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Jan Stiernstedt, 1925–2008

 → A life in SpAce 

light over the ploughed fields of autumn. My father was a 
keen amateur astronomer. He would point out the various 
constellations and nebulae and tell me about his picture of 
the world.” 

From 1959 working for the Swedish Ministry of Education 
and Culture, Stiernstedt became involved in the emerging 
Swedish space activities. From 1963 he was Swedish delegate 
in COPERS and later Head of Delegation in the European 
Space Research Organisation (ESRO) and ESA. From 1972 he 
chaired the Swedish Board for Space Activities, becoming 

Kerstin Fredga 
Chair and Director General 

Swedish National Space Board, 1989–98

Jan Stiernstedt became fascinated by space early in life. 
“I became aware of outer space at an early age. On starlit 
autumn evenings my parents would take an evening stroll. 
We lived 20 kilometres from Uppsala. The dark plain spread 
out ahead but, beyond it, the Milky Way stretched out its 
glittering arc. Its millions of sparkling stars cast a soft

Jan Stiernstedt was the Chair of the ESA Council 
from 1978 to 1981. He passed away in January 2008, 
after devoting most of his life to space. 
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Director General in 1979 before retiring in 1989, after 25 
years’ commitment to space: “I was drawn into the magic 
circle of space, from which I have never wanted or been able 
to escape since.”
   
First encounter with Europe
Stiernstedt gave a vivid description of his first encounter 
with the European space community at the ESA History 
Symposium in Palermo 1992. He recalled how he more or 
less accidentally slipped into European space affairs. He 
had been asked by his ministry to attend a COPERS meeting 
in The Hague in May 1963 on his way home from another 
meeting in Europe. One of the main items of the agenda 
was the COPERS budget, including the budget for Esrange, 
the planned sounding rocket range in Lappland in northern 
Sweden. He received only one instruction: to protect the 
Esrange budget. Particularly he had to look out for the 
Italians, who wanted to use that money for their sounding 
rocket facility at Salto di Quirra in Sardinia.
 
Stiernstedt recalled “When I arrived at the meeting it was 
like entering a new world. The group was rather small, all 
the delegates knew each other and they had a language 
that to me was almost incomprehensible. It was the specific 
space lingo and I understood only one thing – they wanted 
to cut the Esrange budget in favour of Salto di Quirra. As I 
did not understand their arguments, I had nothing else to do 
than to take a hard grip of the edge of the table and just say 
‘No, no, no!’ I still remember the Italian delegate, General 
Cigerza, and the Director of Administration, Mr Crowley,
despairing over the hopeless Swedish delegate who 
was absolutely unsusceptible to their probably logical 
arguments. In the end, some kind of compromise was 
achieved.

“That was my start, and when I went home I was rather 
happy that, as I believed, I would never see these people 
again. But destiny sometimes plays odd tricks with us, and 
in fact I was back already in September when I attended my 
first meeting in the COPERS administrative working group.”

Kiruna and Esrange
Esrange was always key issue to developing the Swedish 
space programme. In the early 1960s, Stiernstedt became, 
together with Bengt Hultqvist, a strong advocate for the 
Kiruna rocket range. The international scientific community 
had become more and more interested in a launching range 
north of the polar circle, and it soon became evident to the 
Swedish Space Research Committee, which at that time 
included among others Hannes Alfvén, the future Nobel 
laureate, that here Sweden had a unique opportunity; 
something had to be done.

Support was soon forthcoming from scientists, but the 
politicians had also to be convinced. Stiernstedt played a 
vital role in all these negotiations and managed to persuade 
key politicians in Sweden and Europe. He had a particularly 
hard time at home, since the official Swedish policy excluded 
participation in anything with even the slightest military 
connection. For Prime Minister Tage Erlander had in 1961 
declared, “Sweden was greatly interested in European 

Geophysical Observatory headed by Bengt Hultqvist. 
One concern was the reindeer herding and the possibility of 
a reindeer being hit by a rocket or a burnt-out rocket stage. 
The Lapps got, and still have, a yearly compensation for this 
eventuality. Also, special impact-proof shelters supplied 
with food and dry fire wood had to be built for those who 
happened to be in the impact area, and the Lapps received a 
battery-powered radio for them to listen to the countdown 
of each rocket launch. These measures became quite popular 
and the shelters are still used as fishing and hunting huts by 
the local people and, so far, not a single reindeer has been 
hurt.

The agreement for Esrange was finally signed in 1964 and 
the construction of the first European launching facility 
could start the same year. The base was inaugurated 
in September 1966 in the presence of a large force of 
dignitaries headed by the Swedish Minister for Education, 
Ragnar Edenman. Spirits ran high and the wine flowed when 
Bengt Hultqvist smashed a bottle of champagne against a 
rocket launcher at the end of the ceremony. Sweden finally 
had its entrance ticket for space. Only two months later the 
first sounding rocket from Esrange was launched, carrying 
scientific payloads from the Universities of Utrecht and 
Liège.

