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Guiding Questions provided by the Chair:  
 
What do you see as the most pressing challenges to space security? 

o Is it technology? Geopolitical competition? 
 

Why are space security challenges different from other security issues? 
 
 What elements should the GGE pursue? 

o Should they seek a comprehensive instrument that covers all space security 
threats? 

o Should different approaches for general obligations and verification be used for 
different threats? 

  
In addition to States with the greatest degree of space capabilities, what can other 
States, agencies or companies do to enhance trust and confidence in space activities? 
 
How can current UN dialogues achieve progress and avoid the same obstacles as those 
of the past? 

o Are there any technological or political developments that could facilitate 
progress on multilateral dialogues? 

o What can academia do to contribute to this process? 
 
 
Remarks 

I would like to thank the United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research 

(UNIDIR), the UN Office of Disarmament Affairs and Chairman Patriota for inviting 

me to speak today on this important, and ever more urgent, topic.  

 



The two most pressing challenges to security in space today are 1) the increase in 

space activities based on dual-use technologies and led by commercial firms; and 2) 

the increased interest by national militaries in the development of counterspace 

technologies. Regarding the first point, commercial development of new space 

activities is of course to be welcomed – the plethora of private sector actors seeking 

to utilize satellites in new ways opens the potential for a wide variety of new 

economic and social benefits for people all around the world. That said, the 

increased activity comes with an increased risk for collisions, for the creation of 

dangerous space debris, and for exploitation of those dual-use capabilities by those 

who seek to put satellite systems at risk for military or economic gain. Increased 

geopolitical tensions have led not just to greater suspicions about national space 

activities, but also to very real efforts by a number of nations to develop capabilities 

that could ultimately be folded into weapons to attack the satellite systems of 

others. Some countries now believe that war in space is inevitable. So what to do? 

 

First, it should be noted that in all other domains of potential military conflict – air, 

sea and land -- nation states have developed rule sets to restrain and/or constrain 

military activities in peacetime in order to avoid miscalculations and accidents, as 

well in wartime to control or bar use of certain types of activities and/or weapons 

considered disproportionately harmful to civilians. This includes actual legal 

regimes for both “jus ad bellum” and “jus in bello”; but also includes politically 

binding agreements and TCBMs. However, few such rules exist for military space 

activities – and some countries have been determined to maintain that situation in 



order to allow their own militaries the widest scope for action. This is a situation 

that cannot stand if outer space is to continue to provide benefits to society in the 

future, and if we are to reduce the growing risks of conflict.  

 

Second, I would like to offer my congratulations to Chairman Patriota for his 

comprehensive summary of the issues before the GGE. In particular, the report’s 

outline classifying threats from low- to high- intensity is immensely useful – as is the 

recognition that there are both threats to space objects and threats to terrestrial 

activities from space. Given that different technologies pose different threats, and 

that most – if not all – space technologies are dual-use, it seems to me that any 

future legal regime should first and foremost consider how to constrain negative 

uses of technology, rather than constrain technologies themselves. Second, in 

judging usages that might require restraint or constraint, it will be important to look 

at effects.  How does a particular military activity or use of a weapon system affect 

the safety, sustainability and security of the space environment, and the ability of 

civilians on the ground to continue to access space assets for beneficial reasons. 

Does it threaten to escalation of conflict, including up to nuclear war? 

 

With this framework in mind, I am heartened to see that already members of the 

GGE have honed in on the issue of weapon systems that would create long-lived 

debris. I do not need to lecture you on the dangers of space debris; dangers that are 

growing even without the advent of debris-causing weapons. Use of such weapons 

would be in the interest of no one; their use could potentially cause havoc both in 



space and on Earth – resulting in economic loss and risks to civilians; not to mention 

the risk of harm to the military of the country using the weapon in the first place. 

While I am not a lawyer, I believe a case actually could be made that debris-creating 

weapons are already constrained by the Laws of Armed Conflict. It seems to me that 

debris-creating weapons are “indiscriminate,” in that their effects cannot be limited 

to military objectives. They cannot be used with “distinction,” in that debris cannot 

be controlled once created and is equally likely to harms civilian as military assets. 

