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University of Maryland, and Former Director, UN Institute for Disarmament Research

Audrey Schaffer, Director, Space Strategy and Plans, Office of the Secretary of Defense

Yousaf Butt opened the session by framing space security issues as being primarily either technical or dip-
lomatic in nature. He then highlighted some of the space governance issues experts are dealing with today 
and pondering for the future, including: commercialization efforts, space debris, increased actors and 
objects in orbit, collision avoidance, weaponization of space, and asteroid mining. 

Theresa Hitchens began by discussing challenges for space security which included: 1) the rising numbers 
of military and commercial actors (and objects) in the arena with differing technical understandings of the 
space environment and differing understandings of responsibility, norms, and laws, 2) heightened military 
competition and potential for conflict, 3) fast-paced technical progress that outpaces governance proce-
dures, and 4) outdated international laws with origins in the Cold War era. She then elaborated on space 
governance and law explaining issues of scale (national vs. international) and differences between hard 
laws (treaties and other for formal systems) and soft laws (norms and general practices). She addition-
ally highlighted how these frameworks can inform one another, and how they can influence tensions that 
arise between established actors and new players. Finally, she discussed the recent work of some existing 
groups such as the Committee for the Peaceful Use of Outer Space (COPUOS) and the UN Group of Gov-
ernmental Experts on Transparency and Confidence-building Measures (UN GGE on TCBMs) which work 
to establish guidelines for debris mitigation, norms, and best practices while enhancing transparency for 
space actors. 

Audrey Schaffer noted that while space is a resource that underpins national security by providing direct 
earth observations of incidents, missile detection, communications, command and control, and navigation, 
it also underpins much of the national economic and social vitality. She focused on what the Department 
of Defense (DoD) is currently doing to enhance safety and security in space. For example, DoD currently 
provides spaceflight safety services across the globe. All 1300+ satellites in orbit are tracked by DoD, which 
has contact information for 99% of satellite owners and sends out close approach alerts free of charge to 
them every day. Today, private service collaborations are emerging as well for both collision detection and 
radio interference mitigation. DoD’s work also supports both soft and hard laws concerning space, which 
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are becoming more important as the number of actors and objects increases. The hope is that through di-
plomacy, international space norms (similar to agreeing to drive on the same side of the road) will emerge. 
One challenge is getting both new and old actors to agree upon and adopt the same standards.  

Laura Grego in her presentation referenced a 2003 RAND Report titled “Mastering the Ultimate High 
Ground: Next Steps in the Military Uses of Space.” The report was a reflection of the ethos of the time for 
those working in the area of space policy. Dr. Grego suggested that “space as the ultimate military high 
ground” is not an appropriate metaphor for space security.” She noted several constraints brought about 
by the physics of space which supported this assertion. For example: in space several actors can share the 
high ground; the laws of gravity and orbital speeds make prediction of satellite locations very easy and hid-
ing very hard; existing missile to missile defense technology can be repurposed to strike the slow moving 
and predictable satellites; and satellite eaves droppers can be easily deployed to intercept objects. She 
also highlighted the high costs of using space as a strategic military position, caused by orbits far enough 
away that weapons transport costs are prohibitive. Costs are further impacted by the fact that many 
satellites are required for continued, accurate Earth observation. More importantly, debris issues create 
interdependence and incentive for cooperation among actors as nobody managing space objects wants to 
manage more debris. These questions of security and sustainability can never be resolved unilaterally.

In a question and answer session with the audience the panel further discussed the challenges of in-
creased actors, satellites, and debris in space. It was noted that the Japanese government is currently 
experimenting with debris removal and several private companies are also working in this area. Legal, 
economic, and insurance issues were also discussed. For example, as risk of space collision grows, a legal 
framework and insurance practices among actors is expected to emerge. The role of diplomacy was also 
underscored, as state and non-state actors need to coordinate and have shared interest in mitigating is-
sues such as debris/collision, and risks of space weather such as solar flares. 

SESSION KEY POINTS

• Continued commitment to developing diplomatic solutions is required in the current environment, where: 

 - no new hard laws (treaties, etc.) are expected given high threat perceptions among actors;

 - leveraging the universal concern over space debris to lower tensions among actors is not easy;

 - national laws (through unilateral/multilateral/regional agreements) have the potential to influ-  
                ence international soft laws; and

 - some hard law solutions might exist, such as banning anti-satellite weapons testing, prohibiting 
satellite signal interference, and expanding the Law of Armed Conflict (LoAC) to include space.  

• As more private sector actors emerge industry collaborations should play a larger role in promoting the 
establishment of space norms and laws.

• The high-ground metaphor does not work for space. Being the first to weaponize space will not yield a 
significant or lasting advantage. 


