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Welcome to COPUOS, The United Nations Committee on the 

Peaceful Uses of Outer Space! 

This year, we bring to you a legislative committee established by the by the General Assembly in 1959 to govern the 

exploration and use of space for the benefit of all humanity: for peace, security and development. It is the Committee 

on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space, part of General Assembly six, which is the primary forum for the consideration 

of legal questions for GAs. From the beginning of human civilization, space has always been seen as the next frontier, 

into exploration for new resources, other forms of life, and settling new space bodies. However, with these 

technological developments comes the problem of peacefully sharing these new discoveries, determining what should 

or should not be allowed in the realm of weaponry, and state/space sovereignty. Delegates will be challenged to share 

their knowledge about the subject, while considering the intricacies of individual sovereignty and international 

jurisdiction in space. 

 

Topic 1: Militarization of Space 

 

1.1: History 

Humans have always looked to the stars, but it is only in the last 80 years that space has had a military aspect as well. 

The first man-made object to enter space was the German V2 ballistic missile in World War II, which were used to 

bomb England during the late war. However, it was not until after the war that nations began taking a clear interest 

in the cosmos. The Space Race was an informal competition between the USA and USSR where both nations strode 

to be the first nation to reach various levels of capability. In 1958, the first manmade satellite, Sputnik 1, entered orbit 

around Earth. Over the next 11 years, the two superpowers raced to reach various milestones such as manned flight, 

spacewalking, and eventually the completion of the moon landing in 1969. 

 

While on the surface, the space race was a civilian technological competition, it always had military undertones. The 

military was quick to see the potential of space flight. Part of the reason that the space race received so much funding 

from the USA and USSR was that both nations saw that the same rockets that would be used to lift men into orbit 

could also be used to strike enemy cities with Ballistic Missiles. The militaries were also particularly interested in 

potential uses of reconnaissance satellites, because unlike aircraft limited to relatively low-altitude airspace, satellites 

have free roam of the skies. There was immense demand for reconnaissance of each other’s territory, but as incidents 
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like the U2 shootdown occurred, spy planes became too risky to fly over enemy territory. As such, the development 

of spy satellites was another major goal of the space race.  

 

As space exploration developed, so too did military space capabilities. As part of their Salyut space station program, 

the USSR armed one of them, the Salyut 3, with a cannon. Later, the USSR would experiment considerably with 

satellite-to satellite weaponry. Perhaps the most notable example of space militarization however was the USA’s 

Strategic Defence Initiative, nicknamed ‘Star Wars.’ In the 1980’s, the USA and USSR were locked in a situation of 

Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD), with thousands of nuclear weapons locked at each other. The main delivery 

method of nuclear weapons was by ballistic missile; neither nation had an effective defence against ballistic missiles, 

so both were in a state of constant threat. In an effort to tilt the scales of MAD, President Ronald Reagan set up the 

Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) in 1984 with the goal of developing an effective defence to Soviet Ballistic Missiles. 

The SDI was enormously expensive and unleashed massive forces within the scientific community. Technologies 

developed included ground-based interceptors, advanced sensors, supercomputing, lasers and other directed energy 

weapons, and orbital countermeasures. While the SDI never came to fruition in its final form, the enormous cost of 

competing with it is considered a major contributing factor to the collapse of the USSR. 

 

To this day, militaries have continued to expand their space capabilities. While there have been several international 

treaties passed to regulate the peaceful usage of outer space, militaries have largely followed their national interest 

over international treaties. With that being said, there have been some notable victories in the demilitarization of 

space, most notably the Treaty Banning Nuclear Weapon Tests in the Atmosphere, in Outer Space and Under Water. 

  

1.2: Space Forces 

As part of the race for greater space capabilities between militaries, many nations have opted to establish formal 

organizations within their military to control space assets. This has been deeply controversial. Both Russia and China 

have experimented with independent “space force” branches of their militaries. However, most modern militaries 

instead opt to have a division of their Air force handle all space capabilities. Many activists have complained that 

space forces serve to enable the militarization of space, and act to legitimize and ever more aggressive military space 

capability.  

 

The USA has had a dedicated space command since 1985, when USAF Space Command was activated. Since then, 

the US Military has considerably increased its space assets and capability, and US Military space units now employ  
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over 20,000 uniformed service members. In a controversial decision last year, President Trump announced the 

forthcoming activation of a new sixth branch of the US military: the US Space Force. This will be a fully independent 

service, separate but equal to the US Air Force, under the civilian Department of the Air Force. While this is simply 

an administrative restructuring for now, many analysts believe that this could be the opening salvoes in a new round 

of space militarization.  