Likewise, it would be hard for a state to argue that it can satisfy LoAC tenets 

regarding “proportionality,” in that it is very difficult to predict the future impact of 

debris created. Further, it is pretty simple to verify the use of such weapons – in that 

impacts and debris clouds are easily observable. Therefore, I believe that working to 

create a regime to bar testing and use of  debris-creating weapons could be a fruitful 

starting point for negotiations.  

 

Other sorts of potential weaponry for use against space objects, such as on-orbit 

ASATs, will be harder to address so directly because of the dual-use problem. 

However, there are a number of potential rules that can reduce risks (both to safety 

and of accidental conflict) in peacetime that are already under discussion in other 

forums. These include concepts such as notifications of close approach and “keep 

out zones.” These types of rules regarding military behavior are not new; and some 

are integrated in international treaties. National airspace, for example, is a sort of 

“keep out zone” in that any state can deny use of its airspace to another state. Even 

in international airspace, there are rules governing the activities of military jets and 



how they interact with civilian air lanes. I would further stress that rules to reduce 

risks of conflict also reduce incentives for arms racing – thus these sorts of rules are 

not outside of the GGE’s PAROS mandate. 

 

The reality of the scope question, however, is that each type of threat will by 

necessity require a unique approach, including to verification. This is an area where 

both academia and the space industry can help, as discussions and studies already 

are ongoing about how to ensure safety of operations for rendezvous and proximity 

activities that could also be applied to weapons based on the same technologies.  

 

With regard to space-to-Earth weapons, the critical issue here is the likely affect on 

strategic stability – particularly among nuclear weapon states. Such weapons, 

whether for missile defense purposes or for striking ground targets, threaten to 

upset the already very fragile balance among nuclear powers that has so far 

preserved humanity from nuclear holocaust. Further, the deployment of such 

weapons by any one state is likely to convince many other states that ASAT 

weaponry is not only justified, but essential to national survival. To be perfectly 

blunt: space-to-Earth weapons will create existential threats to individual states, 

and therefore undercut human security around the globe. Therefore, I would urge 

you all to do your utmost to find ways to prevent their development and 

deployment.  

 

Lastly, any regime to restrain and/or constrain military activities in space will 



require improved capabilities for monitoring of the space environment. Current 

capacities to detect, identify the purpose of, and track space objects are simply not 

sufficient – either to ensure safety in an ever-more crowded environment, or to 

ensure security of space objects and verify an arms control regime. Not only are 

better technical capabilities required, improved ability to share information and 

ensure widespread credibility of observations and analyses will be required. As a 

first step toward remedying the situation, there should be consideration of the 

creation of an inter-governmental group of space scientists – including experts from 

academia and industry – to come up with technical approaches to harmonizing 

methods of observation and tracking, data sharing, data integration, data 

verification, and analytical methodologies for undertaking tasks such as predicting 

dangerous close approaches between space objects. Such a group could lay a 

foundation for the eventual creation of a globally accessible repository of space data.  

 

All of this said, I must confess in all honesty that I have serious doubts about the 

ability of national governments to come to ANY agreements that will actually 

prevent an arms race in outer space or the future targeting of satellites in military 

conflict. The most advanced space powers are already engaging in a proto-arms 

race, and show little real political will to restrain themselves, or even enter into 

dialogue about diplomatic measures that would reassure each other and allow them 

to walk back from the brink. Instead, we see exaggerated threat perceptions put 

forward as “analysis,” finger pointing, and hyped-up accusations  – coupled with 

largely empty rhetoric about support for keeping the peace in space. China, Russia 



and the United States are currently planning, experimenting with or deploying 

capabilities that could be used to destroy or degrade satellites; and other regional 

powers – such as India -- are seriously considering following in their footsteps.  

What passes for diplomacy seems to be an approach of “Do As I Say, Not As I Do.” 

This does not work in child rearing, nor does it work in international relations. This 

cynical politicking has got to stop if any headway is to be made on actually 

addressing the risks to both international security AND the national security of 

individual states that will emanate from taking unconstrained war to orbit. If some 

national governments are unable to agree to refrain from targeting satellites in 

wartime, then those same government leaders have an obligation to their citizens – 

and to the all of us --  to at least work to agree a set of rules that will stave off the 

worst possible impacts on human security. Therefore, I urge you all not to fall into 

the trap of holding out for the impossible, and letting the best be the enemy of the 

good. 

 

Thank you again for your attention and consideration. 


