations of the COSMO-SkyMed civil ground segment 
located at ASI’s Matera Space Center.

3.	 “Infrastruttura Cloud per le missioni”: the creation of a cloud 
infrastructure providing computing and storage capabilities for 
the Multi-Mission Platform and all other initiatives within the 
Matera Laboratories.

4.	 “Museo dello Spazio – Allestimento museale”: the establishment 
of a museum facility aimed primarily at promoting outreach and 
public engagement on space technologies and satellite data.

5.	 ExploRARIUM – Advanced Robotics and Human-Machine 
Interaction Laboratory for Space Exploration which serves as 
national research hub.

·	 “Innovazione Spazio/Downstream”: an initiative designed to 
finance, through public procurement for innovation (PPI), R&D 
projects by innovative companies (including start-ups and SMEs) in 
Southern Italy or linked to generating benefits for the region. These 
projects will foster the development of applications and services 
based on the use of satellite data, for the benefit of citizens, public 
administration, and businesses in other sectors.

Within the PNRR framework, and specifically regarding the projects 
funded by the Ministry of University and Research (MUR), ASI is currently 
engaged in three research projects: two under Measure 4, Component 2, 
Investment 3.1 (“Strengthening and creation of Research Infrastructures”), 
in which ASI participates as co-proponent together with other Italian 
public research entities, and one under Measure 4, Component 2, 
Investment 1.3 (Extended Partnerships with Universities, research centres, 
and companies, and funding of research projects), where ASI participates 
as beneficiary of a cascade grant.

4. Participation in International Programs

Italy plays a leading role in international lunar exploration programs, 
contributing essential expertise for the development of space habitats, 
life-support infrastructures, and transportation and communication 
systems on the Moon.

In 2020, Italy was among the first countries to sign the Artemis Accords, 
an international framework promoted by NASA to establish a shared and 
peaceful approach to space exploration, with particular emphasis on the 
return of humans to the Moon and future missions to Mars. The Accords 
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promote transparency, international cooperation, the sustainable use of 
space resources, and the protection of space heritage.

A key infrastructure and central element of the Artemis program, 
embodying collaboration among the space agencies that signed the 
Accords, is the Lunar Gateway space station in lunar orbit that will 
serve as a staging point for Artemis missions. The Gateway’s modules 
are being developed by various partner countries. Italy, through Thales 
Alenia Space and under ASI’s coordination, is contributing to the design 
and construction of habitat and logistics modules (HALO, I-HAB, and 
MPH), in collaboration with NASA and ESA:

·	 HALO (Habitation and Logistics Outpost): the first habitat and 
logistics module of the Lunar Gateway, built in Turin, scheduled for 
launch into lunar orbit before the Artemis IV crewed mission (currently 
planned for 2028), which will involve a stay of approximately 30 
days—representing a critical milestone of the Artemis program.

·	 I-HAB: the second habitat module under development, also 
manufactured in Italy.

·	 MPH (Multipurpose Habitat): a future pressurized lunar habitat 
module designed to host astronauts on the lunar surface.

As stipulated by the Accords, the Gateway will be used exclusively for 
peaceful and scientific purposes. The Italian modules will contribute to 
long-duration missions, scientific experiments, and logistical support, 
in full alignment with these principles. Currently, NASA is undergoing a 
significant reformulation of its exploration strategy, which may result in 
notable delays and adjustments in short-term timelines and objectives.

Italy also contributes with other advanced technologies and 
infrastructures, such as LuGRE, a GNSS satellite receiver designed 
to operate on the lunar surface, enabling navigation and tracking of 
vehicles and missions. Developed by Qascom on behalf of ASI, LuGRE 
represents a major step toward extending satellite navigation services to 
the Moon, contributing to future autonomous lunar navigation. Launched 
in January 2025 aboard Firefly Aerospace’s Blue Ghost lander, LuGRE 
set a world record by receiving GNSS signals at 331,000 km from Earth, 
surpassing NASA’s previous record.