  

1.3: Military Applications of Space 

Ballistic Missiles: Perhaps the most well-known and impactful examples of space militarization is the ICBM or 

InterContinental Ballistic Missile. ICBMs are the primary method of nuclear delivery if a nuclear war were to happen 

today. ICBMs are mounted on rockets, where they are launched into space, reentering over their target. ICBM’s, due 

to their extremely fast-moving nature, are very hard to intercept. Much of the early space race was tied to ICBM 

development. 

 

Military Satellites: Many large militaries, notable the USA and Russia, operate fleets of military satellites. The main usage 

of these is for reconnaissance and information gathering purposes. However, other military satellites are also used for 

other functions, such as weather, communications, or GPS. Military intelligence satellites can be controversial, as they 

allow spying into foreign territory without having to violate airspace. 

 

Ballistic Missile Defence: Many militaries, notably the USA, continue to develop anti-ballistic missile capabilities. These 

mechanisms are typically based either on land or from naval vessels. It is extremely difficult to intercept ballistic 

missiles, but helped by new scientific advances, effectiveness is improving. However, many worry that 

counterintuitively, ballistic missile defence may upset the détente of MAD, and could potentially restart the arms race.  

 

Anti-Satellite Weapons: Given the immense effectiveness of military satellites, it is a natural extension that many 

countries have developed countermeasures against them. As their name suggests, anti-satellite weapons are weapons 

designed to shoot down satellites. Although they have never been used in combat, anti-satellite weapons have been 

successfully tested several times.  

 

Space to Earth Weapons: Although none are currently in service, one of the most terrifying space weapons that has been 

proposed is orbital space to earth weapons. Basically, these would be orbiting satellites equipped with ground attack 

munitions, possibly including nuclear weapons. Orbital weaponries are virtually impossible to intercept once launched 
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and have a far shorter time on target than even ICBMs. While the Outer Space Treaty and SALT II have banned 

nuclear orbital weapons, their development is still within the realm of possibility.  

  

1.4: The Decision and Options 

This Committee should discuss and attempt to pass resolutions that will regulate at the international level the 

militarization of space. It is expected that you will consider all information provided above, as well as your own 

research, when forming your opinion. 

 

An important distinction to understand is the militarization of space versus the weaponization of space. For example, 

military satellites are a type of militarization, but they do not carry weapons or offensive capabilities. The committee 

may or may not decide to place a different standard on weaponized and non-weaponized military activity in space.  

 

Delegates may want to consider regulations or restrictions on the type of weapons or military activities that may be 

conducted in space. However, bear in mind the likelihood and feasibility of regulatory compliance. Superpowers like 

the USA, Russia, China, and the EU may not want to give up their considerable strategic advantages derived from 

militarized space technologies.  

 

Delegates need not only consider current technology but should also think about what regulatory limits can and 

should be put in place to govern the future transformation of space militarization. How can the committee act to 

ensure that new, potentially destabilizing weapons classes are not procured before it is too late? 

 

1.5: Questions to Consider 

1. Does the military have a role to play in space? 

2. To what extent is militarized space a threat to global peace? 

3. Do countries have the right to implement ballistic missile defence systems if it may have a destabilizing effect 

on world peace? 

4. Is the concept of a demilitarized space feasible? 

5. What can the committee do to increase compliance with its resolutions? 
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Topic 2: Improving the effectiveness of the Outer Space Treaty 

 

Signed on January 27th, 1967, the Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer 

Space, Including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies, commonly referred to as simply the ‘Outer Space Treaty,’ was a non-

armament treaty designed to prevent colonial competition of the Moon and other celestial bodies.1 After a decade of 

changing positions, the United States and Soviet Union agreed in 1963 to follow the plan proposed three years earlier 

before the General Assembly by President Dwight D. Eisenhower: to extend the principles of the Antarctic Treaty 

to outer space. 

