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The Battle of the "Domes": Strategic Competition in European 
Airspace Defence 

The invasion of Ukraine acted as a powerful catalyst, but it is the technological revolution of unmanned 
systems and hypersonic threats that has triggered a true "gold rush" for the defence of European skies. 

Today, the Old Continent faces a strategic paradox: the collective search for a common shield is fueling an 
unprecedented industrial rivalry between two national campions—Leonardo and Thales—while the German-

led European Sky Shield Initiative (ESSI) threatens to become the ultimate flashpoint between European 
strategic autonomy and dependence on extra-UE systems. 

By Dr. Gustavo Scotti di Uccio – AOS PGD1 

 

THE EUROPEAN COMPETITION 

Leonardo’s Digital "Renaissance": The 
Michelangelo Dome 
At the recent Air & Space Power Symposium, 
Leonardo unveiled the Michelangelo Dome, 
defining it as a "digital answer to multi-domain 
complexity". Unlike traditional batteries, 
Michelangelo is not merely a missile system; it is 
a command-and-control (C2) architecture 
powered by artificial intelligence. 
The cornerstone of this system is its native 
integration with the Galileo satellite 
constellation. By utilizing the Public Regulated 
Service (PRS) signal, the Michelangelo Dome 
provides jamming resilience far superior to 
standard GPS-based systems. According to 
analysis from the Atlantic Organization for 
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Security (AOS) centre, 
Leonardo’s ability to fuse 
data from Kronos High 
Power radars with space-
based surveillance allows for 
the interception of 
hypersonic threats with a 
30% longer warning lead 
time than current standards. 

The Thales Doctrine: 
SkyDefender and 
Sovereign Integrity 
In a near-mirror response, 
Thales recently consolidated 

its SkyDefender system. 
Thales leadership emphasizes that 

European airspace protection cannot exist 
without a "sovereign detection chain". 
SkyDefender relies on the Ground Master (GM) 
radar family and the new cortAIx computing 
center. The French strategy offers an "all-in-one" 
package that includes the SAMP/T NG system. 
While Leonardo focuses on modularity and 
space integration, Thales prioritizes Combat 
Readiness, positioning SkyDefender as the 
natural successor for nations seeking to avoid 
reliance on American technological "black 
boxes". 

ESSI: A Catalyst for Discord? 
The European Sky Shield Initiative (ESSI) sits 
at the centre of this industrial tug-of-war. Born 
from a German push to rapidly close European 
capability gaps, it has faced criticism from Paris 
and Rome. The primary grievance is that ESSI 
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privileges the purchase of the U.S. Patriot and 
Israeli Arrow 3 systems rather than European-
made alternatives. 
This choice has created significant strategic 
friction: 

• Integration Gaps: U.S. and Israeli systems 
often struggle to communicate natively with 
next-generation European C2 architectures 
like Michelangelo or SkyDefender. 

• Industrial Overlap: The development of 
European interceptors risks losing funding if 
governments opt for "off-the-shelf" foreign 
products. 

 

THE AOS ANALYSIS: FROM "KILL 
CHAIN" TO "KILL WEB" 
The Nov 2025 report from the Atlantic 
Organization for Security (AOS), titled 
Dynamic Evolution of Air Defense2, serves as a 
technical arbiter in this rivalry. AOS argues that 
traditional architectures are becoming 
obsolete in the face of three specific threats: 
low-cost drone swarms, low-altitude cruise 
missiles, and hypersonic glide vehicles. 

 
2 https://www.aofs.org/2025/11/01/dynamic-
evolution-of-air-defense/ 

Elastic Command & Control 
AOS introduces the concept of "Elastic C2": the 
ability of a defence system to instantly 
reconfigure itself if a node, such as a radar or 
command centre, is destroyed. 

• Leonardo has addressed the decentralized 
processing algorithms in Michelangelo, 
allowing every Kronos sensor to act as a 
temporary "brain" for the entire network. 

• Thales is hardening datalink encryption to 
prevent cyber-spoofing of firing coordinates. 

