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We asked the Director Gene-

ral of ESA about the agency’s

new stance on defence is-
sues and how to promote space safety, on
cooperation with NASA under the Trump
administration and whether Europe was
ready to explore Mars.

Dr Aschbacher, the European Space
Agency (ESA) is an international or-
ganisation created to promote, “ex-
clusively for peaceful purposes, co-
operation between European states
in space research, technologies and
their applications,” as stated in the
ESA Convention. However, ESA is be-
coming increasingly involved in Eu-
ropean defence, a long-time taboo
subject for some ESA member states.
How have you managed to convince
your partner countries to endorse this
change in attitude?

JOSEF ASCHBACHER: Let me men-
tion that most space activities and
capabilities are inherently dual-use
serving both civilian and military pur-
poses. ESA has long been involved in
dual-use and security-related activi-
ties, with programmes such as Coper-
nicus/Security Services and Galileo/
Public Regulated Service (PRS).

The reference to “peaceful purpos-
es” in Article Il of the ESA Convention
forbids aggressive activities that are a
threat to peace, or a breach of it, how-
ever it does not restrict ESA's capacity
to develop defensive dual-use tech-
nologies.

ESAs involvement in security and
defence matters is always based on
decisions of its member states. | be-
lieve that the importance of security
and defence is increasingly evident,
and that the evolution of mentalities
among our member states reflects this
shift.

You recently revealed, in the pres-
ence of Commissioner for Defence
and Space Andrius Kubilius, the Eu-
ropean Resilience from Space (ERS)
programme. This network of most
modern Earth observation satellites

Launch of the Copernicus Sentinel-1D satellite on board of an Ariane 6 launcher from Europe’s
spaceport in French Guiana, 4 November 2025
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with computing and artificial intelli-
gence capabilities will enable the col-
lection of high-resolution geo-intelli-
gence data every 30 minutes instead
of once a day. What can this major du-
al-use project, requiring €1bn in fund-
ing, concretely contribute to Europe’s
defence and strategic autonomy?

JOSEF ASCHBACHER: European
strategic autonomy requires striking
the right balance between national,

Without space,
there will be
no defence
readiness.

Andrius Kubilius, 28 November 2025

collective, and commercial space sys-
tems.

National defence-related space capa-
bilities unquestionably respond to na-
tional interests and the need for sov-
ereignty. However, even if all European
national assets were combined, the
temporal coverage would be far from
sufficient to meet the needs for very
frequent and global coverage. In addi-
tion, many member states do not have
their own satellite infrastructure.

A collective framework, such as ERS/
EOGS (Earth Observation Governmen-
tal Service) can provide an essential
supplement to national infrastructure,
especially when combined with com-
mercial systems.

According to the ESA Space Envi-

objects are currently being tracked
in Low Earth Orbit (LEO), including
more than 11,000 active satellites.
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The growing amount of space debris
increases the risk of collisions. Aster-
oids could also hit Earth at any time.
How is ESA addressing these global
safety issues?

JOSEF ASCHBACHER: Our priority is
to limit the exponential proliferation of
debris threatening critical space infra-
structure. ESA leads by example with
its zero debris approach - aiming for
all missions designed after 2030 to be
debris neutral — and by supporting the
community-led Zero Debris Charter.
As of now, the charter has over 180
signatories across 33 countries.
Looking ahead, ESA is pioneering a
circular space economy: repairing, re-
fuelling, recycling, and manufacturing
in orbit to enable sustainable opera-
tions.

For planetary defence, ESA is advanc-
ing asteroid threat detection and miti-
gation. Hera will assess the impact of
NASAs Double Asteroid Redirection
Test (DART) on the Dimorphos aster-
oid, while ESAs Ramses mission will
rendezvous with the Apophis asteroid
for a complete monitoring of its 2029
Earth flyby.