Italy’s involvement in lunar programs represents international recognition 
of its excellence in space engineering. It represents both a strategic 
opportunity to strengthen its role in lunar and interplanetary missions 
and a powerful driver of industrial and research development, with 
significant technological and employment spillovers.
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3.2  Italy and Its Strategic Geopolitical Role

What's at Stake

1. Opportunities with the Mattei Plan

The Mattei Plan, launched by the Italian government as a strategic 
cooperation framework with African nations, focuses primarily on energy, 
infrastructure, education, and sustainable development on the continent. 
It may surge as a highly political tool for spreading Italian influence in 
space activities and, more generally, in geopolitics. By leveraging Italian 
strengths, the Mattei Plan can foster relationships and drive innovation. 
Space activities, though not explicitly central in the current version, may 
represent a significant and growing component, either already included 
or poised to be integrated into its future implementation phases.

Italy’s long-standing presence in Africa through the Broglio Space 
Centre in Malindi, Kenya, operated in cooperation with the Kenyan 
government, provides a ready-made strategic asset aligned with the 
Mattei Plan’s objectives. This spaceport, which was historically used for 
satellite launches and then telemetry operations, could be expanded 
and modernized as a key hub to encompass Earth observation, 
environmental monitoring, and capacity building in Africa.

Potential space-related initiatives under the Mattei Plan may include 
enhancing Earth observation capabilities for agricultural planning, 
water management, and climate resilience, training and exchange 
programmes in aerospace engineering and satellite technologies, joint 
development of small satellite missions, leveraging Italy’s expertise and 
African needs, being also the one-stop-shop for the African entities to 
develop hands-on experiences in space hardware development, also 
fostering public-private partnerships in downstream space services 
(e.g., data analytics, connectivity, mapping).

While all these developments are either already in the pipeline, or they 
are potential near-term developments to be jointly considered, the 
spaceport concept itself may need to be revitalized. This should be 
done in close cooperation with the newly Cairo located African Space 
Agency, which has the unique feature to be part of the African Union, 
therefore by definition representing the 55 African countries in the 
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Continent. Few of them have also a national space agency at this stage, 
but most of them are currently out of the picture, or not yet relevant, 
and having a location in Africa already well established could be the 
solution for the African program to be strengthened and broadened. 
There may be some logistical issues to be taken care of, such a security 
system to be developed to protect the base from the jungle and the 
sea, the refurbishment or even the construction of one or more offshore 
platforms, agreements to be signed with international launching 
services providers who may take advantage from the low latitude of the 
Malindi base. Someone could argue that this may be in contrast with the 
decision taken several years ago at ESA level to focus on the French 
Guyana spaceport for European mission launches, but the situation 
has been evolving drastically since, and the flourishing of spaceports 
all over the world, or known projects for their developments, changes 
the landscape completely. The commercial market is striving and new 
companies trying to develop a new reusable launcher are popping up 
every day. There is a huge market waiting for the Malindi base to enter, 
and if this happens, it will allow Italy to add another crucial element to its 
portfolio towards a global leadership. 

Agreements with well-established players may be considered as the 
right path to follow, while offering the Malindi base as the spaceport for 
future European reusable launchers. More than one offshore platform 
may also cover needs deriving from defence and security, to fulfil the 
responsive defence needs. Luigi Broglio, the father of Italian astronautical 
program, in his letter to Enrico Mattei dated 6 August 1962, was asking 
for obtaining the permission to use the Scarabeo platform to perform 
scientific and peaceful experiments as part of the space program under 
his leadership. It was an offshore platform for oil extraction developed by 
ENI, whose President was in fact Mattei. Scarabeo was renamed Santa 
Rita, and the name still stands. Bottom line, Italy knows how to build 
offshore platforms, and how to launch from them. Potential security 
issues or logistical constraints cannot be a deterrent to slow down a 
fundamental process for Italy to take the leadership on, while becoming 
the aggregation point of African countries which will have in Kenya a 
facility they can help building and operating. This is where an agreement 
between the Italian Government and the African Union, and therefore 
between the African Space Agency and the Italian Space Agency, will 
find its natural path for development. Conversations are advanced, to 
our knowledge, on the subject, even if the use of the Malindi station as a 
launch base would need to be supported more. The time is now. 

