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#WHATIF

MEMO
German Council on Foreign Relations

On June 22, 2030, somewhere in Europe, you wake up later than usual. You reach for your smartphone, but it did not recharge. 
You want to check your emails and the news, but there is no internet. You go out and find public transport disrupted and 
ATMs out of order. Reminiscent of the Covid lockdown of 2020, there are no planes in the sky. While the citizens of Europe 
are unaware of what is happening, its leaders have been informed that European space infrastructures have been disrupted. 
It is not yet clear whether that is due to a solar storm, advanced jamming of satellites or ground networks, anti-satellite 
technologies that have destroyed space assets, or a chain reaction caused by space debris like in the movie Gravity. 

IN 2030, SPACE IS THE 
INDISPENSABLE BACKBONE OF 
OUR LIVES AND ECONOMIES

For years, many experts spoke fore-
bodingly about the nightmare scenario 
that would result from “a day without 
space.” Despite all technical safeguards, 
that scenario becomes reality on June 
22, 2030. That morning, the cascading 
effects of a satellite transmission fall-
out almost immediately freeze all so-
cieties in Europe, setting them back to 
the 1970s in a matter of seconds. Se-
verely impaired satellites cease to emit 
positioning signals, causing all flights 
to be grounded and transport via rail 
and water to cease. Financial transac-
tions stop due to a lack of highly accu-
rate timestamps. Money can no longer 
be withdrawn from ATMs. Stock trad-
ing comes to a standstill, leaving finan-
cial markets on the brink of collapse. 
Energy networks and power grids have 
also been hit by the lack of time syn-
chronization, leading to blackouts and 
impacting critical infrastructures such 
as hospitals. Many of the defense ca-
pabilities that armed services normally 
rely on are rendered inoperable. Eu-
rope has never been so vulnerable! The 

next day, on June 23, word spreads that 
scientists have verified that a massive 
geomagnetic storm caused by the sun 
is what knocked satellites out of their 
orbits and led to the ripple effects ex-
perienced by many ground stations. 
That coronal mass ejection is simi-
lar in magnitude to the one of Sep-
tember 1859 known as the Carrington 
Event that sparked major auroral dis-
plays that were visible as far south as 
the Caribbean and severely interrupted 
global telegraph communications. 

In 2030, despite years of pursuing and 
funding ambitious space policies, most 
Europeans still seem to underestimate 
how reliant both their daily lives and 
the European economy at large are on 
infrastructures found in space. Often, 
this is because the services powered or 
enabled by space are invisible or un-
known to many. Yet satellite services 
have become thoroughly enmeshed 
with the global economy. They are the 
driving force behind countless applica-
tions – from ride hailing and delivery 
services to precision agriculture – and 
our ubiquitous connectivity. 

IN THE 2020S, EUROPE 
RECOGNIZES THE NEED TO 
UPSHIFT ITS SPACE ACTIVITIES

European policy-makers decided long 
ago to boost the development of the 
continent’s space capabilities. Conse-
quently, Europe has been one of the 
leaders in space for decades. Since the 
dawn of the Space Age in the 1960s, Eu-
ropeans have been involved in all related 
domains. In the 1990s, the EU launched 
two new lighthouse projects – Galileo 
and Copernicus – to provide global ser-
vices from space.

Navigation satellites, such as those in 
the Galileo system, set the rhythm of 
modern life for Europeans by help-
ing them to orient themselves and find 
their ways. Earth observation satel-
lites, including those in Copernicus, 
take the pulse of our planet every sec-
ond, making it possible to monitor cli-
mate change. They also provide reliable 
pictures of emergency situations and 
support the distribution of humanitari-
an aid, for example after natural disas-
ters such as earthquakes, floods, and 
forest fires. Communication satellites 
allow citizens to connect from even the 
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most remote places, reducing the dig-
ital divide on the continent. In March 
2023,the EU launched its Infrastructure 
for Resilience, Interconnectivity, and 
Security by Satellite (IRIS²) to provide 
secure high-speed broadband internet 
communications in Europe.

While space-based solutions provide 
many benefits, reliance on them can 
turn into a weakness if they are not ad-
equately protected. After the Ministeri-
al Level Council in November 2022, the 
European Space Agency (ESA) started to 
work along two pillars to protect Euro-
pean assets. First, “Security for Space” 
aims to protect sensitive assets and 
monitor the threat landscape and vul-
nerabilities such as cyberthreats affect-
ing Europe’s space operational systems. 
Second, “Civil Security from Space” 
aims to interconnect satellites, drones, 
high-altitude platform stations, and ob-
jects (Internet of Things) in space and 
the air, as well as on ground, into a sys-
tem-of-systems to deliver services to 
end-users in a faster and secure way.

In March 2023, the European External 
Action Service and European Commis-
sion released the first-ever EU Space 
Strategy for Security and Defense that 
proposes actions to strengthen the re-
silience and protection of space systems 
and services in the EU. 

Such realizations of how dependent 
Europe is on its space infrastructures 
highlight the need for sustained effort 
to support its activities in space and in-
vest in new avenues. These include not 
only expanding existing efforts relat-
ed to space sustainability or civil securi-
ty from space, but also driving bold new 
endeavors such as those to establish Eu-
ropean capability in human space flight.

EUROPE MUST LIVE UP TO 
THE SPACE CHALLENGE

For Europe, being a space power is es-
sential to its enduring prosperity. The 
major breakthroughs achieved by the 

Apollo Program offer a historical exam-
ple. In the 1960s, that program mobi-
lized talent and fostered cutting-edge 
R&D across the entire US economy. Its 
global and domestic effects still serve 
the United States decades later. Similar-
ly, Europe’s capacity to send astronauts 
to space will affect its geopolitical influ-
ence, economic gain, and social welfare 
for the significant future.

Although European decision-mak-
ers increasingly recognize the need 
for boosting space investments, fur-
ther efforts are necessary. While the 
achievements of the ESA, EU, and in-
dividual spacefaring member states 
have long made Europe a technology 
setter, others are now moving faster. 
For years, major world powers like the 
United States, China, Japan, and India, 
as well as regional ones like the United 
Arab Emirates, have been massively in-
vesting in their space-industrial base. 
They have launched bold new space 
plans, including those for human space 
exploration, low earth orbit satellites, 
and lunar missions.

In this new race to space, Europe first 
missed its opportunity to establish an 
independent human launch capacity. 
That lack was highlighted in the March 
2023 report Revolution Space: Europe’s 
Mission for Space Exploration and  re-
iterated at the Space Summit in No-
vember 2023. Thus, it became clear 
that creating human launch capabili-
ty would not only confirm Europe as a 
credible geopolitical and geoeconom-
ic power but also open new horizons 
for its science and technology. Finally, 
space was widely embraced as a major 
transformative force it is.

P RO F.  N I CO L A S 
P E T E R
Professor of the Practice  
in Space Policy and  
International Affairs,  
International Space  
University (ISU)

https://eda.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/2023/03/10/eu-space-strategy-for-security-and-defence-to-ensure-a-stronger-and-more-resilient-eu
https://eda.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/2023/03/10/eu-space-strategy-for-security-and-defence-to-ensure-a-stronger-and-more-resilient-eu
https://www.esa.int/ESA_Multimedia/Images/2023/03/Revolution_Space_Europe_s_Mission_for_Space_Exploration
https://www.esa.int/ESA_Multimedia/Images/2023/03/Revolution_Space_Europe_s_Mission_for_Space_Exploration