Let us come to the ESA budget. At
the ESA Ministerial Council meeting
in Bremen, Germany, at the end of
November, member states adopted
a budget of €22.3 bn for the coming
years, an increase of 31 %. Congratu-
lations!

JOSEF ASCHBACHER: The need to
increase Europe’s space budget is
driven by the realisation that Europe
must make big investments in space to
avoid falling behind and remain glob-
ally competitive. Currently, the Unit-
ed States accounts for approximately
60 % of global public space funding,
China 15 %, while Europe contributes
only around 10 % - roughly one-sixth
of the American share. On the oth-
er hand, the global space economy,
which is worth about €500bn today, is
predicted to increase to €1.8tn in the
next decade, a growth of 9-10 % per
year. Europe cannot miss this opportu-
nity to participate in such a fast-grow-
ing sector.

If the drastic NASA budget cuts of
approximately 24 % proposed by US
President Trump were confirmed,
how would you plan to continue pro-
grammes that previously depended
on NASA?

JOSEF ASCHBACHER: Let me make
it clear that most ESA programmes will
not be affected by decisions on the
NASA budget. We are assessing po-
tential implications and scenarios with
our member states, while maintaining
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close contact with our long-standing
international partners. ESA is making
every effort to meet its obligations
arising from the international agree-
ments with our US partners. At the
same time, Europe is increasing its re-
silience and will increase its techno-
logical autonomy.

Turning to the future, ESA explores
promising new ideas and concepts
through its discovery activities, en-
couraging investment in potentially
game-changing technologies and dis-
ruptive innovation. What are the pos-
sible applications and who will benefit
from them?

JOSEF ASCHBACHER: With ESA Dis-

vators from academia and industry to
drive disruptive space innovation. We
fund early-stage research and tech-
nology development across all space
domains, with a focus on Al-driven
autonomy, in-space manufacturing,
quantum applications, and sustaina-
bility.

Projects (all available in detail on
a"g_t_iy_i_g_i.g§_..g_s"q_._i_r_1_§) include radiation
shielding using Martian materials,
beam-steering antennas for CubeSats,
a miniaturised all optical ultracold atom
source for quantum sensors, manufac-
turing electronic components in space,
self-healing composites, novel ways to
grow food in space, and many more.
They are the foundation for many of
ESA’s technology developments.
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https://www.esa.int/Space_Safety/Planetary_Defence/Ramses_ESA_s_mission_to_asteroid_Apophis
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And how do you see the competition
between the United States and China
regarding the moon and Mars? What
is Europe’s approach?

JOSEF ASCHBACHER: ESA, within a
broader European context, focuses on
strategic autonomy, sustainability, and
scientific excellence. Compared to the
US and China, Europe leads in some
key areas: Galileo, which provides the
world’s most accurate navigation sig-
nal; Copernicus, the global standard
for Earth observation; and space sci-
ence missions like Euclid, Gaia, and
JUICE.

Looking at the moon and Mars, ESA’s

for the years ahead.

Can you give us further details?

JOSEF ASCHBACHER: A lunar econ-
omy will likely emerge — with regular
cargo and astronaut flights, lunar com-
munications and navigation networks,
and technologies for in-situ resource
utilisation - like converting lunar ma-

terials and building habitats. For LEO,
ESA is developing the LEO Cargo Re-

signed to deliver cargo to and from
space stations.

On the moon, ESA is accelerating its
roadmap with Argonaut, a fully Euro-
pean lunar lander capable of delivering
up to 1,800 kg of cargo.

On Mars, the missions ExoMars Ro-
salind Franklin and ZefERO will accel-
erate exploration and map resources
to support future human activity. The
former will be the first mission to drill
up to two metres below the surface,
searching for potential traces of life.
ESAs efforts sustain both European
ambition and international cooperation
at the same time.

Dr Aschbacher, thank you very much

for these insights.

The interview was led by Hartmut
Blihl and Nannette Cazaubon.

Artist impression
showing a multi-
dome lunar base,
based on the 3D
printing concept.
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