Not to forget the possibility to develop collaborations between the 
African Union/African Space Agency and ASI and space companies, in 
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G2G, B2G and B2B configurations. Italy has a highly effective diplomatic 
approach, where collaboration is the key word, and it works very well 
today as it worked in the past. And the Middle East needs a way to access 
space in a smooth manner: for them, the Malindi base may be the solution. 
Logistically and politically well positioned, through Italy as the catalyst. 

In this context, the Mattei Plan could become a unique geopolitical lever, 
positioning Italy not only as a partner in traditional development but also 
as a catalyst for technological sovereignty and innovation in Africa. The 
integration of space activities into the Plan would enhance its strategic 
depth, support global sustainable development goals, and strengthen 
Italy’s role within European and international space diplomacy.

2. Geopolitics and Italy – Middle East and IMEC

India is emerging as a potential new space faring nation since few 
years now. As a matter of examples, Chandrayaan3, launched on 14 
July 2023, achieved a historic soft landing near the Moon’s south pole 
on 23 August 2023, making India the first nation to land in that region 
and the fourth overall to soft-land on the Moon. While coincidences 
may occur, it is unlikely that this happens when you must decide when 
your probe is going to land on another celestial body. So, when this 
happened during the BRICS summit plenary in South Africa, the political 
message highlighting the Indian ambitions for space was clear. India 
also proposed the creation of a BRICS Space Group, using the success 
of Chandrayaan3 to elevate India’s leadership ambitions in lunar and 
space cooperation among BRICS members, which at the same meeting, 
have been enlarged to include also Egypt, Ethiopia, Indonesia (joined in 
early 2025), Iran and the United Arab Emirates, and references are made 
to BRICS+ for this broader configuration. 

The same year, in September 2023, the G20 Summit took place in 
Delhi, where the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC) 
was unveiled. Signatories include India, the EU, Italy, France, Germany, 
Saudi Arabia, UAE, and the U.S. IMEC envisions two corridors: an Eastern 
Corridor linking India to Gulf states, and a Northern Corridor connecting 
the Gulf to Europe via countries including Italy (specifically Trieste). Italy 
has strongly endorsed IMEC, aiming to transform the port of Trieste 
into the Mediterranean’s premier logistic hub linking Europe to India 
and the Gulf, while it was just few years ago that the port was linked to 
the development of the China’s The Belt and Road initiative (BRI). To be 
underlined that the IMEC on one side and The Belt and Road on the other 
one, represent two competing models of transcontinental connectivity – 
each grounded in different geopolitical logics, governance approaches, 
and strategic alignments. 
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The IMEC associated initiatives well align with the Mattei Plan and 
the Italian interest in linking the Middle East with the African focused 
programs. From this perspective, Italy is indeed unique on the global 
chess board, able to reach out to different continents with dedicated 
agreements and interventions. In 2025 the G20 summit will take place in 
South Africa, for the first time in an African country, before passing the 
baton to the United States for their next presidency. Since a couple of 
years there have been discussion for the extension of the membership 
to the African Union, moving from G20 to G21, but even if announced, it 
did not happen as per today. For Italy, and the space side of it, there are 
plenty of opportunities awaiting. 

