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Abstract 

The aim of this masters thesis is to assess the relation between two organizations with 

competences towards the European space policy that happen to be in dispute over these 

competences – the European Union (EU) and the European Space Agency (ESA). The 

main research question asks whether the ESA hinders further supranationalization of the 

space matters within the EU framework and the research uses the lenses of the theory of 

the rational design which highlights the importance of the Member States as the decisive 

actors in this question who have to incline one way or the other. This thesis examines 

relevant documents issued by the EU and the ESA, as well as at the positions of the 

Member States of the European Space Agency with regard to this dispute, and concludes 

that the ESA indeed hinders further supranationalization of the space matters within the 

EU framework because it goes against the positions and interests of the Member States. 

The hindrance reaches the level that the only thing the Member States are willing to do is 

to adjust the financial procedures in respect to the programmes run by ESA and funded by 

the EU to ensure their efficient implementation complying with EU rules.  

 

Abstrakt 

Cílem této diplomové práce je posoudit vztah mezi dvěma organizacemi s kompetencemi v 

oblasti evropské vesmírné politiky, které se nacházejí v konfliktu – mezi Evropskou unií 

(EU) a Evropskou vesmírnou agenturou (ESA). Hlavní výzkumná otázka se táže, zda a do 

jaké míry brání ESA další supranacionalizaci vesmírných záležitostí v rámci EU. Výzkum 

je založen na teorii racionálního designu, který zdůrazňuje klíčovou roli členských států 

jakožto rozhodujících aktérů v této otázce. Práce zkoumá relevantní dokumenty 

publikované EU a ESA jakož i pozice členských států ESA s ohledem k tomuto problému 

a výzkumné otázce a dochází k závěru, že ESA brání další supranacionalizaci vesmírných 

záležitostí v rámci EU, protože další supranacionalizace by byla proti pozicím a zájmům 

členských států ESA. Tato překážka dosahuje úrovně, že jediné, v čem jsou státy ochotné 

ustoupit, je upravit finanční procedury ve vztahu k programům, které jsou prováděny ESA 

a financované EU, a zajistit jejich efektivní implementaci v souladu s pravidly EU. 
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Introduction 

This masters thesis is concerned with the European space policy, more concretely with 

the relations between two institutions with competences towards the European space 

policy that happen to be in dispute – the European Union (EU) and the European Space 

Agency (ESA). The European Commission exerts a pressure on the European Space 

Agency to make it change its financial regulations, at least in relation to the EU space 

projects, or to even cede its sovereignty. If the Member States of the ESA refuse to 

accept this, then the European Union must implicitly acknowledge the limits of the 

scope of the European integration with regard to the space matters within the EU 

framework. The Member States, as the decisive actors in this question, have to incline 

one way or the other. This thesis takes a look at the relevant documents issued by the 

EU and the ESA, as well as at the positions of the Member States of the European Space 

Agency with regard to this dispute, through the lenses of the rational design theory in 

order find out whether the Member States will favour the European Space Agency over 

the EU or vice versa. 
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1 Research problem 

The turn of the millennium proved to be significant in many aspects of life but for the 

space policy in Europe it was indeed a landmark. Where once used to be just one major 

actor uniting the European countries with an interest in space and its exploitation – the 

European Space Agency (ESA) founded in 1975 – a second and bigger actor, the 

European Union (EU), started to look at the domain of space as at his own territory. 

The report of “three wise men” named “Toward a space Agency for the European 

Union” released in 2000 triggered the shift in the approach of the EU
1
. The need to set 

the rules of the game naturally arose. Building mainly on the Framework Agreement 

between EU and ESA signed in 2003, the European Space Policy emerged in 2007 and 

established another level of cooperation between the European Space Agency, the 

European Union and the Member States. Nevertheless, both actors still influence each 

other outside this agreement as the European Space Agency seems to be a privileged 

organization in space industry matters and the European Union poses a threat to the very 

existence the European Space Agency or at least to its independence and procedures. 

The more so, the ESA carries out the technical and operational parts of the space 

projects of the EU, such as Galileo or Copernicus, and should be obliged to conform its 

procedures in regard to those projects with the EU rules
2
. 

The European Space Agency is an intergovernmental organization with a specific type 

of financing. The principle of a “geographical return” (also known as a juste retour) 

secures to all Member States of the European Space Agency
3
 that at least 84 % of their 

contribution to the agency’s budget will return to their country through the contracts 

with their national industry. European Space Agency also ensures that when all 

activities are taken into account, the geographical return for each member state will be 

                                                 

1
 Nunzia Paradiso, The EU Dual Approach to Security and Space: Twenty Years of European Policy 

Making (Vienna: European Space Policy Institute), 25, 

http://www.espi.or.at/images/stories/dokumente/studies/ESPI_report_45.pdf. 

2
 Framework Framework Agreement between the European Community and the European Space Agency, 

2004, http://ec.europa.eu/world/agreements/downloadFile.do?fullText=yes&treatyTransId=3661. 

3
 Member States with capital first letters will throughout the thesis always refer to the Member States of 

the European Space Agency. 

http://ec.europa.eu/world/agreements/downloadFile.do?fullText=yes&treatyTransId=3661
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at least 95 % at latest at the end of 2024. This is crucial especially for the smaller 

countries with less competitive industry in comparison with the countries like France, 

Germany or Italy. Another important feature of the ESA is that it may provide and 

promote cooperation exclusively for peaceful purposes
4
. 

On the other hand, the European Union is a supranational organization
5
 that prefers a 

more common approach to public procurement. The most cost-effective offer is 

favoured and any form of a geographical return is prohibited as the rules of the 

European Union are in line with the World Trade Organization Agreement on 

Government Procurement that embodies the principle of non-discrimination
6
. Also, the 

EU wants to use space for defence purposes what might be in contradiction with the 

ESA requirements. There is also a difference in the membership between these two 

organizations. On the one hand, Croatia, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Lithuania and Latvia who 

are members of the European Union are not members (or full members) of the European 

Space Agency. On the other hand, Switzerland and Norway, members of the European 

Space Agency, are not members of the European Union
7
. A question mark hangs above 

                                                 

4
 Ministerstvo dopravy ČR, National Space Plan 2014 – 2019 (Praha: Ministerstvo dopravy ČR, 2014), 

19-23, http://www.czechspaceportal.cz/files/files/NKP_2014/Graphic_ver/NSP_2014_2019_ENG.pdf. 

Wolfgang Rathgeber, The European Architecture for Space and Security. (Vienna: European Space 

Policy Institute, 2008),16, http://www.espi.or.at/images/stories/dokumente/studies/espi_report_13.pdf. 

Convention for the Establishment of the European Space Agency, http://download.esa.int/docs/LEX-

L/ESA-Convention/20101200-SP-1317-EN_Extract_ESA-Convention.pdf. 

5
 This is a term too simple to capture the whole and diverse nature of the European Union. In some areas, 

it is indeed a supranational institution, yet in others, eg. the Common Foreign and Security Policy, it 

behaves like an intergovernmental organization. As the space matters go across many policy-areas, the 

Common Foreign and Security Policy not excluded, it is difficult to mark the European Union with a non-

contradicting label. However, the matters the European Space Agency deals with are on the level of the 

European Union mostly within the supranational framework with the European Commission proposing 

the legislation and also otherwise fully involved (Rathgeber 2008). 

6
 Ministerstvo dopravy ČR, National Space Plan 2014 – 2019 (Praha: Ministerstvo dopravy ČR, 2014), 

23-25, http://www.czechspaceportal.cz/files/files/NKP_2014/Graphic_ver/NSP_2014_2019_ENG.pdf. 

7
 Norway is at least a member of the European Economic Area. 

http://www.czechspaceportal.cz/files/files/NKP_2014/Graphic_ver/NSP_2014_2019_ENG.pdf
http://www.czechspaceportal.cz/files/files/NKP_2014/Graphic_ver/NSP_2014_2019_ENG.pdf
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the United Kingdom as the “Brexit” decision may have a very significant effect, and 

there is also Canada that is an associated member of the European Space Agency
8
.  

That leaves us in a situation when an intergovernmental organization that operates 

independently of the European Union
9
 seems to be thanks to its procedures prioritized 

by some Member States
10

 over the European Union and as a result, they might not 

willing to submit the field of space technology and research which is covered by the 

European Space Agency under the auspices of the European Union. Simplified, the 

European Space Agency, because of its very existence, may hinder further shift of 

powers and activities in the space domain towards their supranationalization within the 

framework of the European Union. 

This is a very important problem not only per se, but also for a broader discussion about 

the future of the European integration. If it will be confirmed that the Member States
11

 

do ultimately reject the shift of powers to the EU and supranationalization of one policy 

area that is not necessarily a part of the Common Foreign and Security Policy, it can be 

a very strong argument against some federalist and neofunctionalist assumptions
12

. It 

can also have a normative impact by showing the geographical return principle as a way 

of financing that the Member States consider as a more just in comparison with the 

common way of dealing with budget, investment and procurement. It would also 

                                                 

8
 “New Member States,” European Space Agency, accessed 23 February 2017, 

http://www.esa.int/About_Us/Welcome_to_ESA/New_Member_States. 

9
 Nevertheless, there is a certain level of cooperation through the European Space Policy and through the 

policies of the Member States (Rathgeber 2008: 26). 

10
 The Czech Republic is one of such states. On the Ministerial Council of the European Space Agency in 

Luxembourg taking place at the end of 2014, it openly supported the role of the European Space Agency 

as a strong intergovernmental organization independent of the European Union – see Václav Nesládek, 

“Tisková zpráva - ČR se v Lucemburku zúčastnila zasedání Rady ESA na ministerské úrovni,” Český 

kosmický portál, 5 December 2014, http://www.czechspaceportal.cz/7-sekce/aktuality/tiskova-zprava---

cr-se-v-lucemburku-zucastnila-zasedani-rady-esa-na-ministerske-urovni.html. 

11
 For the connection between the Member States and the European Space Agency - see below. 

12
 For the federalist and neofunctionalist assumptions, see e.g. Ian Bache, „Theories of European 

Integration,“ in Politics in the European Union, eds. Bache, I., George, S. and Bulmer, S, (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2011), 6-11. 
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highlight the importance of the European Space Agency for the future of Europe and the 

aptitude of the intergovernmental institutional setting in an industrial and research area. 

2 Matter untouched? 

Although the space policy is not a neglected subject in the literature, there is only a little 

to be found concerning the European space policy. Nevertheless, some of these works 

proved to be a significant contribution to the scientific exploration of the topic. Most of 

them, however, deal rather with the security and international law issues than with an 

analysis of the inter-institutional relations from the political science point of view. 

Especially since the 2000’s, responding to the initiative of the European Union in space 

policy matters, papers and articles concerning the relationship of the European Space 

Agency with the European Union began to appear. However, the topic of the impact of 

the European Space Agency on the scale of European integration within the space 

policy remained to a large extent untouched. The only articles that picked up this topic 

at least partially were published in the Space Policy journal and were later supported by 

the reports of the European Space Policy Institute. The latter nevertheless touched this 

theme significantly only in the security dimension which has got a different implication 

for the cooperation of both subjects and would serve only as a poor source for a 

complex research
13

. 

The complexity of the relations in the space domain was very well captured by Marta: 

“Finding an adequate balance in terms of share of responsibilities, competences, and 

resources is difficult. Such a balance has to satisfy two levels of relations: relations at 

the European level (among European institutions and agencies) and relations between 

national governments and intergovernmental organizations”
 14

. She also highlighted 

that one of the main current debates today on space in Europe deals with governance 

and, more specifically, with the institutional balance among the main actors involved
15

. 

                                                 

13
 This is a mention of the article of Nunzia Paradiso (2013). 

14
 Lucia Marta, “National visions of European space governance: Elements for a new institutional 

architecture,” Space Policy 29, no. 1 (2013): 21, 

http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.is.cuni.cz/science/article/pii/S0265964612001440. 

15
 Marta, “National visions,”  20. 

http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.is.cuni.cz/science/article/pii/S0265964612001440
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As early as 2003, the article of Frans von der Dunk proposed an unexpected solution. 

He argues that instead of turning the European Space Agency into a space agency of the 

European Union, the European Union should become a member of the European Space 

Agency, as this solution would enable to retain the special nature of this agency
16

. 

Lucia Marta in her article on the national visions of European space governance pointed 

out that the European Union has got a totally opposite position that complies with the 

idea of Nicolas Peter and Katharina Stoffl, that is that the European Space Agency 

should become an agency of the European Union
17

. Marta remarked that European 

Commission in its communication says that this problem can only be solved in the long 

term through the rapprochement of European Space Agency towards the European 

Union between 2020 and 2025
18

. 

Marta’s article
19

 presents an important contribution not only for its comparison of the 

EU and ESA governance frameworks, but mainly as it highlights the national positions 

of four most important European countries in the field of space: France, Germany, the 

United Kingdom and Italy. It is a rare example of considering the Member States the 

main actors that will have to consent with any changes being made. 

The institutional integration of the ESA and the EU was a main topic for the paper of 

Thomas Hoerber. He also favours the idea of bringing the European Space Agency 

under the roof of the European Union as “this would be another political step which 

could well serve to further enhance the political influence of the EU in the future. It 

would also confer on space policies a political prominence which might be an 

indication of the importance this field will have in the future”
20

. 

                                                 

16
 Frans von der Dunk, “Towards one captain on the European spaceship – why the EU should join ESA,” 

Space Policy 19, no. 2 (2003), (http://ac.els-cdn.com.ezproxy.is.cuni.cz/S0265964603000134/1-s2.0-

S0265964603000134-main.pdf?_tid=ef953a4e-af15-11e5-8771-

00000aacb35e&acdnat=1451494625_1cf5b3b77f85349933740da0409b90ba). 

17
 Thomas Hoerber, “ESA + EU: Ideology or pragmatic task sharing?“ Space Policy 25, no. 4 (2009): 

207, http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.is.cuni.cz/science/article/pii/S0265964609000940. 

18
 Marta, “National visions,”  21. 

19
 Marta, c. d. 

20
Hoerber, “ESA+EU,” 208. 

http://ac.els-cdn.com.ezproxy.is.cuni.cz/S0265964603000134/1-s2.0-S0265964603000134-main.pdf?_tid=ef953a4e-af15-11e5-8771-00000aacb35e&acdnat=1451494625_1cf5b3b77f85349933740da0409b90ba
http://ac.els-cdn.com.ezproxy.is.cuni.cz/S0265964603000134/1-s2.0-S0265964603000134-main.pdf?_tid=ef953a4e-af15-11e5-8771-00000aacb35e&acdnat=1451494625_1cf5b3b77f85349933740da0409b90ba
http://ac.els-cdn.com.ezproxy.is.cuni.cz/S0265964603000134/1-s2.0-S0265964603000134-main.pdf?_tid=ef953a4e-af15-11e5-8771-00000aacb35e&acdnat=1451494625_1cf5b3b77f85349933740da0409b90ba
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As we can see, the authors are not of one mind whether the European Space Agency 

should become an agency of the European Union or whether the Union should become a 

member of the first mentioned, although we can say, that there is a majority of authors 

that prefer the first solution. None of those unfortunately did assess whether the 

European Space Agency indeed could have a direct impact on the level of the 

integration within the European Union. Closest to this point was perhaps the working 

paper of Florent Mazurelle, Jan Wouters and Walter Thiebaut The Evolution of 

European Space Governance: Policy, Legal and Institutional Implications. Its name 

aptly summarises the topic of the paper as it is concerned with the historical evolution 

of political, legal and financial arrangements within both organizations, their past 

interaction and with the potential impact of the Lisbon Treaty on the future relations. 

The authors come to the conclusion that the new legal setting may have a substantial 

effect on the role of the European Union as a global actor
21

. 

3 Theory 

Barbara Koremenos et al. presented in 2004 in the book The Rational Design of 

International Institutions quite a new theory of the same name, the rational design 

theory. Their basic presumption is that states use international institutions to further 

their own goals, and they design institutions accordingly. They do not consider the 

international institutions solely as outside forces or exogenous actors. They think of 

them as of self-conscious creations of states (and, to a lesser extent, of interest groups 

and corporations)
22

. 

“States rarely allow international institutions to become significant autonomous actors. 

Nonetheless, institutions are considerably more than empty vessels. States spend 

significant amount of time and effort constructing institutions precisely because they 

can advance or impede state goals in the international economy, the environment and 

                                                 

21
 Florant Mazurelle et al., The Evolution of European Space Governance: Policy, Legal and Institutional 

Implications - Working Paper No. 25, (Leuven: Leuven Centre for Global Governance Studies, 2009), 

(https://www.law.kuleuven.be/jri/iir/nl/onderzoek/wp/wp135e.pdf). 

22
 Barbara Koremenos et al., The rational design of international institution, (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004). 
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national security. States fight over institutional design because it affects outcomes. 

Moreover, the institutions they create cannot be changed swiftly or easily to conform to 

changing configurations of international power.
 23

”  

The most direct implication is that design differences are not random. They are a result 

of rational, purposive interactions among states and other international actors to solve 

specific problem. Therefore Koremenos et al. argue that many institutional 

arrangements are best understood through „rational design“ among multiple 

participants. This rationality is forward looking as states use diplomacy and conferences 

to select institutional features to further their individual and collective goals, both by 

creating new institutions and modifying existing ones
24

. 

