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Sharing Insights on Unlocking Earth Observation for Public Services:
Summary findings from UKSA’s CEOS SIT TW 2025 side meeting.

1. Executive Summary
Satellite Earth Observation (EO) data offers significant potential to enhance public services, but its adoption remains limited due to technical, institutional, and policy barriers. The UK Space Agency’s CEOS SIT-TW side meeting highlighted the need for user-driven approaches, improved data accessibility, and even greater collaboration across the CEOS community. Success stories from Geoscience Australia, JAXA, the European Commission, and the UK highlighted tailored solutions, capacity building, and evidence-based case studies that are being used to accelerate EO integration into government operations, delivering measurable societal benefits and better public service.
2. Recommendations
· CEOS should dedicate time to enable sharing of knowledge and successes in driving public sector adoption – through existing mechanisms like the annual Agency updates and/or an annual dedicated side meeting at SIT/ SIT TW.
· CEOS could curate and share practical playbooks, case studies, demonstrators and implementation models to help Governments move from pilot projects to operational EO-based services.
· CEOS could work to facilitate alignment of EO-based indicators and products with both international treaty reporting requirements (e.g. Convention on Biological Diversity, UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, UN Convention to Combat Desertification) and national/regional policy implementation needs, ensuring consistency and interoperability across national, regional and international scales.
3. Introduction: 
EO data hold enormous potential to deliver societal benefits, yet many nations continue to face challenges in translating this wealth of information into actionable insights for public services. Recognising this gap, as part of the 2025 CEOS Chair theme the UK Space Agency convened a side meeting during the CEOS SIT Technical Workshop, 2025, to explore national strategies for driving EO uptake across government and public-sector applications. 
The meeting was an opportunity to share approaches across the CEOS community. The scope to ‘Unlock EO for Public Services’ was considered as ‘interventions and services intended to address public needs and interests, that are delivered by government, public sector agencies, or private or voluntary organisations with public funding’.
Discussions and presentations underscored this shared priority across CEOS members, reflected in initiatives such as UKSA’s Unlocking Space for Government programme, the UK Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs’ EO Centre of Excellence, JAXA’s Phase 5 medium-long term plan to 2031, Geoscience Australia’s ‘Digital Earth Australia’, and the work of the European Commission’s Knowledge Centre on EO (KCEO) - all aimed at unlocking EO’s economic, societal, and environmental value for better public service. 
The presentation and discussions were framed around the following four questions:
1. What are the practical challenges and technical or policy barriers?
2. Where are the opportunities for greater use of EO in public services?
3. What are the examples of success stories and lessons learned?
4. How can we encourage greater collaboration, capacity building and innovation – what more can CEOS do?
This paper summarises the key insights, and considers how CEOS can strengthen collective efforts to bridge the gap between data availability and its effective use in public services.
4. Practical Challenges and Barriers
Despite the abundant potential of EO data to support public sector decision making, its effective uptake remains limited due to a range of shared factors including: 
Trust and risk aversion: Public sector organisations are typically structured around stability, compliance, and risk mitigation. Decision-makers require confidence that EO data, and the processes to integrate it, will deliver tangible value without introducing unintended complexity. Concerns often centre on data reliability, integration with existing workflows, and the potential for disruption. A clear and compelling cost-benefit analysis is essential to justify investment of time and financial resources, particularly for budget holders.
Institutional inertia: Long-standing operational practices can be resistant to change, even when EO data offers clear advantages. For instance, JAXA has demonstrated the utility of ALOS-2 SAR data for forest monitoring, particularly in tracking the impact of expanding solar farms on forest cover in rural and mountainous regions. However, despite its proven feasibility, this data has not yet been adopted operationally, as local governments continue to rely on traditional, human-based monitoring systems.
Relevance and usability: EO data providers often face challenges in aligning their capabilities with the nuanced and evolving needs of government users. Public sector requirements are frequently complex, bespoke, and time-sensitive, with a strong preference for data products that are accessible to non-specialists. Bridging the gap between technical capability and user relevance remains a key barrier.
Procurement and licencing: For governments that rely to varying degrees on commercial satellite data rather than sovereign missions, procurement models can pose significant hurdles. Commercial providers often favour multi-year subscription or platform-based access models, which may conflict with annual government budgeting cycles or be viewed by financial controllers as a recurring liability. Additionally, restrictive licensing terms can limit data sharing across departments, undermining the overall value proposition and reducing cost-efficiency.
Scalability: While EO data has been successfully applied in numerous pilot projects, scaling these initiatives into sustained, operational services remains a major challenge. Transitioning from short-term, project-based applications to long-term, embedded solutions requires not only technical readiness but also institutional commitment and funding continuity.
5. New opportunities and successes:
Geoscience Australia shared details of their established ‘Digital Earth Australia’ (DEA) platform, which is a national-scale user-driven EO infrastructure designed to unlock and process satellite imagery for integration into public sector decision-making. DEA supports public sector adoption by reducing technical and operational barriers, offering analysis-ready data (ARD) and workflows that are more accessible to non-specialists. It provides a suite of products, services, and tools that have been developed in direct consultation with decision-makers, including ‘DEA Hotspots’ - a near-real-time bushfire monitoring system using thermal imaging that aids planning, monitoring, and emergency response at a national level.