For sure, when analysing what is happening in space activities these very 
days, we must recognise that the importance of the Middle East countries 
is spiking high. Their involvement in international collaboration programs 
is also quite speedy; decisions are taken cleverly and strategically and 
implemented right away. This has no parallel with the long decision 
processed we experience in Europe for example, and it is allowing those 
countries in the Gulf to strive. From the Etlaq spaceport in Oman, located 
at 18 degrees in latitude, positioned in an excellent manner with several 
test flights in the pipeline, to the participation of the Mohammed bin 
Rashid Space Center (MBRSC) in UAE to the Artemis program through 
the provision of the Gateway Airlock, under construction in TAS-I in Turin, 
to the interest of Saudi Arabia to have an increasing role in the space 
business by strongly supporting the establishment of space companies 
in the country. And then Qatar, and Bahrain, knocking at the door of the 
space arena. What can be argued is that the only country in the GCC 
region which can have a well-positioned space port is Oman, the other 
countries will have to either sign an agreement with Oman or try to create 
a strong relationship with Italy if they want to support the refurbishment 
of the Malindi station towards its transformation in the Malindi spaceport.  
Africa for Africa on one side, autonomy for cooperation the second pillar 
of the strategy, cross-continents collaborations through the Mattei plan 
and the diplomatic network of Italy the third key component. Italy can 
play the role of the centre of gravity!

3. The Industrial Landscape in Italy

Italy ranks 7th globally and 1st in Europe for its investment in space 
activities as a percentage of its GDP.  It is expected that the new regulatory 
framework, approved as the new Italian law n. 89/2025 ‘Provisions on 
space economy’ will further strengthen Italy’s leading position in the 
global space industry.
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Italy has a very wide, well-articulated and complex industrial value 
chain.  The industry is characterized by a few large system integrators 
able to assemble complex systems, working on the entire value chain, 
and a wide community of interconnected SMEs accounting for 80 
percent of the national market (see Chapter 3.1)

According to data provided by the Space Economy Evolution Lab 
(SEELab) of SDA Bocconi School of Management, we can count on about 
400 companies in the space economy and about 13000 employees. 
Partnerships in different forms may become the most important asset 
for companies to strive in this stimulating environment, and therefore a 
lot of attention needs to come into play when important M&A activities 
promise to be an evolutionary quantum leap. 

4. Strategic Business Combination: D-Orbit & Planetek

In early April 2025, D‑Orbit – a global leader in space logistics and 
in‑orbit cloud infrastructure, the only company in Italy which launched 
already about 20 missions fully commercially – acquired 100% of 
Planetek Group, integrating Planetek shareholders into D‑Orbit’s base, 
being Planetek a leader in geoinformatics, space solutions and Earth 
Observation. The announcement was made during a joint press event 
at the Italian Ministry of Enterprises and Made in Italy (MiMiT), at the 
presence of Minister Adolfo Urso, highlighting the national strategic 
relevance of the move.

Planetek Italia will retain its operational autonomy and organizational 
structures, ensuring continuity in ongoing projects and a smooth 
strategic alignment, and it is in full control of Planetek Hellas. In both 
strategic and operational terms, this integration will allow to accelerate 
developments in space-based cloud platforms, AI-enabled EO data 
processing, and low-latency, secure analytics, with applications in civil, 
defence, environmental, and institutional markets.

But how?

Technology & Innovation beneath

Collaborations need to stem out from something, being it a strategic 
alignment, a common vision about the future, a joint understanding of 
the evolution of the market. It must be also rooted into a technological 
common endeavour, as it is in this case. AI-eXpress, a joint mission 
conceived between the two companies, started a few years ago, and 
it is already demonstrating on‑board decision-making through AI and 
secure data exchange via blockchain – a key leap for autonomous space 

The European and Italian Space Ecosystems: Pillars for Strategic Autonomy



systems. This paves the way for an in orbit-based cloud infrastructure, 
enabling real-time intelligence from space to Earth users in domains 
such as crisis response, climate monitoring, and secure communications.

