Bringing the public and private together.
Alongside the recent EARSC AGM, we organised a workshop to develop a discussion between industry and the EEE’s (European Entrusted Entities) on
how we can work effectively together on the Copernicus Services. The EEE’s are those organisations which will have delegated authority from the
European Commission to deliver the Copernicus Services. Basically this gives them the responsibility to manage and spend public funds; something which
it is very hard for a private company to be able to do. In consequence, and to be clear upfront, there is no contention that the responsibility to procure
services should be held by public sector representatives.
However, we have the objective to maximise the potential for the private sector to exploit Copernicus. This means that industry should be involved to the
maximum extent possible and that long-term relationships should be developed between the EC, the 7 EEE’s and the EO services sector. We should like
that companies are able to figure more strongly in the supply of the services and indeed that everyone recognises the obligation to ensure that adequate
resources are continuously available to meet the Copernicus demand. Hence we invited all those concerned to come to the workshop for an open
discussion.
Not all the services are the same and the degree of public and private sector involvement will be different for each. There is a great deal of difference
between the set-up for say the local component of the land service where private service providers are heavily involved under contract to the EEA and the
climate services where is very little private sector involvement today. Given the strong scientific and research base for climate change this is not surprising,
but industry is already eyeing markets for climate information which should grow sharply in the next few years. Hence companies are very keen to work
with the ECMWF and others to develop new products and to find new markets – together.
These new markets are potentially everywhere and whilst there is a vision that simply making Copernicus services products’ available will be sufficient, we
do not agree with this approach. Firstly, companies wish to be masters of the products and services which they are offering and hence need to ensure that
they have assured access to both data and to knowledge. This implies a direct relationship either as a supplier or as a dedicated partner. This should be
managed through competitive procurement which demands sustaining competition which should not be between public and private actors which we
consider is generally unfair competition.
I was recently at a workshop organised by the OECD which illustrates this for me. Strangely it was a presentation by NASA which triggered the discussion;
I say strangely because the boundary between public and private activity is generally clearer in the US. NASA offer an African wide service showing the
outbreak of fires. It was described as to how it was used, how a private sector user had been found and how a survey had been conducted amongst the
users on what they would like to see developed further. One attendee asked how many companies were involved in the project to which the response was
none but this was not considered to be a product of commercial interest as the resolution was not high enough. But, I commented, we shall never know if
this is really the case since whilst it is a free “government” product no company will even look at it as the competition is too biased away from a private
sector interest.
Now, this is not to say that it is right or wrong that NASA publish the product. It is purely to illustrate the issue. If the US government requires NASA to
produce this product for whatever reason then they should of course do so and it should be available on a free and open basis. But then no company will
consider investing especially if NASA (or any other PSB) looks to develop further to suit “the market”. It is a complex issue but one which is especially
pertinent in the domain of EO services where many government bodies (public sector bodies or PSB’s) are rightly interested. It is for this reason we believe
that a dialogue is necessary and a closer understanding which will reflect the reality of the situation as well as the interests of all parties. Let me also in
passing just say that the site where this product can be found http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/GlobalMaps/index.php is really nice - I like it a lot!
In an ideal world, we may well not choose to start from where we are today. But the origins of the technology in surveillance and scientific research (on the
environment etc) has created this “dual-use” and “dual-interest” which we try to deal with. The focus on economic benefits and job creation as well as the
digital society place great importance on this issue and we were very pleased that the workshop has at least opened the doors for discussions.

