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Model letter from the Secretary-General to the Ministers for
Foreign Affairs of States that have not yet become parties to
the United Nations treaties on outer space

Excellency,

I have the honour to refer to resolution 58/89 of 9 December 2003, by which the
General Assembly reaffirmed the importance of international cooperation in developing
the rule of law, including the relevant norms of space law and their important role in
international cooperation for the exploration and use of outer space for peaceful
purposes, and urged States that had not yet become parties to the five United Nations
treaties on outer space to give consideration to ratifying or acceding to those treaties as
well as incorporating them in their national legislation.

There has been a significant rise in the importance to States of space science and
space applications, which enable greater understanding of the universe and contribute to
advances in education, health, environmental monitoring, the management of natural
resources, disaster management, meteorological forecasting, climate modelling,
information technology, satellite navigation and communications, and generally to the
well-being of humanity through economic, social and cultural development.

Over the past decade, significant changes have occurred in the structure,
substance and intensity of space activities, as reflected in the growing number of
participants in such activities. States are noting the benefits of the application of space
technologies to meet the unprecedented challenges of sustainable development. The
benefits derived from the exploration of outer space and from the use of space
technologies now play a major role in everyday life.

In view of the above, the development of and support for a corresponding
international legal regime should be considered by States as a matter of priority. Such a
regime underpins international space cooperation and enables all States to have equal
access to benefits deriving from the exploration and uses of outer space.

In its resolution entitled “The Space Millennium: Vienna Declaration on Space
and Human Development”, endorsed by the General Assembly in its resolution 54/68 of
6 December 1999, the Third United Nations Conference on the Exploration and
Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (UNISPACE III) recognized that the orderly conduct of
space activities was beneficial to all countries, whether or not they had already become
active in space research or had started to utilize space applications, and that active
support for space activities was expressed in the observance by States and by
international organizations of the provisions of the outer space treaties.

The United Nations treaties on outer space work for the benefit and in the
interests of all States Parties to the treaties. The benefits arising from adherence to the
treaties are truly evident to all States, irrespective of the degree of their economic or
scientific development. Wide acceptance by States of the responsibilities contained in
the treaties would guarantee broad international cooperation in the scientific, as well as
the legal, aspects of the exploration and uses of outer space for peaceful purposes.
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I would greatly appreciate, Excellency, your support in encouraging your
country to consider adherence to the United Nations treaties on outer space. For your
convenience, an explanatory document has been attached to the present letter; the
document includes a list of the benefits that may be derived by States that have decided
to become parties to the United Nations treaties on outer space.

I look forward to welcoming your State as a party to the United Nations treaties
on outer space.

Please accept, Excellency, the assurances of my highest consideration.

Document to be attached to the letter from the Secretary-
General

United Nations treaties on outer space

Introduction

In its resolutions each year on international cooperation in the peaceful uses of
outer space, the General Assembly has reaffirmed the importance of international
cooperation in developing the rule of law, including relevant norms of space law and
their important role in international cooperation for the exploration and use of outer
space for peaceful purposes, and has urged States that have not yet become parties to the
treaties governing the use of outer space to give consideration to ratifying or acceding to
them, as well as incorporating them into their national legislation. Each treaty contains a
mechanism for adherence and States may adhere to selected or all treaties.

In its resolution entitled “The Space Millennium: Vienna Declaration on Space
and Human Development”, endorsed by the General Assembly in its resolution 54/68 of
6 December 1999, the Third United Nations Conference on the Exploration and
Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (UNISPACE III) called for action to be taken to promote
the efforts of the Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space in the development of
space law by inviting States to ratify or accede to the United Nations treaties on outer
space.

