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A BITTER BUT REALISTIC OBSERVATION 

For three or four decades, space enjoyed a high level of public interest undoubtedly generated by a 
spectacular, pioneering era (Sputnik, Gagarine, Apollo...), but it has gradually lost this 
unconditional support. This waning interest can be seen in all traditional channels of 
communication: the fewer books on space generally sell less well than before, magazines and 
newspapers baulk at focusing on space activities, the number of visitors to space museums is on 
the decline and throwaway comments in the media only bear out this impression. This 
phenomenon is not restricted to France, it can be felt across Europe, the United States, Russia and 
Japan, to such an extent that NASA is trying to mobilise the American space community to take 
countermeasures. 

The declining appeal of space activities goes hand in hand with a lack of enthusiasm generally on 
the part of the public for scientific and technical disciplines and the careers they offer. According 
to specialists, even space-oriented science fiction, usually very popular with the public because of 
often fantastical stories and images, is currently marking time.  

A fascination for space activities remains, despite everything, but is now limited to a circle of 
stalwart enthusiasts. Its visionary side still exists, opening a window onto an enthralling universe. 
This is why spectacular images of the international space station or extra-vehicular activities 
always go down well, whereas Ariane launches and the contribution of space to 
telecommunications are much less inspirational. The role of space resources in planet management 
in particular seems highly underrated, not to say totally ignored, by the public. 

In short, support for space activities is no longer what it was. 

There are few reasons to expect a change in the near or even more distant future. Citizens’ 
priorities and preoccupations have changed and the virtual absence of space activities in school 
syllabuses is unlikely to reverse this tendency. 

WHY THIS LACK OF INTEREST? 

The reasons for this disaffection are varied: fewer exciting space events, difficulty of grasping the 
strategic importance of certain space activities, ignorance or misapprehension of the major space 
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challenges for the future, in particular in Europe, greater attention devoted than previously to 
terrestrial problems (ecology, pollution, recurring disasters, climate, etc), increased awareness of 
geopolitical problems (terrorism, war in Iraq, Israeli-Palestinian conflict, social issues, 
humanitarian actions, etc). 

While this disinterest is undoubtedly related to the economic, ecological and political environment, 
it can also be linked to unsatisfactory public relations. First and foremost on the part of the space 
community itself, which has on the whole continued to communicate using messages and tools 
borrowed from the pioneering era. In the case of the media, particularly the television, the ratings 
war has led producers to seek out the broadest possible audience which, for the moment at least, is 
easier to achieve with reality TV shows than space programmes. This is a matter of fact. In 
addition, space is the victim of certain gross misconceptions. Indeed, for many people, space 
activities involve “spending gigantic sums that would be better used to improve living conditions 
on Earth”. In 1998, 67% of people questioned asserted, incorrectly, that the French space budget 
was larger than the budget devoted to culture. Moreover, space is often perceived as nonessential 
to life on Earth. Few people are aware of the contribution of satellites to knowledge of the climate, 
agriculture, teaching, medicine (telemedicine) and many other space applications. This can only 
create a gulf of understanding between the space community and the public. 

MUST WE DO MORE? 

If communication actions launched in one year in the realm of space were to be totted up, they 
would be seen to be both numerous and wide-ranging. The French and European space agencies 
CNES and ESA, along with industrialists, trade associations and museums all participate. Private 
initiatives are also performed by educational establishments or associations. A profusion of 
websites provide access to any information the public might require. 

Given such a context, the priority would seem not so much to try to do more but rather to try to do 
better.  

SPACE HAS MANY ASSETS...  

In terms of those activities oriented outwards, away from the Earth, space is the realm of dreams 
par excellence, representing the attraction of infinite spaces and carrying humanity’s irrepressible 
urge to travel beyond the confines of the Earth. It is also the field of excellence, exploration, 
discovery and avant-garde technologies, although those less skilled in the sciences can find all this 
rather baffling.  