However, in connection with the ‘first package deal’ in late 
1971, the ESRO Council decided to abandon the sounding 
rocket programme, and Esrange was handed over to Sweden 
on 30 June 1972. Stiernstedt had the full powers from his 

     i was drawn into the 
magic circle of space, 
from which i have never 
wanted or been able to 
escape since.

economic cooperation, but only in such a way that it retained 
its non-alignment and sovereignty.” 

Consequently, negotiating became much easier for 
Stiernstedt once ESRO uncoupled from the European 
Launcher Development Organisation (ELDO) launchers. 
Sweden never became a member of ELDO, but later strongly 
supported the ESA launcher activities.
 
The main competitor was Norway of course, but the 
northern Swedish location, in the auroral zone as well, had 
the advantage. It was a land-based area well suited for 
recovery of the payloads and there was an excellent scientific 
environment due to the close connection with the Kiruna 
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government to accept responsibility over the range. Papers 
were signed and after the usual dinner at the Kiruna town 
hall, the participants gathered towards the middle of the 
night at the top of Kirunavaara to salute the midnight Sun. 
There, Stiernstedt recalled “Finally, the conditions had been 
met that Sweden would not be excluded from the future 
exploitation of space as a natural resource and as a vision. 
All the hopes of Swedish space researchers, space 
technicians and space enthusiasts from the beginning of the 
1960s had been fulfilled. We had our launch site. We had a 
government space agency. We had a space budget.” 

Vision and persistence 
Esrange is now run by the Swedish Space Corporation. 
Within the Esrange/Andöya Special Project, nine European 
countries initially joined Sweden and Norway to support 
and use the two launch sites. To date (2008), more than 500 
rockets (including some 150 from ESRO) have been launched 
from Esrange. A balloon-launching facility and several 
parabolic aerials for satellite communication and control 
have been added. 

This may sound like a complete success story, but 
unfortunately that is not the full truth. However, I have 
recalled it in some detail since it gives an idea of the vision 
and persistence needed when you try to open up a new field 
in competition with more established areas. Jan Stiernstedt 
had both, and in combination with his diplomatic skills, he 
managed to carry the negotiations to a fruitful completion.

From the establishment of the first Space Science 
Committee in 1959, which was a joint venture by several 
research councils, there were many ups and downs in 
battling for government to take an interest in and fund 
a national space programme. In the mid 1960s the 
prospects turned out to be unusually bad and Bengt 
Hultqvist has described the time period from 1965 to 1972 
as the ‘Wilderness years’. Many of the younger scientists 
left Sweden to get a chance to work in the field of space 
research or space technology. I myself spent three years at 
NASA Goddard Space Flight Center in the USA, and Fredrik 
Engström worked at the Culham Laboratories in the UK.

Swedish National Space Board
A proposal for an ambitious national Swedish rocket 
programme was rejected by the Government in 1964. 
There was a first Swedish national campaign from Esrange 
carried out in October 1968, but in 1971, after all those 
years of compromises and disappointments, when one of 
the successors of the Space Science Committee, the Space 
Panel, learnt that the research councils could not increase 

↓

The Kiruna launch site in Sweden, set up by the European 
Space Research Organisation in 1966, is now owned and 
managed by the Swedish Space Corporation. ESA is a 
major research partner and regular user
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the grants for the coming budget year, the Space Panel gave 
up and the members resigned en masse. They found it not 
possible to continue since the allocated funds would only 
pay for the preservation of the infrastructure but not to use 
it to conduct any research. The members of the Space Panel 
had had an impossible task. 

The reactions in the Ministry of Education were split. 
Stiernstedt recalled, “The minister, Sven Moberg, saw the 
members’ resignation as attempted blackmail, and this 
reinforced his determination to hold firm to the decision 
of 1964. As far as I was concerned, as an official, I of course 
had to observe a certain loyalty, but after eight years’ 
involvement in space activities I really did not feel any inner 
loyalty to the decision.”

Stiernstedt moved into action. He realised that with the 
current organisation and resources it would not be possible 
in the long run to have any space activity worth mentioning 
in Sweden. “If there was a desire to maintain a Swedish 
space activity, two things were necessary in my opinion 
– a coherent organisation and more money for a national 
programme which comprised not only fundamental 
research but also applications. Now I had to convince the 
government of that. I could not do it alone. My hope lay with 
the Ministry of Industry.”

A new organisation came into being as of 1 July 1972. It 
consisted of a government agency, the Swedish Board for 
Space Activities (later the Swedish National Space Board) 
responsible for planning, policy and resource allocation, plus 
the independent state-owned company, the Swedish Space 
Corporation, with full executive functions, including the 
management of Esrange. The Board got its appropriations 
from the ministerial budgets for education and industry. On 
the whole, this organisation is actually still valid.

‘Rymdlyftet’
Stiernstedt became the first Chairman of the Space Board 
and from 1979 also Director General. The scene was set for a 
new era in Swedish space engagement. Science had paved 
the way, now it was time for applications, but this required 
a new financial set up. Stiernstedt’s teaming up with the 
industrial side was successful. In 1979 the appropriations 
for the industrial involvement were substantially increased 
when the parliament in spring 1979 passed a Space Bill, in 
which the funding from the Ministry of Industry close to 
tripled. This extraordinary event in Swedish space history 
became in popular terms known as the ‘Space take off’ (in 
Swedish: Rymdlyftet). 

