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Topic Background 
Kazakhstan, 1957. The first human-made technology was launched into space by the Soviet Union, 
an action that established a new frontier of discovery and domination.1 Similar to the early days of 
oceanic discovery and exploration, governments began funding projects to beat out their 
geopolitical rivals. This became a concern for the international community on how to best fairly 
manage and create rules for this new field to ensure that outer space remained a peaceful realm.  
 
In the early days of space travel, there were basic questions of how to have cooperation between 
the United States and Soviet Union, given that those were the only two space programs in the 
world. At the time, US President Kennedy and Soviet Chairman Khrushchev started a dialogue on 
potential areas of cooperation in outer space. Kennedy proposed five areas of cooperation in using 
outer space for peaceful purposes: weather satellites, tracking facilities, magnetic field mapping, 
space communications, and space medicine.2 The Americans and Soviets began working together 
to bridge the gaps on these critical issues that would help both countries ensure the continuation 
of their space programs. These initial areas were the groundwork for later cooperation in space.  
 
Recently, the rise in commercial space agencies has called into question how they can be regulated, 
and under whose jurisdiction, or ability to manage, they fall. Space exploration, space mining, and 
space tourism are all areas that need clarification within the international community. Space 
exploration primarily focuses on the issue of territorial claims, naming rights, and royalties of 
discovery. Royalties of discovery referring to the ability to profit from the use or discussion of the 

                                                
1 “Sputnik and The Dawn of the Space Age,” NASA. https://history.nasa.gov/sputnik/.  
2 “Letter From President Kennedy to Chairman Khrushchev,” Office of the Historian, US State Department. 
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discovery. Space mining focuses on the exploitation and usage of resources outside of the Earth, 
which becomes a contentious issue for environmental activists and conservationists. Space tourism 
becomes even more problematic due to private citizens going to space where they would not be 
representing a government or country. Whose authority would they fall under if a crime occurred 
or claim needed to be filed. These issues are major factors currently affecting space companies in 
how they conduct their businesses domestically, internationally and extra-terrestrially.  
 
One major unanswered question for both peaceful and military purposes is a definition: where does 
outer space begin? While it may seem mundane, it gets at major issues of territorial air space, legal 
jurisdiction, and whether or not someone can be called an “astronaut.” The territory question 
primarily comes from satellites and air/spacecraft that venture into another country’s territory, so 
at what point have they left the territory and entered “outer space?” The most common definitions 
internationally vary between 50 miles (80 kilometers) and 62 miles (100 kilometers) above sea-
level.3 The difference comes from varying ideas of what counts as “outer space.” The lower 
threshold is because spacecraft lower than 50 miles usually return to Earth quickly, whereas above 
50 miles they are able to maintain orbit. The Kármán Line, established by Hungarian-American 
physicist Theodore von Kármán, says that at 62 miles above sea-level, the atmosphere is too thin 
to support flying aircraft. Although, NASA Mission Control places that same metric at 76 miles 
(122 kilometers). The International Space Station (ISS) orbits about 240 miles above sea-level, but 
technically even the ISS is still in “Earth’s atmosphere” because there is not a complete vacuum 
yet. These issues over the definition of the beginning of space remains an issue for any future space 
travel. 
 
Past Actions 
The beginning of the Space Race caused the United Nations to realize that outer space was a region 
that needed to be kept peaceful. Over the decades, as new issues arise and new questions need 
answers, the UN has generally kept up with the changing nature of outer space.  
 
The first major action was the passage of Resolution 1472 (XIV) in 1959 which created the 
Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space. “The Committee was tasked with reviewing 
international cooperation in peaceful uses of outer space, studying space-related activities that 
could be undertaken by the United Nations, encouraging space research programmes, and studying 
legal problems arising from the exploration of outer space.”4 The Secretariat overseeing the 
Committee is the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA), which is responsible 
for promoting peaceful uses of outer space.  
 
                                                
3 “Where, exactly, is the edge of space? It depends on who you ask,” National Geographic. 
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/2018/12/where-is-the-edge-of-space-and-what-is-the-karman-line/ 
4 “Resolution 1472 (XIV): International Co-operation in the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space,” United Nations Office 
for Outer Space Affairs.  
http://www.unoosa.org/oosa/oosadoc/data/resolutions/1959/general_assembly_14th_session/res_1472_xiv.html 



The United Nations Outer Space Treaty, adopted by the General Assembly in 1966, marked the 
first time that the United Nations set out legal principles governing the way that states approached 
outer space. The Treaty established multiple legal frameworks and guidelines for the peaceful use 
of space, such as not claiming territory, assigning liability for damage to spacecraft, avoiding 
contamination of space, and restricting placement of weapons in space. Since 1966, however, 
technological advancements have lowered the barrier of entry for states and non-state actors to 
enter into Earth’s orbit, and at the same time the possibilities for space-based activities have 
expanded. 
 
In the 1960s and 70s, advancements were made where legal questions needed answers, so a series 
of four agreements on outer space activities passed the UN General Assembly. 
 
