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Introduction:

Artificial satellites have been used around the world since the space race in the

20th-century between the Soviet Union and the United States. Nearly 4500 satellites are

in space for services such as GPS, Land and Sea research as well as military use.

These space assets, from satellites and launch vehicles to their supporting

infrastructure, have become an increasingly prominent area for security. As a result,

since the 1950s, many countries have engaged in the development of anti-satellite

(ASAT) capabilities, designed to interfere with many of these systems or, in some cases,

even destroy them entirely.

As a result, over the last decade, there has thus been the proliferation of

destructive testing of ASATs. Some notable tests were carried out by China in 2007 and

India in 2019 alongside there being accusations from the United States that Russia was

conducting some of these tests in 2020. However, due to a lack of a clear legal status of

ASATs, the creation of new debris by the tests which posed threats to all other users of

space sparked multiple debates about the extent to which ASATs should be developed

and the need for increased regulations over this technology.

The European Union (EU) has been proactive in its efforts to advocate for a

multilateral code of conduct on outer space activities; however, it was unsuccessful

during the negotiations stage. The UN will need to implement resolutions that tackle the

regulations surrounding this rapidly growing sector of weapons.
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Definition of Key Terms:
1. Anti-Satellite Technology (ASAT): Space weapons designed to destroy

satellites in orbit through mechanical means. Though they haven’t been used in

a real war, they have the capability to intercept Inter Continental Ballistic missiles

as well as diminish the spying capabilities of the opposing country.

2. Kinetic Energy Anti-Satellites: These ASATs use rocket propulsion or

electromagnetic force to accelerate the warhead to a very high speed and

destroy the target by direct collision.

3. Non-Kinetic Anti-Satellites: These attacks physically damage a satellite

without any direct contact. Some examples include electromagnetic pulse,

high-powered laser, and high-powered microwave attacks.

4. Directed Energy Weapons (DEW) : Ranged weapon capable of targeting

distant objects precisely via the use of lasers, microwaves, particle beams, etc.

Lasers specifically are perfect for space warfare due to the absence of fuel

‘limitations.

Background Information

Timeline of ASAT Development

Countries began to recognise that satellites would have great military value even before

they had been successfully launched into orbit, leading to research and preparation for the

construction of ASATs. As the Cold War and the space race heated up, the countries began

their first testing.

1940s - 1960s

The success of Sputnik I in October of 1957 led to American fears about the

Soviet Union’s potential goal of developing nuclear-armed satellites capable of circling
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the globe. This led to the development of the US’s ABM/ASAT systems that started off

with Bold Orion, an air-launched ballistic missile. Simultaneously, the Soviet armed

forces have had ABM and space defense programs since the 1950s and later deployed

a limited missile defense system. But, during this period the US gradually modified its

position on arms control. In the late 1950s US diplomatic initiatives centered around a

ban on all military activity in and through space, which the Soviet Union viewed as a ploy

to slow down its superior long-range missile program. But by 1967 both nations were

prepared to set out basic principles governing space activity

1960s - 1980s

Although there were basic principles, the continued space race led to the Soviet

Union developing co-orbitals. Unlike previous KE-ASAT designs, these co-orbitals

worked by syncing up with a target satellite’s orbit, then detonating. Also, the 1972

Treaty on the Limitation of AntiBallistic Missile Systems (ABM treaty) prohibited

interfering with either country’s “national technical means of verification” of treaty

compliance. The US then responded to Soviet co-orbitals in the 1980s with the ASM-135

weapon, an air-launched KE-ASAT distinguished by its hit-to-kill method and more stable

delivery.

1980s - 2000s

Initially, the US made some strides in technology with the creation of the Air

Launched Miniature Vehicle (ALMV.) The system used a ‘kinetic kill’ strategy that can

target a wider range of satellites more quickly. This was followed by the Strategic

Defense Initiative (SDI) plan under Ronald Reagan which was nicknamed ‘Star Wars’.

The Soviets did attempt to respond to this with their own research but there is no

evidence it had any success

The testing of the ALMV was a clear indicator that this system would pollute outer

space and pose a threat to critical satellite systems. The only test against a live satellite,
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conducted in October 1985, resulted in 250 pieces of large debris and 900 smaller

pieces, all of which could damage or destroy a satellite if they were to collide.

Following this was a period of restraint as the Soviets maintained a voluntary

moratorium in which they refused to conduct any tests in hope of a worldwide ban on

these weapons. Even the US was forced to limit their testing as the congress placed

strict rules on their development. This manifested into a complete ban of development in

November 1987

The prevention of an arms race in outer space (PAROS) has long been on the

agenda of the Conference on Disarmament (CD), the primary international body through

which arms control treaties are negotiated. PAROS has also been a goal of the United

Nations General Assembly. Each year since 1983, its First Committee has passed a

resolution affirming efforts to achieve PAROS.