The authors class this theory into the family of rational choice theories. It could be also 

put among the intergovernmentalist theories because it highlights the role of states and 

governments over the processes and non-state actors. In fact, it has got a lot in common 

with the liberal intergovernmentalism of Andrew Moravcsik. Pollack (2010: 20) sums 

this theory nicely up: “Moravcsik’s liberal intergovernmentalism is a three-step model, 

which combines: (1) a liberal theory of national preference formation with (2) an 

intergovernmental model of EU-level bargaining, and (3) a model of institutional choice 

emphasizing the role of international institutions in providing credible commitments to 

member governments.
 25

” 

The rational design theory is in no contradiction with the liberal intergovernmentalism. 

For the understanding of the relations between the ESA and the EU, it is very important 

to acknowledge the decisive position of Member States’ governments who are the sole 

decision-makers in the ESA and who cannot be outvoted in the EU. When we take a 

look at the present situation around the discussion on space governance in Europe, some 

Member States
26

 prefer preservation of the ESA principles and mechanisms despite the 

possibility of shifting this field of competence completely into the EU framework. The 

                                                 

23
 Koremenos et al., “The rational design,” 2. 

24
 Koremenos et al., “The rational design,” 6-7. 

25
 Mark A. Pollack, „Theorizing EU Policy-Making.“ in Policy-Making in the European Union, eds. H. 

Wallace, M. A. Pollack and A. R. Toung, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009): 15-44. 

26
 The term Member States with capital first letters always refers to the Member States of the ESA. 
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rational design theory gives us the possible pretext why they would do it. As the 

institutions and procedures of the ESA were created concretely to ensure an effective 

cooperation in space research and technology and their space applications, while 

maintaining geographical return of contributions
27

, the ESA may present the “perfect” 

choice to pick for such countries. On the other hand, this theory also explains the 

position of those Member States that want to shift the competences towards the EU 

since it fits best their interests. 

This thesis will therefore look at the research problem through the lenses of the rational 

design theory. The liberal intergovernmentalism will be used as an additional theory to 

help us understand the processes in the European Union, where in spite of the 

supranational actors like the European Commission, it is the Member States who gave 

birth to the institutions for a reason and retain control over them. The institutions of 

course take over some of the powers of the member states but in the end it is only 

because the member states allow them to do so and they can change the institutions, 

modify their competences or even completely abolish them if necessary. 

4 Methodology 

The essence of the research problem is that there are two institutions with competences 

towards the European space policy
28

 that happen to be in conflict and one has to yield to 

the other. The European Commission sees the problem
29

 in the way that the European 

Space Agency either has to change its financial regulations, at least in relation to the EU 

space projects, or even to cede its sovereignty. If the Member States of the ESA refuse 

to do this, then the European Union must implicitly acknowledge the limits and scope of 

                                                 

27
 Convention for the Establishment of the European Space Agency. 

28
 Note the difference between 1) the European Space Policy (ESP), as a single and concrete policy 

emanating from the document of 2007 of the same name, 2) the European space policy, a broad term 

encompassing the policies of the ESA and the EU and incl. the ESP and 3) the space policy of the EU. 

29
 This is a view of the European Commission as presented e.g. in the 2014 Progress report where the 

Commission also mentions that coherent and shared conclusions between ESA, EU and the Member 

States should be achieved by the end of 2014 or 2015 (which did not come to pass). Even ESA 

acknowledged in its annual reports that there is a need of an evolution, but despite this fact it will not cede 

its sovereignty, nor the industrial and procurement rules. 
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the European integration of the space matters within the EU framework. The Member 

States, as the decisive actors in this question, have to incline one way or the other. This 

case study will therefore take a look at the positions of the ESA, the EU and the 

Member States of the European Space Agency and try to find out whether the Member 

States will favour the European Space Agency over the EU, which would mean a 

rejection of potential entire integration and supranationalization of the space within the 

EU, or whether they are willing to shift the competences to the EU. 

4.1  Research questions and hypotheses 

The main, overarching research question is set as follows: “Does the European Space 

Agency hinder further supranationalization of the European space policy within the 

European Union and if yes, in what ways?”. The European Space Agency is in this 

respect conceptualised as the collective will of its Member States’ governments, 

perceived through their positions and policies expressed both individually and 

collectively through the ESA. Supranationalization in this respect means any shift of 

powers (incl. necessity to comply with EU rules) from the Member States or from the 

ESA towards the EU, given that these powers will be afterwards exercised by the EU 

under the ordinary legislative procedure. 

There will be two additional research questions that should be help to answer the main 

research question
30

:  

Q1: Do individual Member States want to retain the ESA as an independent 

organization under the status quo, or do the Member States want to change the ESA into 

an agency of the EU, or any other option proposed by the European Commission in the 

2014 Progress report on establishing appropriate relations between the European Union 

and the European Space Agency
31

?” 

Q2: Do individual Member States want to retain the principle of geographical return 

and related procedures in the ESA? 

                                                 

30
 The rationale behind these research questions is presented in the institutional section below. 

31
 Further on, I will refer to this report only as to the 2014 Progress report. 
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Based on these two questions, we can draw several hypotheses. It should be more 

advantageous for the smaller Member States
 32

, measured based on their contribution to 

the ESA budget (see image 1), to retain the principle of geographical return (geo-

return), since their space industry is smaller and it could be more difficult for their 

companies to get contracts in a fair competition. This hypothesis assumes the small 

states do not have the industry aimed at all aspects and if they fail to get contracts in one 

part of the market, it hurts them more than the countries with diversified industry. Vice 

versa, the bigger the Member States regarding the space field, the more advantageous it 

could be for them to abolish the geo-return as their companies could attain a larger share 

of the contracts
33

. There are, though, some doubts related to this hypothesis. The 

Member States have already ensured a proportional share of the contracts to their 

contributions and might not be willing to take a risk of potential diminishing of the 

amount of the contracts, resulting in their support for the geo-return principle. 

As you can see in image 1, the strongest “space powers” in the ESA are France, 

Germany, Italy and United Kingdom, followed by Belgium, Switzerland and Spain. The 

top 4 Member States account together for more than two thirds (67,9 %) of the Member 

States’ contributions on the ESA activities and programmes in 2017. 

                                                 

32
 Space field is for the aims of the thesis considered to be composed mainly of space industry and space 

research. 

33
One of the reasons supporting this assumption is the fact that states with smaller contributions usually 

do not have an industry aimed at all sectors and if their companies were to fail to gain contracts in the 

calls of their preferred sector, it hurts them more than the countries with more diversified industry. 
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Image 1: ESA Budget 2017 – contributions of the individual Member States 

Source: “ESA Budget for 2017,” European Space Agency, accessed 25 January 2017, 

http://www.esa.int/spaceinimages/Images/2017/01/ESA_budget_2017 

http://www.esa.int/spaceinimages/Images/2017/01/ESA_budget_2017
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The second hypothesis is concerned with the relation of the ESA 

towards the EU and its independence. The more populous 

countries of the EU (see image 2) have an advantage in the system 

of the qualified majority voting (QMV) and it is easier for them to 

outvote the smaller countries. In practice, to achieve the majority 

there must be 55 % of member states voting in favour (nowadays 

16 out of 28) and the proposal must be supported by member states 

representing at least 65% of the total EU population. The most 

populous countries (the top 4, same as in ESA, combines for 54 % 

of the EU population) would have a bigger control over the ESA as 

an EU agency than under contemporary voting rules of the ESA 

where every Member State has got one vote.  

Therefore, the two hypotheses will be set as follows: 

H1: The bigger the contributions of the Member State to the ESA 

budget are,, the more likely is the Member State to support the 

abolition of the geo-return and vice versa, the smaller the 

contributions of the Member State, the more likely it is to favour 

retaining of the geo-return. 

H2: The more populous the Member State, the more likely it is to 

favour the transformation of the ESA into an EU agency and vice 

versa, the less populous the Member State, the more likely it will 

favour status quo or only slight changes. 

Null hypotheses could be drawn as follows: 

H1n: The Member States favour or oppose the abolition of the geo-

return irrespective of the size of their contributions to the ESA 

budget with some less contributing member states favouring the 

abolition of the georeturn and some more contributing states 

opposing this abolition. 

H2n: The Member States favour or oppose the transformation of 

the ESA into an EU agency irrespective of the size of their 

population with some small Member States favouring the 

Image 2: EU 

countries and 

their share of 

EU population 

Source: “Voting  

Calculator,” European 

Council, accessed 27 

January 2017. 
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transformation into an EU agency and some populous states opposing this 

transformation. 

For the purposes of the size of member states, I chose to divide them into 3 categories as 

per the contribution to the ESA budget on the ESA activities and programmes as shown 

in the image 1 above: 1) big countries (Germany, France, Italy, United Kingdom) that 

each contribute more than 300 million EUR and more than 7 % each, 2) medium 

countries (Belgium, Spain, Switzerland) with contribution above 2 % and 100 million 

EUR of the budget and small countries (the rest) with contributions below 2 % and 

below 100 million EUR. This division is partly artificial, as UK could be rather 

categorised as a medium country but from the historical and common perspective, it is 

usually mentioned as part of the top 4. The Austrian strategy “Weltraum – 

Zukunftsraum” from 2012 for example categorises the top 4 in the same way, with the 

threshold for the top 4 being over 500 million EUR per year in contributions; Spain, 

Belgium and Netherlands belong to the second category over 100 million; Austria, 

Switzerland, Sweden, Norway and Finland then formed the third category with the 

benchmark of 50 million
34

. 

The aim of the research is not only to get answers to the research questions, but also to 

understand the motive of the Member State to favour one or the other option, and try to 

connect the positions of the Member States with their argumentation. This should help 

us to better identify if there is any bloc to further supranationalization and on which 

pillars the opposition and support stand. To achieve this, the positions of the Member 

States, set out in their strategies, policies and official statements, will be examined if 

they contain some of the following three lines of argumentation: 1) ever deeper 

integration within the EU as a norm (ideology), 2) profit from the economical 

perspective (gain) and 3) institutional suitability as the willingness to solve the problems 

within the best suited organization, be it from the perspective of the Member State the 

EU or the ESA (institution). The data on the economic profit will be supported by a 

comparison of the amount of resources that individual Member States get back in form 

of contracts and projects from the EU funding and from the ESA through geo-return. 

                                                 

34
 Bundesminsterium für Verkehr, Innovation und Technologie, Weltraum – Zukunftsraum, (Wien: 

Bundesminsterium für Verkehr, Innovation und Technologie, 2012): 12, 

https://www.ffg.at/sites/default/files/downloads/page/weltraumstrategie2012.pdf 
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All the obtained results on the argumentation lines will be compared with the answers 

on the research questions and possible correlations will be presented. 

4.2 Data, sources and structure 

As the theory and questions presume, the main data set will concentrate on the positions 

of the individual governments of the Member States of the European Space Agency, set 

out in their latest strategies, policies and official statements, as well as in the 

conclusions from the Ministerial Councils of the European Space Agency and of the 

Space Councils. The documents and positions of the European Union will be also 

presented to complete the picture. By nature, these are all mainly primary sources.  

These documents will be examined and searched for the answers on the research 

questions and for the ways of argumentation. In case these documents will not be able to 

provide sufficient answers, the civil servants or other authorized persons in respect to 

the space policy of the given Member State will be asked via e-mail or phone calls to 

answer the additional research questions. Even this option may not ensure the required 

data as the officials, in spite of not being personally quoted, may not consent to give any 

answers. It is one of the threats of the research. It should be possible to draw 

conclusions with the data from at least 10 Member States, if they are well selected in 

order to cover various types of Member States in relation to their population and ESA 

contributions, although at least two thirds of the Member States would be more 

appropriate share for any conclusions. 

To explain the current situation and to underline the differences mentioned in the first 

chapter on the research problem, the financial, contracting and institutional procedures 

will be explained in more detail in the first part of the research. To achieve this aim, the 

relevant rules, mainly the financial regulations, treaties and legislation of the ESA and 

of the EU
35

 will serve as the sources. This part will be followed by the presentation and 

analysis of the development of the positions of the ESA and the EU and their 

relationship with main emphasis on the latest presented positions and the state after the 

ratification of the Treaty of Lisbon. 

                                                 

35
 In case of the EU, only the main relevant rules and regulations will be presented as this topic is too 

broad and is not a subject of this research. 
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The respective positions of the Member States of ESA will be presented and analysed in 

the subsequent chapter and though this research is a qualitative one, there will follow a 

quantitative part where the amount of resources, that individual Member States get back 

in form of contracts and projects from the EU funds and from the ESA, will be 

compared in order to find out which MS are profiting more (in the percentage) from 

which institution. All findings will be discussed and analysed in a dedicated section and 

the final results will be summed up in the conclusion. 

5 Organizations 

5.1 EU 

With the Treaty of Lisbon, space policy became an area of interest of the European 

Union with political, security and economic potential. It corresponds with the EU 

strategic objectives in the space policy which are inter alia to develop and exploit space 

applications, to meet security and defence needs, to ensure a strong and competitive 

space industry, to contribute to the knowledge-based society, to secure unrestricted 

access to new and critical technologies, systems and capabilities as well as an 

independent reliable and cost-effective access to space. These are linked to a wide range 

of other EU policies (security, transport, environment, ...)
36

. 

The space policy falls after the ratification of the Treaty of Lisbon under the regime of 

the ordinary legislation procedure which uses the system of the qualified majority 

voting. To achieve the majority, there must be 55 % of member states voting in favour 

(nowadays 16 out of 28) and the proposal must be supported by member states 

representing at least 65 % of the total EU population. 

The EU nowadays governs space programmes Galileo, EGNOS, Copernicus (formerly 

known as GMES) and the Space Surveillance and Tracking. Space activities were in the 

2007-2013 period supported through the 7
th

 Framework Programme, with Galileo being 

financed separately. In the 2014-2020 period, the Horizon 2020 serves as the successor 

of the space research under the 7
th

 Framework Programme, with Galileo and Copernicus 

as separate programmes. Furthermore, there are the European Defence Agency (EDA), 

                                                 

36
 Ministerstvo dopravy, National Space Plan, 23 
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the European GNSS Agency (GSA) and the European Union Satellite Centre (EUSC) as 

decentralised agencies with dedicated budgets
37

. 

Any programme led and funded by the EU is a subject of competition rules that require 

a purely competitive awarding of a contract, as inter alia the Council Regulation 

1605/2002 on the Financial Regulation applicable to the general budget of the 

European Communities sets out. The EU principles build on competition, not on a 

strictly input-output balance
38

. EU procurement rules rely on best value for money, 

presuppose there will be multiple potential bidders, and are independent of the 

contributions that individual countries provide. This policy should result in greater cost 

efficiency, but it is less effective in the upstream market where levels of investment and 

risk are high and there are few potential suppliers (or only one). These procurement 

rules have been blamed by some for the early difficulties encountered by the Galileo 

programme which led to significant delays
39

. 

5.2 ESA 

European Space Agency was established in 1975 as an intergovernmental organisation 

with the mission to provide for and to promote, for exclusively peaceful purposes, 

cooperation among European states in space research and technology and their space 

applications, with a view to being used for scientific purposes and for operational space 

applications systems. ESA elaborates and implements its long term space policy through 

its programmes and its industrial policy. ESA coordinates and supports the global 

competitiveness of European industry by coordinating European and national space 

programmes and through its programmes, by maintaining and developing space 

technology and encouraging the rationalisation and development of an industrial 

structure appropriate to market requirements
40

.  

                                                 

37
 Ministerstvo dopravy, National Space Plan, 24 

38
 Rathgeber, The European Architecture for Space and Security, 16. 

39
 Ron Davies, Towards an EU industrial policy for space. (Library of the European Parliament: 2013): 5, 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/bibliotheque/briefing/2013/130613/LDM_BRI(2013)130613_RE

V1_EN.pdf. 

40
 Convention for the Establishment of the European Space Agency 

Ministerstvo dopravy, National Space Plan, 19-21 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/bibliotheque/briefing/2013/130613/LDM_BRI(2013)130613_REV1_EN.pdf)
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/bibliotheque/briefing/2013/130613/LDM_BRI(2013)130613_REV1_EN.pdf)
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The activities of the ESA are financed through its Member States and Canada as an 

associate Member State. They are also financed by third parties for specific 

programmes, e.g. by the EU in case of some parts of the Galileo and Copernicus 

programmes. The activities are performed within programmes of two different types: 

mandatory and optional. Mandatory activities include the agency’s basic activities as 

studies on future projects, technology research, shared technical investments, 

information systems and training programmes. The participation is obligatory for all 

Member States and the contribution is proportional to the gross domestic product of the 

Member States. Regarding the optional activities, each Member State may participate 

and contribute according to its own interest and financial resources. They include e.g. 

Earth observation, satellite navigation, telecommunication, launchers, human 

spaceflight, exploration, development of space applications etc. As such, the optional 

programmes present an opportunity for the Member States to pursue their national 

strategies in a targeted and more controlled manner than in the mandatory activities. 

Typically, more than 75 % of the ESA budget is dedicated to the optional 

programmes
41

. 

The main feature of the ESA spending is a principle called industrial return, 

geographical return (geo-return) or juste-retour which applies to the industrial policy of 

the ESA. Usually, 90-95 % of ESA budget is spent on contracts with industry. Industrial 

policy is therefore an essential tool to motivate Member States to invest in ESA 

programmes. This motivation is to a large extent supported by the geo-return ensuring 

that at least 84 %, although the ideal goal is 100 %, of the Member State contribution 

returns to it in form of contracts with national industry
42

. ESA further guarantees that 

when all activities are accounted for, the geo-return for each Member State will be at 

least 95 % at latest at the end of 2024 (similarly 91 % and 93 % are the targets for 2019 

and 2022). For the purpose of calculating return coefficients, weighting factors are 

applied to the value of contracts on the basis of their technological interest. To monitor 

and control the geo-return, ESA keeps track of geographical distribution of the contracts 

divided among the Member States as well as the technological value of the contracts. 

