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Discussion on EO potential evolution, 
based on 2021 observations

January 2022
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2021 was a good year for EO

All market components 
experienced growth

The EO downstream industry is 
developing on all continents

New constellations projects and 
record numbers of launchs

In a positive mood for projects
financing
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• Year has been good, perspectives are 
great and the whole EO ecosystem
finally takes off (at last!) 

• On going deep transformations (AI at 
all steps, generalysed platformization, 
simplified access for users) allow to 
cover larger uses and reach non 
expert users (at last!). 

Un uplifting moment

2021 Motto for EO
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But a little bit 
of natural selection 

and vital competition 
should solve that.

Everything is fine!

OK, everybody agrees
that there are too many
• Constellations projects, 
• EO platforms, 
• EO market places, 
• EO data spaces,
• or digital twins.
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There were insightful papers published during the last two years
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But the 2021-2025 EO situation is very different from 2014-2019

A unique and 
worldwide

combinaison of 
instant access to:
• Technologies, 
• Launch,
• Financing. 

The new 
« newcomers» 

benefit from an 
unprecedented

situation
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And this supports the most heard marketing narrative of 2021
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A new context for the new « newcomers »

A unique and 
worldwide

combinaison of 
instant access to:
• Technologies, 
• Launch,
• Financing. 

Potential for the emergence of 
profitable commercial services in 
parallel with the development of 

key actions for sustainable 
development

Unprecedented potential for the 
development of irresponsible 

and useless activities 
at all levels of the chain
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Reflections anchored in a written impressionist note (in French)

Des algos à tous les niveaux

La remontée en puissance des GAFAM et les 
enjeux des plateformes

Financements innovants, vraie solution ?

Des modèles économiques qui s’affinent mais …

2021, l’année du radar ?

La consécration de nouveaux utilisateurs

Des résolutions de plus en plus troubles

Une année charnière

Download the note

https://www.afigeo.asso.fr/2021-une-annee-charniere-pour-l-observation-de-la-terre/
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China: Preparing for Phase 2?

Relevant but not assumed technological breakthroughs

Growing political instrumentalization

A partially bogus debate on the role of GAMAx

SPAC for EO: Greater Caution in the Financial Markets
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CHINA: PREPARING FOR PHASE 2?
Discussion on EO potential evolution, based on 2021 observations
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Continuity

• High level launch activity and 
capacity building

• Parallel activism of institutions, 
regional and commercial actors

• Significant fundraising (Adaspace is 
the most interesting)

• Growing number of downstream
actors (Analytics)

EO in China 2021 : Continuity & New Trends

New Trends

• A Radar year

• Associations between institutional 
players and new players on key 
programs

• Heavy support for on-board AI 
processing

• Closer ties between the Space 
ecosystem (civilian & military), the 
Security ecosystem and the Digital 
Giants
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Preparing for Phase 2?

Operational capabilities in all 
spectral bands foreseen for 2023/24

On going rationalization between
« traditional » and « new » projects

The Security ecosystem brings a needed
set of capabilities (ground and airborne

sensors, cloud, AI/ML)

Greater control on Digital Giants created
parasite effects (e.g. Tencent setbacks) 

but create long term opportunities

China had so far limited 
international success

(both on commercial and 
on Silk Road projects). 

This could change,
starting in 2023, 

with those evolutions.
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GROWING POLITICAL INSTRUMENTALIZATION
Discussion on EO potential evolution, based on 2021 observations
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It starts with an Olympic style ranking last April. NGA says…

© NGA 2021

Zero information on:
• Methodology
• Criteria
• And even

category
choices
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This ranking brings significant attention and media coverage
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And very soon, it becomes a « standard » presentation…
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In fact, there is no worldwide up to date compendium on EO capabilities

Bryce

Euroconsult

CEOS

WMO’s  Oscar

Union of Concerned 
Scientists

Nanosats.eu
NewSpace Index

ESA’s EO Portal

Gunter’s Space

USGS’s JACIE Online 
Compendium
NOAA NESDIS 

Tiering Document

NGA ?

http://database.eohandbook.com/index.aspx
https://space.oscar.wmo.int/
https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/satellite-database
https://www.nanosats.eu/
https://www.newspace.im/
https://directory.eoportal.org/web/eoportal/home
https://space.skyrocket.de/
https://calval.cr.usgs.gov/apps/compendium
https://www.nesdis.noaa.gov/commercial-space/regulatory-affairs/licensing/tier-categorization
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It has consequences on the licensing process

Extract document 
Remote Sensing License Tiering 2021 Q3 
© NESDIS NOAA 2021

https://www.nesdis.noaa.gov/commercial-space/regulatory-affairs/licensing/tier-categorization
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Allows the multiplication of lies and half-truths in international competition

Yes, a long time ago, 
Digital Globe explained
to its customers that 
the use of Pléiades 
would lead to 
« potentially
devastating errors ».

But the growing
number of lies or half-
truths by newcomers is 
« legitimized » by 
biased analysis of their
national institutions.

