China, EU, and Galileo
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Negotiators for the European Union (EU) and the People’s Republic of China agreed on provisions for China’s participation in the Galileo program. 

According to EU officials, this opens the way for China to take a substantial financial part in the program through a stake holding in the Galileo Joint Undertaking, the body that will manage the program, and in European Space Agency (ESA) activities to build space and ground infrastructure. According to reports, China may invest up to €230 million ($263 million) in the estimated €3–4 billion project. India and Israel have also indicated interest in similar participation. 

The agreement was initialed in Beijing on September 18 by François Lamoureux, director-general of Energy and Transport (DG-TREN) at the European Commission (EC), and Shi Dinghuan, secretary general of China’s Ministry of Science and Technology. The proposal was scheduled for submission to the EU Transport Council meeting on October 9 for formal approval by EU member states. Any agreement would also have to gain approval from China’s State Council. If approved, the text would then be submitted for signature at the forthcoming EU-China Summit set for October 30. 

“China will help Galileo become the major world infrastructure for the growing market for location services,” said Loyola de Palacio, EC vice-president responsible for the Galileo programmed. Her counterpart, China’s Science and Technology Minister Xu Guanhua, noted that “China supports Galileo and plans to participate actively in its construction and application for mutual benefits.” 

Since the Council authorized the EC to negotiate with China last March, two rounds of talks have been held, in Brussels during April and in Beijing on September 18. The talks finalized the draft agreement that allows for China’s active participation in the program. According to an EU press statement, the agreement provides for cooperative activities on satellite navigation and timing in a wide range of sectors, notably science and technology, industrial manufacturing, service and market development, as well as standardization, frequency coordination, and certification. 

On September 19, European and Chinese officials inaugurated the “China-Europe Global Navigation Satellite System Technical Training and Cooperation Center” (CENC) in Beijing’s Zhongguancun Hi-Tech Zone. A joint effort by the Chinese Ministry of Science and Technology, the Chinese Remote Sensing Centre, and the EC and ESA, CENC will serve as a focal point for Galileo-related activities. International experts will be invited for lectures on the technical and commercial aspects of satellite navigation, with special attention to development of applications. 

A recent article in Xin Hua Daily, the official newspaper of the Chinese Communist Party, quotes researcher Cao Chong, a deputy chief engineer with the 22nd Research Institute under the China Electronics Technology Group Corporation. He said China’s support and participation in Galileo can “facilitate” EU negotiation with the United States and Russia on cooperation in space-related matters. Secondly, Cao said, China’s huge market provides promising prospects; the country already has 100 million mobile communications users, and its rapidly growing number of autos “can tremendously expand Galileo’s market domain.” China also intends to become a leading space power in coming decades. 

European industry shows an eagerness to collaborate with China in this field, including participation in a project at Tsinghua University to build a combined GPS/Galileo/Glonass receiver. CENC will encourage ventures and other industrial collaborative activities. With the assistance of the EU 6th Framework Program for research, several European companies plan to invite Chinese partners to submit joint proposals for developing the application market for Galileo. 

China attaches great importance to its satellite navigation system. Last May, the nation completed its “Beidou” (Big Dipper-1) system with the launch of a third satellite to provide a regional positioning capability over China and neighboring areas. Beidou reportedly provides positioning accurate to “dozens of meters” and has separate communication functions. 