                                                 

41
 Convention for the Establishment of the European Space Agency 

Ministerstvo dopravy, National Space Plan, 19-21 

42
 Some optional programmes have got even higher guaranteed percentage of geo-return. 
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From these data, a geo-return coefficient is counted for each country as ratio of actual 

and ideal weighted value of contracts
43

. The geo-return is an important facet especially 

for the countries with less competitive industry as it guarantees a proportional amount 

of contracts, which contrasts with a purely free competition
44

. 

This policy encourages national contributions (particularly in optional programmes) and 

promotes the distribution of space activities throughout its member countries. Analysts 

say it has proven to be effective in creating an overall collaborative framework in a 

market that remains relatively small. ESA also maintains provisions to favour the 

participation of small and medium enterprises in procurement
45

. 

The Council of Ministers is the governing body and provides the basic policy guidelines 

within which ESA develops the European space programme. Each Member State is 

represented on the Council and has one vote with exception of the optional programmes. 

The decisions on the level of resources dedicated to ESA as well as decisions on the 

cooperation with other international institutions and organizations or on the accession of 

new members need to be taken unanimously. Normal decision making procedure 

applied e.g. to the election of the chairman of the Council is the simple majority. 

However, the election of the Director General and other more significant votes require 

                                                 

43
 Weights were established to represent how interesting ad important contracts are in terms of technology 

(Ministerstvo dopravy 2014: 20). 

44
 Convention for the Establishment of the European Space Agency 

Ministerstvo dopravy, National Space Plan, 19-21 

“The basic principles of ESA’s procurement approach,” European Space Agency, accessed 23 January 
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 Davies, Towards an EU industrial policy for space, 5 

http://www.esa.int/About_Us/Business_with_ESA/How_to_do/The_basic_principles_of_ESA_s_procurement_approach
http://www.esa.int/About_Us/Business_with_ESA/How_to_do/The_basic_principles_of_ESA_s_procurement_approach
http://www.esa.int/About_Us/Business_with_ESA/How_to_do/Industrial_policy_and_geographical_distribution
http://www.esa.int/About_Us/Business_with_ESA/How_to_do/Industrial_policy_and_geographical_distribution
http://www.esa.int/About_Us/Law_at_ESA/Highlights_of_ESA_rules_and_regulations


 

21 

two-thirds majority. ESA convention also envisages the possibility of a non-member 

state having a vote in the Council when the vote is related exclusively to the programme 

on which this non-member participates
46

. 

ESA is headed by a Director General who is elected by the Council every four years. 

The ESA Council meets as and when required and at least twice a year at delegate level 

and regularly at ministerial level. From time to time, joint and concomitant meetings of 

the ESA Council and the European Union Council are organised, and are referred to as 

“Space Council”
47

. 

6 Recent development of the inter-institutional 

framework 

6.1 Framework Agreement 

In November 2003, EU and ESA signed the “Framework Agreement between the 

European Community and the European Space Agency” that entered into force on 28 

May 2004. The objective of the agreement was to define the principles and mechanisms 

of a reinforced cooperation between the European Community and the European Space 

Agency. It aimed at 1) coherent and progressive development of an overall European 

Space Policy and 2) establishment of a framework providing a common basis and 

appropriate operational arrangements for an efficient and mutually beneficial 

cooperation with regard to space activities in accordance with their respective tasks and 

responsibilities and fully respecting their institutional settings and operational 

frameworks. On the other hand, any financial contribution made by one Party in 

accordance with a specific arrangement shall be governed by the financial provisions 

applicable to that Party. Under no circumstances shall the European Community be 

                                                 

46
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bound to apply the rule of ‘geographical distribution’ contained in the ESA Convention 

and especially in Annex V thereto. Compliance with the rules relating to financial 

control and auditing of the Party contributing to the joint initiatives, or of both Parties in 

case of joint contribution, shall apply to any joint activity. 

The Framework Agreement was concluded for a period of four years and it shall be 

automatically extended for subsequent periods of four years unless written notification 

of any of the parties of the intention to terminate it, The Agreement is based on the 

principles of efficiency and mutual benefit in order to avoid any duplication of effort to 

achieve a coherent and progressive development of an overall European Space Policy.  

The agreement was followed by the White Paper on Space adopted by the Commission 

in November 2003 for implementing an enlarged 'European space policy'. Drafted 

together with ESA, the White Paper included proposals for joint ESA-EU space 

programmes and took the Framework Agreement as its basis for implementation
48

. 

One of the achievements of the Framework Agreement was the creation of the Space 

Council based on the article 8 of the agreement. The Space Council is a joint meeting of 

the ESA Council and the Council of the EU whose decisions are taken by consent. The 

first Space Council in 2004 defined space as a shared competence of the EU and ESA, 

the second reaffirmed the need for Europe to have a space programme, the third paved a 

way for GMES/Copernicus and the fourth adopted the resolution on the European Space 

Policy
49

. 

6.2 European Space Policy 

In April 2007, the European Space Policy, document prepared jointly by ESA and EU, 

was issued. This was the first time a common political framework for space activities 

had been created in Europe. It sets out a basic vision and strategy for the space sector, 

and addresses issues such as security and defence, access to space and exploration. The 

European Space Policy should allow the European Union, the European Space Agency 

and their Member States to increase coordination of their activities and programmes, 
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and organise their respective roles relating to space, providing a more flexible 

framework to facilitate Community investment in space activities. This is equally true in 

the areas of security and defence space programmes and in the integration of space 

policy into a range of the EU's external relationships. It mentions that important steps 

had already been taken to by the signing of the Framework Agreement and the 

launching of the flagship programmes Galileo and Copernicus (GMES)
50

.  

The communication of the Commission on the European Space Policy
51

 from April 

2007 confirmed that the ESA programmes are governed by the industrial policy 

principles established in the ESA Convention, in particular by exploiting competitive 

bidding while distributing industrial contracts in proportion to funding from Member 

States (“fair return”). This provides governments with an incentive to invest in 

European research and development space programmes and may contribute to 

maintaining competing suppliers within Europe, limiting the risk associated with the 

emergence of monopolies. The Commission believed that it has enabled the leveraging 

of funds, competitive industries and the convergence of national priorities but it has, 

however, limited rationalisation of facilities within prime contractors and limited 

specialisation among suppliers of sub-systems.  

With the objective to further improve the efficiency, specialisation and competitiveness 

of European industry and after an assessment of the most recent reform, the 

Commission required that the process of introducing additional flexibility into the ESA 

rules should continue to develop, taking into account in particular the anticipated 

expansion of ESA's membership. Accordingly, for implementing the R&D space 

component programmes which it funds, the EU would rely on the management and 

technical expertise of ESA, which will coordinate other relevant agencies and entities in 

Europe. 
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The Commission found out that different approaches, separate legal processes and 

divergent membership of the EU and ESA can lead to cumbersome decision making 

processes, as experience to date has shown in Galileo. The Framework Agreement has 

provided significant advances in the working between the EU and ESA, and with the 

Member States, in policy development. The Agreement will be assessed and improved 

if required. A clear framework to ensure efficient policy making and programme 

management is essential for the government bodies involved and for the sector's 

investors and users. The EU framework should be explored to see how it could permit 

such effective coordination arrangements. The Commission also stated that the EC-ESA 

Framework Agreement provides a solid base for coordination arrangements between 

intergovernmental and Community actions. As space increasingly will gain an EU 

dimension the goal remains for the EU and ESA to pursue closer and more efficient 

cooperation, in particular to develop space systems and sustain associated services 

responding to relevant EU sectoral policies. 

The Commission also made clear that the EU will take the lead in the overall 

representation of applications programmes for its policies (in particular Galileo and 

GMES), while ESA will take the lead in the overall representation of Europe on 

programmes in the areas of science, launchers, technology and human spaceflight, each 

in consultation with the other and with Member States. 

6.3 Development of the space policy within the EU after the 

Treaty of Lisbon 

The ratification of the Treaty of Lisbon ensured the anchoring of the political dimension 

of space matters within the EU. The article 189 of the Treaty on Functioning of the 

European Union states that EU shall draw up a European space policy to promote 

scientific and technical progress, industrial competitiveness and the implementation of 

its policies, To this end, it may promote joint initiatives, support research and 

technological development and coordinate the efforts needed for the exploration and 

exploitation of space. To attain these objectives, the European Parliament and the 

Council shall establish the necessary measures, which may take the form of a European 

space programme, excluding any harmonisation of the laws and regulations of the 

Member States. The Union shall also establish any appropriate relations with the 

European Space Agency. 
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The European Commission has subsequently addressed the issue of new appropriate 

relations with ESA in two communications. Firstly, in the April 2011 communication 

“Towards a space strategy for the EU that benefits its citizens” the Commission 

expressed the view that ESA “should continue to develop into an organisation with an 

intergovernmental and an EU dimension in which military and civil programmes can 

coexist”, and should “pursue closer ties with the EU and, according to need, will 

continue to have management structures geared solely towards EU programmes”
52

. It is 

worth to note that in this phase the EU was pursuing the option of an EU pillar or 

dimension within the ESA that would serve EU needs. 

The later communication “Establishing appropriate relations between the EU and ESA” 

was adopted by the Commission in November 2012. It identified five structural 

obstacles: mismatch of financial rules, membership asymmetry, asymmetry in security 

and defence matters, absence of mechanisms for policy coordination and missing 

political accountability for ESA, while all of them can only be resolved, in the long 

term, through the rapprochement of ESA towards the European Union. The 

Commission considered that a clear target date should be set between 2020 and 2025 for 

this long term objective. The commission suggested 3 options for the way ahead - 

improved cooperation under the “status quo”, bringing ESA as an intergovernmental 

organisation under the authority of the European Union (following, to a certain extent, 

the model of the European Defence Agency), or transforming ESA into an EU agency 

(following the model of existing regulatory agencies)
53

. 
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The Council of the EU in its conclusions of 18 February 2013 recognised that there may 

be a need to “review and enhance the functioning of the relationship between the EU 

and ESA in view of the changed political context, the increasing role of the EU in the 

space domain, competitiveness challenges faced by the space sector and the growing 

importance of space activities for society”
54

. The Council also recognised that "the 

Framework Agreement and its governance elements may, in its present form no longer 

provide the most appropriate framework with which to ensure an efficient and effective 

European space policy that fully utilises in a coherent manner the respective 

competencies of both the EU and ESA." The Council invited the European Commission 

to work together with the Director General of ESA and in close cooperation with the 

respective EU and ESA Member States to ensure coherence, convergence and 

complementarity with a view to preparing common proposals on the further evolution of 

EU/ESA relations on the basis of common analysis, for decision by the respective 

bodies by 2014
55

. 

As a reaction to this mandate and as a follow up on the November 2012 communication, 

the European Commission published on 2 February 2014 the “Progress report on 

establishing appropriate relations between the European Union and the European Space 

Agency (ESA)”. The Commission highlighted the growing financial involvement of EU 

in the space activities managed by the ESA. The EU delegated by that time about 75 % 

of its budget for space to ESA and the EU thus became the largest contributor to ESA. It 

was envisaged that the amount of EU budget delegated to ESA will in the 2014-2020 

period exceed the individual contributions of all ESA Member States
56

. 

The Commission also emphasized the point that the funds provided by the EU and 

managed by ESA should be subject to the EU Financial Regulation and therefore there 

is a need for mechanisms that will guarantee that activities entrusted to ESA deliver the 

expected results and are being conducted and managed in the most efficient, effective 

                                                 

54
 Report from the Commission – . Progress report on establishing appropriate relations between the 

European Union and the European Space Agency (ESA), COM(2014)056 final, http://eur-

lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A52013DC0056. 

55
 Ibidem. 

56
 Ibidem. 



 

27 

and accountable manner, strictly following EU rules and procedures, in an "EU-like" 

environment
57

. 

6.3.1 Options from the 2014 Progress report 

The commission assessed on the above mentioned basis 4 options
58

 that were presented 

in the communication “Establishing appropriate relations between the EU and ESA”. 

Under option 1 called No change (baseline), the situation remains unchanged under the 

terms of the existing EU/ESA Framework Agreement. The EU and ESA remain two 

separate entities without efficient mechanisms to ensure greater coherence or 

coordination. The EU will co-fund some space programmes with ESA and/or entirely 

fund others, for which the execution will be delegated to ESA. Programmes will be 

developed on the basis of specific agreements which will be negotiated phase-by-phase, 

making use of the general tools available in the EU financial regulations. Policy and 

mission objectives will be set by the EU and ESA according to their own institutional 

frameworks
59

. 

Option 2 – Improved cooperation under the ‘status quo’ envisages that the EU and ESA 

remain two separate entities but the interface between them is adapted, based on 

amendments to the existing EU/ESA Framework Agreement and an improvement of 

delegation agreements. Policy and mission objectives will be set jointly by the EU and 

ESA, and coordination would be ensured through the development of a new framework 

agreement. This agreement would be adopted by the ESA Council and the EU Council, 

with the consent of the European Parliament. In programme execution, ESA would 

continue to develop internally the capabilities to master the nuances between the two 

financial regimes (EU and ESA) and work on a progressive alignment of its accounting, 

internal control and audit procedures with the corresponding EU rules. The new 

agreement would contain specific mechanisms for coordination
60

. 
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Option 3 prefers the establishing of a programmatic structure solely dedicated to the 

management of EU programmes (i.e. “EU pillar”). There is no pre-existing definition of 

this ESA/“EU pillar”. However, it follows from the Commission communications that 

this pillar should be a step towards “greater operational efficiency, symmetry in defence 

and security matters, political coordination and accountability” and create “an EU-like 

environment”. A pragmatic approach has been taken in defining this option, starting 

with the problems which it is meant to solve in order to define its ideal contours and 

then examine the legal instrument necessary to implement it. It is considered essential 

that the “EU pillar” is designed to operate under EU rules. This would allow addressing 

the issue of misalignment of financial rules. Within the “EU pillar”, which would 

operate as an “EU-like” environment, issues of membership asymmetry would not arise. 

The “EU pillar” would be “hosted” within ESA, also physically within ESA premises, 

and could share certain services common to the ”EU pillar” and ESA 

intergovernmental. The commission thinks that the creation of an ”EU pillar” within 

ESA would not affect the functioning of the remaining departments of the 

intergovernmental ESA as it exists today. This option would necessitate a more in-depth 

analysis of the legal and institutional aspects, in particular with regard to political 

accountability and discharge procedures. Finally, the pragmatic approach described 

above will have to be implemented in full compliance with the applicable financial rules 

and in particular the budgetary principles enshrined in the Financial Regulation No 

966/2012
61

. 

In the last option (no. 4), ESA becomes an agency of the EU. This European Union 

space agency would maintain certain structures to facilitate intergovernmental 

cooperation (i.e. optional programmes, different from EU programmes, funded directly 

by Member States outside the EU budget). The agency would have an EU legal basis 

and be governed according to EU rules
62

. 

The European Commission assessed that the option 4 is the most effective option, on 

the other hand recognized the difficulty of its implementation and for the time being no 
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consensus amongst ESA Member States. An external study found out that the option 3 

could be the best option to go ahead and the Commission reacted that it sees merits in 

this option as an effective compromise
63

. 

6.4 ESA Ministerial Councils 2012 and 2014 

First ESA Council after the adoption of the Treaty of Lisbon was held in Brussels in 

November 2012
64

. One of the results was the adoption of the political declaration 

Towards the European Space Agency that best serves Europe. ESA Member States 

noted that the EU has, through the entry into force of the Treaty on the Functioning of 

the European Union, become one of the three key actors of the European space policy, 

together with ESA and Member States, thereby reinforcing Europe’s ambitions and 

capabilities in space. They also requested that further evolution of ESA should take full 

benefit of and encompass 1) ESA’s capabilities and achievements based on an 

intergovernmental framework and 2) the EU competence in space, in accommodating 

the consequences in ESA’s operation and thus providing efficient programme 

management of EU funded programmes under EU rules
65

. 

The following ESA Council meeting at the Ministerial level in December 2014 took 

place in Luxembourg. Ministers discussed the topic of the future cooperation between 

the European Union and the ESA and they set a course for ESA to remain an 

independent, world-class intergovernmental space organisation by adopting the 

Resolution on ESA evolution on 2 December 2014
66

. 
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The ministers asserted in this resolution that ESA has to continue to evolve while 

keeping its foundations on which it has built its continuous success, i.a. the appropriate 

industrial policy and procurement rules for implementing ESA’s space activities and 

programmes in a cost-efficient manner, and promoting the interests of Member States.  

Chapter V of this resolution then directly touches the point of the evolution of the 

relationship between ESA and the European Union. The Council acknowledged that 

“the ESA Member States have expressed their clear preference for a relationship 

between ESA and the European Union which keeps ESA as an independent, world-class 

intergovernmental space organisation according to the Convention, pursuing its role in 

the framework of the implementation of programmes decided and funded by Member 

States and conducted on their behalf; and makes of ESA the long-term partner of choice 

for the EU for jointly defining and implementing the European Space Policy together 

with their respective Member States, in a dynamic and stepwise approach on the basis 

of the 2004 Framework Agreement, with regular meetings of the Space Council.“
67

 

Director General of ESA was further instructed to work with the European Commission 

for identifying and proposing, by 2016 to the ESA Council, improvements for 

developing a reliable and sustainable partnership between ESA and the EU which would 

facilitate the implementation of the jointly elaborated space policy and its evolution. 