The five United Nations treaties on outer space are:

(a) Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration
and Use of Outer Space, including the Moon and Other Celestial Bodies (the “Outer
Space Treaty”, General Assembly resolution 2222 (XXI), annex): opened for signature
on 27 January 1967; entered into force on 10 October 1967; 98 ratifications and 27
signatures as at 1 January 2004;

(b) Agreement on the Rescue of Astronauts, the Return of Astronauts and the
Return of Objects Launched into Outer Space (the “Rescue Agreement”, General
Assembly resolution 2345 (XXII), annex): opened for signature on 22 April 1968;
entered into force on 3 December 1968; 88 ratifications, 25 signatures and 1 acceptance
of rights and obligations as at 1 January 2004;

(c) Convention on International Liability for Damage Caused by Space Objects
(the “Liability Convention”, General Assembly resolution 2777 (XXVI), annex): opened
for signature on 29 March 1972; entered into force on 1 September 1972; 82
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ratifications, 25 signatures and 2 acceptances of rights and obligations as at 1 January
2004,

(d) Convention on Registration of Objects Launched into Outer Space (the
“Registration Convention”, General Assembly resolution 3235 (XXIX), annex): opened
for signature on 14 January 1975; entered into force on 15 September 1976; 45
ratifications, 4 signatures and 2 acceptances of rights and obligations as at 1 January
2004;

(e) Agreement Governing the Activities of States on the Moon and Other
Celestial Bodies (the “Moon Agreement”, General Assembly resolution 34/68, annex):
opened for signature on 18 December 1979; entered into force on 11 July 1984; 10
ratifications and 5 signatures as at 1 January 2004.

Indicative list of benefits to, and rights and obligations of, parties to
the United Nations treaties on outer space

1. The exploration and use of outer space is carried out for the benefit and in the
interests of all mankind.

2. Outer space and celestial bodies are free for exploration and use by all States on
the basis of equality and in accordance with international law.

3. In the exploration and use of outer space, States are guided by the principle of
cooperation and mutual assistance and conduct all their activities in outer space with
due regard for the corresponding interests of other States.

4.  States parties can participate in further law-making to develop the existing regime.

5. Adherence of a State to the United Nations treaties on outer space could increase
its attractiveness to potential foreign partners seeking international cooperation in the
exploration and use of outer space.

6.  Adherence of a State to the United Nations treaties on outer space could increase
its involvement in international cooperation mechanisms and, as a consequence,
improve its access to scientific, meteorological and other space-related data.

7. Adherence to the United Nations treaties on outer space provides international
rules and procedures for the peaceful settlement of disputes and for claiming
compensation and guarantees the protection of the interests of States and their nationals
who fall victim to damage caused by space objects.

8. Adherence of a State to the United Nations treaties on outer space can increase its
confidence in the safety of space activities as the treaties require States to bear
international responsibility for national activities in outer space and to provide the
necessary authorization and supervision of such activities in line with the principles set
forth in the treaties.

9.  The activities of States in the exploration and use of outer space should be carried
on in accordance with international law, including the Charter of the United Nations, in
the interest of maintaining international peace and security and promoting international
cooperation and understanding.
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10. Outer space and celestial bodies are not subject to national appropriation by claim
of sovereignty, by means of use or occupation or by any other means.

11. States bear international responsibility for national activities in outer space,
whether they are carried out by government agencies or by non-governmental entities,
and for ensuring that national activities are carried out in conformity with the principles
set forth in the United Nations treaties on outer space.

12. A State party in whose registry an object launched into outer space is recorded
shall retain jurisdiction and control over such object, and over any personnel thereof,
while in outer space or on a celestial body.

13. Each State that launches or procures the launching of an object into outer space,
and each State from whose territory or facility an object is launched, is internationally
liable for damage to a foreign State or to its natural or juridical persons by such object
or its component parts on the Earth, in airspace, or in outer space.

14. States parties to the treaties are encouraged to pursue studies of outer space,
including the Moon and other celestial bodies, and when exploring outer space, they are
required to avoid its harmful contamination, as well as to avoid precipitating adverse
changes in the environment of the Earth resulting from the introduction of
extraterrestrial matter.

15. States parties to the treaties undertake not to place in orbit around the Earth any
objects carrying nuclear weapons or any other kind of weapon of mass destruction,
install such weapons on celestial bodies or station such weapons in outer space in any
other manner. The Moon and other celestial bodies shall be used by all States parties
exclusively for peaceful purposes.
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