The strategic approach underlined here is that, starting from two 
different objectives and strategic goals, the two companies understood 
that their merging would have provided an incredible added value, 
creating a unique ecosystem which now we call SpaceStream. Briefly, 
SpaceStream is a cloud-native, in orbit processing architecture which is 
indeed already operational onboard the already mentioned AI-eXpress 
satellites, deployed under the ESA’s InCubed program. The fusion 
between up and down streams moves the D-Orbit group now beyond 
the traditional space value chain: the result is the activation of a real-
time network, resilient, distributed, to serve all the markets. 

Finally, this alliance has the vision of supporting the Italian positioning 
among the leaders in the space arena in the world and accelerate 
Europe’s strategic autonomy. Ambitious? Yes. Feasible? Already done, 
in a way.

Good move for the Italian Ecosystem, and not only for it

As mentioned, this combination represents a landmark consolidation 
within the Italian space sector. Not only it strengthens Italy’s position as 
a leading actor in the value chain of the New Space economy, but it also 
leverages national capabilities across both upstream (D-Orbit’s orbital 
transport services) and downstream (Planetek’s data processing and 
analytics), enabling the creation of a vertically integrated ecosystem. 

And in addition, the combination enables a distributed space architecture 
approach: a model where computational power, data analytics, and 
mission operations are decentralized across satellites and orbital 
infrastructures. This is especially aligned with the goals of Italy’s PNRR 
(National Recovery and Resilience Plan) and the IRIDE constellation, 
which aim to deliver sovereign Earth observation capabilities and 
stimulate a competitive Italian industrial base. The ability to process 
data directly in orbit and deliver insights in near real-time enhances the 
value of such constellations, supporting government services in climate, 
agriculture, and disaster response. This combination could help Italian 
authorities to enhance the IRIDE constellation (see chapter 3.1) with such 
new features, becoming THE national program in Europe which can 
present itself not only as a trailblazer, as it clearly already is, but a game 
changer in the European landscape, urging others to follow the Italian 
approach and leadership.
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Moreover, as Italy seeks to project its strategic influence beyond Europe, 
particularly in Africa and the Middle East, this industrial consolidation can 
serve as a platform to operationalize the Mattei Plan space component 
(see paragraph 3.2.1). By integrating dual-use space capabilities, Italy 
positions itself also as a strategic and technological partner in the 
broader IMEC (India-Middle East-Europe Corridor – see paragraph 3.2.2) 
framework. 

For the European Ecosystem

The combination also has significant implications at the European level: 
it reinforces Europe’s industrial capacity in strategic areas such as in-
orbit servicing, secure EO data pipelines, and edge computing in space, 
reducing dependency on non-EU providers. The new entity can act as 
a European champion for next-generation space infrastructures – and 
leveraging from the experience acquired thanks to the IRIDE program, act 
as a catalyst for the federation of all the nationally developed satellites 
and constellations. The move supports in addition the goals of the EU 
Space Strategy for Security and Defence and offers a private-sector 
anchor for innovative PPPs with ESA, EUSPA, and national agencies.

The joint footprint now includes operations in Italy, the U.S., Portugal, 
the UK, and Greece, supported by spin-offs like GAP and GEO‑K.  While 
the new group is global, its Italian and European roots remain central  
– positioning it as a trusted partner in both domestic and international 
markets.