6.5 ESA Annual Report 2015 

In its latest published annual report, the ESA devoted small section to comment the 

development of the relations with the EU. Below is the excerpt from this report: 

“From mid-2015, the new ESA Director General Jan Woerner reinforced these efforts 

(to follow policy developments at EU level) by supporting the organisation of an 

EU/ESA informal Space Council, a political platform where Member States of the 

European Union, ESA Member States, the European Commission and the ESA Director 
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General can meet and exchange views on an equal footing. The discussions showed a 

general desire by Member States to continue and deepen discussions at this level, as 

well as for ESA and the European Commission to strengthen and extend their 

cooperation. 

In December 2015, the Commission announced its intention to publish in 2016 a 

Communication titled ‘A Space Strategy for Europe’. This strategy will outline the 

overall strategic vision for the EU’s activities in space during the next decade, while 

ensuring cooperation and coherence with activities pursued by EU countries 

individually or through ESA. ESA, in turn, continued to develop its vision for an evolved 

relationship with the EU in consultation with Member State delegations, discussing the 

way forward towards a sustainable relationship between the European Space Agency 

and the European Union and their respective Member States.
68

“ 

This statement fully corresponds with the previous annual reports in which ESA 

mentions the need to develop and enhance the cooperation with the EU, but never any 

will to hand over any part of its independence
69

. A key position was presented in the 

2013 Annual Report published on 12 February 2015 (first after the publication of the 

2014 Progress report) where the ESA clearly outlined its position towards the possible 

future relation with the EU: 

„This Political Declaration (adopted at the ESA Ministerial Council in 2012) called for 

an analysis of scenarios for the evolution of the ESA-EU relationship within certain 

boundary constraints. The scenarios can be summarised as follows: 

▪ Scenario 1 ‘Improved Status quo’, in which the relationship between the EU and ESA 

does not imply any change to the legal structure of each organisation, but may entail a 

revision of the current or signature of a new Framework Agreement; 
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▪ Scenario 2 ‘EU Chamber’, which would involve adding to the current ESA legal 

structure a new structure dedicated to EU-funded programmes; and  

▪ Scenario 3 ‘EU Agency’, which would involve a redesign of the ESA legal structure. 

ESA and the European Commission converged towards the end of 2013 on focusing on 

scenarios 1 and 2, and ruling out scenario 3.
70

” 

This clearly stated that the option 4 of the later 2014 Progress Report which was most 

favoured by the European Commission was dismissed from the very beginning of the 

negotiations. Despite this fact, the Commission decided to put this option in the 2014 

Progress Report and assessed this option as the most effective way forward. An 

important aspect are also the repeating notions in the ESA annual reports that Member 

State delegations shall play the key role in the designing of the future institutional 

cooperation. 

6.6 Joint Statement on Shared Vision and Goals 2016 

In the past two Space Councils, in an informal setting under the EU Council Presidency 

of Luxembourg and the Netherlands, the Member States of ESA and the EU have 

requested ESA and the EC together to come up with a set of joint visions and goals for 

the future of European space. A joint drafting team with representatives from ESA and 

the EU identified the common visions and goals for the two institutions to cooperate in 

the years to come. These visions and goals were confirmed in September by the ESA 

Council and Council of the EU as guiding principles for the future cooperation. On 26 

October 2016, the “Joint Statement on Shared Vision and Goals for the Future of 

European Space“ was signed by ESA Director General Jan Dietrich Woerner and 

European Commissioner Elżbieta Bieńkowska in Brussels
71

. 
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The goals themselves are not that interesting for this thesis. On the other hand, the ESA 

and EU confirmed in the statement that in order to achieve these visions, they 

emphasise their intention to reinforce their cooperation in the future as foreseen in the 

ESA/EU Framework Agreement of 2004, and further develop it, taking into account the 

TFEU, in particular Article 189, and the ESA Convention, in particular Articles 2 and 

5
72

. The ESA Director General Jan Woerner used the shared vision and goals as a high-

level policy guiding element in preparing his Director General’s proposal to ESA 

Member States for the Council at ministerial level which took place in the first week of 

December 2016 in Switzerland
73

.  

6.7 Space Strategy for Europe 

The latest communication of the European Commission was published on 26 October 

2016 and carries the name Space Strategy for Europe
74

. This strategy is focused on 4 

goals, and it is the last point “Ensuring effective delivery” that is concerned with the 

relationship between ESA and EU. It confirmed that relations between the EU and ESA 

will be one of the cornerstones of success. ESA remains an important partner on which 

the Commission will continue to rely. In the light of the mid-term evaluation of the EU 

space programmes in 2017, the Commission wanted examine potential improvements in 

governance and simplification measures, for example through a single Financial 
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Framework Partnership Agreement with ESA, which would streamline the applicable 

rules and reinforce transparency and accountability requirements
75

. 

6.8 Resolution of the ESA’s Ministerial Council 2016 

Main highlight of the Ministerial Council of the ESA held in Luzern on 1-2 December 

2016 was the adoption of the Resolution “Towards Space 4.0 for a United Space in 

Europe“. This resolution confirmed the „Joint Statement on Shared Vision and Goals” 

and further developed the point of the future cooperation between ESA and the EU. The 

Council asserted that ”ESA Member States shall continue to act, notably within the 

framework of ESA Convention, across all space domains, developing ESA’s internal 

capability and European scientific and industrial capacities, in particular through 

preparatory and technology programmes; and encouraged the Director General to 

pursue and further strengthen European cooperation in the space sector for the benefit 

of European Citizens”
76

. 

The Council also welcomed “the Communication of the European Commission on a 

“Space Strategy for Europe” dated 26 October 2016 which aims to achieve the above-

mentioned goals; accordingly, INVITES the Director General to develop with Council 

and in accordance with the ESA-EU Framework Agreement of 2004, the necessary 

principles so as to ensure ESA’s ability to efficiently implement EU-funded space 

programmes and activities; INVITES the Director General to further shape and 

promote ESA as THE space agency for Europe, that innovates, informs, inspires and 

interacts, in order to sustain and improve development and economic growth, by 1) 

pursuing and enhancing relations with ESA Member States, and offering new 

opportunities for cooperation; 2) strengthening cooperation between ESA and the 

European Union and its agencies, in accordance with the ESA-EU Framework 

agreement of 2004, in order to achieve common goals and programmes for the benefit 

of European citizens, underlining the importance of establishing sustainable and 
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mutually beneficial arrangements for cooperation that take into account differences in 

the membership of ESA and of the European Union“
77

. 

An important note was also the recognition „that space technology and derived services 

contribute to providing solutions to security challenges and invited the Director 

General to establish a strategy concerning ESA space security activities, in 

coordination with its Member States and other national and European actors.
78

” 

6.9 Analysis 

Let us first discuss the position of the European Commission and of the EU and its 

evolution to see how the pressure on the supranationalization of the European space 

policy evolved. The Framework Agreement at the very beginning outlined that the 

institutions will respect each and the virtually the only case when one should comply 

with the other is when it regards the financial contribution made by one party which 

shall be governed by the financial provisions applicable to that Party, although it was 

specified that geo-return will not be applicable to the EU. European Union in the 

following reports and communications always found out that this principle is not being 

sufficiently followed and that the financial regulations of the EU are not being met as 

concerns the programmes funded by the EU and managed by the ESA. In the 2014 

Progress Report, the EU confirmed that this layout is still the base line of the current 

cooperation, nevertheless the alignment of ESA‘s accounting, internal control and audit 

procedures does not sufficiently correspond to the EU rules.  

The Commission emphasized in April 2007 in its communication on the European 

Space Policy that introducing additional flexibility into the ESA rules should continue 

to develop because the framework in place by that time could lead to cumbersome 

decision making as it was displayed in the Galileo programme. The Commission 

suggested that the EU framework should be examined if it could suit better the effective 

coordination, thus further trying to sway the balance in its favour. It also made clear that 

the space will gain an EU dimension, the EU will take lead in the representation of its 
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space programmes and the future cooperation should respond to the EU sectoral 

policies. 

We can therefore see that the Commission was never fully satisfied with the status quo 

and wanted to see the overall cooperation framework to evolve to better comply with 

the EU wishes, policies and regulations. After the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty 

which gave support to further ambitions of the EU in space, the 2011 communication of 

the Commission stressed out that the ESA should continue to develop into an 

organisation with an intergovernmental and an EU dimension, should pursue closer ties 

with the EU and should continue to have management structures geared solely towards 

EU programmes. We can thus see that in this phase the Commission was pursuing the 

option of an EU pillar or dimension within the ESA that would serve EU needs. The 

Council of the EU indicated in 2013 that there may indeed be a need to review and 

enhance the functioning of the relationship between the EU and ESA in view of the 

changed political context and invited the Commission and the ESA to prepare proposals 

that would enhance and improve the 2004 Framework Agreement. 

One year later, the position of the Commission got even more inclined to a complete 

shift of powers to the EU as it proposed the ESA to become an agency of the EU which 

was supported in the 2014 Progress report, with the EU-pillar option being presented as 

an effective compromise. After this report, however there was a notable shift in the 

position of the Commission. In the subsequent adopted documents the EU agency 

option was never pushed forward and the focus turned solely to evolution of the EU 

programmes executed by the ESA. The Space Strategy for Europe from 2016 brought 

new development. It rather showed a weakened position of the European Commission 

as it states ESA remains an important partner and that the Commission wants to 

examine potential improvements in governance and simplification measures, which 

would streamline the applicable rules and accountability requirements, seemingly 

referring to the option 2. 

We have to regard this as a reaction to the repeating and unchanging position of the 

Member States of the ESA who clearly indicated that the ESA’s prime position as an 

independent space agency for Europe governed together by the Member states on an 

intergovernmental basis with the procurement principle of the geo-return shall not be 

touched. This position was repeated in the resolutions of the ESA Councils in 2012, 

2014 and 2016, as well as in the ESA 2015 Annual Report. In 2012, ESA recognised the 
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position of the EU in space and the will to accommodate the consequences in ESA’s 

operation to providing and efficient programme management of EU funded programmes 

under EU rules without interfering with the intergovernmental nature of ESA.  

Two years later, the ESA Council said that the ESA will remain independent and will 

keep its foundation on which it has built its continuous success like inter alia the 

procurement rules for implementing ESA’s space activities and that the evolution 

should continue on the basis of the 2004 Framework Agreement. In the 2013 Annual 

Report, the ESA said that it will discuss the options 2 and 3 of the later 2014 Progress 

Report while completely ruling out the EU-agency option. The Joint Statement from 

2016 did not bring any progress as it just stated the will to reinforce the cooperation and 

develop the 2004 Framework Agreement. The ESA Council from 2016 confirmed that 

the strengthening of the cooperation should be done on the basis of the 2004 Framework 

Agreement to ensure ESA’s ability to efficiently implement EU-funded space 

programmes and activities. 

Virtually, the only thing the Member States of the ESA are willing to do is to adjust the 

procedures to ensure ESA’s ability to efficiently implement EU -funded space 

programmes and activities, which refers most to the option 2 of the 2014 Progress 

report. The option 3, the EU pillar, would have created an EU-like environment in the 

ESA fully complying to EU rules which would interfere with the intergovernmental 

nature of the ESA, its complete independency and with the geo-return and that does not 

thus comply with the position of the Member States expressed collectively on the ESA 

level.  

I would like to recall at this point that ESA Ministerial Council in 2014 wanted to have 

by 2016 the joint proposals for the improving of the development a reliable and 

sustainable partnership between ESA and the EU which would facilitate the 

implementation of the jointly elaborated space policy and its evolution. By the end of 

2017, there was still no joint proposal published. This shows that there is indeed a bloc 

in the discussions on this topic between the ESA and the EU. 

We can state that from this perspective, the ESA indeed seems to have hindered and to 

hinder for the time being any shift of powers from the ESA to the EU and the only 

change it will allow is to adjust its procedures with respect to the financial aspect to 

secure an implementation of the EU-funded space programmes that would be more 
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compliant with the EU rules. This is a collective position of the ESA Member States. 

Let us know have a look at the individual positions of the Member States to see if there 

is any seed of the future change and what the motives and justifications of the Member 

States are. 

7 Positions of ESA Member States 

In this part of the thesis, I will have a look at the specific positions of individual ESA 

member states who are members of the EU as well. As envisaged in the chapter devoted 

to the methodology of this research, I will examine these positions based on the data 

available in the latest strategies, policies and official statements of the member states, as 

well as on the conclusions from the Ministerial Councils of the European Space Agency 

and of the Space Councils. These documents will be examined and searched for the 

answers on the research questions and for the ways of argumentation. Interviews and 

answers to the research questions asked via e-mail or phone calls from the civil servants 

and other authorized persons in respect to the space policy of the given member states 

are provided. With respect to this latter method of data collection, the deputies of the 

agencies and institutions of the respective member state agreed to answer under the 

promise of full confidentiality of their name and precise position, therefore the quotes 

will refer in those cases only to a “person responsible for space policy from respective 

agency or ministry”. 

For every member state, I will mention which agency, ministry or body is responsible 

for the space policy and shortly outline its position in the European space industry 

expressed as a share of the ESA budget as already presented in the image 1 in the 

chapter on methodology – all data on the share of ESA budget in the paragraphs below 

are taken from this image. I will further have a look at the argumentation of the member 

state that is related to the research questions. A simplified table with the answers to both 

research questions and with the lines of argumentation will be provided at the end of 

this section and will be analysed in the discussion. 

7.1 Austria 

Austrian agency responsible for space policy is the Austrian Research Promotion 

Agency (Die Österreichische Forschungsförderungsgesellschaft/FFG) which is agency 

owned by the Austrian Ministry for Transport, Innovation and Technology 
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(Bundesminsterium für Verkehr, Innovation und Technologie, BMVIT) and the Federal 

Ministry of Science, Research and Economy (Bundesministerium für Wissenschaft, 

Forschung und Wirtschaft)
79

. In 2017, Austria contributed 47,1 million EUR to the ESA 

budget and was thus the 11th biggest donor accounting for 1,2 % of the budget on ESA 

activities and programmes.  

On the first webpage of the FFG in the section dedicated to space, it is mentioned that 

Austria benefits from space not only scientifically but also economically, and that 

Austrian companies are successful international players supplying top technologies for 

infrastructure and application development solutions
80

. We can therefore derive that 

economic gain is an important aspect for the Austrian government. 

The main strategic document of the Austrian government is the Strategy of BMVIT for 

the Austrian space activities (Die Strategie des BMVIT für österreichische 

Weltraumtätigkeiten) named “Weltraum – Zukunftsraum” (Space – space for future). In 

this document, more insights can be found. Firstly, it is highlighted that research and 

development, especially in the framework of ESA, will remain an important aspect of 

the space activities, although it is acknowledged that EU influence grows stronger
81

. 

It also mentions the importance of ESA within the framework of the Treaty of Lisbon as 

a separate and independent agency in the triangle formed by the EU, ESA and member 

states. The positive influence of the contracts from ESA programmes as well as the 

importance and size of the ESA market is strongly emphasized, especially in the relation 

to the smaller and middle countries as Austria. The geo-return is evaluated very 

positively, not only for the guarantee of the return of the investments, but also for the 

technological and economical contribution. In this strategy, Austria would like to see 
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further rapprochements of the regulations between the ESA and the EU, but the main 

aspects of the space flights, research, development etc. should stay and be further 

developed within the ESA. The Austria will therefore support the ESA in strengthening 

of its current role
82

.  

With regard to the distribution of roles in the EU funded programmes, it should be 

according to this strategy taken into account that the freedom of the national decision-

making especially in relation to the financial aspects should be retained
83

. 

Based on the Austrian strategy we may conclude, that the Austrian government prefers 

most likely option 2 from the 2014 Progress report, although option 3 may be 

acceptable as well as both guarantee separateness of the ESA and rapprochements of the 

rules between ESA and the EU. The geo-return should be clearly retained. The 

argumentation mentions the aspects of the economical gain and institutional advantages 

and it does not mention the integrational aspect. 

7.2 Belgium 

In 2017, Belgium accounted for 5,5 % of the Member States’ contributions in the ESA 

budget. Those 206 mil. EUR make Belgium the 5
th

 biggest “space power” in Europe, 

the first behind the top 4. We can therefore categorise Belgium as a country of middle 

size in this regard. 

In Belgium, it is the Belgian Science Policy Office (Belspo) that coordinates the Belgian 

participation to the management of space activities with the Communities and Regions. 

Belgian Federal Space Policy itself is not concerned much about the relation of the ESA 

and the EU. Nevertheless, we can identify some key points. First of all, the only 

mention about the EU is connected to the description of the European programmes 

Horizon 2020, Galileo and GMES. On the other hand, there is rather extensive analysis 

of the Belgian membership in the ESA
84

. as e.g.in the document Space in Belgium from 
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13 February 2014, where only ESA related topics are discussed and the EU is not 

mentioned at all
85

.  

Belspo on its websites outlines the objectives of the Belgian Space Policy as follows: 

„Thirty years ago, it (Belgium) opted straight away for integration into a European 

framework, thus ruling out the idea, deemed to be too ambitious, of creating a national 

space agency and setting up an exclusively national programme. However, the country 

was aware that it was placing a long-term wager on the growth of a sector totally or 

largely dependent on public funds to finance research and development.  