As direct development of the technologies and limits on testing were imposed upon the

militaries of both the US and USSR, focus shifted towards laser systems to damage

satellites rather than missiles. They could be used as an alternative to the ‘kinetic kill’

strategy because they produce less dangerous debris.

2000s

In the early 2000s, the US started taking a stronger approach to space security

and control as they focused on the restructuring of military commands and the

development and deployment of ASAT weapons. This also led to them unilaterally

withdrawing from the ABM treaty in 2002.

Dangers of ASAT’s

In the continued development of ASAT’s, there is the possibility of the resurgence of

competition in arms development and the militarization of space that would not be beneficial to

the world as a whole. This was the basis of the Outer Space Treaty of 1967 which forbid the use

of space for profit or means of warfare. Particularly, as more and more systems rely on space
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technology (phones, GPS, etc.), any threat in space could deal a major blow to living conditions

here on earth. The space debris as a result of current testing is already affecting the

international space station and any increase in their number could start encroaching onto vital

computer systems. Space can also be manipulated to jam these systems to force the hand of

other countries which would only escalate tensions and be disastrous if given to the wrong

hands.

Current Situation

In order to understand the current situation, it is vital to understand the proliferation of

ASATs as a result of the Space War coupled with the increased dependence on satellites for

both military and everyday purposes. In addition, it is important to recognise the increased risk

that space debris has continued to pose.

India

In March, India announced that they successfully used a ballistic missile interceptor to

destroy an orbiting satellite, becoming just the fourth country after China, Russia, and the United

States to test ASAT weapons. Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi called the test a “historic feat”

and said that the country is now “an established space power.”

However, India continues to maintain the viewpoint that space should not be an area for

warfare and that remains unchanged. The country claims that the test was defensive and thus not

targeted at any particular country.

Russia and China Draft Treaty

In 2008, Russia and China presented a draft Treaty on the Prevention of the Placement

of Weapons in Outer Space. This treaty focuses on placing important limits on the use of ASAT

weapons, but offers very little that would slow down their development or deployment. However,

This treaty, and another proposed in 2014, were both rejected due to a lack of attention to

ground to air ASAT’s as well as a verification mechanisms for the proposed policy.
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Interim Nation Security Strategic Guidance

In 2021, President Joe Biden issued the Interim National Security Strategic Guidance

which stated that the US “will lead in promoting shared norms on space.” The goal of this is to

support discussions that might result in a better understanding on maintaining the peaceful use

of space.

Traditionally, the US was not openly supportive of any legally binding restrictions on

ASAT systems because it could have restricted ground-based missile defense capabilities or a

possible space-based kinetic anti-missile system. However, the US ASAT testing moratorium is

aimed to energize an open-ended working group mandated by a 2021 UN resolution to develop

rules of the road for military activities in space, including legally binding measures designed to

prohibit counter-space activities that threaten international security.

Major Parties Involved and Their Views

United States

The US has recently pushed for an agenda that supports the responsible use of space.

As a result, the US has banned tests on missiles against space satellites in April 2022. In a

statement on April 18, the Biden administration said the US would commit “not to conduct

destructive, direct-ascent [ASAT] missile testing, and that [it] seeks to establish this as a new

international norm for responsible behavior in space.”

The aggressive push towards the responsible use of space by the US was in response to

the supposed launch of an interceptor launched by Russia to destroy one of its aging satellites in

low-earth orbit and to the creation of over 1500 pieces of trackable debris as a result of the

collision. In response, the US stated that they believe that incidents like this can jeopardize the

long-term sustainability of outer space and imperil the exploration and use of space by all nations.

Russia
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Russia conducted an ASAT test on November 15th, 2021 to destroy one of its own

satellites Cosmos that has been in orbit since 1982, creating a field of at least 1,500 trackable

pieces of debris in low orbit and threatening space operations and human spaceflight.

The Russian Foreign Ministry confirmed the test on Nov. 16, but said that the test did not

violate the 1967 Outer Space Treaty and that “the debris it produced did not create any threat and

does not pose any obstacles or difficulties to the functioning of orbital stations and spacecraft, or

to other space activities.”

China

China’s first ASAT test was conducted in May 2005 and its capabilities have come a long

way since. Most notably, a 2007 test destroyed a redundant Feng Yun 1-C weather satellite

owned by China, leaving over 3,000 dangerous pieces of debris in space. Since this, China has

maintained a strong public stance against the militarization of space.

