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Barbara J. Ryan

2020 SAW GROWING RELIANCE 
ON GEOSPATIAL TECHNOLOGY

A
s we close out 2020 — a year that many, many 
people are all too happy to put behind — this issue 
of Policy Watch highlights policy and program 
advances that countries around the world are 
making in Space, AI, UAVs and data.

In the Space domain, the European Space Agency has signed a 
$105 million service contract with Swiss startup ClearSpace to 
help remove orbital debris. ClearSpace-1, scheduled for launch 

in 2025, will be the first mission to remove debris from Space. India has come up 
with a new policy draft on Space-based remote sensing to push commercialization 
of Space Technology; and in the U.K,. ten new government-backed small satel-
lites, with communication links between and among them, will be built in Scot-
land. Advances in AI occurred in Brazil, with the launch of a national AI innovation 
network focused on automotive and agricultural sectors. In the U.S., policy options 
for addressing challenges associated with AI use in the health sector have been 
articulated in a new report by the Government Accountability Office. 

In China’s continuing effort to exert global leadership for UAVs, the State Council 
has urged the acceleration of Urban Air Mobility by enabling private companies 
to accelerate applications in areas ranging from emergency response to aerial 
sightseeing. Development of their regulatory framework, a prerequisite for many 
applications, is ongoing. In the U.S., the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) 
has published airworthiness criteria for the proposed certification of 10 different 
systems, allowing for more complex drone operations. Included among these 
systems is Amazon for package delivery. 

In an effort to boost the Indian national geospatial framework, the State of Punjab 
has launched two GIS portals to aid day-to-day governance; and in the U.K., 
the Geospatial Commission has published a “Enhancing the U.K.’s Geospatial 
Ecosystem” report focused on improving data access, maintaining public trust, and 
driving business adoption. In the U.S., the Open Geospatial Consortium Community 
has approved a new Standard (API-Features-Part 2) that will continue to advance 
discovering and accessing location information on the web and enabling data 
sharing. Lastly, Zimbabwe has launched its National Development Strategy, focused 
on developing rural areas. 

As we look back on 2020 and the challenges posed by the coronavirus pandemic, 
the advances described herein, and those in earlier issues of Policy Watch, are even 
more significant. These policy and program advances across the globe, speak to the 
ever-increasing visibility of our field, and more importantly, to the emerging reliance 
on geospatial data, tools and services in our daily lives. As we look forward to 2021, 
while the virus will still be with us, I am optimistic that efforts emerging from our 
community will continue to touch every person every day. On behalf of the Policy 
Watch Team, I will take this opportunity to wish you, your colleagues and your fami-
lies a Happy and Healthy Holiday Season.

F O R E W O R D

Editor, Policy Watch

https://wgicouncil.org/
http://www.wgic.com
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ESA SIGNS CONTRACT FOR 
SPACE DEBRIS REMOVAL
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On December 1st, the European Space Agency (ESA) announced that it had 
signed a $105 million (€86.2 million) service contract with Swiss startup 
ClearSpace to remove orbital debris. The contract finalizes the ClearSpace-1 
mission, which is set to remove Space debris in orbit in 2025. The mission will 
involve developing a spacecraft resembling a robot with four arms to remove 
Space debris. It will target the Vespa (Vega Secondary Payload Adapter) left by 
Arianespace’s second Vega mission in 2013. 

According to reports, ClearSpace will partner with Deimos Space, Airbus, 
OHB-Sweden, APCO-Technologies, and Satellite Applications Catapult for 
systems engineering expertise. ESA said this mission represents a new way 
for the agency to do business — purchasing an end-to-end service contract, 
rather than developing an in-house spacecraft for the mission. The funding for 
this mission was approved last year at the ESA’s Space19+ Ministerial Council. 
ClearSpace estimates the project will cost $121.01 million (€100 million), and 
plans to raise the additional $16.94 million (€14 million) from investors.

http://www.wgic.com
http://www.wgic.com
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In the wake of emerging global trends, technology advancements and wide 
ranging demand for remote sensing data — both from within and outside the 
country — the Department of Space (DoS), India has drafted a new Space Remote 
Sensing Policy 2020 (SpaceRS Policy 2020). The policy aims at encouraging 
various stakeholders in the country to actively participate in Space-based remote 
sensing activities to promote and enhance commercialization of Space tech-
nology. Quick and easy access to remote sensing data and information can 
enable knowledge-based solutions, addressing the many planning and moni-
toring requirements of the nation.