Since those days, management of Belgium's participation in European Space has been 

entrusted to the government department responsible for national science policy. 

Belgium played an active part in the creation of the European Space Agency and the 

pursuit of its main objective: making Europe sufficiently independent in access to space 

to preserve its sovereignty and essential scientific and economic interests.  

When, back in the sixties, it joined in a strategy allowing Europe to assert itself as a 

major player in the use of space, Belgium set itself the following objectives:  

 demonstrating its solidarity with its partners in the pursuit of a grand design 

favouring European integration; 

 offering its scientists the opportunity of observation and experimentation in orbit 

in order to broaden the scope of their research and enable them to participate in 

the design of complex instruments;  

 helping its companies to diversify into space markets, firstly by becoming 

involved in the creation of orbital infrastructures and means for access to space 

and then, more recently, in the development of space applications (such as 

telecommunications) and the services related to these applications.
86

“ 

                                                 

85
 Belspo, Space in Belgium (internet presentation of Belspo, 13 February 2014), accessed 1 December 

2017, http://www.bhrs.be/docum/2014/Belspo_BHRS%20-%20Space_in_Belgium_en.pdf. 

 

86
 “Belgian Space Policy: objectives,” Belspo, accessed 1 December 2017, 

https://www.belspo.be/belspo/space/bePolicy_obj_en.stm. 



 

42 

In the statement of Belgium at the Space Council in 2004, the position of Belgium was 

described a little bit more concretely:  

„Our priority will thus be placed first on the effective implementation of these 

programmes, in particular in the area of access to space (I would mention here our 

future range of rocket launchers), space infrastructure (notably the Galileo system) and 

the applications (like GMES). 

Belgium stresses that the European space programme must be a common framework for 

all actors, and endowed with sufficient flexibility on the programmatic, financial and 

decision-making levels, namely by continuing to profit from what has already been 

achieved within the European Space Agency. And this in order to optimise the 

conditions which will make it possible – and this is one of the main objectives we pursue 

– to bring together the offer of space tools and the demand expressed by the users, in 

particular the policies of the European Union and its Member States and the 

expectations of European citizens. 

Our attention must also be focused on the aspects relating to the industrial policy that 

will be implemented within the framework of the European space programme. This 

industrial policy cannot ignore the contribution of all States, including the smallest, and 

the specific features of their space industry with the scientific and technological 

expertise they have acquired.
87

” 

With regard to the research questions, and also with regard to the fact that the Belgian 

officials and civil servants did not react to the questions asked via email, we can only 

scarcely deduct the position of Belgium. Belgium declares that it wants to persuade the 

European integration, and also effective implementation. However, there is no direct 

mention to the economical gain. Based on this, we may presume that option 1 is not 

desired by Belgium, but it would be just guessing if we try to determine concrete option. 

Regarding georeturn, there is also no precise information provided by Belspo and from 

the data presented above, arguments in favour and against the retention of the georeturn 

can be found. 
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7.3 Czech Republic 

Czech Republic was the first country from the post-communist bloc that joined the ESA 

– it became the 18
th

 member of the ESA in November 2008
88

. Space has quite a long 

tradition among the Czech(oslovak)s because they were, thanks to Vladimir Remek, the 

third nation in the outer space after the Russians and Americans. 

The Coordination Council of the Minister of Transport for Space Activities is the body 

that handles the space related topics in the Czech Republic
89

. In 2014, the Ministry of 

Transport published the National Space Plan 2014-2019 which is the main strategic 

document of the Czech Republic for the space activities and offers some key answers to 

the research questions, especially regarding the georeturn: 

“For the Czech Republic geo-return is especially important as it guarantees the return 

on Czech contributions made to ESA back to the Czech Republic – even when Czech 

industry – for the time being – may be less competitive vis-a-vis the rest of Europe.
90

” 

The Coordination Council also made a quite clear declaration on the relationship 

between the ESA and the EU after the meeting of the Ministerial Council of ESA which 

took place in Luxembourg on 2 December 2014. The delegation of the Czech Republic 

followed the mandate of the government approved by the resolution of the government 

no. 985 from 24 November 2014 and supported the role of ESA as a strong 

intergovernmental organization independent on the EU and emphasized the importance 

of the cooperation between the ESA and its Member States, the EU and the GSA
91

. 

Based on this fact, we can deduct that most likely options 1 or 2 are acceptable for the 

Czech government, while option 4 is definitely out of play and option 3 is undesirable. 

The reasoning behind this position is the economical gain from the ESA programmes 
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through the geo-return as highlighted in the National Space Plan. In this document as 

well as on the web of the Coordination Council of the Minister of Transport for Space 

Activities notions favouring and praising the ESA as well working institution also 

appear. 

7.4 Denmark 

Denmark is one of the founding Member States of the ESA. In 2017, the Danish 

contribution to the ESA budget was 30,5 mil. EUR (0,8 % of the Member States’ 

contributions). We can thus rank Denmark among the small member states. The 

Ministry of Higher Education and Science is the government body that takes care about 

the Danish space policy
92

. In 2016, it published a new space strategy called “Denmark’s 

National Space Strategy”
93

 that replaced a 20-years old document Danish Space 

Policy
94

. 

focuses in particular on the exploitation and creation of opportunities and applications 

for businesses, researchers and public authorities in the space sector in the short, mid 

and long term. There is just a brief mention about the geo-return in relation to the 

compliance of Denmark with this principle and with some difficulties in maintaining 

this compliance in especially in the mandatory basic science programme. We cannot 

however draw any conclusions as to which option Danish government would favour and 

if Denmark wishes to retain the georeturn. A possibly interesting remark is the fact that 

there is quite a large space devoted to the cooperation with NASA. Whole strategy 
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discusses mainly the economic impacts on Denmark and how to make the Danish 

sectors gain more from the opportunities that the space industry and research offer. 

7.5 Estonia 

Estonia is the second youngest member of ESA – it joined this agency on 4
 
February 

2015. In 2017, Estonia contributed just 2,5 mil. EUR which is 0,1 % of the member 

states’ contributions in the ESA budget. These factors may be the main reason for the 

answer that was provided by the responsible person from the Ministry of Economic 

Affairs and Communications that is in cooperation with the Estonian Space Office 

responsible for the domain of space in Estonia. Regarding the first additional research 

question, Ministry could not answer this question (in December 2017) and stated that 

there is no clear position in Estonia. More information was provided on the georeturn: 

“According to studies geographical return is good for small and new member states. We 

have had many debates on the return questions, but there is no official position from 

Estonia.
95

”  

7.6 Finland 

Finland joined the ESA on the same day as it joined the European Union, on 1 January 

1995. Based on the contributions to the ESA budget, it belongs among the small 

countries with 19,4 mil. EUR and 0,5 % of the contributions. The Finnish Space 

Committee appointed by the Ministry of Employment and the Economy guides the 

Finnish publicly funded space activities. In 2012, the committee formulated ”The 

national strategy for Finland’s space activities in 2013–2020 – to space through Europe, 

global benefits and prosperity to Finland from space activities”
96

. It is already 10th 

national space strategy. However, this strategy does not give any hint to the relationship 
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between the ESA and the EU and the web pages of the Ministry of Employment and the 

Economy do not tackle this point either, unfortunately. 

7.7 France 

France is commonly perceived as the strongest space power in Europe. It has the highest 

expenditure on the space related activities and has at its disposal technology in all space 

domains. The space centre in Kourou in French Guyana is, also thanks to its favourable 

location near the equator, used by the ESA for the take off of the launchers. France was 

of course one of the founding members of the ESA in 1975. Even France itself mentions 

its own prime position on the European soil in its space strategy
97

. In 2017, though, 

France was just second in the contributions to the ESA budget with 855,9 mil. EUR 

(22,7 %) by mere 3 million EUR behind Germany. 

The French space strategy (La Stratégie spatiale francaise) was prepared under the 

auspices of the Ministry of Higher Education, Research and Innovation (Ministère de 

lʼEnseignement supérieur, de la Recherche et de lʼInnovation). This document presents 

us with a clearly defined position of France towards the relation between ESA and the 

EU and the future of the space scene in Europe. France poises itself in the strategy into 

the role of the motor of the integration of the space activities in Europe. It is stated there 

that although the intergovernmental framework was successful, but it needs to be 

replaced. France wishes to progress to a federal modus where the EU would be the main 

player deciding the strategy and development of the European space policy, which 

should give a better and political visibility to the European space community and also 

more resources
98

. 

The strategy confirms the interest of the European Union to govern the space related 

matters in Europe and the EU should also determine the needs to which a common 

European space programme should respond. The European space policy should 
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contribute to the defence and security of Europe. In doing so, EU should respect the 

principle of subsidiarity and use the resources of the ESA and member states, with 

France willing to share its capabilities. It also confirms the goal to integrate ESA into 

the EU and should this be a long-term goal then it can be achieved step by step. At short 

term, the EU should define the rules that would govern the programmes funded by EU 

and delegated to the ESA for the operational phase
99

. 

In 2014, France confirmed the desire to put in place the shared competences of the EU, 

as envisaged by the Treaty of Lisbon, in the years to come as envisaged by the space 

strategy
100

. 

Thanks to the strategy, we can easily answer the additional research questions. France 

definitely favours transformation of the ESA into an EU agency and as it also states that 

the federal rules of the European Union should apply on the programmes that should be 

all in the end funded by the EU, it implies that geo-return should be abolished. 

7.8 Germany 

Should France be considered the first space power in Europe, then Germany is 

definitely the second one. Although the expenditure on the ESA programmes was for 

the year 2017 highest from all member states (858,4 mil. EUR, 22,7 %), in global view 

France is still the leader. Nevertheless, in the space strategy of the German government, 

Germany does not hide its ambitions to become the first space power on the European 

soil. 

The space strategy was prepared by the Bundeministerium für Wirtschaft und 

Technologie (Ministry of Economy and Technology) and is carried out in cooperation 

with the German space agency DLR (Deutches Zentrum für Luft- und Raumfahrt – 

German Aerospace Centre). It was released in 2010 under the heading “Für eine 

zukunftsfähige deutsche Raumfahrt - Die Raumfahrtstrategie der Bundesregierung” (For 
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a sustainable German aerospace – The Space Strategy of the Federal Government) and 

confirmed in 2012
101

. 

When we have a look at the strategy, the change of environment in Europe resulting in a 

clash between the EU and ESA is acknowledged by the German government. Therefore 

there is enough space related to this topic. Germany emphasizes that should ESA and 

EU work well together in the future, there needs to be transparent and clear distribution 

of roles. Germany also mentions the geo-return principle thanks to which the German 

companies and research institutes can profit from the German contribution to the ESA 

budget. The priority especially for the large strategic space infrastructure should be to 

handle these within the framework of cooperation of ESA or EUMETSAT (both are 

intergovernmental organizations)
102

. 

As the EU gained competences to space with the Treaty of Lisbon, following the 

preparations like the ESA/EU Framework agreement from 2004 and the Space council 

in 2007, it should be ensured that the overall performance is the main goal in the future 

distribution of the work between the institutions and that there is no doubling with 

regard to the principle of subsidiarity
103

. 

Germany further praises the long-term successful cooperation within the ESA that build 

itself a strong place as the body for the European cooperation in space matters. On this 

place the geo-return leading to an appropriate distribution of contracts is mentioned 

among the positive features of ESA. Germany stresses that autonomous and strong ESA 

remains essential for the success of the European aerospace and the German 

government will therefore stand up for the strengthening of the ESA as an 

intergovernmental institution. The ESA alone provides longstanding management and 

coordination experience and proved instruments to handle complex and demanding 

                                                 

101
 Bundeministerium für Wirtschaft und Technologie, Für eine zukunftsfähige deutsche Raumfahrt - Die 

Raumfahrtstrategie der Bundesregierung (Paderborn: Bundeministerium für Wirtschaft und Technologie, 

2012), https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Technologie/zukunftsfaehige-deutsche-

raumfahrt.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=8. 

102
 Ibidem. 

103
 Ibidem, 20. 



 

49 

space projects. The ESA therefore remains even after the enactment of the Treaty of 

Lisbon the first and main framework for the European cooperation
104

. 

The strategy further states that the EU should respect this position of ESA and develop 

own tasks on this basis. The cornerstone of the ability and measure of success for the 

EU in the space matters should be the effective and cost-efficient development and 

operation of Galileo and Copernicus. Before the EU can be accorded new tasks in a long 

perspective, it has to first have at disposal the necessary tools. Germany would therefore 

push for an implementation of adequate instruments, financial and contracting rules that 

would respect the special needs of the space market. The EU can use the possibility to 

use the ESA in the same way as the Member States to operate the space programmes 

and to take part in the optional programmes of the ESA
105

. Germany further highlights 

that the Member States remain the third pillar of the space structure in Europe
106

. 

The argumentation of the German government very much supports the theory of the 

rational design. It also develops the point of the theory of the evolution of the 

institutions that follow the need and will of the Member States as Germany states that 

ESA remains living and growing organisation and the development in the area of the 

financial and voting reform and programmatic priorities will remain an important area 

of focus for the German government. Coming back to geo-return, appraised by the 

German government, the strategy also mentions that Germany would like to see an 

implementation of the rules on the EU level to would secure equal competitive 

opportunities in the tenders in the EU countries
107

. 

Based on the strategy, we can conclude that Germany would not let the EU to take over 

the ESA and its tasks and the EU needs to accommodate to the ESA. The options 1 or 2 

from the 2014 Progress report would be most likely acceptable for Germany based on 

this strategy and georeturn should be retained in the ESA framework as it ensures 
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effective cooperation with secured returns of investments for German companies, 

though more competition is desirable on the EU level as the “national” tenders do not 

provide the opportunity for fair competition. 

7.9 Greece and Hungary 

Unfortunately, for Greece and Hungary, I was not able to find any sources in English 

that would help us answer the research questions and due to lack of my knowledge of 

Greek and Hungarian language, I could not search for them more deeply. There will be 

therefore presented no specific data on the position of Greece and Hungary as I also did 

not receive any answers to my emails sent to the selected respondents. Both countries 

belong among the smallest contributors to ESA budget, with only Estonia contributing 

less than them. 

7.10  Ireland 

Ireland was one of the initial signatories of the ESA in 1975. In terms of space 

expenditure within the ESA programmes, Ireland belongs among the smaller countries – 

in 2017, it devoted 17,8 mil. EUR (0,5 % of the MS’ contributions). The space in 

Ireland falls within the scope of the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation 

(DBEI) that cooperates with the Irish Governemnt's business development agency 

Enterprise Ireland that manages industrial and technological development programmes 

related to space area
108

. DBEI however does not provide any concrete statements on the 

research questions. In the sections devoted to the participation in Horizon 2020 and 

ESA, there is described only the success of the Irish businesses within the ESA 

programmes and the growth of this sector but no indication on the georeturn or relation 

between ESA and EU. The overall argumentation is economically oriented which is 

understandable as this is the main focus of the Department
109

.  
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Enterprise Ireland published in May 2013 report called Ireland’s Space Endeavours 

which praises the membership in the ESA. The Minister for Research & Innovation 

stated in the report that: “Ireland’s membership in ESA has been particularly 

instrumental in supporting this (industrial) strategy with an increasing cohort of Irish 

firms developing their presence in the global market for space technologies products 

and systems. … Ireland must ensure that it continues to exploit its membership of ESA 

and, through Enterprise Ireland, continue to support Irish companies to develop new 

products and services and to commercially exploit their ESA participation. It is vital 

that the contribution of space programmes to innovation and competitiveness and our 

economic recovery is maximised“
110

. The report also mentions that ESA as an 

intergovernmental organisation that promotes co-operation among European States is 

Europe’s gateway for space and its function is to give Europe an independent 

operational space capability
111

. This leaves us with rather week evidence on the research 

question. Similarly to the case of Luxembourg below, we can assume that ESA is 

preferred over the EU by Ireland but there is no direct evidence. 

7.11  Italy 

Italy is one of the founding members of the ESA and a very important space player in 

Europe. The contribution on the ESA programmes amounting 550 mil EUR (14,6 %) 

ensures Italy the third place among the top 4, in front of the UK. The area of space 

activities falls within the scope of the Italian Space Agency (Agenzia spaziale Italiana, 

API) which operatively provides preparation and operational performance of the 

National Space Plan which is approved by the Ministry of Education, University and 

Research
112

. The latest National Space Plan covers the topic of the relation between 
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ESA and the EU but only in general term, stating that there is now need to avoid 

duplication
113

. 

In addition to the following chapter of this thesis on the financial advantages, it is 

important to mention that Italian participation in the Horizon 2020 - Space programme 

saw returns of between 13.5% and 14% in the first two calls (of 2014 and of 2015), a 

result that was higher than the national average in Horizon 2020 and also higher than 

the percentage of Italy’s contribution in the EU. On the other hand, the plan states that 

Italy’s participation in ESA programmes has always represented a fundamental 

complement to national or bi/multilateral cooperation programmes, facilitating the 

emergence of the national industry within the European context, and often making it 

possible to acquire a position of excellence on the continent
114

. 

Thanks to the kind replies of the person from the Permanent Representation of Italy to 

the EU sent via email, a more precise position is at disposal in case of Italy. Below 

follows an unedited answer of this informed source: 

“The relations between the European Union and the European Space Agency (ESA) 

have been the subject of longstanding political discussions, one practical result of 

which has been the EU/ESA Framework Agreement in force since May 2004.  

