
The United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs

Topic: The Peaceful Uses of Outer Space

Topic Background

Humans have scientifically studied outer space in some capacity since ancient times, but
it wasn’t until the first attempts to enter space that issues regarding sovereignty and colonization
arose. Physical exploration of outer space began on October 4th, 1957 when the Soviet Union
famously launched the Sputnik satellite into orbit around the earth.1 The U.S. quickly followed in
1958 with the creation of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) and the
launch of the Explorer I satellite.2 This event sparked the great space race in which power
dynamics of the Cold War between the world’s two superpowers played out above the
atmosphere. Significant technological developments allowed the age of space exploration and the
space race to occur, but the potential for military use of technologies such as long range missiles
and rockets presented a great threat to humanity. While the space race never came to a violent
clash, in the aftermath of the Cold War, the threat of the weaponization of outer space persisted.
As 35 other countries have followed in the footsteps of the two superpowers since the Cold War,
expanding the boundaries of space exploration and travel, The United Nations still greatly
considers the possibility of an arms race in outer space.3 This body sees that it is the duty of
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individual Member States, through the forum of the UN, to work towards avoiding an arms race
in outer space.

Past International Action

The Sustainable Development Goals

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), officially known as Transforming our
World: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is a set of 17 “Global Goals” with 169
targets among them. Spearheaded by the United Nations through a deliberative process involving
its 193 Member States as well as global civil society, the goals are contained in paragraph 54 of
United Nations Resolution A/RES/70/1 of 25 September, 2015.4 To adequately address the topic
of Peaceful Uses of Outer Space, it is essential to understand this issue within the context of the
Sustainable Development Goals. The United Nations’ 17 SDGs work jointly to promote the
eradication of poverty and protection of the planet by addressing key pillars such as education,
economic opportunity, climate action, gender equality, peace, justice, and much more.5

While this topic moves beyond just our planet, it still pertains especially to SDG 16 that
calls for the promotion of peace, justice, and inclusivity through the establishment of strong
international institutions. Delegates should heavily consider the promotion of SDG 16 in drafting
solutions as the establishment of peace in space will work towards the promotion of peace on
earth as well.

NGOs, International Organizations, and Civil Society
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The role of such organizations regarding the peaceful uses of outer space is to bridge the
gap in addressing issues that are overlooked by individual countries and the UN.
Nongovernmental organizations may aid in broadening and diversifying the actors involved in
space exploration. This could allow for lowered costs of access to space technology for
developing countries, as well as decreased technical and scientific barriers to exploration.
Delegates in this committee should consider the role of such organizations and include them in
efforts to enable new and innovative applications that might provide increased societal benefit.
When it comes to exploration in outer space, developments made by aerospace manufacturers
and innovators should also be considered, specifically looking toward sustainable technologies,
research and development, and the potential for civilian involvement in outer space. This
includes companies such as SpaceX, which work with governments to develop optimized
transportation technologies and innovations.6

The Work of the United Nations

Since the conception of the United Nations in 1945, the organization has actively worked
towards the promotion of global peace, and in 1959, the United Nations General Assembly
expanded that mandate to universal peace through the establishment of the Committee on the
Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (COPOUS).7 The goals of the committee are to promote peaceful
exploration of outer space, as well as draft and interpret national and international laws related to
space usage. A recent goal of the committee has been to build the necessary frameworks
regulating the use of outer space, which has involved balancing the interests of national
governments, nongovernmental organizations, and private corporations. Our committee, the
United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA) was established in 1958 and currently
serves as the secretariat of the COPUOS.8 The central goal of the UNOOSA differs little from
the goals of COPOUS in that it strives to promote international cooperation for the peaceful use
of outer space. This is done by creating regulatory frameworks and drafting space law.

Outer Space Treaty (1967)
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This treaty forms the basis for international space law and establishes that space should
be used for peaceful purposes. It also bans nuclear weapons from space, contributing to the
prevention of the militarization of space. Additionally, it prevents colonization of the moon,
planets, or any other object in space.9

The Rescue Agreement (1968)

This agreement was designed to protect astronauts who accidently landed in other
countries upon their return to earth. It states all members of the treaty should aid astronauts in
such situations. It also establishes that if space technology lands in another country, it must be
returned.10

Liability Convention (1972)

This document states that if a country launches something into space, it is then
responsible if it causes damage to other countries’ property.11

Treaties and Agreements Registration Convention (1976)

This convention establishes that each country with a space program needs to inform the
UN of all space objects they have in orbit.12

Moon Agreement (1984)

