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The United Kingdom is pleased to participate in this second meeting of the Open-

Ended Working Group, and is looking forward to a rich and constructive set of 

discussions this week. Thank you for arranging once again such an excellent line-up 

of experts and for the way in which you have structured our agenda. Let me also 

thank you and all speakers and delegations who have expressed their condolences 

on the passing of Her Late Majesty the Queen. The many kind words we have 

received from friends right across the world are a great comfort at a very sad time for 

my country. 

 

Mr Chair, 

 

We have reached a crucial stage in our journey, begun in December 2020, when the 

General Assembly through Resolution 75/36 asked States to consider existing and 

potential threats, and security risks to outer space systems, including those arising 

from actions, activities or systems in outer space or on Earth. 

 

Along this process the United Kingdom has consulted widely with Governments and 

stakeholders around the world both to raise awareness and to inform our own 

thinking on space security and threats to space systems.  

 

Our starting point is that the prosperity, development and security of all nations rely 

on space systems. They are critical to healthcare, transport, communications, energy 

grids, financial systems, and international trade. They underpin humanitarian 



responses to conflict or natural disaster and are increasingly critical to national 

security and defence. 

 

Disruption to or loss of service, damage or destruction of space systems could have   

far reaching or even catastrophic effects – including serious risks to civilians, to 

national and regional security, and to strategic stability.  

 

The task you have set us this week is to examine how such threats to international 

peace and security can result from the activities, actions and omissions of one state 

to another.  

 

In this context our work – which is a vital contribution to the goal of prevention an 

arms race in outer space in the UN First Committee and the Conference of 

Disarmament – is and should remain distinct from our work in Vienna to keep the 

space environment safe, secure and sustainable, though clearly we must strive for 

coherence across these two tracks. 

 

Mr Chair, 

 

To understand how the activities, actions and omissions of States can create threats 

to space systems, and therefore to international peace and security, we need first to 

acknowledge that international relations are increasingly competitive.  

 

Intense competition is taking place in and across the space domain, and is 

intrinsically linked to competition in and across other economic, technological and 

military spheres, adding further complexity to national and international security.  

 

Space is increasingly congested and contested. The number of space-faring nations 

is increasing, with both militaries and civil governmental agencies interested in 

capturing benefits from space activities in terms of driving national prosperity, 

influence, and security.  

 

The falling cost of space launch, and the development of new space-related 

technologies, products, and services, offers significant opportunities for the future 

across all sectors of the global economy. Moreover, space systems are a major part 

of modern military capabilities. They enable freedom of action; communications; 

command and control; navigation; intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance; and 

ballistic missile launch warning. 

 

However alongside such benefits come significant risks.  

 

Nations are finding ways to bolster their global posture, advance their national 

agendas, and secure operational and strategic advantage against competitors and 

potential adversaries, through the use of space systems.  



 

Competitors and adversaries can exploit the vulnerabilities of space systems by 

seeking to deny access to space-derived services, restrict freedom of operation, 

threatening satellites, or targeting civilian and military infrastructure.  

 

Hence, several States possess or are actively pursuing counter space capabilities 

and technologies – ranging from non-kinetic effects and electronic warfare to kinetic 

attack – intended to disrupt and deny others’ use of space.  

 

Mr Chair, 

 

Our expert discussions will examine in detail the nature of such capabilities. For now 

the UK would like to offer three high-level observations. 

 

First, counter-space capabilities can threaten all segments of space systems, by 

which we mean the satellites, the ground infrastructure, the data links between them 

and the end user segment.  

 

Second, some of these counter-space capabilities are already placed in space, but 

many of them are not space-based and can operate from Earth. 

 

Third, threatening capabilities do not always have the characteristics of a weapon – 

hence making traditional arms control approaches harder to apply. 

 

It is important that we take into account all these characteristics of counter-space 

capabilities as we discuss threats to space systems, because our solutions will need 

to find ways to address these in a holistic way if we are to reduce risks to 

international peace and security and prevent an arms race in outer space. 

 

However, it will not be enough to consider the nature of the capabilities and 

technologies. This is clear in the mandate of our OEWG and the tasks and questions 

you have posed.  

 

Our challenge is to consider how the behaviours – activities, actions, and omissions 

– of States that are developing, deploying, testing or using these capabilities, give 

rise to threats to space systems. Such behaviours, unlike many characteristics of 

counter-space technologies and capabilities, can be observed, verified and more 

readily regulated. 

 

Moreover, we must also consider the risks of misunderstandings. In the intensely 

competitive environment that I have described, operators of space systems and 

assets will naturally be wary about the behaviours of another State where these are 

not transparent, predictable or well-understood.  

 



Where intent is misunderstood, the perception of a threat can arise, in turn creating 

risks of miscalculation, potentially leading to unintended conflict.  

 

Mr Chair, 

 

In conclusion, our priority for this session is to ensure a robust understanding of the 

threat – including the irresponsible State behaviour we see manifest itself in, from 

and through space.  

 

We should take a holistic approach to kinetic and non-kinetic threats, in space and 

from the Earth, against all segments of space systems. 

 

In some cases, it will be clear that specific behaviours are irresponsible. The 

destructive testing of direct-ascent anti-satellite missiles is, in the UK’s view, one 

such example. We warmly welcome the US commitment not to conduct such tests, 

and their efforts to build the widest possible support behind a new global norm. In 

this context, let me also welcome the commitment just made by the distinguished 

Ambassador of Japan.  

 

We anticipate that many cases will not be so clear cut, and the question of whether 

we would wish to characterise a behaviour as ‘irresponsible’ will be a complex 

question. Moreover, the space domain presents particular challenges when it comes 

to verification and attribution. 

 

As I have explained, the manner and context in which an activity is conducted will 

often have a significant bearing on how it is interpreted and on the receiving State’s 

reaction.  

 

The role of norms, rules and principles of responsible behaviour should be to reduce 

the scope for misinterpretation, to improve understanding, communication, 

transparency and predictability, and thus to prevent unintended escalation and 

conflict.  

 

The United Kingdom is confident that our discussions in the coming days will provide 

us with valuable insights, and contribute to building common understanding and 

mutual trust. 

 

 

* * * 

 


