
Example of a Copernicus Support to EU External Action product – Critical Infrastructure 
Analysis. Copyright of original imagery remains with the provider. This product remains the 
property of the European Union.

The contribution of space-based intelligence to 
the security of the EU and its Member States

Space-based intelligence is one of the key fun-
damentals for sound decision making, as well as 
for successful planning and execution of EU ci-
vilian missions and military operations. Whether 
for migration monitoring or for the verification of 
compliance with international agreements, ana-
lytical products and services based on satellite 
imagery prove time and again invaluable for both 
senior decision makers and civilian and military 
forces on the ground.

Located near Madrid, Spain, the EU Satellite 
Centre (SatCen) supports the decision making 
and actions of the European Union by providing 
space-based intelligence products and services 
in support of the EU Common Foreign and Se-
curity Policy, in particular the Common Security 
and Defence Policy. It also plays a key role in the 
security dimension of the EU programme Coper-
nicus being the coordinator of the Copernicus 
Service in Support to EU External Action and 
continuously supporting Frontex in its efforts to 

monitor coastal activity and external border activ-
ity related to the migration crisis. Other examples 
of SatCen activities are the analysis of military 
equipment to support the OSCE Special Monitor-
ing Mission to Ukraine in the verification of the 
compliance of the Minsk Agreement and SatCen 
support to EUNAVFOR MED operation SOPHIA in 
its surveillance and assessment of human smug-
gling and trafficking networks.

The Centre operates under the political super-
vision of the Political and Security Committee 
and the operational direction of the High Repre-
sentative of the Union for Foreign and Security 
Policy. SatCen’s primary sources of satellite data 
are commercial providers. It also benefits from 
agreements with Member States allowing access 
to high quality governmental satellite imagery. 
Collateral data (i.e. essential additional informa-
tion underpinning and complementing the im-
agery analysis) are acquired from open sources 
and from users of SatCen services. 

An indispensable instrument in support 
of the EU’s strategic autonomy
SatCen products, handled at various levels of 
confidentiality, are delivered both to central op-
erational entities and to operations’ headquarters. 
Every single product is systematically distributed 
to all Member States.

With its 27 years of experience, SatCen is an in-
dispensable operational geospatial intelligence 
instrument in support of the EU’s strategic auton-
omy in decision making. SatCen stands frontline 
with the EU and Member States facing major 
challenges such as terrorism, migration, and pro-
liferation of weapons of mass destruction.

In a context of information overload and disin-
formation, SatCen provides fast and reliable 
services, necessary for facing current security 
threats, whether the response to these is in the 
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Example of support to EU NAVFOR Somalia Operation Atalanta

civil or military domain. It does so by answering 
the needs of users such as the crisis management 
and intelligence structures of the European Ex-
ternal Action Service (EEAS), EU operations and 
missions, Member States, Frontex, the Organiza-
tion for Security and Cooperation in Europe and 
the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical 
Weapons. Increased tasking, which is further 
boosted by the new services offered through the 
Copernicus services, is a clear recognition of the 
SatCen value and relevance. 

SatCen operates in a rapidly evolving business 
context. In order to meet the needs of both EU 
and Member States, SatCen stays at the forefront 
of this evolution. In fact, while availability, quality 
and quantity of data are growing enormously, the 
need for its proper exploitation has become even 
more crucial, posing the compelling need for new 
frameworks based on technologies such as Big 
Data and Artificial Intelligence. SatCen is and will 
continue to develop strong links with its institu-
tional and industrial partners to this end.

Protecting the EU and its citizens and 
contributing to global stability
In parallel, cooperation activities already under 
way continue leveraging development of capabil-
ities. The essential link with the European Com-
mission within the framework of Copernicus Sup-
port to External Action, Space Situational Aware-
ness, as well as the H2020 projects, contributes 
to operational evolution and to the success of 
the EU Space Programme’s services. A common 
roadmap with the European Defence Agency, the 
strong link with the EU Institute for Security Stud-
ies and regular work with the European Space 
Agency all constitute concrete examples of mutu-
ally beneficial, ongoing collaboration.

The current assessment indicates that security 
challenges will continue to remain high over the 
coming years. SatCen’s responsibility is to con-
tribute to protecting the EU and its citizens, as 
well as to global stability, by supporting partners 
through its specific operational services, and 
thereby helping the EU meet its level of ambition 
in the field of security and defence.

However, the future of SatCen as a pertinent 
and autonomous instrument clearly depends on 

an appropriate level of resources. This is key to 
keeping SatCen user-oriented and capable of be-
ing reactive 24/7, as well as keeping it at the top 
of security and protection requirements and on 
the cutting-edge of technology through a strong 
commitment to research, technology develop-
ment and innovation such as Big Data and Artifi-
cial Intelligence.

EU activities in the field of space and security 
have gained in importance and respect in the 
minds of both EU citizens and decision makers. 
SatCen has contributed to this by being an essen-
tial part of the EU intelligence cycle and by being 
at the forefront of developing services to meet the 
new needs on common security issues. It has 
increased cooperation with other EU entities, put 
many efforts into technological improvements 
and innovation and introduced new services. Its 
products, which are now more dynamic and in-
teractive, are produced and delivered faster. All 
this results in a broader offering, as well as new 
requests from a wider range of users. 

We can rest assured that new challenges are lying 
ahead. SatCen will keep adapting to arising needs 
in close collaboration with its partners and it will 
keep introducing the developments necessary to 
provide a state-of-the-art service to support EU 
external action.

Pascal Legai

Pascal Legai is the director of the European Union Satellite Centre.
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