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Ambassadors, Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to the OECD, and welcome to this OECD 

symposium on “The Economic Impacts of Space Technologies”.  

  

 

Many essential activities that shape our daily lives, like weather forecasting, global 

communications or broadcasting, would be almost unthinkable today without satellite 

technology.  

 

 

But how can we describe and quantify the economic impacts of space technologies?  

 

In our interconnected world, science and technology activities are major drivers of 

productivity and economic growth, and the space sector is one vector of this dynamic. This 

central role is comprehensively portrayed in the OECD report The Space Economy at a 

Glance that is being released today with this symposium. This OECD publication draws on 

new data on the space industry to provide major findings, with a special focus on the space 

sector’s global value chains. It highlights innovation that may transform the sector and 

generate a host of new policy issues.  

 

The report also identifies a number of major trends. 

 

 First, the fact that the globalisation of the space sector is accelerating.  In the 

1980s, only a handful of countries had the capacity to build and launch a satellite. 

Today, more than 50 countries have satellites in orbit.  Supply chains for satellites and 

rockets have never been more developed or internationalised. For example, did you 

know that the space probe Rosetta – which we will hear much of when it puts a lander 
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on a comet in the next few weeks – involves over 50 companies and research 

institutes from 15 European countries and the United States? And that Swiss atomic 

clocks are regularly exported to the US to fly on American navigation satellites?  We 

will explore this phenomenon in depth this morning.  As these global value chains 

develop, we see a rise in the mobility of people and ideas.  

 

 Next, the fact that new private sector players are now a force to be reckoned with.  

A growing range of new corporate players across a wide range of industrial sectors 

are now engaged in space-related activities, and this is expected to strengthen in the 

future. In particular, large IT companies are entering what have been until now 

vertically integrated markets dominated by a few traditional firms.  The dynamic is 

changing, and we can expect disruption - as well as innovation.   

 

 A third trend concerns the growing democratization of space, thanks to space 

innovation. You can now almost go and buy yourself a very small satellite online. A 

“nanosat” would cost you from a few thousand dollars up to several hundreds of 

thousands of dollars depending on the desired functionality, as compared to several 

millions for larger satellites. Advances in miniaturization, information technologies, 

materials, and satellite integration technologies have dramatically lowered the costs of 

some systems. The challenge will be to find a way to send it to orbit, but even there, 

changes could be coming soon. This year, several rockets have started putting in orbit 

batches of 30 nanosats at-a-time, and in the next five years or so, around a thousand 

nanosats are expected to be launched. We should expect this trend to continue as 

new industrial processes are also being tested like 3-D manufacturing and the 

adaptation of the automobile industry’s mass production techniques and supply-chain 

management know-how to selected space systems. 

 



 

 3 

And what of the policy implications of these changes? What questions should policymakers 

be asking? 

 

To take what is perhaps the foremost of these, there is a growing concern about the 

returns on investment of space programmes. The fragile economic state of many OECD 

countries, and the concern over budgets, makes this question all the more pressing.   

 

Nevertheless, more governments are investing in the space sector around the world, 

this represents around USD 76 billion in 2013 (in PPPs). While not trivial, even in the 

largest programme in the world – the United States -- space represents less than 

0.3% of GDP; in France, it’s less than 0.1% of GDP.  

 

The impacts of space technologies and satellite infrastructure in our societies are hard 

to capture by simple cost-benefit analysis. Still as we’ll hear this afternoon, in many 

cases new economic activities, jobs, efficiency and productivity gains can be traced to 

long-term space investments. Commercial revenues generated by the space 

economy amounted to over USD 250 billion globally in 2013. And some fundamentals 

remain -- many of today’s innovations, like GPS or nanosats, are the results of 

decades of fundamental research and of R&D funded by governments.  

 

The second key question for policymakers is a governance question: how to adapt to this 

changing landscape?  

 

To be clear, this new world for space activities comes with numerous opportunities -

-like cost savings for private operators that are becoming able to shop around for the 

best value, or universities and entrepreneurs that can rapidly develop small satellites 

and innovative activities… 
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…but this new world also comes with growing risks. Value chains stretch further and 

further around the globe, and delivery of supplies vital to production suffer greater 

exposure to interruption. This is already becoming true for some of you in the space 

sector.  

 

All countries and all firms have the opportunity to participate and benefit from global value 

chains and innovation in the space sector. But this situation puts new competitive pressure 

on governments to adopt reforms that enable their producers to find or to try retaining niches 

in which they may make the most of their capabilities.  

 

So what should countries do? 

 

If we were to recommend one policy to a government investing in space programmes, it 

would be this: the better you can track who is doing what in the space industry, through 

regular industry surveys, and by analysing existing administrative data, the better you will 

position yourselves in this new space age.  

 

Of course, there is also a need for complementary policies, such as those that boost 

education and skills, as well as ensuring long-term investments in national research and 

development capabilities, so that the innovation of tomorrow can be funded… today.  

 

The OECD, and specifically the Space Forum, can help you address these challenges. 

 

At the OECD we are pre-occupied by the big socio-economic challenges of the day -  climate 

change, green growth, health challenges like ageing or the spread of neglected infectious 
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diseases, employment, and of course economic growth. And in all these issues, we see 

innovation and innovative sectors like space playing a role.   

 

After all, it is a driver of scientific exploration and knowledge, a sector with cutting edge 

technologies, a source of dynamic innovation, and employer of world-class skills.   

 

The ever-expanding flow of downstream applications in navigation, traffic management, 

mapping, ocean surveillance, telecommunications, to name just a few, is creating new 

opportunities for market growth and job growth. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, the OECD is delighted to be hosting this symposium.  

 

In particular, and especially in light of the cross-cutting nature of the themes that this event 

addresses, we are pleased to see such a distinguished and diverse audience representing 

so many different walks of life – policy-makers from local to national levels, major 

administrations, business, the space community and academia.   

 

We look forward to an interesting, stimulating day of presentations and discussions.  

  

Thank you. 

  

 

 

 

 