While China focuses on its civilian space program, it is also claimed to develop a variety

of capabilities designed to limit or prevent the use of space-based assets by adversaries during a

crisis or conflict, including the development of directed-energy weapons and satellite jammers.

In June 2016, China launched the Aolong-1 spacecraft on a Long March 7 rocket. China

claims that the Aolong-1 is tasked with cleaning up space junk and collecting man-made debris in

space. There remains speculation on whether or not the rocket contains ASAT weapons. These

are some of the cases where an increase in transparency could be beneficial as other countries

would know for certain that other countries aren’t avoiding regulations and developing their ASAT

program. Consequently, countries will not be pulled into an arms race thus, transparency

indirectly regulates the growth of ASAT’s

European Union

The EU developed a draft Code of Conduct for Outer Space Activities to strengthen space

security, officially released in 2008. While negotiations for the draft Code broke down in 2015,

7



MUN@UWCSEA | October 7th - 9th 2022

the Code nonetheless offers valuable insight into how future space security measures should be

designed.

UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

● Further practical measures for the prevention of an arms race in outer space, 31 January

2019 (A/RES/74/77)

o This resolution in the general assembly discusses the possibility of international

legally binding mandates for the placement of weapons in outer space and

specifically on its possible banning however, the resolution does consider its

importance in self-defense in an era of increasing threats

● International cooperation in the peaceful uses of outer space (A/RES/74/82)

o This resolution recognizes the large advancements made in space technology

and hopes that they can be involved in the advancement of all of humankind:

from disaster relief to space based solutions for epidemics. The resolution then

recognises the threat posed by space debris from natural breakdown of satellites

as well as ASAT testing and urges countries to co-operate in an effort to clean up

or prevent the buildup of the dangerous debris.

● Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of
Outer Space, including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies ( Resolution 2222(XXI) )

o The outer space treaty of 1967 sets out the guidelines for space. The resolution

advocates for advancements to support everyone on earth rather than work for

the profit of corporations. The push for accountability regarding damage caused

by their space objects is very relevant to the ASAT debate today

Possible Solutions

The most optimal solution would involve a global agreement on the extent of

technologies that can be sent into space as well as a global register of the technologies that are

sent up. This would allow for countries to ensure that only non-hostile crafts are being sent up
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as opposed to weapons. The large barrier to this solution has been agreement throughout the

nations who wish to maintain secrecy over their space program for national security reasons.

Alongside this, countries may then shift their focus onto ground weapons that create more

debris when being used.

Since ASAT’s are developed and outright bans seem unlikely, focus could be placed on

preventing dangerous testing of their capabilities. The EU proposal of ‘no debris, low debris or

notification’ can be adopted to guide testing of these crafts. Whether it’s to decommission an old

spacecraft or test a new system, countries would have to limit the potential damage they could

cause to other satellites by preventing the release of dangerous, fast-moving debris. With this in

mind, enforcing these guidelines through either penalties or sanctions will need to be

considered as well

The most plausible ideas on the table are to foster a transparent environment for the use

of destructive ASAT’s which countries such as China and Russia are both open to. Due to the

advanced nature of the systems that are in place, it is completely plausible for countries to

detect any offenses that are committed and punish them appropriately. Many LEDC’s, who think

MEDC’s might use this to control them, have looked to the EU as a moderator for the creation of

the guidelines and as the moderator for the appropriate punishment so that LEDC’s aren’t left

behind in the advancement of space technology and the benefits it brings to a country

Alongside the limits and controls over ASAT technology, it might be worthwile to

implement measures to ‘clean up’ the space debris that surrounds the earth. Although

expensive in the short term, the long term benefits may outweigh these costs. Many countries

already have technology that repairs space-crafts and satellites using robotic arms thus, it’s

plausible for the technology to be altered to remove space debris. Other solutions could include

tracking space debris and ‘catching them’ as they pass by although this technology would

require large investement on the part of the member states
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Useful Links

1. CNBC (US Pledges to ending ASAT’s)

https://www.cnbc.com/2022/04/18/us-to-end-anti-satellite-asat-testing-calls-for-gl

obal-agreement.html

2. Michigan Journal of International Law (Regulation of ASAT’s):

https://repository.law.umich.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1141&context=mjil

3. A comprehensive history of the creation and development of ASAT’s: (UCS

Global Security Program)

https://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/2019-09/a-history-of-ASAT-programs_lo

-res.pdf

4. Security in Space (2022) :

https://www.dia.mil/Portals/110/Documents/News/Military_Power_Publications/Ch

allenges_Security_Space_2022.pdf
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