The business combination between D-Orbit and Planetek is for the time 
being an exception in the Italian panorama, and while some advocates 
that it should become the norm, there are strong reasons against. 
The Space economy is not a field where replicating the same type of 
approach or success is rewarding. It is instead a field where innovation 
strives, from all the possible standpoints. If D-Orbit wants to become 
the European SpaceX, this was one of the moves they had to do. Others 
may have different constraints or compelling issues to manage, and 
the D-Orbitek combination responds to precise strategic and business-
oriented visionary choices which may differ from the ones of other 
companies. So, there is not a unique recipe, but for sure there is a need 
to change some components and elements in the picture, when it comes 
to the financial support available, and the rules to follow to manage such 
funds, both private and public. Nor The Italian Law 89/2025 may be able 
to solve this conundrum, neither the European Space Act. We therefore 
need bold moves also in the world of private financing, and on the way, 
we implement PPPs, the sooner the better. 
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In the same vein, i.e. aiming at strategically synergize expertise and 
competencies between companies, Project Bromo is another potentially 
game changer in the European landscape. From public information, we 
know that Project Bromo will bring to the creation of a JV which may have 
an estimated value of 10 billion Euros, through a business combination 
of Leonardo, Airbus and Thales, to develop innovative satellites and 
constellations becoming potentially a SpaceX competitive player. Not 
sure this will be easy to achieve, and not clear if this concentration will be 
seen favourably in Brussels and by other smaller companies in European 
countries. Not also clear the real advantage for Italy in the Bromo current 
perspective, where we were told that the Italian % in the JV would be not 
above 20%. We need to wait and see, but if this happens, we will have to 
deal with another level of the game. Is Europe ready to deal with such a 
positive challenge, still a challenge? Speaking of which….  

Our Take

5. Policy Recommendations for Strengthening Italy's Space Sector

While Italy is showing several signs in the right direction, the flourishing 
of the space economy is slowed down due to some intrinsic issues in 
the system, which in most of the cases extend to Europe too. Let us look 
at them one by one:

•	 New investment models in need

The rapid advancement of the space industry is highlighting an 
increasing mismatch between its actual financial requirements and 
the dominant investment models, which were originally developed 
for lean, fast-moving sectors. Venture capital – designed for speed, 
quick exits, and the scalable nature of software – has played a pivotal 
role in launching many space startups. However, its limitations have 
become increasingly evident, particularly as the industry’s most 
groundbreaking opportunities demand time, long-term funding, and 
strategic foresight.

The issue is not solely the high capital intensity typical of space 
projects – although that is indeed significant. The core challenge 
lies in the fact that the foundational principles of the venture capital 
model are misaligned with the unique risk profiles, cash flow patterns, 
development timelines, and exit routes inherent in the space sector. 
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Developing a reusable launch vehicle, a lunar exploration mission, or 
an orbital manufacturing platform often requires more than a decade 
before achieving reliable revenue streams. This creates mounting 
friction: investors typically seek liquidity far earlier than the market-
readiness of the technology allows. The widespread struggles and 
failures of space startups – and the even greater hurdles faced by 
scale-ups – reflect the fundamental disconnect between the logic 
of the venture capital world and the realities of the space domain.

Moreover, the dual-use nature of most space technologies and 
missions calls for a differentiated approach tailored to various 
institutional actors, each with their own objectives and engagement 
frameworks. This characteristic also acts as a constraint on withdrawal 
plans. European capital markets lack the depth and agility of their 
U.S. counterparts, which have been instrumental in supporting many 
American space ventures. Simultaneously, national “golden power” 
policies – while necessary – further shrink the already limited pool of 
potential industrial acquirers.

New forms of public-private partnerships are beginning to emerge, 
sometimes in flexible configurations. Companies are increasingly 
compelled to adopt a risk management-oriented approach that 
makes both financial and industrial investment more appealing. 
However, the level of risk a company is willing to assume can itself 
become a factor that slows growth.

To truly support the development of this sector, we must acknowledge 
that space is not merely a new technological frontier, but rather 
a critical emerging infrastructure for our planet and beyond. Its 
financial framework should not prioritize speed, but rather resilience, 
long-term coherence, and a systemic perspective.

•	 Post - PNRR strategy: A Strategic Imperative for Italy (and Europe)

The National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR) has marked a 
pivotal moment in the evolution of Italy’s space economy, embedding 
space policy and investment within the broader European framework 
for innovation, digital transition, and sustainability. Through targeted 
funding and strategic guidance, the PNRR has provided a foundation 
for the development of space infrastructure and services that are 
essential for Italy’s future competitiveness and resilience.