S P A C E

IND
IA

REMOTE SENSING DRAFT 
TO STRENGTHEN INDUSTRY

The policy states that the Government of India shall:

• Promote Indian Industries to carry out Space-based remote sensing activities 
within and outside India;

• Enable easy access to Space-based remote sensing data, except for ‘sensitive 
data and information;

• Concentrate on the realization of Space-based remote sensing systems to 
cater to the country’s needs that cannot be effectively, affordably and reliably 
satisfied by commercial entities, either due to national security concerns or 
economic factors; and

• Provide a timely and responsive regulatory environment for the commercial 
Indian industry to establish and operate Space-based remote sensing systems.

http://www.wgic.com
http://www.wgic.com
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The U.K. will have 10 new government-backed satellites the size of a shoebox 
that are going to be built in Scotland after the signing of an agreement 
between AAC Clyde Space U.K. and ESA. Each of the small satellites will 
be built as part of a new three-year project — xSPANCION — to create an 
innovative satellite constellation that businesses can use for a wide-range 
of applications, including satellite communications, Earth observation and 
remote sensing.

This constellation can then be used by 
businesses to fulfil their Space-data 
needs with a one-stop-shop, providing 
data from a single point of contact while 
eliminating the need to carry out any 
Space activity themselves. U.K. Space 
Agency Chief Executive, Dr Graham 
Turnock said, “This game-changing 
project will see AAC Clyde Space 
develop cutting-edge technology, 
including communication between 
satellites to increase data performance, 
and help keep the U.K. at the forefront 
of the global small satellite market.”

He added that “building satellites 
quicker and in higher volumes is not 
only vital to meet the increasing demand for services we all rely on, but it also 
supports the launch of small satellites from U.K. soil in the coming years”.

INNOVATIVE SMALLSATS  
FOR MULTIPLE APPLICATIONS

S P A C E

This constellation 
can be used by 
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The Brazilian government has announced the launch of a national innovation 
network focused on Artificial Intelligence (AI), with the objective of increasing 
the production capacity and competitiveness of local companies. Described as 
the largest in the country, the network is the result of cooperation between the 
Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovations (MCTI) and the Brazilian Indus-
trial Research and Innovation Company (EMBRAPII).

Reports suggest that an investment of R$ 70 million ($12 million) derived from 
government incentives will go towards the MCTI/EMBRAPII network in the 
next five years, of which R$20 million ($3.5 million) will be focused on AI being 
applied to the automotive and agribusiness sectors. The model provides for equal 
contributions from the private sector, which could double the value of individual 
projects. The network’s goal is to encourage the use of advanced technologies 
in various sectors through the provision of non-refundable resources, as well as 
access to an innovation ecosystem with complementary technological skills.

AI INNOVATION NETWORK 
TO SUPPORT BUSINESSES
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The initiative includes:

• An investment of R$ 70 million ($12 million) 
that will go towards the MCTI/EMBRAPII 
network in the next five years; and

• A network of 17 research centers with 
infrastructure and skilled professionals 
in Machine Learning, Internet of Things, 
and Big Data will support the industry to 
increase innovation.

http://www.wgic.com
http://www.wgic.com
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The Government Accountability Office (GAO), in a new report, has highlighted 
policy options to employ Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools that can improve data 
access, create best practices and improve healthcare delivery. GAO has offered 
the policy options in part to address several challenges associated with these AI 
tools, including:

• Data access

• Bias

• Scaling and integration

• Lack of transparency

• Privacy

• Uncertainty over liability

“[AI] represents a set of technologies that includes automated systems able to 
perform tasks that normally require human intelligence, such as visual percep-
tion, speech recognition, and decision-making,” the report said. “However, as 
might be expected with a tool with such broad potential use in health and health 
care decision-making, applying AI tools for health and health care also raises 
ethical, legal, economic, and social questions.” GAO’s policy options can help 
address the challenges it has identified, and enhance the benefits of AI tools, 
and opportunities the policy options can provide. The policy options cover 
collaboration, data access, best practices, interdisciplinary education, oversight 
clarity as well as the status quo.
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POLICY TO IMPROVE AI  
USE IN HEALTHCARE

http://www.wgic.com
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The Chinese government is determined 
to lead the world in implementing urban 
air mobility (UAM), enabling private 
companies to accelerate applications 
from emergency response to aerial 
sightseeing. “The General Office of the 
State Council of the PRC has recently 
issued a circular proposing to accel-
erate the strategic development of 
Urban Air Mobility (UAM) in China,” an 
EHang press release said. 

