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EARSC Response: Call for Evidence on the Revision of the EU Arctic Policy 

The European Association of Remote Sensing Companies (EARSC) represents the Earth 
Observation (EO) sector in Europe, with over 120 members from 25 countries covering the full 
EO services value chain. EARSC recognises the strategic, environmental, and economic 
importance of the Arctic region, and commends the European Commission for issuing an 
update to the EU Arctic Policy to reflect the current challenges and geopolitical realities. 
EARSC supports the update of the 2021 Joint Communication and seeks to offer 
recommendations to strengthen the implementation, notably on climate resilience, safe and 
stable Arctic operations, and sustainable and inclusive development by building on EU Space 
Programme assets. 

The value of Earth observation (EO) for these various aspects of importance for the Arctic 
cannot be overstated. It plays a key role in climate change adaptation and biodiversity 
monitoring, for navigation safety, environmental, and critical infrastructures.   

Drawing on the operational experience of its members, EARSC seeks to highlight the role of 
EO for these three domains to be addressed by the revised Arctic Policy. EARSC and its 
members urge the European Commission to take into account the full spectrum of EO 
capabilities in the preparation of the revised Arctic Policy and the vital role that they can play 
to ensure its successful implementation. Additionally, as noted in the Call for Evidence, the 
European Commission will continue to engage industry to gather views and new information 
that can support its continuous implementation and assessment. EARSC urges the European 
Commission to ensure the EO downstream industry is included in these discussions, to 
ensure technological advancement is well-reflected in this continuous implementation 
process.  

Climate Change Monitoring and Adaptation 

The Arctic is warming three to four times faster than the global average, making long-term, 
reliable climate monitoring in the region critical. Given the scarcity of ground infrastructure in 
remote parts of the Arctic, satellite observation is essential for tracking environmental 
changes and supporting climate adaptation measures. 

EO can support the monitoring of sea ice extent and thickness, glacier dynamics, changes in 
permafrost, methane emissions, and ocean temperature. It can also support adaptation 
measures through the monitoring of Arctic infrastructures, bolster early warning systems for 
environmental hazards, and provide information on biodiversity and ecosystem changes. 
Sentinel-1 SAR imagery is a key tool to monitor sea ice conditions and glacier dynamics in 
polar regions, allowing scientists to detect early signs of structural change in ice shelves and 
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monitor ice sheet stability.1 On a larger scale, these observations contribute to work on 
projecting sea level rise and climate modelling, essential for adaptation planning.  

Sentinel-3 data support the monitoring of sea surface temperature, ocean colour, and 
phytoplankton activity, which can provide key information on ecosystem shifts and marine 
biodiversity, also contributing to better ecosystem management and climate resilience 
measures, and predicting impacts of climate change on marine food chains and fisheries.  

The EU’s Arctic Policy must reflect these capabilities to strengthen the use of both Copernicus 
and other satellite-based EO, especially very-high resolution (VHR) and near-real time (NRT), 
for Arctic climate observation, improve the integration of EO data in environmental 
governance around the Arctic, support long-term Arctic observation systems, and facilitate the 
access and use of EO data for Arctic researchers, policymakers, local authorities, and 
communities.  

Security and Geopolitical Challenges 

The new geopolitical reality is making the Arctic an even more strategically important domain, 
with access to new shipping routes, resources, geopolitical competition, and military interest 
in the area. The EU’s role in maintaining situational awareness and stability in the region is 
very important. Sentinel-1 SAR imagery can be used to detect vessels, allowing authorities to 
monitor activity in remote waters, detect suspicious or unreported activity, and improve 
maritime domain awareness. This is particularly important in the Arctic, as new shipping 
routes open up and ship traffic increases, infrastructure for more traditional monitoring 
techniques is limited.  

EO, especially VHR and NRT, can support persistent and area-wide monitoring to address key 
challenges like maritime safety, vessel safety, infrastructure protection, and help overcome 
limited surveillance capabilities in more remote areas. EO supports maritime domain 
awareness through vessel detection and tracking, sea ice navigation, and illegal fishing 
detection, as well as environmental security applications such as pollution monitoring and 
infrastructure monitoring.2  

Sustainable Resource Management, Energy, and Trade 

With economic activity in the Arctic expected to increase, particularly as regards shipping, 
fisheries, resource and extraction, evidence-based monitoring systems are needed to ensure 
these activities remain sustainable. Sentinel-1 imagery is widely used to map sea ice 
conditions and support ice navigation services.  

2 Winter Navigation in the Baltic - earsc.org/sebs. SEBS. 2019.   
1 A Case Study Navigation through sea-ice in Greenland. SEBS. 2019.   
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EO, especially VHR and NRT, is a valuable tool for ensuring evidence-based management of 
Arctic economic activity. EO applications for resource monitoring, trade and transport, and 
sustainable development can strengthen the implementation of the EU’s Arctic Policy. As 
regards resources, EO can support fisheries monitoring and fish stock assessment, contribute 
to impact monitoring of extraction activities, and observe land and coastal changes. As 
regards trade and transport, EO offers opportunities for the monitoring of Arctic shipping 
routes, ice conditions, and infrastructure.  

Conclusion 

Earth Observation, especially VHR and NRT, can play a vital role in the implementation of the 
updated EU Arctic Policy. EARSC recommends fostering and strengthening the Copernicus 
Arctic Services as well as creating a thematic framework together with the industry to address 
the issues and challenges the EO industry can address with its capabilities and technologies. 
Such a dialogue can assist the European Commission and the industry in identifying gaps in 
terms of data and in the development of operational capabilities to respond to the identified 
challenges and needs. EARSC and its members remain available to support the European 
Commission in the implementation of the updated EU Arctic Policy, and look forward to a 
structured dialogue about the integration of EO capabilities in the new measures. 
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