 

As the basis for International Space Law, the Outer Space Treaty includes the following principles, as summarized by 

the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs: 

● “the exploration and use of outer space shall be carried out for the benefit and in the interests of all 

countries and shall be the province of all mankind; 

● “outer space shall be free for exploration and use by all States; 

● “outer space is not subject to national appropriation by claim of sovereignty, by means of use or 

occupation, or by any other means; 

● “States shall not place nuclear weapons or other weapons of mass destruction in orbit or on celestial 

bodies or station them in outer space in any other manner; 

● “the Moon and other celestial bodies shall be used exclusively for peaceful purposes; 

● “astronauts shall be regarded as the envoys of mankind; 

● “States shall be responsible for national space activities whether carried out by “governmental or non-

governmental entities; 

● “States shall be liable for damage caused by their space objects; and 

● “States shall avoid harmful contamination of space and celestial bodies.”2 

 

 

 

                                                
1 https://www.state.gov/t/isn/5181.htm 
2 http://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/spacelaw/treaties/introouterspacetreaty.html 
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Further, in providing for arms control, Article IV relates specifically to the militarization of space in the following 

ways: 

● “Containing an undertaking not to place in orbit around the Earth, install on the moon or any other celestial 

body, or otherwise station in outer space, nuclear or any other weapons of mass destruction; 

● “Limiting the use of the moon and other celestial bodies exclusively to peaceful purposes and expressly 

prohibits their use for establishing military bases, installation, or fortifications; testing weapons of any kind; 

or conducting military maneuvers.” 3 

 

2.1: Asteroid Mining 

The Outer Space Treaty, in being a chronologically early and legally fundamental instrument of International Space 

Law, is intentionally vague regarding asteroid mining, leading to much debate over the legality of space property rights. 

Opponents to asteroid mining argue that the treaty bans space property rights, through the language expressed in 

Article II: 

 

“Outer space, including the moon and other celestial bodies, is not subject to national appropriation 

by claim of sovereignty, by means of use or occupation, or by any other means.” 4 

 

Others argue that this provision applies only to nations, not to individuals; however, the Outer Space Treaty also 

requires ratifying nations to ensure that their citizens comply with Article II. Property rights in space, however, remain 

in question as article II bans “appropriation,” but is internal inconsistent on what this should be interpreted to mean.5 

Customarily, international law recognizes property rights on possession, and there is no reason in the Outer Space 

Treaty to believe that this would not apply in space as it does on Earth. The Apollo moon landings, starting in 1969, 

returned with a cumulative total of 842 lbs. of lunar material, establishing a precedent for asteroid mining, albeit for 

scientific purposes.6  This near ½ of a short ton of lunar material, possessed, controlled and owned by the United 

States Government establishes the only existing precedent for possession of celestial material. No state or other body 

has disputed the legality of this ownership.  

                                                
3 Ibid. 
4 OST 
5 https://www.wired.com/2012/05/opinion-asteroid-mining/ 
6 https://curator.jsc.nasa.gov/lunar/sampreq/lunarallochandbook.pdf The Soviet Union robotic sample return missions also returned 
with almost 11 oz. (~¾ lbs.) of lunar material, through this pales in comparison to the American sourcing of the material. 

 

https://www.wired.com/2012/05/opinion-asteroid-mining/
https://www.wired.com/2012/05/opinion-asteroid-mining/
https://curator.jsc.nasa.gov/lunar/sampreq/lunarallochandbook.pdf
https://curator.jsc.nasa.gov/lunar/sampreq/lunarallochandbook.pdf
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2.2: Space Colonization 

Space colonization poses many legal issues and questions under the Outer Space Treaty. 

Colonization inherently means the establishing of national territory elsewhere, an act 

that is specifically banned in outer space. The position of many is that private citizens or 

corporations, in making a claim of private property, being subject to the jurisdiction of 

their national government, are ipso facto making a de facto claim of jurisdiction for their 

nation.7 Others disagree, claiming that the Outer Space Treaty is simply of a symbolic 

agreement, lacking any governance structure.8 Regardless of stance, it is clear that there 

needs to be further agreement and discussion on the increasing complexity of questions 

related to space colonization. 

 

2.3: Further Questions 

The following further questions should be examined and discussed through the lenses 

of the respective nations’ delegates will represent: 

 

1. What constitutes “peaceful use” under the Outer Space Treaty? 

2. How should the topic of space colonization be treated under the Outer Space Treaty? 

a. Who should be allowed to colonize space, and under which conditions? 

3. How can the Outer Space Treaty and its terms be redefined for better understanding in the 21st-century? 

 

 

                                                
7 https://theoutline.com/post/3739/mars-colony-settlement-spacex-elon-musk-trump?zi=vge4jonv&zd=2 
8 
 https://aeon.co/essays/we-urgently-need-a-legal-framework-for-space-colonisation 

Figure 1: Lunar sample of 

basalt collected by the 

Apollo 11 mission.1 

 


