
These professionals: José Luis Echeandía, 
Gabriel Vilallonga, Carlos Sánchez Tarifa, José 
Manuel (Manu) de Sendagorta, José (Txetxu) 

Rivacoba, Lorenzo Sánchez and Alberto Martín 
embarked on what would be an adventure for them, 
entering a field of engineering that was completely 
unknown to them, since the projects SENER had 
worked on in the 1960s mainly involved large cranes 
for ports: a far cry from the aerospace industry. 

The emblematic project that marked a “before” 
and “after” in SENER’s history was its contract 
to design and build the rocket launch tower in 
Kiruna (Sweden), a contract the company won in 
1966 thanks to the efforts and know-how of Manu 
de Sendagorta, Carlos Sánchez Tarifa and Txetxu 
Rivacoba. Thus SENER’s history in the space sector 
began, and now in 2017 the company is celebrating 
its 50th anniversary in the sector.

A unique project
That contract entailed various unique aspects, 
notably including the meteorological conditions 
the facility would have to withstand due to its 
geographic location (at 30 to 40 degrees below 
zero), and the legal and occupational challenge 
of finding local personnel to assemble the tower, 
a problem that ultimately forced the company to 
bring its own assembly staff from Spain.

1967

SENER celebrates its 50th anniversary
in the aerospace sector
In 1967 a team of engineers from SENER began to work on a special project, in a context 
with special characteristics they had never taken on before.

All of this goes without mentioning technical 
aspects such as the launching precision of the 
Skylark rocket up to 270 km to study the aurora 
borealis and variations in the Earth’s magnetic field 
near the North Pole, the climatic conditions at the 
time of the launch, and ensuring the rocket fell 
in Swedish territory, not in Finland or the USSR. 
Also crucial was the rapid response of the pointing 
mechanism and, to further complicate matters, 
due to the short deadline it was not possible to 
perform the preassembly in the manufacturing 
workshops in Spain, which would have greatly 
simplified the work in Kiruna. 

SENER’s first space contract was a resounding 
success. Proof of this is that the base in the 
Arctic Circle remains operational 50 years after 
it was opened.

The launch tower in Kiruna and the team that 
worked on the project.



During its 50 years in the aerospace sector, SENER’s presence on 
European Space Agency (ESA) projects has increasingly grown, 
thanks to the reliability of its equipments. SENER is now the 

leading Spanish company in the ESA’s science programs thanks to its 
engineering contributions and because it participates in over half of 
the ESA’s programs. Its current portfolio of projects includes JUICE, 
ATHENA, Solar Orbiter, Proba-3, Gaia, BepiColombo, ExoMars, IXV, 
the Curiosity rover, Euclid, LISA Pathfinder, SEOSat/Ingenio, and the 
Meteosat Third Generation.

After its success on its first project, SENER continued to work in 
this sector, focusing mainly on supplying mechanisms for space. It 
slowly added structural and electronic components and Attitude and 
Orbit Control Systems, in addition to working on guidance, navigation 
and control ones (AOCS/GNC). 

SENER’s subsequent projects involved Earth-based support systems 
related to launchers, while its first opportunity to work on flight 
equipment came in the 1970s with Spacelab: SENER’s first major contract, 
where the company contributed 165 Earth-based support devices and led 
a consortium of European enterprises. By the 1980s, the company had 
begun its consolidation in mechanisms for flight segments, particularly in 
deployment systems such as the SOHO and Cluster missions.

In the 1990s, SENER won the contract to supply the complete 
guidance, navigation and control system for the Herschel and Planck 
space telescopes. In this regard, it should be emphasized that SENER’s 
prestige in this field led it to the conclusion that it had the technical 
capability to deliver control and actuation systems applied to defense and 
aeronautics, and more importantly that it had the necessary know-how 
and experience to provide added value. Operating in this market involved 
mass-production, something new compared to the company’s work in the 
space sector, in which usually only one or two devices were delivered.

After the turn of the millennium, SENER added the optics discipline 
to its portfolio when it won the contract to deliver the high-
performance, high-resolution camera for the SEOSat/Ingenio satellite.

An impeccable record Commitment to the future

The mission to constantly improve 
that has defined SENER’s history 
since the start means making use of 

new capabilities and tackling increasingly 
demanding challenges. With innovation as 
its signature, the company is committed 
to taking on greater responsibility and to 
supplying subsystems that are increasingly 
complex: in short, to moving up on the 
value chain. In this regard, the space 
industry’s evolution toward “new space” 
should be noted, where major missions 
for observing and exploring the universe 
will co-exist with telecommunications, 
constellation and launcher projects. In 
order to fulfill this commercial strategy, 
SENER draws on the experience it has 
accumulated with its medium-size mass 
productions in the defense industry in order 
to be able to deliver orders for hundreds 
of units, instead of the one, two or three 
prototypes it has been producing hitherto.

Today, with 50 years of experience in Space, 
SENER is a global benchmark with more 
than 270 devices and systems in satellites 
and space vehicles successfully launched 
for the agencies in the United States 
(NASA), Europe (ESA), Japan (JAXA) and 
Russia (Roscosmos), all without a single 
recorded fault. Its clients also include 
organizations and companies such as 
CNES, Airbus Space & Defense, Thales 
Space, OHB, RUAG, SELEX and CSIC.

1. The launch of Spacelab.
2. The ATHENA mission.

3. The Herschel and Planck satellites.
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