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FOR stargazers of all persuasions, the publication of a Green Paper on space policy by the European Commission might be greeted with a deal of enthusiasm. 

The European Union is, of course, already engaged in Galileo, the largest joint space project in its history. 

On the debit side, opponents of closer integration, already alarmed by Franco-German plans for an uber-Europe, might see the same dread hand of centralised control, with a side order of bureaucracy, resulting. In fact, the Green Paper promises debate rather than solutions, but does acknowledge Galileo's importance. 

"The time has come," it says, "to define a global EU space policy to be reflected in the forthcoming EU treaty. Being a space power requires technological and industrial excellence but also political will." 

Behind the initiative is the fact that Europe faces a widening research investment gap with the US. 

Turnover has remained stable in recent years at E5.5bn-E6bn (Dollars 5.9bn-Dollars 6.5bn) in Europe but at a staggering E35bn in the US. 

The commission has already set aside E550m for the initial development phase of Galileo and estimates it could create up to 145,000 jobs. 

There is also a solid strategic need for Galileo. It will use 30 satellites in three circular Earth orbits, with two control centres in Europe. 

Providing a credible alternative to GPS for civil navigation use will be supplemented with a global security and environmental monitoring role. 

For these purposes, an enhanced role for Europe seems logical, if not essential. 

It is not a little ironic then, that Galileo has become mired in the sort of EU squabbling that its detractors enjoy so much. 

An internal row between the 15 members of the European Space Agency, the EU's programme partner in the Galileo project, has delayed approval for the E550m contribution. 

Germany is concerned that it will not receive adequate return on its E96m of ESA funding, while Spain wants to pump in more money than is at present allowed by agency regulations. 

Loyola de Palacio, commission vice-president, said that the "strategic importance" of Galileo "must not be delayed by the problems now being encountered by the ESA". 

Mrs de Palacio added: "The commission has endeavoured to do its utmost to ensure the rapid start-up of activities, which will enable us to meet the deadlines, in particular concerning the commercial launching of Galileo services in 2008." 

The commission "deplores the breakdown of negotiations within the ESA", but offered reassurance that "disturbing delays in decision-making have not affected the Galileo programme too much." 

The commission and ESA last year set up a joint undertaking which will be responsible for Galileo during the crucial development phase. 

Brussels has also established the arrangements under which a concession holder will take over the system deployment and commercial operations, from 2004. 

There has also been progress on Galileo's interoperability with GPS and the Russian equivalent, Glonass, and technological and industrial agreements with China. 

A spokesman for ESA was optimistic a compromise deal could be found and that the delay would not be fatal. 

"We are speeding up the talks between member countries because Galileo is too important for us to let go now." 

As of this week, the ESA was still awaiting a response from member governments. 

"The ball is in the court of the member states. There is still an opportunity to make up the lost time, but this is a shared European activity." 

But the spokesman added that the Green Paper should not be seen as crucial to the project's success. "We already know that we want
