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EARSC Response: Programme for Agile and Rapid Defence Innovation (AGILE) 
 

The European Association of Remote Sensing Companies (EARSC) is a trade association 
representing approximately 120 members across Europe in the Earth Observation (EO) 
Industry. 

EARSC members have significant experience operating in defence and security markets and in 
attempting to access EU-level defence innovation funding. The EO industry has experienced a 
consolidation around the security and defence sectors in recent years, as shown by the most 
recent EARSC Industry Survey. While the current geopolitical landscape has accelerated this 
trend, many companies, particularly SMEs and start-ups, still face structural barriers that 
hinder their ability to gain access and contribute to the European defence domain. To 
contribute to the goals of EU policies in the security and defence domain, programmes such 
as AGILE must recognise EO-based service models as tools which can reinforce existing 
infrastructure and foster defence readiness of the EU. Additionally, these programmes should 
be further complemented by mechanisms which ensure uptake of such capabilities in 
operational use. 

This response is structured around three core messages: 

●​ The pace of existing mechanisms is mismatched with both operational urgency and 
innovation cycles. 

●​ The complexity and opacity of the defence market landscape create prohibitive 
barriers for new entrants. 

●​ Targeted, streamlined support mechanisms like AGILE can be transformative; they 
need to be designed with sufficient flexibility and reach. 

Faster Timelines and Processes 

AGILE's commitment to a four-month award timeline is a meaningful step forward. EARSC 
encourages the Commission to design the programme so that this target is treated as the 
maximum amount of time, not the opposite, and to establish governance structures that allow 
for further compression of timelines in cases of operational need. 

Beyond award timelines, EARSC draws attention to the slowness produced by sequential 
processes: from awareness of a funding call, to eligibility assessment, to application 
preparation, to evaluation, to contracting, to implementation. For SMEs operating with limited 
legal, financial, and administrative capacity, each step carries a disproportionate burden. 
AGILE should introduce end-to-end timeline management, with faster onboarding, clearer 
milestone structures, and reporting obligations. 

 

http://earsc.org
https://earsc.org/2024/11/18/earsc-industry-survey-2024/


 
Navigating the Defence Market 

The EU defence innovation ecosystem is extraordinarily complex for startups: the European 
Defence Fund, EUDIS, HEDI, NATO's DIANA, the NATO Innovation Fund, the Rapid Adoption 
Action Plan, ESA's European Resilience from Space (ERS) programme, the Earth Observation 
Governmental Service (EOGS), national programmes, and bilateral instruments exist in parallel 
with limited coordination and sometimes overlapping mandates. 

For an SME or a start-up seeking to understand where it fits, which instrument to use, which 
eligibility criteria apply, and how programmes interact, navigating the ecosystem without 
dedicated legal and policy expertise is difficult. Such expertise is expensive and inaccessible 
to many of the innovative companies that AGILE is designed to support. 

EARSC recommends that AGILE be accompanied by a landscape navigation function, a 
structured, accessible point of entry that helps companies understand the full ecosystem, 
identify the most appropriate pathways, and receive guidance on how different instruments 
can be combined.  

Dual-use Considerations   

Many EARSC members operate in a dual-use environment; their primary products and 
services were originally developed for civilian markets but have clear and proven use in 
defence. As showcased by the EARSC Catalogue of Services for Civil Security and Defence, 
EO-derived analytics, change detection, maritime domain awareness tools, and border 
monitoring capabilities are commercial products that are already defence-relevant. Yet 
companies offering them frequently find themselves excluded from defence funding 
mechanisms because of how those mechanisms define eligible activities, beneficiaries, or 
technology readiness levels. 
The Civil-Defence innovation cycle that EARSC supports remains underdeveloped in practice. 
AGILE presents an opportunity to operationalise this cycle. The programme's emphasis on 
leveraging and adapting civilian technologies for defence purposes is welcome and should be 
reflected in concrete eligibility criteria, evaluation frameworks, and contracting models that 
recognise the value of proven commercial capabilities applied to defence contexts. 

Access to Defence Users' Data 

A further barrier is the difficulty commercial EO companies face in accessing classified or 
sensitive operational requirements from the defence end-users. Without understanding what 
armed forces actually need, in granular, technical terms, it is extremely difficult to design 
solutions that will be adopted. Yet much of this information is unavailable to commercial 
actors, and the interfaces between classified military requirements and commercial industry 
remain poorly structured. 

AGILE should explicitly address the mechanisms through which participating companies can 
gain structured access to user requirements, even in aggregated or anonymised form. The 
 

https://earsc.org/2025/06/23/earsc-civil-security-and-defence-catalogue/


 
programme's mission-driven R&D pillar is only as effective as the quality and accessibility of 
the missions it is responding to. 

Conclusion 

EARSC supports the establishment of AGILE and urges the Commission to use this pilot 
programme as an opportunity to fundamentally rethink how the EU engages with innovative, 
dual-use, and commercially proven companies in the defence domain. EARSC remains 
available to contribute further technical input to the design of the programme and to facilitate 
engagement between AGILE administrators and EARSC member companies offering relevant 
capabilities. Furthermore, EARSC stands ready to support European defence ambitions 
through the effective mobilisation of Earth Observation technologies and services. 
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