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German prosecutors on Thursday said they had charged a Russian scientist working at a
Bavarian university with espionage, accusing him of sharing information about Europe's
Ariane space rocket program with Moscow.

The accused, identified only as Ilnur N., was arrested last June, the latest in a string of alleged
Russian spies uncovered on German soil at a time of the worst tensions between Russia and
the West since the Cold War.

Prosecutors allege that Ilnur N. was working at an unnamed Bavarian university when he was
contacted by Russian foreign intelligence service SVR in the autumn of 2019 at the latest.

After agreeing to cooperate, he "passed on information on research projects in the field of
aerospace technology, in particular, the various development stages of the European launcher
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Ariane", prosecutors said in a statement. 

The European Space Agency's Ariane program consists of a series of transportation rockets
designed to ferry heavy loads including satellites into space.

The 40-year-old program is often held up as a model of industrial and political cooperation
between European countries, but it faces growing competition from newcomers like Elon
Musk's SpaceX.

According to prosecutors, Ilnur N. held "regular meetings" from late November 2019 onwards
with a senior officer of Russia's foreign intelligence service stationed in Germany.

He allegedly received 2,500 euros ($2,800) in cash in exchange for the information he shared,
which also included details about his scientific research at the Bavarian university.

According to prosecutors, Ilnur N. worked as a research assistant at the university's natural
sciences and technology department.

At the time of his arrest, Augsburg University in southern Germany said Ilnur N. was
employed there.

The case comes against a backdrop of heightened tensions between Germany and Russia, as
the West fears Moscow is planning to invade Ukraine.

German Chancellor Olaf Scholz has vowed that Russia would pay a "high price" for attacking
Ukraine.

Upping the stakes, German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock warned Thursday that the
recently completed Nord Stream 2 pipeline between Russia and Germany could be a target of
sanctions.

Related article: Russia Says Arrests Ukrainian Spy Trio Amid Mounting Tensions

Germany and Russia have also been at odds over the ongoing detention of Kremlin critic
Alexei Navalny, who was treated in Berlin after near-fatal poisoning.

Europe's biggest economy has seen a number of suspected cases of Russian espionage on its
soil in recent months.

In October 2021, a German man was handed a two-year suspended sentence for passing on
floor plans of parliament buildings to Russian secret services while employed by a security
company.

Last August, a former employee of the British embassy in Berlin was arrested on suspicion of
having passed on documents to Russian intelligence.

Germany has also repeatedly accused Russia of cyber espionage attempts.

The most high-profile incident blamed on Russian hackers to date was a cyberattack in 2015
that paralyzed the computer network of the Bundestag lower house of parliament, forcing the
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entire institution offline for days while it was fixed.

Russia denies being behind such activities.

Bilateral relations took another hit last month after a German court ruled that Moscow had
ordered the 2019 assassination of an ex-Chechen commander in a Berlin park.

Berlin expelled two Russian diplomats in response, prompting a tit-for-tat reaction from
Russia which rejects any connection to the killing. 
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