At the heart of this effort lies the IRIDE constellation, an ambitious 
Earth observation program, a constellation of constellations, led 
by the Italian government and developed under the responsibility 

 | 76

The European and Italian Space Ecosystems: Pillars for Strategic Autonomy



 | 77

of the ESA in coordination with the Italian Space Agency. IRIDE is a 
landmark initiative, both technologically and politically. It responds 
to national needs in climate monitoring, urban planning, agriculture, 
and civil protection – while also contributing to the EU’s pursuit of 
strategic autonomy in space-based services and data.

The PNRR has also enabled the growth of a dynamic and 
interconnected space ecosystem in Italy, where startups, research 
institutions, universities, and major industrial players cooperate 
across the entire value chain. From upstream infrastructure to 
downstream services and data analytics, the plan has helped foster 
a fertile environment for innovation. This systemic approach  – 
linking infrastructure investment, technological development, and 
institutional coordination –  is one of the plan’s most lasting legacies. 
Italy has been the trailblazer by using part of the funds for space 
activities, and IRIDE has been an example to follow for other countries 
in Europe, such as Greece or the combination of Spain and Portugal. 

But the global context is shifting. Considering mounting geopolitical 
tensions, the dual-use dimension of space technologies – those 
with both civilian and military applications – is emerging as a critical 
factor for national and European security. Although not a direct focus 
of the PNRR, this strategic layer is gaining relevance as governments 
seek to ensure sovereignty over sensitive technologies, secure 
communications, and autonomous intelligence capabilities. In this 
evolving landscape, the integration of civil and defence-related 
innovation must be addressed with clear policies, dedicated funding 
mechanisms, and international cooperation frameworks. IRIDE, 
certain sub-elements of it, could also become a pathfinder in this 
domain, broadening the role of Italy even more in this enlarged 
landscape.

In parallel, the long-term success of the space economy depends on 
human capital. The PNRR has made initial contributions by supporting 
research, education, and skills development in space-related fields. 
Yet, to compete globally and meet the demands of an increasingly 
complex sector, Italy and Europe must invest continuously in talent 
pipelines: from STEM education and vocational training to advanced 
research and interdisciplinary programs. The emergence of dual-
use space strategies also requires new profiles: individuals capable 
of operating across civilian, industrial, and security domains.

As the implementation phase of the PNRR nears its end (i.e. June 2026), 
the challenge is to preserve and scale its impact. Space programs 
have long development cycles, high capital requirements, and often 
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depend on stable policy environments. The model introduced by 
the PNRR – based on public investment, strategic vision, and cross-
sector collaboration – must not remain an exception. It should 
become the template for a next-generation investment framework 
capable of ensuring continuity, scalability, and alignment with 
national and European priorities.

If Italy and Europe are to maintain a leadership role in the global 
space economy – increasingly defined by geopolitical competition 
and technological acceleration – the lessons of the PNRR must be 
institutionalized. This means creating permanent, mission-oriented 
funding tools, strengthening public-private partnerships, supporting 
dual-use innovation where appropriate, and ensuring that talent 
development remains a top strategic priority.

The PNRR was the beginning. The next step is to transform its logic 
into a long-term strategic doctrine – one that places space at the 
centre of Italy’s industrial policy, European strategic autonomy, and 
the global transition toward a sustainable and secure future. 

•	 Launching space assets brings to leadership

The first Italian satellite, San Marco, was launched in the US in 1964, 
fully developed in Italy with an operational team fully Italian too. The 
San Marco 2 was the first one launched instead from the Malindi 
base, in 1967. The San Marco project established Italy has one of the 
space fairing nations since the beginning of the space era. 

