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Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is a pleasure for me to welcome you here in Venice. Venice stands more than any other city for living with and next to the sea. It carries over a millennium of history, art and culture. So it is a natural venue for a conference dealing with the oceans as stage of our daily life. 

Since about 20 years ESA attributes a lot of importance to satellite oceanography, to ocean research and ocean services. Indeed, the theme of this week is “Ocean information for society”: Science is not done for a higher good; nor is a satellite a technological plaything. Both are needed to manage life better. And this is why ESA is so active in organising OceanObs here in Venice together with many other organisations under the patrimony of UNESCO’s IOC.

We stand at the beginning of the Decade of Oceanography. Like meteorology became operational thirty years ago, we are now ready to provide numerous important ocean parameters daily and globally: sea surface temperature, wave heights and directions, ice extend, sea level, ocean colour, iceberg monitoring. Only through obtaining these parameters we observe drastic changes, foremost of the Arctic ice shield and ice mobilisation during recent years. 

It is consistent that ESA has developed and flown a suite of ocean missions for almost twenty years. Starting with ERS-1 in 1991 and ERS-2 in 1995 (which is still operational), to Envisat in 2002, ocean-related data collection has become a stake of ESA Earth observation. With GMES, the Global Monitoring for Environment and Security, these efforts are continued. ESA and the EU invest more than 2 Billion Euro in the development of 7 satellites, 4 of which will measure ocean parameters. EUMETSAT is our partner to operate the European ocean missions and should be called Eumet-OceanSat in future. Sentinel-3 A and B, will fly altimeters and guarantee data collection with a sustainable quality for another ten to fifteen years into the future. The mission's main objective is to determine parameters such as sea-surface topography, sea- and land-surface temperature as well as ocean- and land-surface colour, sea ice extent, iceberg and ship detection and other applications. ESA is also strongly supporting an open and free access to GMES Sentinel data. 

Also on the science side things evolve. After the successful launch of our gravity and ocean circulation mission GOCE in March, we launch two exciting new missions from our Earth Explorers suite within the next 6 months. SMOS, the ESA water mission, will observe soil moisture over the Earth's landmasses and salinity over the oceans. Today there are only few historical measurement data, and only a small fraction of the ocean is currently sampled on any regular basis. SMOS will therefore fill an important gap. Data on ocean salinity are vital for improving our understanding of ocean circulation patterns. SMOS will carry the first-ever polar-orbiting, space-borne, 2-D interferometric radiometer.

Also ready for launch is CryoSat, the ESA ice mission. Whereas we can already today see from space the ice extent and its variations, for example in the Arctic and for example with our flagship mission Envisat, it is also crucial to have high quality data regarding ice thickness. Reaching latitudes of 88°, CryoSat-2’s interferometric altimeter will monitor precise changes in the thickness of the polar ice sheets and sea ice. We expect over the three-year lifetime conclusive evidence of rates at which ice cover may be diminishing. ESA has developed and flown more altimeter missions than any other organisation, starting with ERS-1 and ERS-2, Envisat, CryoSat (1/2) and the Sentinel 3A and 3B missions. We are also studying the options to continue the Jason missions with a Jason based on Cryosat. 

Ladies and gentlemen, I believe that oceanography is about to enter a new era: the era of operationalisation of data collection and service delivery. Thirty years ago we launched the first European meteorological satellite, MeteoSat-1. Today, meteorology is a well established, operational pillar of Earth observation. Looking at all our current missions as well as our future efforts, also in good cooperation with EUMETSAT, oceanography can and must go a similar way. OceanObs'09 is an important direction sign on this way, and I wish you a most productive week to keep us going.

Thank you.













