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Response by the Netherlands to  

UN General Assembly resolution 75/36 
 

1 - Introduction 

Space technology is present all over our planet in numerous – often critical – economic, social, 

scientific and security-related applications. For instance, satellite services, data and technology play 

a crucial role in the achievement of all 17 of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In the 

Netherlands, too, space and space technology have come to play a vital role in our high-value 

knowledge economy and national security.1  

Today’s growing dependency on information and services provided by satellites for processes and 

systems around the world emerged in the past 10-20 years, which was a relatively stable and calm 

period internationally. However, due to technological and geopolitical developments in that same 

period, the use of outer space is under increasing pressure. Outer space is quickly becoming 

congested, as the number of satellites continues to grow exponentially. Space technology is also 

becoming increasingly commercialised: more and more private companies are now developing and 

launching their own satellites. This can be seen, for instance, in the sharp growth of ‘mega 

constellations’ of small satellites in low earth orbits (LEO). At the same time, space is increasingly 

becoming a contested domain: more and more countries are developing capabilities with which they 

can limit or even deny other users’ access to space assets. These developments heighten the risk of 

accidents and misunderstandings. So far none of this has had any major ramifications, but that can no 

longer be taken for granted. 

The consequences of failure of space technology applications are greater than ever, and could lead 

to major disruption in economic, social and security terms. The way space and space assets are used 

is not always immediately visible, so these potential consequences are  not always known to the wider 

public, and in any case it would be practically impossible to enumerate every possible risk. It is 

therefore important that, within the framework of the broadly supported UN General Assembly 

resolution 75/36 adopted last year, all UN member states have been invited to present their views on 

the vulnerability of space. We believe that transforming those views into a joint vision on this subject 

will be a useful and necessary starting point for engaging in an international dialogue on this matter 

and reducing the vulnerability of space through an inclusive process. That is why the Netherlands 

voted in favour of Resolution 75/36.  

The international community has a collective responsibility with regard to space. Space and space 

technology are by definition international matters: space cannot be claimed at national level and no 

country can operate independently in outer space without affecting others. Moreover, the use of 

space assets is certainly no longer the prerogative of major powers. The use of space technology 

applications is not even limited to countries that have their own satellites (currently some 80 UN 

member states). By procuring satellite-related services, a large number of UN member states now 

have access to the many possibilities offered by space technology applications, ranging from 

 
1 The Netherlands recognises the importance of space for military operations within the applicable existing 
international frameworks. Such military use can take various forms: military activities can be conducted from, 
in, through and towards outer space. As a State party to the five UN treaties on outer space, the Netherlands 
takes the view that this use of outer space should be peaceful and, in particular, that no weapons of mass 
destruction should be placed in orbit around Earth or any other celestial body. The Netherlands continues to 
endeavour to prevent an arms race in outer space. 
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agriculture to disaster response. This provides member states with opportunities for further 

socioeconomic development. International cooperation based on transparency, mutual trust and the 

exchange of knowledge and experience is therefore an important element in addressing the 

challenges relating to space. Given the major interests at stake, and the  views associated with them, 

which may be different for each member state, it is important for this to be an inclusive process, in 

which the Netherlands believes there should be a role for the private sector too.  

The Netherlands participates actively in this process. The present contribution was drafted on the 

basis of a broader national process in which the various stakeholders – elements of central 

government, industry partners and NGOs – have contributed. With this vision, the Netherlands wishes 

to contribute to a common picture of threats, behaviour in space and solutions, as a starting point for 

a step-by-step approach to the challenges in this area, and as part of the work already being done in 

the UN framework. 

The Netherlands does not advocate duplicating existing efforts by the international community to 

guarantee the safe, secure and sustainable use of outer space. However, in our view the current 

situation shows that the existing system is not yet sufficiently robust to guarantee unrestricted access 

to space systems by all States, now and for future generations. We believe solutions should be based 

on the further development of regimes concerning the safe, secure and sustainable use of outer space 

and on behaviour and its consequences. An approach purely from the point of view of technical 

systems and capabilities is in our view not a robust one: major technological advances mean that 

systems and capabilities will always change faster than any framework the international community 

can create. We therefore approach the topic of outer space in the broadest sense as a single system, 

including both the ground-based segment and space vehicles (including satellites), and the 

connections between the two.  