The Lisbon Treaty has given a new impetus to these discussions by strengthening the 

political dimension of space matters in the EU and providing that the EU “shall 

establish any appropriate relations with the European Space Agency”.   

Italy recognizes the importance of guaranteeing the autonomy of ESA, as focus of 

unique precious capabilities, competences and experience in the field of space science 

and technology, satellite deployment and operation as well as data handling, and to 

preserve its independency as an intergovernmental organization in accordance with the 

existing Framework Agreement.  

Thanks to its technical competence and its experience in transferring knowledge to 

service providers, ESA plays a primary role in managing successful European complex 

space projects. It provides Member States and the EU with attractive, flexible and 
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reliable ways of cooperation. Furthermore, has proved to be the most suitable 

framework to implement the European space policy and to conduct Europe-wide 

cooperation in space matters reaching out to countries and partners beyond European 

borders. 

This is why it is very important to preserve ESA’s current status of intergovernmental 

organization with its own legal personality and rules, taking timely decisions for a 

reliable and sustainable partnership between ESA and the European Union. 

Italy is a founding Member of ESA (European Space Agency) and actively participates 

in all its activities, which are based on two types: the mandatory program and the 

optional program. According to the ESA Convention, one of the major objectives of ESA 

procurements is to increase the competitiveness of European industry on the 

international market. Therefore, within ESA, Italy supports the geo-return 

mechanism.
115

” 

Taking this reply into account, it is more than clear that Italy wishes to retain the geo-

return and it is opposed to the transformation of the ESA into an EU agency. Even more 

so, Italy wants to safeguard the autonomy of ESA and cherishes its institutional 

framework which ensures attractive, flexible and reliable ways of cooperation. The 

option 1 or 2 would thus be the most likely chosen option by Italy. 

7.12  Luxembourg 

Luxembourg joined the ESA quite late compared to the other West European countries. 

It became its 17
th

 member on 30 June 2005. On the national level, the space is based in 

the Ministry of the Economy that sums up the Luxembourg space policy at the 

European level as follows:  

“the aim is to: 

 increase Luxembourg's contribution to ESA programmes for the current budget 

period. This increase affects both the budget for areas of confirmed Luxembourg 

interest, such as telecommunications, and new contributions in the areas of 

Earth observation, navigation, technology and security 
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 provide a budget at the ESA level to implement a national space programme.
116

” 

Under the section of the space policy, there is no mention at all about the EU. On this 

point we can assume that ESA is the main point of interest for Luxembourg even though 

the Galileo space programme owned and financed by the EU proved to be very 

important in terms of the financial share of Luxembourg. The Ministry of Economy also 

indicates that the ESA membership provides development opportunities and highlights 

the technological capabilities of national players
117

. We can therefore assume that 

Luxembourg would favour the ESA before the EU and would oppose the transformation 

of ESA into an EU agency, but there is no hard evidence. The geo-return principle is not 

mentioned at all. The only rationale that appears in connection to the space policy is the 

economic development. 

7.13  Netherlands 

Netherlands belongs among the founding nations of the ESA. Its yearly contribution of 

72 mil. EUR in 2017 accounted for 1,9 % of the contributions from the Member States 

to the ESA programmes. The relationship between the Netherlands and the ESA is 

strong also thanks to the fact that it Nordwijk, there is European Space Research and 

Technology Centre (ESTEC) of ESA which is the largest of its kind in Europe
118

. 

Several government ministries are members of the steering group of Netherlands Space 

Office and the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research and jointly determine 

the Dutch space policy. The official secretary and on behalf of his colleagues, the 

Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy sends a memorandum once every 

three years to the Dutch House of Representatives. This document explains the contours 

of the space policy and the associated budget. The latest memorandum was published 

prior to the ESA Ministerial Council, in November 2016. This memorandum was based 

on the advisory report published by NSO, which formulated the vision and ambition of 
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the Dutch space sector and made a proposal for a set of instruments needed to realise 

it
119

.  

The memorandum states that: “the desire for enhanced cooperation between the 

Commission and ESA is a recurring wish of the Netherlands. The Ministry of Economic 

Affairs organized an informal ministerial meeting during the EU Presidency on 30 May 

2016 inviting the EU and ESA member states, as well as the Commissioner responsible 

for space policy and the Director General of ESA. Here too, the planned European 

space strategy was the subject of discussion. Both the European Commission and ESA 

have agreed that this will become a shared EU / ESA strategy. This means that during 

the Dutch EU Presidency a solid step was taken towards achieving the intended 

enhanced cooperation between the two European institutions
120

”. 

The Netherlands welcomed the Space Strategy from the Commission and confirmed 

that the relationship between the EU and ESA is the "cornerstone of success" in the role 

of Europe in global space travel. In July 2016, the Netherlands communicated in writing 

a number of important points for the strategy to the European Commission in the 

context of a consultation to obtain input for the benefit of the strategy. At the urging of 

the Dutch EU Presidency, the Commission and ESA have also been working on a joint 

statement in recent months ("Joint Statement on Shared Vision and Goals for the Future 

of Europe in Space at the European Union and the European Space Agency"). This was 

to ensure that the new strategies of the EU and ESA will be congruent with each other. 

This joint declaration was signed on 26 October 2016
121

. 

The advisory report published by NSO from November 2016 states that ESA is the 

cornerstone of the Dutch space policy and the Netherlands endorse the objectives of 

ESA. The Political objective of this policy is a loyal ESA membership, maintaining and 

strengthening ESTEC and intensifying the cooperation between ESTEC and the Dutch 

sector. The report further mentions that by contributing to ESA, the Netherlands can 

                                                 

119
 Nota Ruimtevaartbeleid 2016, Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy (2016), 

https://www.tweedekamer.nl/downloads/document?id=74bcc43a-df9a-4cc0-8726-

885ed6a87984&title=Nota%20Ruimtevaartbeleid%202016.docx 

120
 Ibidem. 

121
 Ibidem. 



 

56 

also give direction to the international space research, such as climate research that is 

high on the Dutch priority list
122

.  

For the Dutch sector, the institutional space infrastructure (of ESA) in turnover is still 

the largest market. The importance of this is not only in the financial scope, but also in 

the developing technology and products for the commercial market. Focus of the 

deployment in ESA is thus contributing to the purpose of use (scientific, social) and to 

the economic objective by aiming for a financial multiplier on investment in the ESA 

programs. Of course, the political objective is also an important one. In a few cases that 

determine the registration in ESA programs, the NSO advice on the use of resources is 

aimed at fulfilling all objectives of the space policy. In view of the great importance of 

ESA and ESTEC, the starting point is everything what can be done within ESA is also 

done within ESA
123

. 

Based on this data, we can conclude that Netherlands definitely oppose options 1 and 4 

from the 2014 Progress report and favour an enhanced cooperation which is most likely 

the option 2, possibly 3. As the political objective is a loyal ESA membership, we can 

imply that geo-return, one of the main pillars of the ESA, is supported by the 

Netherlands. The justification is mainly grounded in the economic advantages. 

7.14  Poland 

Poland belongs among the countries with the smaller contribution to the ESA budget 

(0,9 % and 34,6 mil. EUR in 2017). Poland joined ESA in September 2012 and became 

thus the 20
th

 Member State
124

. 

Very precise answers to the research questions were collected thanks to a confidential 

telephone call with person from the Innovation Department, Ministry of Economic 

Development. Based on this phone call, that took place on 22 December 2017, Poland 

would prefer either option 2 or 3 from the 2014 Progress report, while option 4 is in no 
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way acceptable for Poland. The main aim of the Polish government is to develop the 

domestic space industry and it will seek solutions that will best support this goal, which 

includes preservation of the geo-return principle. Two lines of argumentation have 

influenced the position of Poland. The institutional pillar is highlighted because ESA is 

perceived as the better institution to handle the space related issues and will be preferred 

to EU. Gain has been already mentioned as a part of the development of the Polish 

space industry and it was confirmed that above outlined arguments were influenced by 

ideological reasons as well, although these were not closer specified and most likely 

were not following a normative of an ever deeper integration. Another notion from this 

interview is also worth mentioning and that is the fact that the position is indeed driven 

by the current position of the Polish space industry. Person from the Innovation 

Department was willing to share that had Poland had the space industry like France, its 

position on geo-return or on ESA agency might be different
125

. 

This interview also confirmed the sensitivity of the topic for all stakeholders, and the 

identified threat of the research, that some information may not be due to this sensitivity 

available and the Member States may not be willing to share their views and positions. 

7.15  Portugal 

Portugal joined the ESA quite late compared to other West European countries, in 

November 2000. With the spent of 17 mil. EUR on the ESA programmes and activities, 

Portugal ranks among the lowest contributors – only Greece, Hungary and Estonia 

devoted less money on the ESA space activities. 

In Portugal, space activities are managed by the Foundation for Science and Technology 

(FCT, Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia). The main mission of the FCT Space 

Programme is to implement the national space strategy in order to stimulate the 

development of the Portuguese space sector and to fully exploit the benefits of the 

participation in the European space programmes, namely in ESA and European 

Commission space programmes
126

.  
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The current strategy is called “Portugal Space 2030 – A research, innovation and growth 

strategy for Portugal”. It is just a preliminary draft under public discussion but it can 

provide us with certain data. The goals set out in this strategy contain increasing the 

participation of research organisations and industry in ESA and European Union 

programmes and making the best use of ESA and European Union institutional 

frameworks. Portugal further wants to complement and expand the current level of 

public investment in ESA and also adequate and strengthen European structural funds 

for applications in connection to space. FCT has promoted the participation of Portugal 

in ESA programmes. Participating in ESA’s programmes enabled the inception and 

growth of a set of businesses and research organisations. The capacities acquired were 

further developed thanks to an active participation in the European Union’s Copernicus, 

Galileo and framework Research programmes
127

. 

From this strategy, we unfortunately cannot draw any conclusions on the future desired 

relationship between ESA and EU. The argumentation again uses mainly the economic 

points. 

7.16  Romania 

Romania joined the ESA as the 19th Member State on 22 December 2011, four years 

after the accession to the EU. The Romanian contribution on the ESA programmes was 

in 2017 ca 30 mil. EUR (0,8 % of the MS’ contributions). Romanian Space Agency 

(ROSA) is the representative of Romania for negotiations with ESA and the coordinator 

of international space programs
128

.  

The strategic documents are unfortunately not available in the English language. 

Following information were retrieved from the Program STAR (Space Technology and 

Advanced Research). Specific objective of Romania listed in this program is i.a. 
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increasing the capacity to participate in ESA's optional programs with the aim to adapt 

to ESA requirements. Romania further wants to increase the efficiency and coherence of 

national space research policies (policies) and harmonize these policies with ESA, 

thereby increasing the public impact of research and strengthening its linkage to the 

needs of industry
129

. 

On these points, as in the case of Portugal, we cannot define the position of Romania 

sufficiently. However, there is exerted will to adapt to the ESA and not vice versa. 

7.17  Spain 

Spain is one of the main players in the space industry on the European soil. Although it 

is not part of the top 4, it can boast with the European Union Satellite Centre in Torrejon 

which positions Spain also as a crucial pillar of the European Defence Agency
130

. 

Spain belongs among the medium member states with regard to the contributions in the 

ESA budget (151,2 mil. EUR, 4 % in 2017). Spain is one the founding states of ESA. 

Space activities are managed by the Centre for the Development of Industrial 

Technology (CDTI – Centro para el Desarrollo Tecnológico Industrial) which was 

established in 1977. CDTI belongs to the Ministry of Science and Innovation. The main 

objective of CDTI is to foster Spanish industrial competitiveness, by financing national 

R&D projects, encouraging Spanish participation in international technological co-

operation programmes and supporting technology transfer
131

. 

The answers, as in case of Poland, were gained thanks to a confidential telephone call 

with a person from the Spanish Office for Science and Technology (CDTI-SOST) that 

took place on 17 November 2017. According to the information shared by this person, 
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Spain wants to retain the principle of geo-return, nevertheless, it would like to see this 

area to be more integrated into the EU framework. It was also highlighted that Spain 

would like to see more competition in the distribution of contracts related to space 

activities on th European level
132

. We could therefore conclude that Spain would like to 

see modified or weakened regime of the georeturn. 

Spain also does not want to adopt the option 4 from the 2014 Progress report and would 

favour rather option 2 or 3. No detailed answers were provided on the lines of 

argumentation but the economical gain definitely played a role. 

7.18  Sweden 

Sweden is another founding member of ESA. The Swedish National Space Board, 

SNSB, is a central governmental agency under the Ministry of Education and Research. 

SNSB is responsible for national and international activities relating to space and 

remote sensing, primarily research and development
133

. The Swedish contribution to 

ESA accounts for about 70 % of the SNSB budget and in 2017 reached 72,3 mil. EUR 

(1,9 %). Sweden had thus the highest contribution from the “small” states. 

International cooperation is absolutely essential for a country like Sweden. The main 

framework for Sweden is ESA. ESA has high importance for most Swedish space 

activities
134

. 

SNSB released two long-term strategies. The first covered the period 2011-2015, the 

second covers period 2016-2020, but unfortunately, the latter is not available in English. 

When we have a look at the “The Swedish National Space Board’s long-term strategy 

focused on 2011-2015” it says that it shall be viewed as a description of how the 

authority interprets the government’s instructions. With EU’s new role in space policies, 

Sweden should profile its competencies and research facilities with this in mind. 
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Sweden’s georeturn on its involvement in ESA is decreasing, despite measures to 

improve the situation. SNSB’s previous strategy was not able to break this trend. In 

order to receive a better return, SNSB’s funds must be distributed in a manner that 

provides Swedish industries with better opportunities to develop their competencies and 

obtain a market for their products
135

.  

Swedish National Space Board’s long-term strategy focused on 2016–2020 provides 

more insight on the relationship between ESA and EU. The Sweden acknowledges that 

EU is increasing its commitment and space has become a political priority. Sweden's 

contribution to EU space activities is of the same magnitude as the contributions to 

ESA. Swedish space activities are to a large extent engaged in the international 

cooperation to gather the necessary resources but also to meet common challenges with 

cost-effective solutions. In this context, ESA has been for a long time a central player 

role as collaborative form in Europe. In addition, the EU's importance is increasing 

since the EU was given mandate in space through the Treaty of Lisbon. ESA, the EU 

and their member states are expected to be partners in increased extent
136

. 

The Space Agency intends to continue to support the development of products and 

services in areas that both strengthen the Swedish actors and the Swedish ESA 

participation while having commercial potential in the international space market. This 

is the authority's most important activity, which takes about three quarters budget 

required. SNSB’s strategy for reaching the targets for space activities is based mainly in 

participation in ESA's programmes
137

.  

Taking look at this data, it is hard to deduct the answers to the research questions. ESA 

is perceived by Sweden as the main partner in Europe but the role of the EU is 
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acknowledged as well and there is no notion to the future development of these 

institutions, only that an increased partnership is expected from ESA, EU and their 

members. The geo-return is mentioned in relation to the low return of investment to 

Sweden compared to the previous years but on the other hand, Sweden wants to push 

for the change on the national level to gain more contracts from the ESA and does not 

criticise the principle on its own. Economical gain is the most commonly used way of 

argumentation. 

7.19  United Kingdom 

United Kingdom (UK) is the last member of the top 4. As another founding member of 

the ESA, the expenditure of British government in 2017 accounted for 7,9 % of the 

member states’ contributions (300 mil. EUR in total). The UK Space Agency is 

responsible for the government’s civil space programmes, covering policy, regulation 

and delivery. The UK Space Agency replaced the British National Space Centre 

(BNSC) which was an umbrella organisation of 10 Government departments, research 

councils and non-departmental public bodies. It has become its formal successor on 1 

April 2010. The agency is an authority under the Department for Business, Innovation 

and Skills (BIS)
138

. 

In July 2015, the UK Space Agency released the National strategy: Space environments 

and human spaceflight that was followed in December 2015 by the National Space 

Policy. According to these documents, the British government will support space 

programmes to research the fundamental scientific questions around our planet and 

universe, often in collaboration with partners through our membership of the European 

Space Agency (ESA). Among the most important vehicles for international civil space 

collaboration for the UK are the European Space Agency (ESA), the European Union 

(EU) space programmes, and the European Organisation for the Exploitation of 

Meteorological Satellites (EUMETSAT). International collaboration allows the UK to 

participate in more ambitious projects, benefit from economies of scale, and the 

possibility to create new opportunities for public services, science and innovation, 
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security and the economy. The British government will work through established and 

emerging international space partnerships, including bilateral programmes. It will help 

secure the greatest possible return for the UK economy and science base from our 

participation in European programmes
139

.  

The National strategy further states, that the government will increase UK 

representation within ESA, for example by increasing take-up of secondment 

opportunities at ESA and the EU by UK staff from both business and within 

government. This investment is supported and supplemented by the UK Government’s 

own commitment to continue to invest domestically in science, innovation and 

technology. The UK has played a major part in the development of the EU space 

programmes and the government has said that it intends to continue to collaborate with 

the European partners on major science and innovation initiatives. Contributing to ESA 

programmes gives the UK a ‘seat at the table’ in determining their directions and 

priorities, ensures a certain level of investment back into UK industry (via the ESA 

principle of geo-return) and opens up access to a whole range of facilities which would 

otherwise, individually contracted, be many times more expensive. It also allows UK 

researchers to join their international colleagues in existing funded collaborations and to 

take stronger roles in ESA’s Topical Teams, which set the direction for future research 

in Europe
140

.  