Assets offered by space activities turned inwards, towards the Earth, are just as significant and 
concern all mankind, not simply a minority of enthusiasts, since their effects can be felt in 
everyday situations. These space activities are obviously less spectacular than the former. 
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... BUT ALSO MANY HANDICAPS 

Space activities, in their current guise, do not figure among the public’s immediate concerns. To 
be fair, one wonders if the public has been properly informed of the contribution of space to 
resolving certain global problems affecting humanity more and more directly. Couldn't public 
relations initiatives focused on space activities reassure the public as well as being a possible 
distraction from such daily problems?  

Furthermore, the lack of any long-term perspective will do nothing to raise public awareness of 
space activities. In the last few years, broken commitments on the part of American Presidents 
have caused the public to doubt whether there really is any real political will to move ahead in this 
field. The initiative taken by President Bush in January 2004 concerning man’s return to the 
Moon, and subsequent voyage to Mars, is however in a concrete phase of realisation. 

Lastly, it can be noted that the various players of the space community tend to organise separate 
publicity campaigns to relay their own particular objectives. Never have actors from the French 
space sector, let alone the European or international community, joined together to project an 
attractive message to a wider audience on topics of shared interest. 

TOWARDS IMPROVED COMMUNICATION BETWEEN SPACE AND PUBLIC 

Goals 

The activities of the space community must be understood, accepted and championed by the 
greatest number if we are to further progress, fuel humanity’s dreams for discovery and generate 
jobs. It is essential to rekindle decision-makers’ and the general public’s interest in space. For this 
to happen, there are two prerequisites: 

• a 20-30 year vision must be established for the space sector; 

• there must be a break with the past in terms of the form and content of public relations 
actions. 

Goals for effective communication in Europe could include: 

• explaining the role of space resources in solving the Earth’s problems and making it clear 
that the Earth’s citizens can no longer manage without space. The humanitarian role of 
space should be emphasised, so as to make clear that space is in the service of all humanity 
and not only a chosen few (scientists and industrialists); 

• raising awareness as to the contribution of space to safety and European defence; 

• bringing out the advantages of European autonomy. 

Obviously, the contribution of space to knowledge of the universe or the more spectacular aspects 
of inhabited flights should not be obscured but ought no longer to be the main vector for 
communication. 

This campaign must comply with certain conditions: 
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• immediate communication must be accompanied by an in-depth, long-term message. When 
space events are drawing near for instance (e.g.: the launch of an Earth management 
satellite or a probe to Mars or elsewhere), the public’s interest should be aroused not only 
on the day the probe is launched or arrives on the planet, but well before. It is crucial to 
explain what will be done, and how, and to give the public regular progress reports; 

• the vision that has been elaborated must be shared, any stakes and challenges explained 
and attention maintained from beginning to end. Overly technical language should be 
avoided. The aim is to make the message accessible to a layman (a concept the space 
community seems to find problematic);  

• players should communicate in a media-friendly way to avoid being shunted into a siding. 
Emphasis should be given to features capable of firing the imagination in order to “sell” 
space more effectively; 

• this fundamental work must be integrated into a long-term approach. 

Targets 

Politicians and the public 
A public relations campaign focused on space activities should be targeted at European and French 
elected politicians, European commissioners in Brussels and the general public. Elected officials 
constitute an essential target because they vote in budgets and dictate space policy. Future 
activities are in the hands of politicians in Paris, Brussels or elsewhere in Europe. It is not enough 
in France, for instance, to inform the Parliamentary Group on space. No elected officials can 
afford to be indifferent to the contribution of space to resolving problems on the Earth and the jobs 
thus created.  

Neither should the general public have any reason not to welcome space activities as a means of 
evaluating the Earth’s problems and coming up with solutions. If politicians realise that space 
exploration is backed by public opinion, so much the better. Although, if we are honest, no 
politician will be elected on the sole basis of his or her capacity to defend the space sector. 