User-driven design was the dominant theme of the presentations, with JAXA, KCEO and UKSA delegates sharing remarkably synergistic approaches to solving these multiple issues of public sector user uptake. 
KCEO shared details of their established mechanism to integrate the use of Copernicus data across European Union policy and legislation, whilst also informing evolution of the Copernicus capabilities. KCEO routinely carry out thematic policy deep dives and surveys across 15 separate Directorate Generals of the European Commission to understand requirements. These qualitative assessments are carried out independent of whether the satellite capability exists, and move gradually to more quantitative product and service needs, data needs, and sensor needs, allowing KCEO to simultaneously integrate user needs and evidence future evolution of the infrastructure.
As a result, Earth observation data from Copernicus now underpins key legislation for reporting and enforcement of EU policy. The impact of this approach is highlighted by the fact that in the past 5 years there have been 90 explicit references to Copernicus data in EU legal acts since 2021, compared to just 11 in the five years prior, but KCEO do warn that scale-up of these activities is complex and resource intensive.
JAXA is adopting a similar approach in its medium- to long-term plan (2025–2031), using back-casting from clearly defined societal needs and tangible benefit requirements to co-design and co-produce solutions with end users. A practical example is the demonstration of satellite data for verifying rice paddy drainage - a key mitigation measure to reduce methane emissions. This capability is expected to become a core verification tool within the Japanese government’s carbon credit programme.
The UK does not operate its own sovereign EO missions and instead relies on Copernicus and commercially sourced EO data, products, and services. To drive uptake, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) established an EO Centre of Excellence in 2015, which has since expanded to regular engagement with 19 government and devolved organisations. This effort has delivered a range of products, including Defra’s own analysis-ready data (ARD), habitat and crop maps, pollution mitigation tools, and funded R&D for new EO-based solutions.
Despite these advances, significant untapped opportunities remain. Historically, EO adoption in the UK has relied on short-term, budget-limited feasibility projects aimed at matching users with commercial solutions. While these projects often show promise, they rarely progress to true adoption due to challenges in securing follow-on funding, integration and embedding new processes. To address this, UKSA launched the ‘Unlocking Space for Government’ (USG) initiative, applying a back-casting approach that starts by identifying user needs independently of existing capabilities, then defining data requirements and collaborating with commercial providers to develop solutions.
A key focus of this approach is de-risking the adoption pathway - illustrated by the case of Lough Neagh, a large lake in Northern Ireland suffering from severe algal blooms. Previously, local authorities relied on in-situ observations and eyewitness reports, limiting their ability to mitigate the issue. Awareness of satellite data was minimal, and its potential for prevention and mitigation was not understood. Through a phased approach, USG co-designed a challenge statement and connected stakeholders with organisations integrating EO data into forecasting models, drone imagery, and low-cost sensors to build a decision-support capability. Critically, this work includes a multi-year, licence-free clause, giving users time to demonstrate value and embed the capability for long-term use.
6. Discussion:  A role for CEOS:
Unlocking EO for public services requires coordinated action across technical, institutional, and policy dimensions. CEOS is uniquely positioned for this through its global network and expertise.
Standards and Interoperability: CEOS already plays a critical role in promoting data standards and interoperability through initiatives such as the CEOS Analysis Ready Data (ARD) framework, which make EO data easier to integrate into government systems. Looking ahead, CEOS could expand engagement with national agencies to align ARD specifications with operational requirements of public services, ensuring seamless integration into health, transport, and environmental platforms.
Capacity Building and Knowledge Sharing: CEOS has a strong track record in capacity building through training and technical guidance. To accelerate adoption of EO data and thereby further the value case for EO, CEOS agencies could pool lessons learned, share setbacks and successes openly to curate and share practical playbooks and implementation models. These resources could help governments move from pilot projects to operational services, reducing duplication and speeding up delivery.
Evidence and Demonstrators: Frontline services often ask, ‘Who else is using this data or service, and what is the cost-benefit?’ CEOS could help answer these questions by developing and disseminating international case studies and demonstrators that showcase successful approaches for EO integration at scale. Shared evidence of impact - across borders and across sectors - would strengthen the business case for investment and adoption.
Linking National to International Indicators: EO-derived indicators are a critical bridge between local policy needs and global commitments under treaties such as the UN Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) or UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). CEOS could facilitate alignment between national back casting approaches and international reporting frameworks, encouraging consistency in methodologies and data products to enable countries to meet both domestic priorities and international obligations using harmonised EO solutions.
7. Conclusions:
In summary, unlocking the full potential of EO for public services demands sustained collaboration, a user-centred approach, and a proactive effort to overcome entrenched institutional, technical, and cultural barriers. Strengthening partnerships across government departments, industry, and the international CEOS community - and creating space within this forum to share practical evidence and lessons learned – could help accelerate the shift from feasibility studies to scalable, operational solutions.
A practical first step could be to invite CEOS agencies to dedicate part of their annual updates to presenting a case study or sharing a key lesson learned.
Ultimately, embedding EO into public service delivery will not only improve decision-making and operational efficiency, but also support nations in meeting domestic priorities and international commitments - delivering real, measurable benefits to society.
Sincere thanks to the JAXA SIT Chair team, Geoscience Australia, Knowledge Centre on EO, Defra and UK Space Agency colleagues for their contributions to this work.
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