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Overview

Scientific and Technical Subcommittee (STSC)

Space debris included in agenda of STSC from 1994

STSC work plan 1996-1998 on developing technical report on space debris

STSC Technical Report on Space Debris adopted in 1999

STSC Working Group on space debris 2004-2006 

COPUOS Space Debris Mitigation Guidelines adopted in 2007

Legal Subcommittee (LSC)

LSC agenda item in 2009 on “General exchange of information on national 

mechanisms relating to space debris mitigation measures” (extended for 2010)
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Term “Space Debris”

Technical report on space debris:

(Common understanding of the term space debris. No consensus agreement on the 

definition of space debris)

“Space debris are all man-made objects, including their fragments and parts, whether 

their owners can be identified or not, in Earth orbit or re-entering the dense layers of 

the atmosphere that are non-functional with no reasonable expectation of their being 

able to assume or resume their intended functions or any other functions for which 

they are or can be authorized”

COPUOS Guidelines:

“For the purpose of this document, space debris is defined as all man-made objects, 

including fragments and elements thereof, in Earth orbit or re-entering the atmosphere, 

that are non-functional”
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IADC and STSC

In 1996, IADC invited to give a technical presentation the following year. IADC made 

presentations throughout the work plan, upon renewed invitation by STSC each year

In 2000, STSC agreed that IADC should be invited to make a technical presentation on 

its work on an annual basis 

In 2003, IADC presented to STSC the “Inter-Agency Space Debris Coordination 

Committee space debris mitigation guidelines” (document A/AC.105/C.1/L.260)

In 2008, IADC invited to periodically inform STSC of any revisions of the IADC 

Guidelines in the light of evolving technologies and debris mitigation practices and that 

the COPUOS Guidelines might be amended in accordance with such revisions
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General Assembly resolution 63/90 of 5 December 2008

“Notes with appreciation that some States are already implementing space debris mitigation 

measures on a voluntary basis, through national mechanisms and consistent with the Space Debris 

Mitigation Guidelines of the Inter-Agency Space Debris Coordination Committee and with the Space 

Debris Mitigation Guidelines of the Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space, endorsed by the 

General Assembly in its resolution 62/217”

“Invites other Member States to implement, through relevant national mechanisms, the Space Debris 

Mitigation Guidelines of the Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space”

“Considers that it it essential that Member States pay more attention to the problem of collisions of 

space debris, including those with nuclear power sources, with space debris, and other aspects of 

space debris, calls for the continuation of national research on this question, for the development of 

improved technology for the monitoring of space debris and for the compilation and dissemination 

of data on space debris, also considers that, to the extent possible, information thereon should be 

provided to the Scientific and Technical Subcommittee, and agrees that international cooperation is 

needed to expand appropriate and affordable strategies to minimize the impact of space debris on 

future space missions” (current and similar requests by GA made annually since early 1990th)
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STSC Technical report on space debris: Outset

“Consideration of space debris was important and that international cooperation was 

needed to evolve appropriate and affordable strategies to minimize the potential impact 

of space debris on future space missions” (STSC report 1994)

“Important to have a firm scientific and technical basis for future action on the complex 

attributes of space debris, and that STSC should, inter alia, focus on understanding 

aspects of research related to space debris, including debris measurement techniques; 

mathematical modelling of the debris environment; characterizing the space debris 

environment; and measures to mitigate the risk of space debris, including spacecraft 

design measures to protect against space debris” (STSC report 1995)

“Desirability to compile information on various steps taken by space agencies for 

reducing the growth or damage potential of space debris and to encourage common 

acceptance by the international community, on a voluntary basis” (STSC report 1995)
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STSC Technical report on space debris: Work plan 1996-1998

Multi-year work plan adopted by STSC in 1995 for the following specific topics to be 

covered during the time span 1996-1998: 

1996: Measurement of space debris, understanding of data and effects of 

this environment on space systems

1997: Modelling of space debris environment and risk assessment

1998: Space debris mitigation measures

Work plan to be implemented with flexibility, so that all relevant issues on space 

debris can be addressed

The report to be structured according to the specific topics addressed by the work 

plan

The report to be carried forward and updated each year, leading to an accumulation 

of advice and guidance, in order to establish a common understanding that could 

serve as a basis for further deliberations of COPUOS
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STSC Technical report on space debris: Adoption in 1999

STSC adopted the draft technical report on space debris (A/AC.105/707), together 

with the changes proposed by an informal drafting group

STSC agreed that the technical report should be reviewed as appropriate and 

should be updated as new technological developments occurred and as the 

technical understanding of the space debris environment improved

“Although significant increases in the magnitude of the space debris population are 

not anticipated in the short term, it is expected that enhanced ability to monitor and 

model the future debris population could result in greater understanding of the 

issues and methods to address them” (Technical report)
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STSC plenary considerations in 2000-2001

STSC, in 2000, reviewed international applications of ITU standards and IADC 

recommendations concerning the disposal of satellites in geosynchronous orbit at the 

end of their useful life

STSC, in 2001, examined the cost and benefits of debris mitigation measures. The 

Subcommittee also discussed the passivation and limitation of mission-related space 

debris for launch vehicles, including the cost-benefit aspects

STSC, in 2001, agreed that, starting with its thirty-ninth session, in 2002, it should 

consider space debris according to a multi-year work proposed by Canada, China, 

France, Germany, India, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom and the United 

States (A/AC.105.C.1/L.251/Rev.2)
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STSC Work plan for 2002-2005

2002: STSC invites IADC to present in 2003 its proposals on debris mitigation. STSC 

discusses space debris impact hazards and shielding

2003: IADC presents its proposal. Member States review the IADC proposals and 

discusses the means of endorsing their utilization

2004: IADC continues its presentations, based on consensus among its members. 

