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I. Introduction 
Throughout the course of history, humans have demonstrated a common flaw -greed- and a desire 

for obtaining power. It has always been seen in history that resources are the main cause behind conflicts, 
and interests of nations and individuals affect the mechanism of how the world operates.  Humans haven’t 
been acting this way with resources on Earth only, but have managed to indicate a potential arms race for 
outer space’s resources and area for national gains. Despite the fact that a clear majority vote in favor of 
resolutions that promote space disarmament each year, no actual actions have been taken, certain 
superpowers still counter these efforts, and several countries test anti-space assets weaponry frequently, 
indicating that the future is not towards a disarmed outer space. As we proceed in 2017, we make 
connections between events that happened in the past to form conclusions related to what we’ll witness in 
the future. Even though this issue of weaponizing/militarizing outer space has been discussed since the 
1960’s, it still remains unsolved as the treaties, conventions, and resolutions have failed to fulfill their 
purpose and were not executed properly. Even though limited countries have access to space resources 
and have showed an interest in astronomy and benefitting from outer space, the whole world should have 
a say in such an issue, because an arms race would affect everyone and would cause an imbalance in 
power, especially in a time where the gap between many developing nations and other developed nations 
is huge. There has been an arms race for everything in this world, and all the domains of life have 
witnessed competition (air, water, land, and cyberspace), so should the seven billion global citizens allow 
the world to fall for another race for resources and dominance in a fifth domain? This question has 
remained unanswered for decades, but the time to answer it is quite limited in the meantime, and as each 
superpower develops technologically, such an arms race is very possible and near. The First Committee 
of the General Assembly meets each year to solve issues that need disarmament and to maintain 
international security, and such an issue involves both the disarmament of outer space and maintaining 
international security and preventing wars from happening over a terrain that the world has been sharing 
for decades. 
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II. Involved Countries and Organizations 

[USA] 
The United States of America have shown an intention to not abide by the treaties since an early 

time. Even though it was one of the three countries that opened the Outer Space Treaty for signature, its 
delegation in the United Nations General Assembly decided to abstain on the resolution titled “Prevention 
of Outer Space Arms Race” in 2000, and to go against a resolution aiming to prevent an arms race in 
outer space in 2006 while 166 nations voted for it. For several years, US officials have been stating that 
an arms race is something certain and that the US is only trying to secure a strong defence for itself in 
outer space.  Even though the US claims that they are only striving to strengthen the security systems on 1

their satellites, military, and the nation in general, many nations believe that they are in fact trying to 
become superior on a fifth domain (the other four being land, water, cyberspace, and air), to ensure global 
dominance.  

Spokesmen and officials have made controversial statements in the past couple of years, attacking 
certain states and denying certain clear actions US citizens have committed. A clear example of this is 
when Secretary of the Air Force and principal space advisor Deborah Lee James answered questions 
regarding US blocking efforts made by China and Russia and over 100 other countries aiming for a 
disarmament of outer space in 2015, where she said that the reason behind the actions of the US is that 
China and Russia have engaged in space activities that are “worrisome” and that “we don’t have weapons 
in space in the United States … Now what has been very worrisome in recent years is that some other 
countries around the world, notably China and Russia, are investing and they’re testing in different types 
of capabilities which could shoot satellites out of orbit, and do other things to our capabilities and the 
capabilities of allies in space, which is worrisome.” The questions posed to James were after the US 
delegation voted against a resolution for disarmament of outer space while 122 voted for it. However, 
James didn’t convince Alice Slater, a leading activist for disarmament who’s with the Nuclear Age Peace 
Foundation, since the latter pointed out that, “It’s hard to believe that the U.S. Secretary of the Air Force 
is unaware of the U.S. military program to ‘dominate and control the military use of space’ as set forth in 
Pentagon documents such as Vision 
2020 or that the U.S. also has tested 
anti-satellite weapons in space.”  2

 
“1 SM-3 missile launched from a US Navy cruiser in 
Pacific Ocean 
2 The three-stage missile headed for collision 
location, where the relative "closing" speed was 
expected to be 10km/s (22,000mph) 
3 Satellite came in range at altitude of 247km (133 
nautical miles), close to edge of Earth's atmosphere 
4 Missile made contact with satellite with objective of 
breaking fuel tank, freeing hydrazine into space 
5 Much of the debris will burn up but an as yet 
unknown amount is expected to be scattered over 
hundreds of kilometres”  3

 

1 Shah, Anup. "Militarization and Weaponization of Outer Space." Global Issues. N.p., 21 Jan. 2007. Web. 07 July 2017. 
<http://www.globalissues.org/article/69/militarization-and-weaponization-of-outer-space  
2 "Who Wants to Weaponize Outer Space?" Strategic Culture. Strategic Culture Foundation, 2016. Web. 8 July 2017. 
<https://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2015/12/06/who-wants-to-weaponize-outer-space.html >. 
3 "Americas | US Missile Hits 'toxic Satellite'." BBC News. BBC, 21 Feb. 2008. Web. 08 July 2017. <http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/7254540.stm >. 
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A diagram showing the process of how a US missile launched from a ship destroyed a US satellite that was 
believed to be toxic. 

