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Thank you Mr. Chair. 

At the outset, I would like to express my delegation’s sincere appreciation to you, Mr. Lagos, 

for your leadership, diligence and dedication in steering the work of this open-ended working 

group (OEWG). I assure you of the ICRC’s full support. Our gratitude also goes to the UNODA 

team for their tireless work in the organization of this meeting. 

The ICRC welcomes the opportunity to participate in the discussion at the second session of 

the OEWG, which focuses on one aspect of the Group’s mandate, namely “to consider current 

and future threats by States to space systems, and actions, activities and omissions that could 

be considered irresponsible”. In our view, this session offers a good opportunity to examine, 

among others, threats that could undermine the delivery of essential civilian services and 

humanitarian action that rely on space systems.  

As stated in the ICRC’s working paper on “Constraints under International Law on Military 

Operations in, or in Relation to, Outer Space during Armed Conflicts” (A/AC.294/2022/WP.4) 

submitted to the first session of this group, possible threats to space systems include 

electronic warfare, cyber operations, directed energy attacks as well as orbital-based and 

ground-based kinetic anti-satellite weapons.  

Despite the long-term desire and commitment of the international community to explore and 

use space for peaceful purposes, if military operations in or in relation to outer space would 



 

 

nevertheless be carried out as part of an armed conflict, they may cause significant harmful 

effects for civilians on earth. As many delegations have underscored in their interventions, 

technology enabled by space systems permeates most aspects of civilian life, making the 

potential consequences of military space operations a matter of humanitarian concern. 

Space systems, in particular navigation, communications and remote sensing satellites, play 

an indispensable role in the functioning of civilian critical infrastructure, in particular the 

energy and communications sectors. These sectors enable the provision of the essential 

services on which civilians depend for their survival, such as food supply, water, electricity, 

sanitation, waste management, telecommunication and health care. Space systems also play 

an essential role in other critical civilian infrastructure, such as civilian transportation systems, 

banking systems and financial markets. Degradation of any of these space systems would 

result in significant disruption of civilian services. 

Mr. Chair, 

Humanitarian relief and emergency response support the provision of food, water, sanitation, 

health care and other sectors that usually form part of critical civilian infrastructure. Space 

systems, particularly weather, communication, navigation, and earth observation/imaging 

satellites, contribute to every phase of humanitarian operation, from needs assessment to 

emergency relief delivery, from disaster risk reduction to resilience building in protracted 

conflicts.  

Take the ICRC as example. We depend on space systems to conduct day-to-day humanitarian 

work. To start with, communication satellites are widely used for both Internet 

communication and vocal communication in the ICRC’s field operations. Around 10-15% of the 

ICRC field structures and personnel rely solely on satellite communication. In places where 

satellite communication is the only available means of communication, civilian population 

affected by armed conflict also benefit from the satellite connectivity provided by the ICRC to 

be able to contact their family members and loved ones. 

Secondly, navigation satellites support logistics and provide low-cost and accurate real-time 

location tracking for personnel and large equipment necessary for the delivery of 

humanitarian assistance. Today approximately 2,600 ICRC field vehicles have installed satellite 

tracking equipment. Navigation satellites are also used to help victims of armed conflict to 



 

 

regain livelihood. For example, the ICRC is piloting a project in the Sahel region, where 

satellites will help track livestock that we provide to the affected population so that these 

animals can be vaccinated. 

Furthermore, earth observation satellites offer unique information and imagery for 

emergency mapping, risk assessment, and planning and implementation of humanitarian 

operations. Images might also reveal distressed agricultural conditions, impacts on water 

supplies, or destruction resulting from hostilities that may constitute violations of 

international humanitarian law (IHL).  While some of this imagery could come from the air, 

the ICRC depends primarily on imagery derived from space systems.  

Mr. Chair,  

It is clear that the disruption or destruction of space systems serving critical infrastructure that 

enables the delivery of essential civilian services could have wide-reaching consequences for 

the civilian population, including humanitarian organizations. During armed conflicts, military 

operations – whether kinetic or non-kinetic - against space systems may be expected to cause 

direct or reverberating effects on civilians and civilian objects, including death, injury and 

physical damage. A space system could also be disabled (rendered dysfunctional) without 

being physically damaged, for example by a cyber operation, resulting in significant disruption 

of civilian services. The large number of dual-use systems in outer space further puts the 

civilian activity serviced by these systems at high risk. Furthermore, physical damage or 

destruction of an adversary’s space objects could generate a large amount of space debris 

which could in turn damage or destroy other satellites in orbit that support safety-critical and 

other civilian activity.  Such risks are growing owing to the increased congestion in orbit, partly 

as a result of the increased launch of new satellites, including commercial satellites, in recent 

years.  

In this light, we wish to reiterate that should a State decide to carry out military operations in 

outer space, such operations would not occur in a legal vacuum. They are constrained by 

international law, including the UN Charter, the Outer Space Treaty, IHL and the law of 

neutrality. Affirming that international law, including IHL, constrains military operations in, or 

in relation to, outer space during armed conflicts neither encourages the weaponization of 

outer space, nor legitimizes hostilities in outer space.  



 

 

It is indeed solely a matter of ensuring the protection of civilians on earth. We urge States to 

consider the risk of humanitarian consequences when taking any decision with regard to 

military operations in relation to outer space, at national or multilateral levels. In particular, 

in light of the risks of significant civilian harm, States may decide to set additional general 

prohibitions or specific limits with regard to weapons, hostilities or other military operations 

in relation to outer space for a range of reasons, including humanitarian ones. If new legally 

binding instruments or other norms, rules and principles are to be developed in this regard, 

they must be consistent with and should build on and strengthen the existing legal framework, 

including IHL.   

Mr. Chair, 

We look forward to hearing States’ views on the risks of significant civilian harm of threats to 

space systems, and how to address such risks. We of course stand ready to contribute our 

expertise to the work of the OEWG throughout this week. Among others, my colleague Mr. 

Mauro Vignati will join the panel discussion this Friday to share the ICRC’s views on how to 

ensure protection of space systems that constitute critical infrastructure from cyber threats. 

 

Thank you for your attention. 