This treaty establishes that the moon and all natural objects in space should serve to
benefit all countries. It also prohibits military occupation/use of the moon and all other natural
objects in space. However, this treaty has thus far only been ratified by 6 countries.13

Sub-Topics to Consider

Sub-Topic 1: The Militarization of Space

Since the Cold War, it can be seen that the UN has already been actively engaged in
dealing with a potential arms race in outer space. However, there is still significant work to be
done to prevent the militarization of space. Delegates in this committee should work towards
drafting solutions that would deal with all aspects of outer space, specifically preventing the use
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of any type of weaponry in space. Also, the establishment of an in-depth legal framework will be
important in addressing the disarmament of space. Member countries should participate in
international discussions and cooperation in the field of space exploration in order to highlight
the importance of disarmament. Within this international context, it is important for solutions
enacted to include both voluntary measures, as well as more legally-binding ones. Furthermore,
disarmament is an issue that interests not only nations, but global citizens themselves. Therefore,
steps must be taken in order to raise public awareness regarding the dangers and the risks of the
possible militarization of space. Finally, delegates should keep in mind during the creation of
their resolutions, that it is vital to approach the issue at hand with respect and cooperation.

Sub-Topic 2: Peaceful Exploration

It is the majority belief of the United Nations that countries operating in outer space
should solely pursue peaceful activities. With so many countries engaged in active space
exploration, questions have arisen about the fair use of materials in outer space, the potential for
colonization of space, and the possibility of the militarization of space. Issues have also arisen in
international coordination towards addressing these key issues, as many states are active
stakeholders in space exploration and hold diverging views on the aforementioned issues. The
need for dialogue and collaboration amongst countries to draft international guidelines on the
peaceful use of space is now more important than ever. International cooperation and diplomatic
efforts coordinated through the UN have in the past led to a multitude of international
agreements, which are further detailed in the section regarding the work of the United Nations.
The ultimate goal of this committee will be to continue this work by facilitating international
cooperation in drafting an agreement addressing peaceful uses of space.
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Sub-Topic 3: Space Mining

Outer space mining began in the late 20th century, in tandem with increased space
exploration. With the depletion of natural resources on earth, and the threat of global climate
change, the potential for exploitation of available resources in outer space is becoming an
increasing threat. In an attempt to find new potential resources, entrepreneurs and scientists are
developing programs to actualize the possibility of asteroid mining for future natural resources.
However, there is little to no international regulation of this activity in place right now. There are
no specific UN resolutions that address the subject of mining in outer space and little bilateral or
regional cooperation on regulating the issue. With a rapid growth in space exploration and
privatized industries venturing into space, it is essential for this committee to discuss stronger
enforcement of space laws and expanding laws regarding commercial activities in space, such as
mining.

Possible Solutions
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Finding solutions to this issue will require cooperation not only between Member States,
but also with private companies and military industrial complexes around the world. Setting
international standards for what constitutes peaceful uses of space will be difficult, but will be
necessary to prevent the exploitation of outer space. A couple of broad potential ideas for the
committee to tackle include a space program development agenda, a permanent forum for
settling inter-state disputes regarding space usage, and an international body tasked with
approving commercial activities in space. A space program development agenda would provide
the opportunity for developing countries to hold a stake in space exploration, thus increasing the
number of stakeholders that can exert influence in international decision making regarding space.
A dispute settling forum would allow for states to settle conflicts regarding space debris damage,
raw material usage, and other issues that may arise in a formalized setting and with an
independent judiciary board to review cases. Finally, the idea of implementing a body that would
approve commercial activities could allow for increased regulation in privatized space
operations. Delegates are encouraged, however, to go beyond these potential solutions and think
outside of the box!

Questions to Consider & Further Reading

Questions to Consider

1. How can this body work towards the promotion of peaceful uses of space in a way that is
inclusive of developing countries and countries without space programs?

2. In what ways can space exploration and the promotion of peaceful uses of space help
achieve the SDGs?
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3. What is your country’s stance on the privatization of outer space?
4. Does your country have a space program? If so, how do the goals of this body align with

your national space goals? If not, do you want to pursue the development of a program?
5. What are potential consequences of the militarization of outer space (beyond

humanitarian demise)?

Further Reading

1. Defining and Regulating the Weaponization of Space: an in-depth resource exploring the
weaponization of space.

2. Space Supporting the Sustainable Development Goals: resources on how space can be
used in support of the SDGs.

3. A Brief History of Space Exploration: a solid background on previous developments in
space exploration.

4. Regulating International Space Mining, an Enormous Industry: potential solutions
towards regulating the space mining industry.
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