 
  

Such ping-pong statements show the mentality of the officials of both parties, and indicates that 
there are several powerful countries that have made tests to try certain weaponry that can destroy space 
assets and shoot down targets out there in the vacuum. On the other hand, almost all superpowers have 
been constructive in the UN and aim to disarm outer space and prevent an arms race, save for the USA. 
Other than Joint Vision 2020 mentioned by Slater, there is the Project for a new American Century 
(PNAC), a think tank whose purpose is to “deploy a global missile defence system”, and to “develop a 
strategic dominance of space”   4

 
[China] 
 

The People’s Republic of China is one of the most active countries in this issue. Its position is 
quite confusing for many though, due to it being an active delegation in UN conferences, especially in the 
General Assembly, taking part in the writing of resolutions that aim to disarm outer space, while this 
same country launched a missile that destroyed a satellite it owned in 2007. This has made many 
reconsider China’s stance in this issue and whether it really wants peace and a disarmed space, or is 
pretending to want so in order to prepare space weapons without the knowledge of the international 
community. It can be interpreted that China’s efforts to disarm space with Russia are not because they are 
genuinely advocating for peace, but rather that they have their own ambitions of superiority in outer space 
but feel threatened by the dominance of the US. For that reason, they may want to disarm space 
temporarily until their economy grows big enough to provide enough money to sustain an arms race.  
 

The launch had many effects, which included the world questioning once more if the UN 
conferences and treaties and conventions signed were successful enough to serve as catalysts for global 
transparency and trust between countries; since no country knew that China had the technology and 
weaponry advanced enough to fire a missile directly into space to destroy a satellite. This launch allowed 
the US to have a good reason to have a policy against a global treaty banning weapons in space, which 
was (according to BBC right after the launch) “clearly a response to a perceived threat from China as well 
as an attempt to preserve the current US advantage in space”, but it may be, “an attempt by China to push 
back at the US and put pressure on Washington to consider negotiating a treaty to ban weapons in space”. 
But before making any assumptions, it should be noted that there is a possibility that China did this in 
response to Bush’s earlier declaration that USA will seek domination militarily over outer space and 
prevent a global treaty that bans weapons in space. China is definitely one of the key players in this issue, 
launching a missile in one year, but advocating for resolutions and conventions that ban weapons being 
deployed in space more recently along with Russia.  5

4 "Project for the New American Century." SourceWatch. Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike, 21 June 2017. Web. 08 July 2017. 
<http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php/Project_for_the_New_American_Century >. 
5 Shah, Anup. "Militarization and Weaponization of Outer Space." Global Issues. N.p., 21 Jan. 2007. Web. 07 July 2017. 
<http://www.globalissues.org/article/69/militarization-and-weaponization-of-outer-space  
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China’s missile launch from Xichang Space Center launch pad that destroyed their ageing satellite  6

 
[United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA)] 
 

“The United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA) works to promote international 
cooperation in the peaceful use and exploration of space, and in the utilisation of space science and 
technology for sustainable economic and social development”, according to the official site of the office. 
The UNOOSA tries to cooperate with nations to establish legal frameworks to sustain space activities.  It 7

serves as a secretariat for the only corporation dealing with the cooperation between countries on a global 
scale for peaceful uses of space: United Nations Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space 
(COPOUS). It’s also responsible for implementing the Secretary General’s responsibilities under 
international space law and operating according to the United Nations Register of Objects Launched into 
Outer Space. The UNOOSA conducts, “international workshops, training courses and pilot projects on 
topics that include remote sensing, satellite navigation, satellite meteorology, tele-education and basic 
space sciences for the benefit of developing nations,” through the United Nations Programme on Space 
Applications.  8

 
III. Focused Overview of the Issue 
 

The issue of militarizing outer space has existed for several decades, and is becoming more 
relevant as the technological advancements in this world reach very high levels. Even though the issue 
has been discussed from when it became of significance in 1967, it still remains an issue that’s not 
resolved until today due to the fact that certain nations simply ignore past treaties or don’t exactly abide 
by them. For decades, outer space has been of international usage and has benefitted the global society 
and humankind. It was used for monitoring of the weather, cooperating to perform rescue operations, 