The Cost-Curve Gap 
A critical point in the AOS report is "economic 
saturation". Europe faces tactical failure if it 
continues to use multi-million-dollar interceptors 
against drones costing only thousands. "Future 
air defence is not measured in kills, but in the 
sustainability of the rate of fire," the report notes. 
Consequently, Leonardo has integrated 
Counter-Unmanned Aerial Systems (C-UAS), 
including microwaves (EPM) and 76mm guided 
projectiles (Davide/Strales), into the 
Michelangelo Dome to ensure a cost-optimized, 
layered defence. 
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Deep Sensing and Space 
AOS highlights a critical European gap: the lack 
of Persistent Space-Based Early Warning. 
Without a dedicated satellite constellation, 
terrestrial radars, even advanced ones like 
Thales’ GM series, have a limited horizon 
against "under the curve" hypersonic missiles. In 
this context, Galileo becomes essential not just 
for positioning but also for the ultra-precise time 
synchronization (nanoseconds) required for 
multistatic radar operations to detect stealth 
objects.  
 
 

OVERLAP AND GAP ANALYSIS 
Overlaps (Duplicate Efforts) 

• Command and Control Systems (C2): 
Both Leonardo (Michelangelo) and Thales 
(SkyDefender) have developed proprietary 
software to coordinate sensors. Instead of a 
single European “brain”, there are two 
competing systems, which could create 
interoperability problems in mixed combat 
scenarios. 

• Radar Sensors: There is a direct overlap 
between Leonardo’s Kronos family and 
Thales’ Ground Fire/Master systems. 
Both cover the same threat bands, forcing 
partner countries to choose one or the other, 
thereby fragmenting the market. 

 
Gaps to be Addressed 

• The “Drone War”: While ESSI focuses 
heavily on ballistic missiles, Leonardo’s 
Michelangelo Dome aims to fill the gap in 
very low-altitude defence (Counter-UAS) 
at sustainable costs—an area where Europe 
remains vulnerable. 

• Hypersonic Defence: Despite official 
statements, a genuine capability to intercept 
hypersonic missiles (manoeuvring at 
Mach 5+) is still at an early stage of 
development for both SkyDefender and 
Michelangelo. 

• Space Integration: The Galileo system 
(mentioned in AOS analyses) provides the 
encrypted PRS signal, but integration 
between satellite navigation and the 
targeting systems of drones/interceptor 
missiles has not yet been standardised at the 
European level. 

 

SYNERGY OR FRAGMENTATION? 

The concrete risk is that Europe ends up with a 
patchwork of air defences: a mosaic of 
excellent systems unable to operate as a single, 
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integrated shield. If Leonardo3 and Thales4 
continue to pursue parallel paths without 
establishing a common communication 
standard, European strategic autonomy will 
remain largely theoretical, leaving the market 
open to overseas defence giants. 

The competition between Leonardo and Thales 
highlights that, despite a shared threat 
environment, Europe still struggles to create a 
single air-defence champion. 

• The Michelangelo Dome appears to be the 
architecture most oriented towards a digital 
and space-integrated future. 

• SkyDefender seems to represent the more 
mature solution for the immediate 
integration of existing systems. 

• ESSI remains the principal political vehicle, 
but it risks “Americanising” European air 
defence if it fails to incorporate the 
innovations developed by Leonardo and 
Thales. 

The ultimate success will depend on the ability 
of these architectures to communicate with 
one another. Without a common 
communication protocol, Europe may end up 
with multiple “domes” protecting individual 
states, but no unified continental shield. 

The challenge for 2026 is therefore not merely to 
produce the most advanced radar, but to ensure 
that a Thales sensor can guide a Leonardo-
launched interceptor with millimetric 
precision.  

The next European Defence & Security 
Summit in Brussels5 will likely represent a 
critical opportunity to address this issue. 

 

 

 

 

3 Euronews.it, 13 March 2026 – During the 
presentation in Rome on 12 March of the 2026–2030 
industrial plan, the CEO and General Manager of 
Leonardo, Roberto Cingolani, … explained that, … 
during the year, some components of the system will be 
sent to Ukraine for testing in an operational environment 
by the end of 2026. 

 

 

4 RFI.fr, 15 March 2026 – “Ukraine will receive from 
France and ‘test’ a new air defence system in 2026.” 

 
5 The European Defence & Security Summit 
2026 will be held in Brussels on June 23-24 at the 
Egmont Palace, focusing on implementing defence 
industrial strategies, joint procurement, and military 
readiness toward 2030. 