Avenues and themes to be explored 

The contribution of space to everyday life 
People must be made more aware of the actual and potential contribution of space activities to 
enhancing daily life and improving planet management, particularly in the realms of stock and risk 
management. Ecology, natural disasters and climate change will become vital issues in tomorrow’s 
world, so it is essential for the public to take stock of the arsenal of space-based resources enabling 
scientists to deal with such problems. An alliance should be set up with the general public and 
ecologists but in order to do so, we must first create a genuine dialogue. If the space community 
can reassure the public by giving details on its different actions to preserve the Earth, this 
objective will be achieved. 
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Space exploration  
Space exploration, knowledge of the universe and human presence in space are areas that warrant 
long-term communication strategies. Here are some ideas: 

1. In the case of Mars, if the aim of sending probes is to improve our knowledge of the red planet, 
then it is no use being satisfied with a one-off report on the evening news; comprehensive 
information should be provided on past, present and future issues, unravelling the story of the 
relationship between human beings and Mars. If the media, for reasons best known to 
themselves, do not choose this option, then perhaps it is up to the space community itself to 
take responsibility, especially since Europe is committed to the study of Mars with Mars 
Express. 
Another idea could be to organise a televised event at the Palais de Congrès, designed to give 
an overview of the current state of affairs of Mars exploration (fiction and reality).  

2. Idem with the arrival of Smart 1 on the Moon in 2005. Despite minimal experience of leaving 
the Earth’s orbit, Europe had three remarkable successes between 2003 and 2005 in the shape 
of Mars Express, Smart 1 and Huygens. There is thus plenty of material for a publicity 
campaign on European space activities. 

3. The search for extraterrestrial life and exoplanets is potentially just as inspiring. The 
forthcoming launch of the Corot probe would provide an exceptional opportunity for 
communication. 

4. The contribution of space to our knowledge of the universe must also be exploited. Astronomy 
has a remarkably wide-ranging appeal. 
In the realm of space exploration, the probe is simply a camera, and the man in the street is 
more interested in the photograph than the camera. The two must therefore be linked in 
peoples’ minds.  

5. 2007 will mark the 50th anniversary of the birth of the space era and would be a particularly 
suitable date to organise a major space event in which a panorama of 50 years of space 
conquest would be presented and the public would be encouraged to identify with dreams for 
the 50 next years.  
It is crucial to maintain the idea of the usefulness of space in the minds of the public and 
elected officials without neglecting more visionary aspects. 

Means 

Communication on the part of the entire space community 
In order to communicate effectively on space activities both now and in the future, it is crucial for 
all players to maintain closer links and to act in concert. Specific campaigns organised by each 
separate entity (agencies and industry) should be accompanied by joint communication initiatives 
organised by the whole space community on broader, transverse topics. The challenge of 
communication must be tackled jointly. 



 6

PROPOSALS 

This need for a new public relations drive, necessarily comprising a European dimension, is of 
crucial strategic importance for the space community. It gives rise to the following set of 
proposals: 

• the visionary aspects and medium- and long-term European space policy must be linked up 
to a communication strategy. Clearer explanations must be given to Europeans of future 
actions in Europe in the space domain (decisions taken by the European Council and space 
agencies), with regular updates on the state of play; 

• the vision-strategy-communication process must be coordinated on a European level by a 
body possibly within the ESPI (European Space Policy Institute);  

The main responsibilities of this body would be:  

• firstly, to raise awareness in the various players as to the need for committing to a new 
communication strategy; 

• secondly, to ensure genuine dialogue and coordination in order to generate proposals for 
joint action on the topics evoked previously. 

This think-tank could submit a communication strategy to the European space community 
comprising the three main fields of space exploration (space in the service of the Earth and 
humankind, space exploration and the universe, and finally human presence in space).  

In other words, a veritable European communication strategy. 

This body might itself be charged, from the outset or at some later date, with carrying out 
communication actions on behalf of the space community. 

One date is already fast approaching: the commemoration in 2007 of the 50th anniversary of the 
birth of the space era. This could be the moment to test out the proposal.  

Other possible actions 

• Discuss with the European Education ministries the possibility of incorporating space into 
syllabuses and textbooks. 

• Examine the feasibility of setting up a space television channel in Europe. 

• Constitute an online data bank dedicated to space activities in which the general public and 
interested associations would find resources such as themes for lectures and lecturers. 

• Organise regular international shows on the arts of space. 

 


