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Autonomy beyond the horizon: Europe’s

bid to chart its own course in aerospace

The debate around European strategic autonomy has
often focused on energy security, semiconductors, and
defence. Yet one of the continent’s most important
strategic frontiers sits above its borders; from aircraft
manufacturing and secure communications to satellite
navigation and Earth observation, aeronautics and
space capabilities are becoming essential pillars of
Europe’s long-term economic resilience, technological
competitiveness, and geopolitical influence.

Recent geopolitical developments have highlighted the
importance of reducing critical dependencies in areas that

underpin economic and national security. Governments
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have responded by investing more heavily in strategic
technologies, industrial capabilities, and sovereign
infrastructure. Aeronautics and space technologies sit at
the intersection of these priorities, making these sectors

a key component of the broader European autonomy
project. Indeed, the convergence between space, defence,
cybersecurity and data infrastructure is accelerating,
driven by growing requirements for intelligence and
surveillance, secure communications, resilient navigation,

and threat protection.

Europe enjoys a unique position. It remains one of the
few regions with deep expertise across the aerospace
and space value chain, with leadership in several
areas including satellite navigation, Earth observation,
telecommunications satellites, radar technologies,

and propulsion systems. These capabilities have been
built over decades, supported by significant research
investment, highly skilled workforces, and strong

industrial ecosystems.
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The scale of that workforce is striking in its own right:
Europe’s aerospace and defence industry directly
employed a record 1.1 million people in 2024, and when
indirect and induced jobs are included, the sector now
supports close to 4.2 million jobs and roughly EUR 779
billion of economic activity.!

As Europe seeks to strengthen its strategic independence,
maintaining sovereign access to these competences is
growing in importance.

A new era of space sovereignty

The growing emphasis on space reflects a broader shift
in political thinking. What was once viewed primarily as
a scientific endeavour is increasingly considered critical
infrastructure, as evidenced by EU programmes such

as Galileo, Copernicus, IRIS and GOVSATCOM.? And in
a world characterised by heightened geopolitical and
technological rivalry, governments are increasingly
reluctant to depend on external providers for essential
capabilities. The numbers illustrate just how embedded
these systems already are: Galileo alone now provides
positioning data to nearly four billion devices, and

the European Commission estimates that satellite-
navigation-dependent activities underpin roughly 10% of
the EU’s annual economic output.?

This helps explain the rising levels of public investment
directed toward European space programmes —
European space budgets increased by 12% to EUR 13.5
billion in 2025. During ESA’s Ministerial Council in Bremen
in November 2025, the agency’s 23 member states
approved a record three-year budget of EUR 22.3 billion
for 2026-2028 — a 31% increase on the previous period,
and the closest any Ministerial Council has come to
matching ESA'’s full funding request.*

Policymakers increasingly view sovereign space
capabilities not simply as economic opportunities but
strategic necessities. Investments in launch systems,
satellite constellations, Earth observation, and secure
communications are becoming central components of
long-term industrial policy, supporting Europe’s ability

to gather information, protect critical infrastructure, and
maintain technological competitiveness. A clear example
is IRIS (Infrastructure for Resilience, Interconnectivity

and Security), Europe’s answer to Starlink: the EU has
recently committed to building a 348 satellite multi-orbit
constellation, delivering secure government connectivity
from 2029.5

The goal for Europe is not to replicate models already
existing elsewhere, but rather to develop sovereign,
hard-to-substitute technologies on which civil and
military infrastructure can rely without depending on
non-European providers.

Aerospace as an industrial champion

While space often captures headlines, the broader
aerospace industry remains equally important to
Europe’s industrial strength. According to industry data,
the European aerospace and defence sector generated
record turnover — EUR 326 bn in 2024, a fourth
consecutive year of double-digit growth.

Importantly, aerospace is not an isolated industry.

It supports vast networks of suppliers, engineers,
software developers, manufacturers, and research
institutions. Every aircraft produced, satellite launched,
or communications system deployed generates demand
across multiple sectors of the economy.

This industrial multiplier effect gives aerospace a special
role within Europe’s autonomy agenda. Strong domestic
capabilities from local champions such as Airbus

and Thales, among others, help preserve high-value
manufacturing, support innovation, and maintain skilled
employment across the supply chain, thus reducing
dependence on foreign suppliers in strategically

important areas.
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Autonomy’s hidden enablers

One of the most overlooked aspects of the aerospace
story is the range of technologies that sit behind the
final products. Modern aircraft and satellites rely on
advanced semiconductors, industrial software, sensors,
electronics, digital engineering, and sophisticated
manufacturing processes. Strengthening aerospace thus
also supports broader European ambitions in areas such
as semiconductor resilience, advanced manufacturing,

and digital sovereignty.

Technological advances developed for aerospace
applications frequently find their way into other
industries. For instance, the European Commission
projects that the Galileo system will generate an
estimated EUR 166 billion in revenue by 2029 from value-
added services relying on its signal, evidence of how a
single sovereign infrastructure investment can cascade

into commercial value well beyond its original purpose.?

Another key factor here is the growing importance

of scale. Aeronautics and space industries are
characterised by substantial investment requirements,
lengthy development cycles, and intense international
competition. As a result, Europe is seeing efforts to
strengthen industrial cooperation and consolidate
capabilities in these strategic areas. The objective is to
ensure that critical technologies remain available within
the region and that future innovation continues to be

enabled, developed, and controlled by local stakeholders.

Capitalising on Europe’s ambitions

For investors, aeronautics and space offer exposure to
several structural themes that are likely to remain relevant
for many years. These include rising defence expenditure,
industrial modernisation, digitalisation, cybersecurity,
supply chain resilience, and technological sovereignty.
Many businesses operating within these ecosystems
possess specialised expertise and occupy strategically
important positions within global value chains.

We thus believe the current environment supports the
investment case for European companies operating
across multiple layers of the space value chain;
companies that will benefit from both established
technological expertise and the burgeoning need for
secure and resilient European supply chains. We focus
on companies already embedded in major civil and
defence programmes, which typically possess strong
technologies, significant barriers to entry, and the ability
to convert increasing European space and defence
budgets into orders, revenues, and profits.

However, investors should recognise that the sector is not
without risks. Government spending priorities can change,
supply-chain challenges may affect production schedules,
and technological evolution can alter competitive
dynamics. Nevertheless, as Europe seeks to strengthen

its industrial base, secure critical technologies and reduce
strategic dependencies, these areas appear likely to
remain central to the continent’s future ambitions.
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1 https://www.asd-europe.org/news-media/facts-figures/key-data-overview/

2 Galileo - The EU’s global satellite navigation system, providing highly accurate positioning, navigation, and timing services.

Copernicus — The EU’s Earth observation programme, using a fleet of satellites to monitor the environment, climate, land, oceans and
atmosphere.
IRIS? - The EU'’s planned multi-orbit satellite constellation (348 satellites), designed to deliver secure, sovereign government connectivity and
broadband from 2029.
GOVSATCOM - An EU programme that pools and shares secure satellite communications capacity among member states, giving European
governments and security actors resilient connectivity independent of non-EU providers.

3

https://www.euspa.europa.eu/eu-space-programme/galileo/galileo-satellites; https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/cipr/items/824221/
4 https://sciencebusiness.net/news/aerospace/esa-members-agree-eu22-billion-three-year-budget)

> https://www.esa.int/Applications/Connectivity_and_Secure_Communications/

IRIS2_reinforced_and_accelerated_as_implementation_advances)
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