© Digital Globe, 2013
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The perfect illustration that the game is now extremely political

2019 2021
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RELEVANT BUT NOT ASSUMED 
TECHNOLOGICAL BREAKTHROUGHS

Discussion on EO potential evolution, based on 2021 observations
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* STAC : Spatio Temporal Asset Catalog
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Pléiades Néo (angle 3°)

© Airbus DS

https://www.intelligence-airbusds.com/en/5750-image-gallery-results?world=2254
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Sentinel 2 (with a x10 boost)

© Gamma Earth

http://demo-dr.gamma.earth/
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Pléiades (with a x4 boost)

© UP42 / Aventior

https://up42.com/marketplace/blocks/processing/srr-block
https://up42.com/marketplace/blocks/processing/srr-block
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And even the biggest market player has included it in a standard offering

© Maxar, 2021

15 cm HD Maxar
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What are the consequences

* STAC : Spatio Temporal Asset Catalog

Notions (e.g., resolution) that seemed 
clear and shared become somehow fuzzy

2 users working on the same situation 
based on the same image will end up 

with different interpretation, depending
on their streaming provider

Purely technical answers on those issues 
(e.g., metadata, STAC) will not really

address the challenge 
(especially in NRT activities)

No need to criticize these new tools which each have their own logic and bring solutions, but …

Could this drive to simplify everything 
for the user create an added 

trust issue on the data?

It already becomes complex for expert 
users. What about the non experts 

(the main new target of all 
EO marketing efforts)?



Will we need an 
organic label for 
imagery?
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A PARTIALLY BOGUS DEBATE
ON THE ROLE OF GAMAX

Discussion on EO potential evolution, based on 2021 observations
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GAFAM are everywhere in 
the 21st Century Economy. 
We let them become as or 
more powerful that states

Ok, but what is the specific
situation in our EO domain?

And what do we do about it?
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Involvement in 

EO Sats Com Sats Ground 
Reception

Cloud 
Infra

Analytics 
Platform

Research
Education
Platform

Market 
Place

EO Apps Digital 
Twins

Involvement of GAMAx (Google Amazon Microsoft Alibaba and Co)

? ?

? ?

? ?
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Our EO data are now everywhere

Analytics or 
Insight Providers

Data Spaces

Platforms &
Market Places

Infrastructure IaaS

Satellite Operators

Ubiquitous access through multiple ways

Multiple platforms, data spaces and market 
places (public, commercial, dual) 

at different levels of the value chain

In fact, there are so much overlapping development that it became the favorite 
activity for consultants : define a typology and classify the different platforms
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Peter Thiel’s criteria on « How 
to judge a potentially true 
monopoly »

• Proprietary Tech

• Competitive edge: x10

• Network Effects

• Economy of Scale

• Branding

But most of those platforms, places, spaces have a limited future

© Peter Thiel, 2014

If we look at the european 
platforms, data spaces or 
marketplaces using those 
criteria…

… very few (none ?) will ever 
have a significant impact. 

Nevertheless, the European 
ecosystem (both public and 
private) pushes for the creation
of new projects every month.
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Which platform could really play the role of Gate Keepers*?

* See the European Digital Market Act (DMA)
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And their leadership goes beyond purely business activities



Chinese 
Champ 2

We will have 5 actors with 
worldwide ambitions



Chinese 
Champ 2

The more we multiply new 
platforms, market places …



European 
Champ Chinese 

Champ 2

The less we leave a vital space for 
a possible European champion



Chinese 
Champ 2

And at the end…
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• Large commercial actors have already chosen their strategy (Airbus, Planet or ESRI 2021 
actions are good examples)

• Vertical projects with deep and real involvement in their business domain do have a 
future (but for the most part, they will rely on GAMAx for infrastructure and analytics
tools).

• Projects that are poorly designed or without clear positioning are doomed to death.

• This debate on platforms, marketplaces and data spaces will very soon move to digital 
twins (with the exact same actors involved in the EO and IT communities).

Rather than continuing the endless work of "platform mapping", it is time 
to clearly identify the duplication of efforts and projects overlaps and to 

draw lessons from them in terms of financing or support?
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SPAC FOR EO: GREATER CAUTION IN THE 
FINANCIAL MARKETS

Discussion on EO potential evolution, based on 2021 observations
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Market introduction: A complex (and rather schizophrenic) experience

© Satellogic - November 2021
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Planet Labs

Spire Global

• Very heavy redemption rate for EO SPACs (up to 95%)

• Analysts sensitivity to bad operational news

• Growing difficulties for new entrants after Spire, Planet and BlackSky poor performances

A start that looks like a hazing…

Spire

Rocket Lab
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IN SHORT, WE ARE AT A CROSSROADS
Discussion on EO potential evolution, based on 2021 observations
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A new era starts, very different from what we saw in 2012-2019

A new, unique and 
worldwide

combinaison of 
instant access to:
• Technologies, 
• Launch,
• Financing. 

Potential for the emergence of 
profitable commercial services in 
parallel with the development of 

key actions for sustainable 
development

Unprecedented potential for the 
development of irresponsible 

and useless activities 
at all levels of the chain
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• The main market entry factors have changed (and despite or because
of the pandemy,  this has accelerated over 2020-2021)

• Institutional and commercial rules change and will constantly evolve, 
with virtually no holds barred.

• The distortion between the virtuous objectives displayed for EO 
(support « Sustainable Development Goals », « Protect the Planet & 
the People ») and the actual functioning of the EO ecosystem is more 
and more glaring (even if it doesn't seem to bother anyone).

• The lead taken by Google, Amazon and Microsoft makes them already 
key players at all levels of the chain. They are already the « Gate 
Keepers » for scientific, non profit and commercial applications.

• The current effervescence of European initiatives (both public and 
private) runs the risk of being counter-productive.
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Thank you for your attention
thierry.rousselin@tmcftn.fr