A small research satellite for auroral studies, Viking, was the 
first beneficiary of the 1979 Space Bill. Viking was decided 
in 1980 and launched in 1986 from Kourou in a piggyback 
launch with the French SPOT satellite on Ariane. Viking 
became a great success. The design lifetime was eight 
months but the actual operation time was nearly twice as 
long, and the scientists were overwhelmed by data. The 
twofold mission of both satisfying a research goal and at the 
same time promoting industrial development turned out to 
be a great success. The larger Tele-X, a telecommunication 
satellite, was also designed in parallel with Viking.

With Viking, Sweden had started its small satellite 
programme. Low cost, high reliability and fast turnaround 
characterised the small satellites for years to come. Design 
studies of Viking’s successor. Freja, also a small research 
satellite for auroral studies, started in 1987. With the 
experience from the Viking project, Freja was completed at 
even lower costs, but with a much higher data transmission 
rate, which made it very efficient. The small satellite concept 
also attracted international attention and on board Freja 
there were experiments from Germany, Canada and the USA. 
The launch was successfully carried out in October 1992 on 
board the Chinese launcher Long March 2 from the Jiuquan 
launch base in the Gobi desert. Freja was operational 
until October 1996, nearly four times the design lifetime. 
Freja also became a major success scientifically, as well as 
technologically, and within the low-cost concept.

Several other projects were also accomplished in this period, 
for instance, the launch of the first Swedish national balloon 

↓

A Skylark rocket is 
launched from the 
Esrange site at Kiruna

     Stiernstedt was a 
master mediator. With 
diplomacy and low-key 
authority, he found 
sustainable solutions.
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Pirog in 1985 with an infrared telescope for observations of 
star formation. Microgravity research was started with the 
Maser 1 and 2 sounding rockets.

European solidarity and independence 
Sweden is one of the founding members of ESA. From the 
first discussions in COPERS in the early 1960s, through the 
ESRO years and since the signing of the ESA Convention 
in 1975, Sweden has been an active supporter of Europe 
in space. Of course, there have been many ups and downs 
both at home and internationally, and tough negotiations 
along the way, but those involved always made great 
efforts finding constructive solutions. The watchwords are: 
European solidarity and independence in space. 

The main part of the Swedish space activities is performed 
in international cooperation within ESA. In fact, 60–80% 
of the Swedish space budget has over the years been 
channelled through ESA. This gives an indication of how 
important the international cooperation is also when 
it comes to determining our national programme. Our 
delegates to ESA Council and all the different Programme 
Board members are constantly on the move to and from 
Paris. 

In July 1978, with the experience of 15 years as Head of the 
Swedish delegation, Stiernstedt took over as Chair of ESA 
Council for a three-year period. He got a flying start: already 
on 14 July, ESA successfully launched GEOS-2. In 1979, an 
agreement was signed by Austria to become an Associate 
Member of ESA, followed by Norway in 1981. Keeping track 
of thirteen Member and two Associate States – each having 
their own vision and home constituency – demanded his 
special skills. 

Above all, the late 1970s were dominated by the first 
launches of Ariane. The Ariane programme had been 
decided already in 1973, spearheaded by France. On 
Christmas Eve 1979 we witnessed the successful first test 
flight of the European-built launcher (L01). But rocketry is a 
tricky business. In May 1980, Ariane’s second test flight (L02) 
failed and the German Firewheel satellite was lost. However, 
after a delay of only about a year, ESA was back on track and 
in 1981 both Ariane L03 and L04 were successful.

An issue continuously discussed in Council during 
Stiernstedt’s chairmanship was the need for a second Ariane 
launching pad in Kourou and in 1981 Council decided to build 
ELA-2.

As is well known, the Chair’s job in an international 
organisation consists of much more than what is recorded in 
the official minutes. In fact, it is a continuous dialogue with 
the representatives of the different countries. You have to 
understand their particular problems and find compromises 
acceptable to everybody. Stiernstedt was a master mediator. 
With diplomacy and low-key authority, he managed to find 
sustainable solutions to carry ESA’s programme forward. 
However, we often discussed the drawback for ESA of having 
so many decisions requiring unanimity.

Stiernstedt retired in 1989 and I became his successor as 
Chair and Director General of the Swedish National Space 
Board as well as Head of the Swedish delegation to the ESA 
Council. We had then constructively worked together for 
more than 15 years promoting space activities in Sweden. My 
responsibility at that time had primarily been our research 
programme. 

On 2 January 2008, Baron Jan Stiernstedt passed away. Ever 
noble, he never drew attention to himself, always focusing 
on the issues. We remember with respectful gratitude 
that rare combination: his genuine passion for space and 
dedicated public service.

→

Viking was Sweden’s first 
satellite. It was launched on 
an Ariane-1 rocket as a
‘piggyback’ payload together 
with the French SPOT-1 
satellite on 22 February 1986
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