6 Anti-Satellite's Comeback. Digital image. China Launches Its First Lunar Probe from a Xichang Space Center Launch Pad on 24 October 2007. The 
Launcher Rocket Shown Is a Long March 3A Model, Which Is Larger than the KT-2 Medium Range Ballistic Missile Used for the 11 January 2008 Satellite 
Intercept. Airforce Technology, n.d. Web. 8 July 2017. <http://www.airforce-technology.com/features/feature1792/feature1792-1.html >. 
7 Daniel.garcia-yarnoz. "United NationsOffice for Outer Space Affairs." About Us. UNOOSA, n.d. Web. 08 July 2017. 
<http://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/aboutus/index.html >. 
8 Robert.wickramatunga. "United NationsOffice for Outer Space Affairs." Roles Responsibilities. UNOOSA, n.d. Web. 08 July 2017. 
<http://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/aboutus/roles-responsibilities.html >. 
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observe potential dangers on the earth, and for research in science. Even though many militaries have 
used space for years for purposes such as maintaining surveillance satellites, certain countries intend to 
use space as an opportunity to expand military bases (like the US).  This brings us to the point where the 9

term “militarization” should be correctly defined and distinguished from the term “weaponization”. 
 

The term militarization refers to using resources in outer space for military purposes, which is 
happening and has been happening ever since satellites were used in this modern time. This refers to the 
usage of the satellites for both peaceful purposes (like the GPS, communication, commanding, etc.) and 
non-peaceful purposes (like directing bombing raids or initiating prompt global strikes). Weaponization 
of outer space on the other hand is referred to as the “placement in orbit of space-based devices that have 
a destructive capacity.” However, there are several exceptions to this definitions as there is weaponry that 
is harmful but not placed in the orbit, like ground-based systems (that attack space assets but are placed 
on the ground), and hypersonic technology vehicles (that travel through space to reach the wanted 
targets), A specific example is the US ballistic missile defence system, which is considered a space 
weapon due to its double ability to destroy both ballistic missiles and space assets.  

 
Countries worldwide have agreed with a very clear majority to prevent an arms race from taking 

place in outer space. Even though numerous treaties, conventions, and resolutions have supposedly 
tackled this issue, and several UN bodies deal with this issue like the General Assembly First Committee 
(GA1), Conference on Disarmament, Committee on Peaceful Uses of Outer Space, General Assembly 
Fourth Committee (GA4), and the International Telecommunications Union, the continuing desire of 
some influential states to weaponize space is preventing the world from solving the issue.   10

 
1) Anti-satellite Testing 

There are no current weapons in outer space, but the main issue remains because of the 
capabilities nations have shown when it comes to weaponry in the vast vacuum. Not one, but two 
countries have launched missiles into outer space in the past decade to destroy a satellite. One of those 
countries, China, surprised the world by being able to make such a launch when it provided a certain 
image to the global society that made everyone not expect the People’s Republic to be able to fire at space 
assets with a missile. Furthermore, USA are developing a ballistic missile defense shield. Even though the 
public purpose for this is to defend the US and her allies from limited missiles, this is just one more step 
towards a full spectrum dominance that the PNAC was promoting. This is due to the fact that the 
capabilities a missile (Kinetic Energy Interceptor for example) needs to be provided with in order to 
smash into any invading missiles are enough and the same as what a missile needs to penetrate the 
atmosphere and destroy a satellite. Therefore, by having a missile defense shield, it can be translated into 
an “anti-missile army”. The USA are an apparent threat to the peaceful environment of outer space if no 
future actions are taken to hinder the militarization.  11

  
2) Environmental factors 

9 Shah, Anup. "Militarization and Weaponization of Outer Space." Global Issues. N.p., 21 Jan. 2007. Web. 07 July 2017. 
<http://www.globalissues.org/article/69/militarization-and-weaponization-of-outer-space  
10 "Outer Space." Reaching Critical Will. Tetra Information Services Pvt. Ltd, 2014. Web. 8 July 2017. 

<http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/fact-sheets/critical-issues/5448-outer-space >.  
 