Another important principle in the Netherlands’ vision is that there is not always a sharp distinction 

to be made between space safety and space security. This can manifest itself even in purely linguistic 

terms: some languages, including Dutch, have just the one term to denote both ‘security’ and ‘safety’. 

That is not to say that the distinction is not made at national level: in our view space security concerns 

the countering of threats and risks caused by intentional actions and space safety involves working to 

achieve safety in outer space by mitigating the dangers caused by non-intentional actions. It should 

be noted however, that both concepts relate to unrestricted access to space assets. The inherently 

dual-use nature of space assets – they can be used for both civil and military purposes – is another 

reason that space safety and space security are becoming increasingly intertwined. For instance, the 

technology required to actively clear up space debris can also be used to intentionally disable an 

adversary’s satellites temporarily or even permanently. And technology used for inspecting, repairing 

or refuelling satellites in orbit can also be used to intentionally hinder or cause physical damage to 

other satellites. These developments in the wider world continue at speed and require our urgent 

attention. We therefore believe that it would be unwise to allow the important work being done by 

the international community to be delayed by procedural discussions about terminology.  
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2 - Threats and security risks 

The greatest challenge facing the international community is the fact that space is becoming 

congested and contested. A key development in this respect can be summarised as ‘new space’: more 

satellites, more parties (including commercial parties) and the lower cost of launching cargo into 

space. Since the launch of the Sputnik satellite on 4 October 1957, more than 9,000 satellites have 

been sent into orbit. Nearly a quarter of these objects were launched in just the past four years. Since 

1 January 2019, the number of communications satellites has grown by more than 50%, the number 

of satellites for technology development by 40%, and the number of earth observation satellites by 

almost 25%. These are phenomenal figures and they are only a taste of things to come, especially 

given developments in the area of miniaturised satellites (CubeSats). Moreover, more than half of all 

active satellites are in low Earth orbits, below an altitude of 2,000 km, and satellite density (the 

number of satellites per unit of space) is currently greater than it has ever been.  

There are already various long-standing civil initiatives to guide these developments effectively, 

such as the Guidelines for the Long-term Sustainability of Outer Space Activities adopted by the UN 

Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (UNCOPUOS), the Space Debris Mitigation Guidelines 

of the Inter-Agency Space Debris Coordination Committee (IADC) and standards developed by the 

International Organization for Standardization (ISO) and the European Cooperation for Space 

Standardization (ECSS). However, these efforts have not yet led to concrete agreements to enable 

civil and military space activities to take place safely in parallel. As things stand, the growing number 

of actors, satellites and new activities, such as maintenance in space and the active removal of space 

debris, is increasingly likely to lead to misunderstandings and related threats and risks. There is an 

additional security dimension to this issue if military satellites are involved, as at the moment it is 

difficult to distinguish between intentional and non-intentional actions in space.   

In addition, more and more countries are developing capabilities with which they can limit or even 

deny other users’ access to space assets. This leads to a wide array of threats, ranging from the 

disruption and degradation of space assets to their physical destruction. Examples include the 

deployment of assets for electronic warfare (such as jamming equipment to disrupt satellite 

navigation and communication signals), forcing satellites into orbital manoeuvres that will reduce 

their lifespan, and manipulating satellites in space. Much of the technology needed for this is dual-use 

in nature. Satellites can also be threatened by directed energy weapons (lasers, high-power 

microwaves and particle beams) or kinetic attacks using anti-satellite weapons (ASATs). Ground-

launched weapons or the intentional creation of space debris can also be used to deny use of 

reconnaissance and communications satellites in low Earth orbit. Lastly, hybrid operations (a 

combination of political, military, economic, intelligence and cyber assets (hacking), deployed below 

the threshold of military force) can also pose a threat to satellites and their ground infrastructure. 