In the government response on the consultation on draft national strategy for space 

environments and human spaceflight from February 2015, the UK Space Agency says 

that the benefits of cooperating with other European nations through ESA far outweigh 

the costs in terms of programmatic issues and inflexibility of ESA programmes. The UK 

Space Agency considers some degree of compromise an inevitable part of international 

cooperation. A proposed alternative of increasing cooperation with NASA is 
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misleading: in a bilateral with NASA, the UK would be the junior partner by some 

distance and thus subject to the programmatic whims of NASA. By contrast, in ESA 

programmes each member state has an equal voice
141

. 

In the Space Innovation and Growth Strategy 2014-2030 – Space Growth Action Plan it 

is recommended to increase the UK’s returns from Europe by continuing to grow the 

UK’s contributions to European Space Agency (ESA) programmes and securing greater 

influence in large European-funded programmes. The European market and the UK’s 

position as a key contributor to the European Space Agency are central to achieving the 

goals of this report. Continued progress in increasing the UK’s contribution should 

remain a cornerstone of UK space policy. The UK’s standing in the global space 

community has grown as a result of our positive stance, with benefits to the UK directly 

from increased spend, inward investment and greater influence over optional 

programmes. The involvement of UK companies in ESA Public-Private Partnership 

projects, which this report strongly encourages as a mechanism to exploit ESA 

technology, is magnifying this impact
142

.  

This strategy on the other hand mentions, that the European picture is becoming more 

complex, with potential opportunities to win work and secure investment from many 

institutions, including the European Space Agency, the European Union (acting as 

procurer of products and services, regulator, and investor), EUMETSAT and defence 

and security agencies. Although ESA continues to provide the majority of investment 

and mission opportunities for UK companies in Europe, the European Union is now 

becoming increasingly active in terms of space programmes. It says that it is clear that 

other major EU member state space nations use a strongly coordinated approach 

between government and industry to advance their industrial interests in EU and other 

wider European programmes, supported by strong and permanent national 
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representation in Brussels. It is therefore crucial that the UK develops clear plans to 

gain the maximum benefit from European investment and programmes. Currently there 

is perceived an insufficient attention and resources being made available from within 

UK industry or institutions to influence effectively how EU programmes are set up and 

run. The UK Space Agency needs to increase its deployed resources to influence EU 

space policies and opportunities, raising its effort in line with the EU’s increasing spend 

on space
143

.  

It is also important to take into account the decision of the British government to trigger 

the Article 50 of the Treaty on European Union in March 2017. The time-frame allowed 

in this article is two years and can only be extended by unanimous agreement from all 

EU member states. If there is no agreement reached in two years, and no extension is 

agreed, the UK will automatically leave the EU and all existing agreements would cease 

to apply to the UK. If that happens, “the Brexit Day” would be Friday, 29 March 

2019
144

. 

On this point, in addition to the position and goal presented in the British strategies, we 

may conclude that Britain opposes the option 4 from the 2014 Progress report. There 

will be also strong implication on the British participation in the ESA programmes that 

are financed by the EU. According to server Space News, an ESA official said on 24 

June 2016 that the agency has received no Brexit-related instructions with respect to the 

Galileo tender (in which British companies take part) and that the procurement is 

progressing as before
145

. 

On the other hand, Reuters quoted on 31 May 2017 the Director General of ESA, Jan 

Woerner, saying that we (ESA) have a tremendous problem with Brexit because it 
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means that UK companies... are not eligible to have a contract directly and that a short-

term solution could be for British companies to set up EU subsidiaries
146

. 

There is therefore no reason to believe that UK would favour ESA as an EU agency as 

this would undermine the participation of UK in the ESA. The geo-return is being 

praised because it ensures the return of the investments back to UK. We can therefore 

conclude that UK wants to retain it. The importance of the ESA membership and 

participation in its programmes is a thread that interconnects all the published strategies 

and increasing of the UK involvement in the ESA and its programmes is one of the 

main aims. However, the increasing role and importance of the EU for the UK in the 

space programmes is also acknowledged. The main line of argumentation is the 

economic one – to maximize the gain and benefits. 

7.20 Data together – analysis 

If we sum up the data on the positions of the respective Member States in a simplified 

table, we will gain following results (see table below). The answers in italics in column 

Q1 – Options signify less clearly identified position, as do the small letters in columns 

Gain and Institution. The capitals on the other hand indicate a clearly stated 

argumentation along the given line. 

Table 1: Data together 

                                                 

146
 Reuters Staff, “UK space firms may need EU units after Brexit: space chief in FT,” Reuters, 31 May 

2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-britain-eu-space/uk-space-firms-may-need-eu-units-after-brexit-

space-chief-in-ft-idUSKBN18R2GT. 
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Country
Share of EU 

population 
Rank

ESA budget 

(%)

ESA budget 

(EUR millions)
Rank Size

Q1 - 

Options

Q2 - 

georeturn
Ideology Gain Institution

Germany 16,06% 1 22,7% 858,4 1 big 1 or 2 retain - yes YES

France 13,05% 2 22,7% 855,9 2 big 4 abolish YES - YES

Italy 12,00% 4 14,6% 550,0 3 big 1 or 2 retain - - YES

United 

Kingdom
12,79% 3 7,9% 300,0 4 big 1, 2 or 3 retain - YES -

Belgium 2,21% 9 5,5% 206,0 5 medium 2, 3 or 4 - YES - yes

Spain 9,09% 5 4,0% 151,2 6 medium 2 or 3
retain but 

modify
- YES -

Sweden 1,96% 13 1,9% 72,3 7 small - - - yes -

Netherlands 3,37% 8 1,9% 72,0 8 small 2 (or 3) retain - YES -

Austria 1,71% 15 1,2% 47,1 9 small 2 (or 3) retain - YES YES

Poland 7,43% 6 0,9% 34,6 10 small 2 or 3 retain - YES YES

Czech Republic 2,04% 11 0,9% 32,7 11 small 1 or 2 retain - YES yes

Denmark 1,12% 17 0,8% 30,5 12 small - - - yes -

Romania 3,87% 7 0,8% 30,0 13 small - - - - -

Luxembourg 0,11% 27 0,6% 22,3 14 small 1, 2 or 3 - - YES -

Finland 1,07% 18 0,5% 19,4 15 small - - - - -

Ireland 0,91% 20 0,5% 17,8 16 small 1, 2 or 3 - - - yes

Portugal 2,02% 12 0,5% 17,0 17 small - - - yes -

Greece 2,11% 10 0,4% 14,6 18 small - - - - -

Hungary 1,92% 14 0,2% 6,2 19 small - - - - -

Estonia 0,26% 25 0,1% 2,5 20 small - - - - -  

Source: author, part of data from the ESA and the Council of the EU 

Note: Contributions of Canada, Switzerland and Norway are not accounted for in the rank column. In case 

of Poland, the ideology line of argumentation is not confirmed in the table as according to the 

methodology, this should relate to the deepening of the EU integration, which was not confirmed in the 

case of Poland. Green colour indicates countries that have gained more from the EU programmes than 

from the ESA as calculated in the chapter on the comparison of financial advantages below. 

The most complete answers were derived from 10 Member States of ESA that represent, 

with the exception of Sweden, the biggest contributors to the ESA budget. All the big 

and medium states and four small Member States are represented and we have partial 

information from five more small states as well. With regard to the size based on 

population, we have replies to all the five countries that have at least 5 % of the EU 

population and 8 out of 10 most populous states are represented as well as some states 

with less than 1 % of the EU population. That makes those data set perhaps the more 

appropriate and even more importantly, comprehensive enough and in line with the 

prerequisite set in the methodology. 

We can see that the only country that wishes to abolish the geo-return is France, with 

Spain favouring a little bit modified or weakened regime but overall was in favour of 

preservation of the geo-return. Other seven countries have indicated that they wish to 

retain the principle of geo-return. The argumentation for the retaining of the geo-return 

was most often connected with the economic gain argumentation (7 out of 8) and less 

often with the institutional suitability (5 out of 8). No country, understandably, 

connected the argumentation for retaining with the deepening of the European 
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integration as did France when it argued for the abolishing of this principle. The only 

other country that used the ideology argumentation for the deepening of the EU 

integration was Belgium. Both countries also highlighted the institutional suitability. 

France was praising under this line the suitability of the EU, the Belgian position was 

less clear as it mentioned the effective implementation of the EU programmes.  

Belgium and France are also the only countries that could possibly accept the option 4, 

ESA as an EU agency, with France being strong on this point. We can see that this 

option is thus connected with the ideology and institution line of argumentation. For the 

other countries, the option 2, improved status quo, seems to be the most acceptable one 

based on their presented positions. The options 1 (status quo) and 3 (EU pillar) gained 

comparable support which was just a little bit lower than for the option 2. Option 1 was 

connected mainly to the line Gain, option 2 to the lines Gain and Institution and option 

3 to the line Gain and to a lesser extent to the line Institution. 

It is also interesting that all the three biggest contributors mentioned the institutional 

suitability in their reasoning, thus underlining the presumption of the rational design 

theory, that this aspect indeed matters in the decision-making of the states.  

If we now compare the data set with the first hypothesis, we can see that even the most 

contributing states are in favour of retaining of the principle of the georeturn, with only 

France (ranked 2
nd

) being against and Spain (6
th

) favouring partial modification. On the 

other hand, no countries with smaller contributions expressed a negative position to 

retaining of the georeturn, it would not be thus completely right to justify the null 

hypothesis. We can therefore conclude that only the second part of the hypothesis is 

correct and state that the smaller the contributions of the Member State, the more likely 

it is to favour the retaining of the geo-return. 

As regards the second hypothesis, the conclusion is very similar. The most populous 

states do not necessarily want to transform the ESA into an EU agency, only France 

(ranked 2
nd

) and possibly Belgium (9
th

) would accept this option. There is no trend with 

regard to the specific option though. Similarly to the first hypothesis, we can conclude 

that the smaller the population of the Member State, the more likely it is to oppose the 

transformation of ESA into an EU agency, as the null hypothesis will not be completely 

suitable to describe the situation. 
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8 Comparison of the financial advantages 

On the first place we have to realize that there is a huge difference in the budget of both 

organizations (if we count only the funding of the space related projects). Whereas the 

ESA returned to the countries in the followed years 2012-14 around 20 billion EUR 

each year, the 7
th

 Framework Programme (Space) and Galileo together offered only 4 

billion euro throughout all the 2007-2013 period, which makes an average of 95 million 

per annum. In the 2014-2020 period, the EU will dedicate to space 1,5 billion from 

Horizon 2020, 7 billion for Galileo and 3,8 billion euro on Copernicus, that is 1,8 billion 

euro per annum
147

. 

Not all the member states of the EU participated in the Galileo during the followed 

period, the countries being: Estonia, Greece, Cyprus, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, 

Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia (in italics are members of the ESA, the rest of them have 

at least a cooperation agreement with ESA). On the other hand, Bulgaria, Latvia and 

Croatia, who are not members of the ESA, received money from the Galileo budget
148

. 

8.1 Data 

The data of the European Union come from the Galileo and from the 7
th

 Framework 

Programme for Research, Technological Development and Demonstration (FP7), as the 

framework programme of the last completed multiannual financial framework (2007-

2013), and include only the projects financed under the Space Research heading. The 

data on Galileo will be also accounted for this period only. 

                                                 

147
 “EU Expenditure and Revenue 2007-2013,” European Commission (2016), accessed on 8 February 

2017, http://ec.europa.eu/budget/figures/2007-2013/index_en.cfm. 

ESA Annual Report 2014, (European Space Agency, 2016), 

http://esamultimedia.esa.int/multimedia/publications/Annual-Report-2014/. 

ESA Annual Report 2013, (European Space Agency, 2015), 

http://esamultimedia.esa.int/multimedia/publications/Annual-Report-2013/. 

ESA Annual Report 2012, (European Space Agency, 2013), 

http://esamultimedia.esa.int/multimedia/publications/Annual-Report-2012/. 

148
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The 7
th

 Framework Programme worked with budget of 1,43 billion euro for space 

projects, of which circa 700 million euro was dedicated for the development of the 

GMES (Copernicus) infrastructure.
149

 That leaves us with 662 million euro allocated 

through FP7 Space calls for proposals of which 650 million were actually paid by the 

February 2014, as the latest data available from the Final Report of the Final Evaluation 

of Space Research under the Seventh Framework Programme for Research, 

Technological Development and Demonstration of December 2014. The Galileo budget 

that was expended in the respective member states reached in the 2007-2013 period 2,5 

billion euro, which is almost four times the size of the FP7 Space calls for proposal
150

. 

Whereas the Galileo data derive from the internet tables of the EU budget, where 

Galileo has its own chapter in the EU expenditures with details on every EU member 

state, the Final Evaluation of Space Research under the FP7 gives detailed data only on 

ten most successful states in terms of the size of the funded projects
151

. This presents a 

problem for a complete and precise comparison of the EU and ESA programmes. 

There are two reasons, however, that make this problem rather insignificant. Firstly, it is 

the size of the Galileo budget in comparison to the FP7 Space calls as the FP7 numbers 

are much lower and make less of a difference. Secondly, the top ten member states 

received 81,63 % of the FP7 Space contributions from the allocation. That it is just 120 

million euro that was divided between 43 other participant countries. Even if we would 

suppose that the members of the EU received most of this money, it would make an 

average of about 6 million euro per Member State, knowing that none of them could 

attain more than 16,6 million euro. 

                                                                                                                                               

“New Member States,” European Space Agency, accessed 23 February 2017, 

http://www.esa.int/About_Us/Welcome_to_ESA/New_Member_States. 

149
 ESA received a specific grant of approximately 700 million euro from the Copernicus budget of FP7 

to support the GMES Space Component programme (GSC) to develop observation satellites: the 

Sentinels. 

150
 European Commission, Final Evaluation of Space Research under the Seventh Framework 

Programme for Research, Technological Development and Demonstration, (Brussels: European 

Commission, 2014) http://ec.europa.eu/DocsRoom/documents/9361. 

“EU Expenditure and Revenue 2007-2013” 
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 Ibidem 
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The data on the ESA derive from the ESA Annual Reports 2012, 2013 and 2014. This 

data selection provides the latest published annual reports with data on budget. These 

reports are also the only accessible sources on the geo-return numbers on the ESA 

website since the previous annual reports did not provide specific data on the return of 

contributions to the Member States and the latest 2015 report from 13 July 2017 

returned to this format. 

The shares of contributions of the EU Member States are based on the total 

contributions throughout the 2007-2013 period. The numbers were retrieved from the 

official data of the European Commission on the budget
152

. The percentage shown in the 

tables indicates what the share of the Member State on the contributions made to the EU 

budget only by its Member States is.
153

  

8.2 Results 

The respective return coefficient from all programmes (ESA programmes, Galileo, FP7 

– only where available) was calculated for all the ESA Member States. In the EU 

programmes, the calculation was following: return coefficient = (money received within 

programme/ total expenditure to member states within programme) / share of the EU 

budget. The same calculating procedure applies to the case of the sum of FP7 and 

Galileo, only the programme numbers are replaced by the sum of both programmes. In 

case of the ESA, a weighted average of the geo-return coefficient with respect to a 

weighted amount of contracts received in a given year serves as the respective geo-

return.
154

 Complete data on the ESA geo-return are presented in a separate document 

which is an attachment of this paper and that includes all the tables of this paper as well. 

All amounts are in millions of EUR. Countries that have higher return coefficient from 

the EU programmes than from the ESA are shown in green. In the tables 2 and 3, the 

total and share of four countries with a highest receipt of contributions is calculated as 

well. In both cases, they are France, Germany, the United Kingdom and Italy, which are 

                                                 

152
 “EU Expenditure and Revenue 2007-2013” 

153
 The UK correction is accounted for. 

154
 The Czech Republic, Romania and Poland were provided with the ESA geo-return data only since 

2013. Furthermore, all three Member States had a transitional agreement with ESA. 
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the top 4 in the ESA as well. It is interesting to notice their total shares on the respective 

programmes, for example in comparison with their average share on the ESA contracts, 

that reaches 72,15 %. 

Table 2 shows the FP7 return coefficients in comparison with the ESA. We can see that 

from the data available, Finland, Belgium, the United Kingdom, Netherlands and 

Austria were the only ones who attained a higher return coefficient from the FP7 than 

from the ESA, although France is quite close to equity. The share of the TOP 4 is just 

55 %. As mentioned above, though, the FP7 had the lowest allocation of the examined 

programmes. It is important to notice that the new Member States acceding in 2004 or 

later are not present in the top 10 at all which indicates that it is especially the old 

member states that are more competitive in the FP7 calls on proposals. 

Table 2: FP7 vs. ESA 

Countries

Total project cost

(in EUR millions)

EC Total 

Contribution

(in EUR millions)

Number of

participations % of total

share of 

EU budget

Return 

coef.