11 Ibid. 
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Many nations are discussing whether space should be militarized/weaponized or not based on 
reasons such as the balance of power and stability, but only those who look at things from all perspectives 
would realize that one of the biggest issues in such a topic is the environmental factor. First of all, any 
arms build-up would cause a vast waste of resources, whether it’s an arms race between different 
countries or simply one country firing weaponry to destroy a certain space asset (like the two satellites 
that were destroyed). Other than the wasted resources, there are physical results of the actual fighting in 
space (especially space debris) which will destroy commercial and civil infrastructures like satellites. 
What many decide to ignore by promoting a world where weapons are allowed in space is that the current 
space debris from the last couple of decades is already posing a threat to spacecrafts. When weapons are 
launched, and they would most likely be launched in the Low Earth Orbit (LEO), they would increase the 
amount of space debris, and such space junk would leave less room for civilian systems to operate.  12

IV. Key Vocabulary 

Militarization of outer space: refers to using resources in outer space for military purposes, which is 
happening and has been happening ever since satellites were used in this modern time. This refers to the 
usage of the satellites for both peaceful purposes (like the GPS, communication, commanding, etc.) and 
non-peaceful purposes (like directing bombing raids or initiating prompt global strikes).  13

Weaponization of outer space: the “placement in orbit of space-based devices that have a destructive 
capacity,” but there are several exceptions to this definition as there is weaponry that is harmful but not 
placed in the orbit, like ground-based systems (that attack space assets but are placed on the ground), 
hypersonic technology vehicles (that travel through space to reach the wanted targets)    14

Space debris: man-made junk objects that are released from space stations that remain in space after use, 
and they act as a threat to spacecrafts as they orbit around the earth, and it is possible that using too much 
weapons and them becoming space junk would actually prevent people from being able to place 
satellites.  15

V. Important Events & Chronology 

Date 
(Day/Month/Year) Event 

1959 
UN General Assembly established the Committee on the 
Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPUOS) in Resolution 1472 
(XIV).  16

1963 
Treaty Banning Nuclear Weapon Tests in the Atmosphere, in 
Outer  
Space and Under Water  17

12 Ibid. 
13  "Outer Space." Reaching Critical Will. Tetra Information Services Pvt. Ltd, 2014. Web. 8 July 2017. 

<http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/fact-sheets/critical-issues/5448-outer-space >.  
14 Ibid.  
15 Ibid.  
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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October 1967 The UN Outer Space Treaty entered into force after being open 
for signature by Russia, UK, and USA  18

1968 Rescue Agreement, aimed to save and retrieve astronauts and 
objects released into outer space  19

1972 Liability Convention, that was about taking responsibility for 
damage caused by space objects  20

1975 Registration Convention, about registration of objects launched 
into outer space  21

1979 Moon Agreement, which aims to govern the activities of states 
on the moon and other celestial bodies 

2000 GA voted with a majority for the resolution titled, “Prevention of 
Outer Space Arms Race”  22

June 2004 

GA discusses the issue of militarization of outer space again, 
criticizing the effectiveness of the Outer Space Treaty, and 
adopted A/Res/59/65 “Prevention of an Arms Race in Outer 
Space”  23

2005 
Russia introduced a resolution on transparency and measures to 
form confidence regarding outer space activities, which got an 
overwhelming majority  24

October 2006 Near unanimous vote for a resolution preventing an arms race in 
outer space  25

January 11th, 2007 China fires a missile to shoot down its own ageing satellite, 
which raised fears in USA and Japan 

2008 USA fires missile to destroy a toxic satellite that had a potential 
threat to the health of the world society 

2011 Three resolutions related to outer space were adopted 
 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

A/RES/39/59 on the prevention of arms race in outer space by UNOOSA  

18  Shah, Anup. "Militarization and Weaponization of Outer Space." Global Issues. N.p., 21 Jan. 2007. Web. 07 July 2017. 
<http://www.globalissues.org/article/69/militarization-and-weaponization-of-outer-space  
19 "Outer Space." Reaching Critical Will. Tetra Information Services Pvt. Ltd, 2014. Web. 8 July 2017. 

<http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/fact-sheets/critical-issues/5448-outer-space >.  
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22  Shah, Anup. "Militarization and Weaponization of Outer Space." Global Issues. N.p., 21 Jan. 2007. Web. 07 July 2017. 
<http://www.globalissues.org/article/69/militarization-and-weaponization-of-outer-space  
23 Ibid. 
24 "Outer Space." Reaching Critical Will. Tetra Information Services Pvt. Ltd, 2014. Web. 8 July 2017. 