The risks arising from these threats are substantial and not always visible. Every day civilian and 

military parties make large-scale use, both directly and indirectly, of satellites and related 

infrastructure for communication, navigation and earth observation. Satellites that transmit 

positioning and timing (PNT) data are part of our critical infrastructure, which includes electricity 

supplies and mobile phone and data networks. We can no longer imagine our ‘smart’ world without 

reliable weather forecasts, digital payments or track & trace systems in logistics. There are also risks 

to States’ national security. Nowadays, military operations are often heavily dependent on the use of 

the space domain: communication with deployed units, use of GPS-guided precision munitions and 

intelligence analyses based on satellite imagery. 
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The consequences of any failure of satellites and related infrastructure are thus significant: 

widespread disruption of Global Navigation Satellite Systems (GNSS) would have a direct impact on 

the functioning of global logistics links and flows. Damage to or destruction of earth observation 

satellites would have major consequences for global meteorological and climatological models and 

predictions. Large-scale disruption or destruction of satellites could even cause a chain reaction in 

which the accumulation of space debris increases the likelihood of new collisions and thus the creation 

of even more space debris and so on (the Kessler syndrome). As a result, frequently used orbits could 

become unusable for satellite operations for long periods of time. An additional risk is that any activity 

directed against space assets may be interpreted by the satellite’s country of origin as a hostile military 

act, thus directly contributing to the escalation of a nascent military conflict. 

3 - The Netherlands’ view on responsible behaviour/activities 

On the basis of our view that solutions to the challenges concerning the vulnerability of space should 

be rooted in behaviour and its effects rather than technical systems and capabilities, the Netherlands 

characterises a number of actions and activities as threatening behaviour on account of their impact 

on national and international security:  

• Intentionally damaging/destroying objects in outer space. Examples include: 

o disrupting the operation of sensors by means of laser dazzling; 

o damaging or disabling satellites using chemical sprays or high-power electromagnetic 

radiation; 

o kinetically damaging or disabling satellites by means of ground-based attacks;  

o using a space object to physically manipulate other space objects, or intentionally 

causing a collision between two space objects. 

• Permanently disrupting satellite operations. Examples include: 

o disrupting guidance commands by jamming radio signals or conducting cyber 

operations; 

o intentionally jamming and/or spoofing satellite signals; 

o disabling ground stations and other infrastructure used to control and operate satellites; 

• Intentionally creating long-lived space debris, including rendering satellite orbits unusable by 

intentionally dispersing (‘seeding’) space debris in those orbits. 

• Intentionally damaging and/or destroying objects on the ground, in the air or in outer space, 

using objects in orbit, as a result of which outer space and those objects in turn could be 

targeted by a counterattack.  

Using satellites to approach or make physical contact with other operational satellites by means of 

rendezvous and proximity operations (RPOs) without the permission of the owner of the satellite that 

is the target of the operation can in certain cases be considered irresponsible behaviour. This includes 

intentionally hindering a space object in orbit and/or forcing it to perform an evasive manoeuvre. 
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4 - The Netherlands’ view on strengthening the normative framework 

In the Netherlands’ view, the current international legal framework should serve as the basis for the 

use of outer space, both now and in the future. Additional national legislation can further promote 

the responsible use of outer space. At the same time, the Netherlands observes that technical and 

geopolitical factors have changed considerably since the conclusion of the space treaties. The use of 

outer space is intensifying, and not just for commercial or scientific purposes; outer space is 

increasingly becoming a domain for military operations. We therefore believe it is necessary to further 

develop the normative framework, including in relation to military operations, so as to reduce the risk 

of misunderstanding and miscalculation. To that end, we should apply or develop the same 

international management structures, norms, rules and principles as those already used in the 

traditional domains of land, air and sea, but these should also tie in with initiatives launched by the 

Netherlands and others in the area of cyber activities.  

The Netherlands does not advocate duplicating existing efforts by the international community to 

guarantee the safe, secure and sustainable use of outer space. Important steps have already been 

taken to adapt the existing legal framework to the current situation, such as the development of the 

Woomera Manual and the MILAMOS2 Project. If we look at the treaty framework in practice, 

however, we see that not all States are party to all UN treaties on outer space. The Netherlands also 

appreciates initiatives, both past and present, by UN member states with regard to the normative 

framework and transparency- and confidence-building measures. However, in our view the current 

state of space security shows that these initiatives will not suffice in order to be able to continue to 

guarantee unrestricted access to space systems and their applications by all States, now and for future 

generations. A contributing factor is that although the Outer Space Treaty3 (1967) prohibits the placing 

of weapons of mass destruction in orbit or on celestial bodies, it otherwise does not place sufficient 

limits on other activities in outer space that could result in the above-mentioned threats or risks to 

space assets.  