“The circular urges to bring the devel-
opment of UAM into China’s National 
Strategies and to formulate relevant 
policies and standards to promote the 
healthy development of the industry. 
Such policies and standards, once 
made, are expected to lay a solid regu-
latory foundation that should pave the 
way for China to become the world’s 
largest UAM market.” 

In the last few years, China has seen increasing traffic and pollution problems 
in urban areas. UAM offers a new tool in tackling these problems. The develop-
ment of a regulatory framework is necessary before many drone applications 
like passenger transportation can be realized.

STATE COUNCIL PUSH  
TO URBAN AIR MOBILITY
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The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) has published the airworthiness 
criteria for the proposed certification of 10 different Unmanned Aircraft 
Systems (UAS) as special class aircraft. This is an important step towards 
allowing more complex drone operations under the Small Unmanned 
Aircraft Rule (Part 107), including package delivery. “The development of 
airworthy, durable, and reliable unmanned aircraft is a crucial step forward 
for this innovative sector,” said Dr Michael C. Romanowski, director of 
Aircraft Certification Service Policy and Innovation. 

“Type certification will help increase both public and regulatory confidence in 
drone technology as operations become more advanced,” he added. The airwor-
thiness criteria provide a level of safety equivalent to that provided by current 
airworthiness standards governing other categories of aircraft, and establish a 
defined path to type certification for specific drones. Each applicant must follow 
FAA’s requirements and safety objectives.

FAA MOVES TO ENABLE SAFE 
INTEGRATION OF DRONES

U A V S
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Airworthiness criteria notices are published in the Federal 
Register for the following applicants:

Airobotics

Amazon
3D Robotics

Flytrex
Matternet

Telegrid

Wingcopter

Zipline
Percepto

Flirtey

http://www.wgic.com
http://www.wgic.com
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The government in the Indian State of Punjab has taken an important 
step towards strengthening the geospatial framework of the country by 
launching two State specific GIS 
portals. The Punjab GIS and Village 
GIS portals are set to boost the 
efforts of the State government in 
day-to-day governance as well as 
delivery of public utility services using 
GIS technology. Punjab Finance 
and Planning Minister Manpreet 
Singh Badal said that the portal: 
https://vdpunjab.ncog.gov.in/login has 
more than 250 indicators of village 
directory prepared by the Economic 
and Statistical Organisation (ESO). 

This effort will contribute signifi-
cantly to comprehensive planning 
and, in particular, development 
of the villages at a grass roots 
level. He added that the portal 
https://punjab.ncog.gov.in/admin/gis 
includes key departments of the State 
government like Animal Husbandry, Canal, Census, Education, Health, Sewa 
Kendra, MPLAD, Tourism and Water Resources. The Minister stressed that 
both portals will play an important role in the State planning process. The 
Economic Advisor to the Government of Punjab, ML Sharma also stressed 
that GIS provides effective decision-making tools for a policy framework and 
day-to-day planning.

GIS PORTALS TO BOOST 
GEOSPATIAL FRAMEWORK

Punjab Finance and 
Planning Minister 

Manpreet Singh Badal 
said that the portal 
has more than 250 
indicators of village 
directory prepared 
by the Economic 

and Statistical 
Organisation
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The Geospatial Commission has recently published its ‘Enhancing the U.K.’s 
Geospatial Ecosystem’ report, which outlines the actions needed to nurture the 
growing U.K. geospatial economy and realize the vision set out in the U.K.’s 
Geospatial Strategy. The recommendations are based on the findings of an inde-
pendent research study by Frontier Economics into the state of the location-data 
market in the U.K. 