ESA return 

coef. Difference

France 164,53 111,06 316 17,08% 17,75% 0,96 1,02 -0,05

Germany 130,38 93,21 319 14,34% 19,89% 0,72 1,02 -0,30

United Kingdom 139,46 93,13 291 14,33% 10,70% 1,34 0,99 0,35

Italy 90,89 63,01 274 9,69% 13,57% 0,71 1,03 -0,31

Spain 67,83 47,44 183 7,30% 9,14% 0,80 1,01 -0,21

Netherlands 45,53 33,43 126 5,14% 3,78% 1,36 1,12 0,25

Belgium 43,58 32,59 119 5,01% 3,16% 1,59 0,98 0,61

Norway 30,83 21,38 59 3,29% 0,95

Finland 25,19 18,79 72 2,89% 1,65% 1,75 0,95 0,80

Austria 21,63 16,64 68 2,56% 2,33% 1,10 1,00 0,10

Sub-total (Top 4) 525,26 360,40 1200 55,44% 61,92% 0,90

Sub-total (Top 10) 759,84 530,65 1,827 81,63%  

Others 165,51 119,39 737 18,37%

Total 925,34 650,04 2,564  

Table 3 shows Galileo return coefficients in comparison with the ESA. This time, the 

only profiting countries are France, Germany and Luxembourg. The United Kingdom 

and Italy are the countries with lowest difference in the return coefficients that are still 

more advantageous within the ESA programmes. The share of the top 4 on the Galileo 

represents staggering 98 %. France alone received a half and Germany one third of the 

Galileo expenditures. In 2014, nevertheless, more countries were involved in the Galileo 

and EGNOS expenditures, e.g. Czech Republic received almost the same amount as 

Germany, both approximately 10 % of the French revenue that was once again more 

than half of the EU-28 expenditure
155

. 
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Table 3: Galileo vs. ESA 

Country 
Galileo 
expenditure 

Share of EU-27 
expenditure 

Share of EU 
budget 

Return 
coef. 

ESA return 
coef. Difference 

Austria 0,10 0,004% 2,33% 0,002 1,00 -0,998 

Belgium 16,01 0,638% 3,16% 0,202 0,98 -0,778 

Czech Republic 6,33 0,252% 1,24% 0,204 0,95 -0,747 

Denmark 0,17 0,007% 2,10% 0,003 0,95 -0,950 

Finland 0,16 0,006% 1,65% 0,004 0,95 -0,950 

France 1 264,31 50,389% 17,75% 2,838 1,02 1,821 

Germany 850,32 33,889% 19,89% 1,704 1,02 0,688 

Greece 0,00 0,000% 1,99% 0,000 0,99 -0,991 

Ireland 0,16 0,006% 1,27% 0,005 0,97 -0,961 

Italy 179,57 7,157% 13,57% 0,527 1,03 -0,498 

Luxembourg 19,11 0,762% 0,26% 2,909 0,95 1,959 

Netherlands 3,10 0,124% 3,78% 0,033 1,12 -1,084 

Norway         0,95   

Poland 0,16 0,006% 3,07% 0,002 0,67 -0,667 

Portugal 0,39 0,015% 1,49% 0,010 0,97 -0,964 

Romania 0,00 0,000% 1,11% 0,000 0,71 -0,707 

Spain 9,29 0,370% 9,14% 0,040 1,01 -0,969 

Sweden 0,10 0,004% 2,68% 0,002 0,98 -0,980 

Switzerland         0,98   

United 
Kingdom 159,63 6,362% 10,70% 0,595 0,99 -0,394 

Top 4 2 453,83 97,797% 61,92%       

Total 2 509,09           

 

Table 4 is a comprehensive data set where the basic data from both previous tables are 

included. In addition, the total of Galileo and FP7 and its return coefficients are 

presented in comparison with the ESA geo-return. As in the case of Galileo, France, 

Germany and Luxembourg are the only countries with a higher coefficient in case of the 

EU programmes than of the ESA’s.
156

  The United Kingdom and Italy have the lowest 
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 Luxembourg ows the high share on the Galileo expenditure mainly to the Société Européenne des 

Satellites (SES)  that was created in 1985 and has the seat in Luxembourg. SES is a satellite 

telecommunications pioneer that is now a major player in this sector 

(http://www.innovation.public.lu/en/financer/competitivite/esa/politique-spatiale/index.html). 
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negative difference. These results are perhaps most conclusive as they present the EU 

return coefficient as distinct to the ESA geo-return as both organizations fund projects 

focused on research, software and hardware technologies 

Table 4: Comprehensive comparison I. 

Country

share of EU 

budget

Galileo (G) 

expenditure

return 

coef.

FP7 

expenditure return coef.

G+FP7 

return 

coef.

ESA aver. 

weighted 

amount p.a.

ESA 

return 

coef. G vs.ESA 

FP7 vs. 

ESA

G+FP7 vs. 

ESA

Austria 2,33% 0,10 0,002 16,64 1,10 0,227 323,70 0,999 -0,998 0,10 -0,772

Belgium 3,16% 16,01 0,202 32,59 1,59 0,486 1392,20 0,980 -0,778 0,61 -0,493

Czech 

Republic 1,24% 6,33 0,204 0,162 34,05 0,950 -0,747 -0,788

Denmark 2,10% 0,17 0,003 0,003 181,33 0,953 -0,950 -0,951

Finland 1,65% 0,16 0,004 18,79 1,75 0,363 131,10 0,954 -0,950 0,80 -0,591

France 17,75% 1 264,31 2,838 111,06 0,96 2,452 6034,27 1,017 1,821 -0,05 1,435

Germany 19,89% 850,32 1,704 93,21 0,72 1,501 4530,00 1,016 0,688 -0,30 0,485

Greece 1,99% 0,00 0,000 0,000 34,10 0,991 -0,991 -0,991

Ireland 1,27% 0,16 0,005 0,004 96,90 0,966 -0,961 -0,962

Italy 13,57% 179,57 0,527 63,01 0,71 0,566 3080,57 1,026 -0,498 -0,31 -0,460

Luxembourg 0,26% 19,11 2,909 2,311 50,03 0,950 1,959 1,361

Netherlands 3,78% 3,10 0,033 33,43 1,36 0,306 673,57 1,117 -1,084 0,25 -0,811

Norway 21,38 280,30 0,953

Poland 3,07% 0,16 0,002 0,002 16,30 0,670 -0,667 -0,668

Portugal 1,49% 0,39 0,010 0,008 86,33 0,974 -0,964 -0,966

Romania 1,11% 0,00 0,000 0,000 13,55 0,707 -0,707 -0,707

Spain 9,14% 9,29 0,040 47,44 0,80 0,196 1235,97 1,009 -0,969 -0,21 -0,813

Sweden 2,68% 0,10 0,002 0,001 514,87 0,981 -0,980 -0,980

Switzerland 784,50 0,980

United 

Kingdom 10,70% 159,63 0,595 93,13 1,34 0,748 1873,10 0,988 -0,394 0,35 -0,241  

In the table 4, only data of ten most successful countries within the FP7 were accessible. 

Table 5, variation on the table 4, is a simulation of situation, when all remaining 

countries without data would have received 6 million euro, which is an estimated 

average (see above). The influenced data are shown in orange and blue. Blue colour also 

indicates countries that would have benefited more from the EU than from the ESA. It is 

the case of Luxembourg, which seems quite likely, and of Romania, which is highly 

improbable. The reason is that is unlikely indeed that a member state that acceded in 

course of the FP7 programme would be able to present so many quality projects, the 

more so if we consider the FP7 pattern that suited more to the old EU member states. 



 

75 

Table 5: Comprehensive comparison II. – simulation (countries without data 

unavailable given an estimated average of 6 mil. EUR from FP7) 

Country

share of 

EU budget

Galileo (G) 

expenditure

return 

coef.

FP7 

expenditure

return 

coef.

G+FP7 

return 

coef.

ESA aver. 

weighted 

amount p.a.

ESA 

return 

coef. G vs.ESA FP7 vs. ESA

G+FP7 vs. 

ESA

Austria 2,33% 0,10 0,002 16,64 1,10 0,227 323,70 0,999 -0,998 0,10 -0,772

Belgium 3,16% 16,01 0,202 32,59 1,59 0,486 1392,20 0,980 -0,778 0,61 -0,493

Czech 

Republic 1,24% 6,33 0,204 6,00 0,74 0,315 34,05 0,950 -0,747 -0,21 -0,635

Denmark 2,10% 0,17 0,003 6,00 0,44 0,093 181,33 0,953 -0,950 -0,51 -0,860

Finland 1,65% 0,16 0,004 18,79 1,75 0,363 131,10 0,954 -0,950 0,80 -0,591

France 17,75% 1 264,31 2,838 111,06 0,96 2,452 6034,27 1,017 1,821 -0,05 1,435

Germany 19,89% 850,32 1,704 93,21 0,72 1,501 4530,00 1,016 0,688 -0,30 0,485

Greece 1,99% 0,00 0,000 6,00 0,46 0,095 34,10 0,991 -0,991 -0,53 -0,896

Ireland 1,27% 0,16 0,005 6,00 0,73 0,154 96,90 0,966 -0,961 -0,24 -0,812

Italy 13,57% 179,57 0,527 63,01 0,71 0,566 3080,57 1,026 -0,498 -0,31 -0,460

Luxembourg 0,26% 19,11 2,909 6,00 3,53 3,036 50,03 0,950 1,959 2,58 2,086

Netherlands 3,78% 3,10 0,033 33,43 1,36 0,306 673,57 1,117 -1,084 0,25 -0,811

Norway 21,38 280,30 0,953

Poland 3,07% 0,16 0,002 6,00 0,30 0,064 16,30 0,670 -0,667 -0,37 -0,606

Portugal 1,49% 0,39 0,010 6,00 0,62 0,136 86,33 0,974 -0,964 -0,35 -0,839

Romania 1,11% 0,00 0,000 6,00 0,84 0,172 13,55 0,707 -0,707 0,13 -0,535

Spain 9,14% 9,29 0,040 47,44 0,80 0,196 1235,97 1,009 -0,969 -0,21 -0,813

Sweden 2,68% 0,10 0,002 6,00 0,34 0,072 514,87 0,981 -0,980 -0,64 -0,909

Switzerland 784,50 0,980

United 

Kingdom 10,70% 159,63 0,595 93,13 1,34 0,748 1873,10 0,988 -0,394 0,35 -0,241  

8.3 Impact 

The aim of this part was to examine which ESA Member States have a higher return 

coefficient from the EU programmes and thus to determine which organization is in 

financial terms more advantageous for each Member State of the ESA. The data for the 

comparison were retrieved from the FP7 Space calls on proposals, the internet data of 

the European Commission on the budget of the EU/EC (incl. Galileo and national 

contributions to the budget) and from the annual reports of the ESA for years 2012, 

2013 and 2014.  

The results prove that for majority of member states the ESA with its geo-return 

principle is more advantageous. Regarding Galileo+FP7 and Galileo alone, France, 

Germany and Luxembourg profited more from the EU projects in respect to their EU 

budget contributions than from the ESA scheme. In the FP7, Finland, Belgium, the 

United Kingdom, Netherlands and Austria had a return coefficient higher than 1, with 

France just below that line. It is evident that the old member states were more capable 

of presenting quality projects under FP7. Still, the size of the FP7 budget was 

significantly smaller than of the other programmes. This might be one of the main 

reasons: 
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“As a general comment, one EU official noted that Member States can contribute to the 

funding of infrastructure, but they did not necessarily want to do that through FP7. This 

is mainly because FP7 calls were opened to stakeholders from all EU Member States 

and beyond, and not only to stakeholders from countries that invested in specific 

projects, like in the case of ESA. The latter is preferred by the Member States as this 

can better guarantee the return of investment, at least to some degree.
157

” 

The ESA principles prove to be more attractive and advantageous than the EU open 

competition. Only the countries with large budgets on space, the top 4 in Europe 

consisting of France, Germany, Italy and the United Kingdom, plus Luxembourg, seem 

to be able either to achieve higher return coefficient from the EU, or at least to get quite 

close to the ESA geo-return. Nevertheless, the ESA budget still remains the main tool 

for contracts with space thematic in the EU that is incomparably more advantageous for 

new or small countries. Based on these facts, we could presume that the ESA will 

probably remain the organization with a higher share of the European “space economy” 

and the integration within the EU framework will have to deal with this limit. The 

picture may of course change when we the 2014-2020 financial period will be at an end 

and we will be able to assess the returns from Horizon 2020 and other EU programmes. 

9 Discussion 

Let us know return to the main research question if and to what level the ESA hinders 

further supranationalization of the space policy within the EU framework, having in 

mind that 1) the ESA was conceptualised as the collective will of its Member States’ 

governments, perceived through their positions and policies expressed both individually 

and collectively through the ESA and 2) supranationalization in this respect means any 

shift of powers (incl. necessity to comply with EU rules) from the Member States or 

from the ESA towards the EU, given that these powers will be afterwards exercised by 

the EU under the ordinary legislative procedure. 

The lenses of the rational design theory used for the examination of the research 

problem and questions presume that the international institutions evolve and they do so 
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following the will of their member states who use the institutions to further their own 

goals. It is therefore important to bear in mind that the current framework that was 

analysed above and will be discussed below relates to the present interests of the 

Member States and situation. Particular interests of the Member States are not a stabile 

factor and they tend to change through time. 

When we analysed the recent development of the inter-institutional framework between 

the ESA and the EU based on the documents presented either separately or jointly by 

both institutions and their bodies, we came to a conclusion that the ESA indeed seems to 

hinder a shift of powers to the EU to the level that the only thing which the ESA is 

willing to modify on the status quo is to ensure better way of complying with the EU 

regulations with respect to the programmes funded by the EU, thus underlining what is 

already mentioned in the Framework Agreement and what the Commission proposes 

under the option 2 of the 2014 Progress report. Any further shift of powers is 

unacceptable for ESA as it clearly highlighted that its independence as an 

intergovernmental organization and the preservation of the geo-return will be the main 

pillars on which any future agreement should be built. 

With the Space Strategy for Europe, even the Commission seems now to turn to the 

option 2, possibly as a result of no development and opposition to the previous 

proposals aiming at options 3 and 4. It is also important to note, that there is a difference 

in the position of the Commission and of the Council of EU, as the Council in its 

conclusions and accepted documents never adopted anything specifically asking for the 

further supranationalization of the activities and processes of ESA after the ratification 

of the Lisbon Treaty. The Council always aimed at better and closer cooperation and 

rapprochement of the EU and the ESA. There it is visible that the position of the 

member states differs from the position of the Commission. 

Looking at the conclusions derived from the analysis of individual Member States, the 

most of them, who presented publicly their position, stands behind the preservation of 

the intergovernmental nature of the ESA and of the geo-return, with France being the 

only stakeholder supporting openly the opposite option. As the gain was the most often 

identified way of argumentation, the higher importance the findings of the comparison 

of the return of investments have. Remember that based on this data, for all Member 

States except for France, Germany and Luxembourg is the geo-return of ESA more 

efficient than the EU programmes. But even Germany openly declares support to the 
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ESA independence and to the geo-return. The security of the return of investments 

seems to prevail even for the big countries with strong and developed space industry 

and research over the option to gain eventually more in a completely open competition. 

We also should not forget a strong argumentation praising the institutional suitability of 

the ESA to handle the space related activities. This further strengthens the position of 

ESA as a preferred organization for the near future. There was and still is a window of 

opportunity for the Member States to supranationalize the space activities within the EU 

framework, but they simply refuse to use it because it does not suit their interests, thus 

confirming the salient role of the states and national governments for any decision on 

further and deeper integration. 

10 Conclusion and summary 

Building on what was presented in the discussion and in the analytical chapters of this 

thesis, we can answer our research question and conclude that the ESA indeed hinders 

further supranationalization of the space matters within the EU framework because it 

goes against the positions and interests of the Member States. The hindrance reaches the 

level that the only thing the Member States are willing to do is to adjust the financial 

procedures with respect to the programmes funded by the EU to ensure their efficient 

implementation complying with EU rules.  

If we take a look at the additional research questions, the conclusion is that the Member 

States seem to prefer the option 2 of the 2014 Progress report which fully complies with 

the above presented statement, while retaining the principle of the geographical return 

and the independence of ESA as an intergovernmental organization. The justification 

behind this is the security of the return of investment, economical gain and institutional 

suitability of the ESA for handling the space related activities. 

As regards the hypotheses of the research, following statements seem to be true: 1) the 

smaller the contributions of the Member State, the more likely it is to favour the 

retaining of the geo-return; and 2) the smaller the population of the Member State, the 

more likely it is to oppose the transformation of ESA into an EU agency. 
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Master's Thesis Summary  

The aim of this masters thesis was to assess the relation between two institutions with 

competences towards the European space policy that happen to be in dispute – the 

European Union (EU) and the European Space Agency (ESA). The main research 

question asks whether the ESA hinders further supranationalization of the space matters 

within the EU framework and the research uses the lenses of the theory of the rational 

design which highlights the importance of the Member States as the decisive actors in 

this question who have to incline one way or the other. This thesis examined relevant 

documents issued by the EU and the ESA, as well as at the positions of the Member 

States of the European Space Agency with regard to this dispute, and found out that the 

ESA indeed hinders further supranationalization of the space matters within the EU 

framework because it goes against the positions and interests of the Member States. The 

hindrance reaches the level that the only thing the Member States are willing to do is to 

adjust the financial procedures in respect to the programmes funded by the EU to ensure 

their efficient implementation complying with EU rules.  

The research also answered two additional research questions, concluding that the 

Member States seem to prefer the option 2 of the 2014 Progress report which fully 

complies with the above presented statement, while retaining the principle of the 

geographical return and the independence of ESA as an intergovernmental organization. 

The justification behind this is the security of the return of investment, economical gain 

and institutional suitability of the ESA for handling the space related activities. As 

regards the hypothesis of the research, following statements seem to be true: 1) the 

smaller the contributions of the Member State, the more likely it is to favour the 

retaining of the geo-return; and 2) the smaller the population of the Member State, the 

more likely it is to oppose the transformation of ESA into an EU agency. 

 