<http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/fact-sheets/critical-issues/5448-outer-space >.  
25  Shah, Anup. "Militarization and Weaponization of Outer Space." Global Issues. N.p., 21 Jan. 2007. Web. 07 July 2017. 
<http://www.globalissues.org/article/69/militarization-and-weaponization-of-outer-space  
 
 

7 

http://www.globalissues.org/article/69/militarization-and-weaponization-of-outer-space
http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/fact-sheets/critical-issues/5448-outer-space
http://www.globalissues.org/article/69/militarization-and-weaponization-of-outer-space
http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/fact-sheets/critical-issues/5448-outer-space
http://www.globalissues.org/article/69/militarization-and-weaponization-of-outer-space


 
 

 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/39/a39r059.htm 

The resolution reaffirms the fact that outer space should be used solely for peaceful purposes, emphasizes 
that further measures to fully prevent should be adopted, states the Conference on Disarmament should be 
the platform of negotiation of the issue, and calls for a discussion of the issue in the fortieth session under 
the title, “Prevention of an arms race in outer space”. It doesn’t state specific measures that can actually 
be implemented quickly to prevent an arms race. 

A/RES/47/51 on prevention of arms race in outer space 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/47/a47r051.htm 
The resolution included clauses from resolution A/RES/39/59, depending as well on the Conference on 
Disarmament for negotiation and requests it to give the issue more priority. It requests USA and Russia to 
be constructive and help in directing others to being for the prevention of an arms race, and calls for a 
discussion of the issue in the forty eighth session under the title, “Prevention of an arms race in outer 
space”.  

 
A/RES/51/44 on the prevention of arms race in outer space 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/51/a51r044.htm 
The resolution states that it goes in conformity with what was in the Treaty on Principles Governing the 
Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space, like stated in A/RES/47/51. Having most 
clauses that were already adopted in past resolutions, it reaffirms the necessity of further measures to 
solve the issue, restates that the Conference on Disarmament should be where negotiations take place and 
that it should re-establish the Ad Hoc Committee, and calls for a discussion of the issue in the fifty second 
session under the title, “Prevention of an arms race in outer space”.   

 
The Outer Space Treaty, 1967 

This treaty tackled the main issues at the time, where it promotes the idea of a global beneficial outer 
space with resources that everyone can make use of and explore, and stops the idea of claiming 
sovereignty and placing nuclear weapons or weapons of mass destruction. Even though it mentioned what 
nations should and are not allowed to do, there have been several incidents of countries launching 
weapons into space (like USA and China), showing it was a failure when it comes to disarmament of 
outer space. The treaty should have included specific punishments or sanctions to be forced on those who 
don’t abide by it, which didn’t really happen. 

Liability Convention, 1972 

The convention redefines some terms for future purposes like the terms, “damage” and “launch”, and that 
liable countries should pay compensations for damage they cause. It provides a specific guideline for how 
nations shall be held accountable for military actions in space and details about how the consequences 
differ based on who caused what amount of damage to whom at what time, and how and who can claim 
liability and compensations. 
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Moon Agreement, 1979 

The Agreement Governing the Activities of States on the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies considers the 
UN Charter and the Declaration on Principles of International Law in everything, and protects the moon 
clearly and prohibits nuclear weapons in the orbits around Earth. Military base establishing and the 
testing of any kind of weapons are forbidden and prohibited. 

 

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 

The Outer Space Treaty in 1967 is an example of a failed attempt to globally put a continuous 
stop for the militarization of outer space. Even though it mentioned what nations should and are not 
allowed to do, there have been several incidents of countries launching weapons into space (like USA 
and China), showing it failed to fulfill its purpose. The treaty should have included specific punishments 
or sanctions to be forced on those who don’t abide by it, which didn’t really happen. 

Russia’s transparency resolution in 2005 failed as well because when China launched missile in 
2011, no one knew it had such capabilities. Some checkups and discussions should be made so no nation 
prepares a massive destruction plan while no other country knows about it. 

  

VIII.  Possible Solutions 

Delegates can recommend that strict punishments for using any kind of space weaponry, that doesn’t 
necessarily have to be revolving in an orbit, be enforced. 

The issue should be discussed too in the Security Council. 

Missile launches should be announced to the UN countries before they are launched, unless they are for a 
global emergency. 

IX. Useful Links 

● "Outer Space." Reaching Critical Will. Tetra Information Services Pvt. Ltd, 2014. Web. 8 July 
2017. 
<http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/fact-sheets/critical-issues/5448-outer-space>. 

It states all the treaties and conventions and their dates, talks about all of the stakeholders involved, and 
points out some misconceptions and information about certain involved states.  

● Shah, Anup. "Militarization and Weaponization of Outer Space." Global Issues. N.p., 21 Jan. 
2007. Web. 07 July 2017. 
<http://www.globalissues.org/article/69/militarization-and-weaponization-of-outer-space>. 

It discusses the Outer Space Treaty, mentions some important dates and quotes, then mentions certain 
involved countries. 
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