All the above clearly states that Italy has always been at the forefront 
of the access to space. As per today, Italy has indeed various assets 
to leverage on. 

a. Launching capabilities

Avio S.p.A. is a leading Italian aerospace company specializing 
in space launch systems and propulsion technologies. 
Headquartered in Colleferro, near Rome, Avio plays a pivotal role 
in Europe’s space ecosystem as the prime contractor for the Vega 
launcher family and a major contributor to the Ariane program.  
In 2025, Avio has made several strategic moves reinforcing its 
leadership in space transportation. As of July 2025, Avio has been 
confirmed by the European Space Agency (ESA) as the official 
Launch Service Provider for the Vega family. This designation 
grants Avio greater operational autonomy and a strengthened 
role within Europe’s access-to-space infrastructure. At the 
same time, Avio is in advanced discussions to conduct launch 
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operations from Wallops Island, Virginia. This potential expansion 
reflects a growing ambition to position itself in the transatlantic 
market and attract new commercial and institutional customers. 
But Avio and the Italian government have been forward looking and 
thanks again to the National Recovery Plan, Avio is developing IFD1, 
a single-stage reusable rocket demonstrator scheduled for testing 
in Q3 2025. Additional plans are in the pipeline for an evolution of 
IFD1 too.

In this context, the possible support of the Mattei Plan, and 
particularly the revitalization of the Malindi Station in Kenya, may 
have an important impact on the development of space economy 
and the geopolitical positioning of Italy. 

b. The Grottaglie spaceport. 

Grottaglie Spaceport, also known as Criptaliae Spaceport, is Italy’s 
first spaceport on national soil. Located at the Taranto-Grottaglie 
Airport in Apulia, in the South of Italy, the project was formally 
launched few years ago by ENAC and regional stakeholders through 
a dedicated protocol of understanding.

The spaceport is designed to support horizontal suborbital launches, 
acting as a hub for microgravity research, astronaut training, space 
tourism, and aerospace experimentation. The masterplan, presented 
in 2024 during the Mediterranean Aerospace Matching (MAM), 
includes a new 8,000 m² hangar capable of hosting large platforms, 
a multifunctional 5,000 m² facility with laboratories, training centres, 
an incubator, and public engagement areas. It may also serve as a 
test bed for both civil and defence aerospace applications, including 
parabolic flights.

It is already attracting international interest and discussions are 
ongoing to allow the Grottaglie spaceport to become the elective 
spaceport for several important players in the world. With strong 
institutional support and increasing international interest, Grottaglie 
Spaceport is set to become a cornerstone of Italy’s presence in the 
global space economy. This process could be even reinforced by 
an integrated strategic approach which could combine efforts in 
Grottaglie and Malindi, allowing Italy to offer a broad portfolio when 
it comes to launching stations, enabling a cleverly integrated access 
to space approach and facilities.
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Main policy recommendations 

1.	 Embed Space in the Mattei Plan as a Strategic Pillar

Extend the Mattei Plan to include space activities – Earth observation, 
satellite development, and training – as drivers of innovation, 
resilience, and diplomacy in Africa and beyond.

2.	 Revitalize and Expand the Malindi Spaceport.

Upgrade Malindi, also in cooperation with the African Union/African 
Space Agency and selected Middle Eastern partners, transforming 
it into a pan-regional launch hub that enhances Italy’s geopolitical 
leverage across Africa and the Gulf, while attracting international 
stakeholders from allied countries.

3.	 Develop a Dual-Spaceport Strategy (Malindi + Grottaglie). 

Combine Malindi’s equatorial advantage with Grottaglie’s suborbital 
and horizontal launch capabilities to create a unique dual-access 
system, positioning Italy as Europe’s most versatile space gateway.

4.	 Leverage IMEC as a Framework for Space Diplomacy. 

Align the Mattei Plan with the India-Middle East-Europe Economic 
Corridor (IMEC), using space cooperation as a connective 
infrastructure that consolidates Italy’s role as a bridge between 
continents.

5.	 Institutionalize the PNRR Legacy and Enable New Models. 

Convert the PNRR approach into a long-term doctrine, supporting 
dual-use innovation, distributed space architectures, and public–
private partnerships, while fostering industrial consolidations and 
new financing schemes beyond traditional venture capital, without 
forgetting the need to support new talents development.
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