The use of location data, also known as geospatial data, is growing across many 
sectors and industries. Businesses can, and do, use location data as both a foun-
dational building block, such as in the housing and transport sectors, and within 
cutting-edge technology and data science techniques, such as in the financial 
services and marketing industries. The Geospatial Commission’s recommenda-
tions focus on three key areas: improving data access; maintaining public trust 
and driving business adoption.
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DIRECTION TO NURTURE 
SPATIAL ECONOMY

D A T A

SIR ANDREW DILNOT
Geospatial Commission Chair

Data about location is increasingly valuable to businesses 
throughout the U.K. economy, and it is important that the 
right conditions are in place to support its efficient access, 
trusted use and swift adoption. The Geospatial Commission 
has outlined key recommendations and actions, and looks 
forward to working with key partners across the public sector, 
to ensure that these conditions are enabled

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/938647/Enhancing_the_UK_s_Geospatial_Ecosystem..pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/938647/Enhancing_the_UK_s_Geospatial_Ecosystem..pdf
http://www.wgic.com
http://www.wgic.com
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The Open Geospatial Consortium (OGC) has announced the adoption of the 
latest of its OGC Application Programming Interface (API) family of standards: 
OGC API-Features-Part 2: Coordinate Reference Systems by Reference. OGC 
APIs usher in a new age for discovering and accessing location information 
on the Web, and enabling a much simpler way to share and access location 
information that is consistent with the architecture of the Web. The OGC API 
family of standards defines modular API building blocks to spatially enable 
web APIs in a consistent way. Through the OGC APIs, the OGC community is 
standardizing how location information can be integrated by any developer, 
with any other type of information, and into any type of application.

The new OGC APIs make use of the Open API Specification (OAS) — a 
broadly adopted industry standard for describing modern APIs. APIs that 
implement OAS provide an interface that enables humans and computers to 
easily discover and understand the capabilities of a service without having 
to refer to external documentation or guesswork, greatly improving the 
accessibility of location data.

The OGC API-Features-Part 2 standard specifies:

• How, for each offered feature collection, a server advertises the list of 
supported Coordinate Reference System (CRS) identifiers;

• How the coordinates of geometry-valued feature properties can be accessed in 
one of the supported CRS;

• How features can be accessed from the server using a bounding box specified 
in one of the supported CRS’; and

• How a server can declare the CRS used to present feature resources, and 
optionally, the coordinate axis order used.
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D A T A OGC COMMUNITY APPROVES 
NEW API STANDARD

http://www.wgic.com
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D A T A

Zimbabwe’s recently launched 
National Development Strategy 1 
(NDS1), which will run from 2021 to 
2025, provides an opportunity for the 
development of rural areas that have 
been lagging behind in various aspects 
of development. The development 
blueprint recognizes the importance of 
devolution in the attainment of Vision 
2030, primarily aimed at achieving an 
upper middle income economy.

As part of the strategy, there will be 
focus in the areas of policy making, 
enabling both legal and regulatory 
frameworks, spatial development 
planning, land surveying and Geographic Information Systems (GIS). The other 
areas are engineering and analysis of local services value chains, designing 
correct cost recovery systems for delivered services and conducting baseline 
surveys and analysis of data.

DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY 
POWERED BY GEOSPATIAL
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India’s Department of Science and Technology (DST), under its National 
Geospatial Programme (formerly NRDMS), is looking to utilize the power 
of geospatial technology to revive various sectors of the economy. DST, 
in collaboration with the Accelerating Growth of New India’s Innovations 
(AGNIi) initiative, has invited short-term proposals from geospatial 
startups and knowledge institutions 
of the country, with the objective of 
critically strengthening the nation’s 
innovation ecosystem.

According to the government, financial 
support will be provided to selected 
organizations, focusing on area-
specific spatial analytics (including 
techniques/demonstration, etc.) in 
the sectors of migration, employment 
generation (particularly in agriculture and 
construction), strengthening livelihoods, 
resource mapping for community 
resilience, etc. 

A proposal can be submitted by 
faculty members, scientists, engineers 
and technologists in permanent positions, working in University Grants 
Commission (UGC) recognized universities, national institutions of research 
and research management, etc., having requisite qualifications in the field of 
geospatial analytics.

IND
IA

S P E C I A L  I N I T I A T I V E USING GEOSPATIAL TO 
REVIVE ECONOMY
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