Member States continue to review the IADC proposals. STSC may wish to endorse the 

utilization of the IADC proposals as guidelines to be implemented on a voluntary basis 

through national mechanisms

2005: Member States begin annual reporting on a voluntary basis of national activities 

to implement the guidelines
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Establishment of STSC Working Group in 2004

In 2003, IADC presented to STSC its proposal on space debris mitigation, based on 

consensus among the IADC members, contained in document A/AC.105/C.1/L.260 

“Inter-Agency Space Debris Coordination Committee space debris mitigation 

guidelines”

In 2004, STSC established a Working Group to consider comments from member States 

of the Committee on the proposals on debris mitigation presented by IADC to the 

Subcommittee in 2003 

Chairman: Claudio Portelli (Italy)

Some delegations supported the idea of endorsement of the IADC guidelines by the 

STSC. Other delegations were of the view that, instead of endorsing the guidelines, it 

would be expedient to initiate work on a new document, which should be based on the 

IADC guidelines but developed in the framework of STSC and approved by COPUOS 

and the GA 
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STSC Working Group considerations in 2004

In 2004, the Working Group on space debris recommended to the interested member 

States, observers as well as members of IADC that they get involved in updating the 

IADC proposals on space debris mitigation for the Working Group’s consideration at 

the next session of the STSC 

The Working Group agreed that the way to proceed would be as follows:

(a) To request IADC to revise its proposals in view of the comments received from the 

States members of the Subcommittee and to produce a new draft proposal

(b) To conduct a review cycle among the member States and observers through the 

Secretariat

(c) To provide the Subcommittee with a new draft of the IADC proposals on space 

debris mitigation 
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STSC Working Group considerations in 2005

The Working Group, in 2005, agreed to develop a document on space debris 

mitigation to be based on the following considerations:

(a) It would use the technical content of the Inter-Agency Space Debris 

Coordination Committee space debris mitigation guidelines (A/AC.105/C.1/L.260)

(b) It would not be more technically stringent than the IADC space debris mitigation 

guidelines

(c) It would not be legally binding under international law

(d) The implementation of space debris mitigation remains voluntary and should be 

carried out through national mechanisms

…(continue)
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STSC Working Group considerations in 2005 

…(continued)

(e) It would recognize that exceptions might be justified

(f) It would be a living document that could be updated on a regular basis in 

accordance with evolving national and international practices on space debris 

mitigation and related research and technology developments

(g) It would be applicable to mission planning, to the operation of newly designed 

spacecraft and orbital stages and, if possible, to existing ones

(h) It would take into consideration the United Nations treaties and principles on 

outer space

(i) The space debris mitigation document is planned to be a concise document 

containing high-level qualitative guidelines and making reference to the IADC space 

debris mitigation guidelines. The document will have annexes as decided by the 

Working Group during its work plan
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STSC Working Group and multi-year work plan 2005-2007

2005: Commence intersessional work

2006: Review the draft space debris mitigation document, arising from the 

intersessional activity and update as necessary. Continue regular reporting by 

Member States and international organizations on their space debris research 

programmes. Re-establish the Working Group on Space Debris to consider the 

issues arising from the work plan. Working Group should also consider the work 

plan for later years. Continue intersessional work

2007: Aim to complete the Working Group on Space Debris tasks, for the 

submission of the document to the Subcommittee, with a view to adopting the 

space debris mitigation document by the Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer 

Space at its fiftieth session. Continue regular reporting by Member States and 

international organizations
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Legal Subcommittee 2009

LSC noted that some States had strengthened their national mechanisms governing 

space debris mitigation through the nomination of governmental supervisory 

authorities, the involvement of academia and industry, as well as the development of 

new legislative norms, instructions, standards and frameworks

LSC agreed that the collision and other incidents that had occurred in space in recent 

years underlined the need for space-faring nations to coordinate their activities in a 

transparent and responsible manner through the tracking, monitoring and 

dissemination of information on space debris 

LSC urged States to continue to implement the Space Debris Mitigation Guidelines of 

the Committee and to study the experience of States that had already established 

national mechanisms governing space debris mitigation 

LSC requested the Secretariat to explore possibilities for publishing the text of the 

Space Debris Mitigation Guidelines adopted by the Scientific and Technical 

Subcommittee in 2007 and endorsed by the General Assembly, in a way that would 

make the Guidelines more accessible to all Member States
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United Nations Register of objects launched into outer space

a) UN General Assembly resolution 1721 B (XVI) of 20 December 1961

b) Convention on Registration of Objects Launched into Outer Space 

“Registration Convention”, which entered into force 1976 (end of March 2009                  

52 States Parties and 4 signatory States)

Since 1957, just under 35,000 space objects have been tracked in Earth orbit or beyond. 

Approximately 6.200 are “functional” (i.e. satellites, probes, manned spacecraft and/or 

space station components). The rest are spent rocket boosters, shrouds and detached 

components or other residual non-functional components resulting from the launch, 

operation or termination of the space object, collectively known as “non-functional”)

Number of space objects presently being tracked: 14,200. Over 3,300 functional (or 

previously functional) space objects remain in Earth orbit or beyond 

Of the approximately 6.200 functional space objects launched from 1957 to present by 

nearly 60 States and international intergovernmental organizations, approximately 93% 

(5.750) have been registered by nearly 40 States or international intergovernmental 

organizations 



 

United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs 18



 

United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs 19



 

United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs 20



 

United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs 21

THANK YOU!

Office for Outer Space Affairs

United Nations Office at Vienna

Email: oosa@unoosa.org

Tel: +43-1-26060-4950

Fax: +43-1-26060-5830

UNOOSA Website: www.unoosa.org

http://www.unoosa.org/