As space travel became more common for states, questions were asked about if a spacecraft lands 
in another country. Would the landing country be able to take possession? How could the launching 
country intervene? Well in 1968, the Rescue Agreement made clear that the launching country 
would be in charge in these issues. The launching country would need to request that their astronaut 
or spacecraft be returned, but other states are obligated to assist in the effort.5 This ideally 
prevented questions of kidnapping or espionage on people and intellectual property.  
 
These questions of property assignment and coordination tie into another issue with liability for 
damages. If one country’s satellite damages another, who is the responsible party and how do they 
settle the issue? In 1972 the ‘Liability Convention’ was passed, which established that the 
launching state is liable for damages.6 It also outlined how claims and settlements can be made. 
The only claim ever made was in 1978 when a Soviet nuclear-powered satellite crashed in 
Northern Canada and caused some Canadian residents to be exposed to radiation, but no one was 
harmed.7 
 
In order to assist in tracking and recording the happenings of outer space, in 19Í75 the General 
Assembly created the Convention on Registration of Objects Launched into Outer Space.8 This 
mandated that a register of all objects launched into space be kept. The UNOOSA currently updates 
and operates this register, but it is available to all governments and intergovernmental 
organizations.  
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The last of the four major agreements was the Moon Agreement.9 This stated that any outer space 
activity would fall under the jurisdiction of international law. This means that any bases or claims 
in outer space would need to be publicly announced to the international community and the 
exploitation of resources would need to be approved by an international body. In practice, of the 
four agreements, this is the only failure. The others were ratified by a majority of the world, but 
the Moon Agreement has only 18 states that are party to the treaty, none of which are countries 
with developed space programs.10 This is largely considered a failed treaty.  
 
The International Space Station (ISS) is one area of space that is not governed by the UN, instead 
the ISS Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA) dictates the jurisdiction on the ISS.11 It outlines 
partnerships that individual states have worked out between each other, and states that a country 
can claim jurisdiction over parts of the ISS that it operates, and can claim its citizens on board the 
Station.  
 
At present, the UNOOSA is supporting the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development by 
highlighting the ways in which each SDG is supported by space-based technologies and 
activities.12 Most involve some form of satellite imagery or remote sensing to assess the targets of 
the SDGs, but the primary SDG involved would be (9) Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure as 
it directly relate to outer space technology.  
 
The more modern issue here is how corporations and private space companies interact with outer 
space. In the past it has been national governments that conduct space-related activities, but now 
that the private sector is getting involved, the international community needs to figure out what 
should be done. 
 
Possible Solutions 
In order to ensure that space remains peaceful, and to prevent the global security threats posed by 
the expansion into space without limitations, delegates must seek to figure out specific solutions 
to help find new means for peaceful cooperation in outer space. There are a number of existing 
agreements and treaties that govern the conduct of nations in space, but the majority of them are 
about to become extremely outdated. They are likely to become irrelevant in light of more nations 
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gaining access to outer space as well as space technology becoming more affordable both for states 
and private companies. Delegates may wish to either revise existing space legislation or draft a 
new agreement aimed at ensuring the continued peaceful uses and cooperation in outer space. 
 
Delegates should also consider what legally constitutes outer space itself. Given that territorial 
claims and jurisdictional questions arise from the definition of space, it is important to set a guiding 
international framework for the definition of space before proceeding with a new agreement. 
Without this definition, space will remain an ambiguous term that holds no significant weight 
between 50 and 76 miles above sea-level. 
 
Finally, the question of private space companies deserves to be addressed. Given the expansion of 
civilian space firms not covered by the Registration Convention, space will become more and more 
congested with debris that will only make it more difficult to operate critical space infrastructure 
in low earth orbit. This issue of space debris, as well as regulations and governing of private firms, 
needs to be explored. Delegates should keep in mind the impacts of the expansion of space 
exploration and utilization, as well as how to deal with the fallout of such progress. 
 
Whether or not your nation has a dedicated space program, it likely relies in some way on outer 
space technology be it through satellite imaging, communications, or scientific research that can 
only be achieved in the vacuum of space. Because of this it is critical that the committee ensure 
that space remains a peaceful theatre that can be accessed by all nations willing to dedicate the 
time and resources towards developing their own space program. It is in the interest of most nations 
to keep space open to exploration and so that they can continue to derive benefits from its 
exploration and exploitation. 
 
Further Research 
● The United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs 
● How Outer Space Relates to Each Sustainable Development Goal 
● Rescue Agreement, Liability Convention, Registration Convention, Moon Agreement 

 
Worksheet Questions 

1. What is the UN body tasked with handling issues relating to outer space? 
2. What were the first two countries with space capabilities? 
3. How many agreements were made in the 1960s and 1970s to regulate some aspects of 

space? Which one failed? 
4. What is the name of the line between Earth’s atmosphere and outer space? 
5. There are two types of space related organizations: public, government owned and 

operated, and what is the other? 