In view of the above, and in line with the general policy pursued by the Netherlands to contribute to 

transparency- and confidence-building measures, arms control, enhancing international security 

cooperation, and the further promotion of the normative framework and the international legal order 

with regard to space, the Netherlands takes an active role in addressing the vulnerability of space.  

Transparency and mutual trust play an important part in this respect. This concerns matters such as 

the publication by UN member states of their national policies, strategies and doctrines with regard 

to space, including safety and security aspects.4 Transparency about space operations such as 

launches and manoeuvres can already be achieved in part through existing mechanisms, including the 

timely provision of information to the United Nations Register of Objects Launched into Outer Space. 

Also worthy of particular attention in this context is the Hague Code of Conduct against Ballistic 

Missile Proliferation (HCoC). Through this forum, established in the international city of peace of 

justice almost 20 years ago, States can inform each other about activities relating to space launch 

vehicles for satellites. Transparency and trust can also be enhanced by further international 

 
2 Manual on International Law Applicable to Military Uses of Outer Space. 
3 Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space, including 
the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies. 
4 To underscore the importance of doing this, the Netherlands would like to take this opportunity to share its 
recently adopted space security policy with the other UN member states. The recent letter to parliament on 
this matter has therefore been included as an annexe to this contribution. 
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cooperation in the area of space situational awareness and the exchange of information on this 

subject between States. 

Effective international communication is also crucial, particularly with regard to satellite operations. 

Due to the high velocities at which objects move through outer space and the increased satellite 

density, time is an important factor in this respect. Points of contact that can be reached 24/7 are 

therefore indispensable, especially in cases where there is uncertainty about a party’s intentions. 

Harmonised communication protocols which allow quick and decisive action, for instance if control of 

a satellite is lost, can be very valuable, both for satellite operators and other users of space assets.  

The Netherlands believes another key area in the further dialogue on strengthening the existing 

framework with regard to outer space is the recognition and observance of a minimum safe distance 

between satellites. More generally, the basic principle underlying all activities with regard to space 

should be to guarantee the safety and security of satellites and other manned and unmanned space 

vehicles. In our view, moreover, a responsible approach is to leave outer space in the same state it 

was in when the activity began. Technological development plays an important supporting role in this 

respect, for instance in ensuring that satellites can be made more robust (to prevent premature 

failure), space objects can be observed more clearly in order to prevent collisions (space surveillance 

& tracking), satellites can be brought back down to Earth in a controlled manner, cooperation can take 

place on detecting space weather and space debris can be cleared up. The above applies not only to 

States : given developments in the area of new space, commercial players can also be encouraged by 

governments to take part, and industry can remain closely involved by providing input on 

technological best practices. Here too, international cooperation is crucial in order to foster a level 

playing field and prevent a downward spiral if there are vast differences between various States’ 

approaches.  

The Netherlands is committed to contributing constructively to the international dialogue, addressing 

the vulnerability of space by means of a step-by-step approach which could lead to further legally 

binding measures. The international community must not lose sight of the continuing developments 

and their impact on space. In the Netherlands’ view, such steps could be taken on the basis of a 

political commitment and further operationalised by means of norms, standards and principles. The 

process started by UN General Assembly resolution 75/36 provides an important forum for all 

stakeholders in the public and private sectors, as well as NGOs, to come to the table on a voluntary 

basis, but not without obligations. The international community has already had positive experiences 

with this approach in other areas, such as cyber activities. A successful example of a similar step-by-

step approach eventually leading to legally binding measures is the International Treaty on Plant 

Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture (ITPGRFA). The Netherlands is therefore hopeful that 

lessons drawn from previous initiatives by the international community can further contribute to the 

success of efforts with regard to space. 

 

* * * 


