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SPACE SAFETY AND SUSTAINABILITY:  PRESERVING OUR FUTURE IN ORBIT

Space is among Earth’s shared resources. The dramatic increase in  
space-related activity has led governments around the world to ensure its 
long-term sustainability. These developments impact the strategic plans of 
satellite operators. 

and commercial space companies. 
In the last few years, numerous 
jurisdictions and regulatory players 
have released consultations about 
space safety and sustainability 
and/or are actively engaged in 
international safety efforts to 
develop comprehensive frameworks 
that address crucial aspects of 
space operations:

Developments in 
key jurisdictions
•	 Australia 
•	 Canada
•	 China
•	 Colombia
•	 France
•	 Germany 
•	 Luxembourg
•	 New Zealand
•	 Saudi Arabia
•	 United Kingdom
•	 United States

Regulatory players
•	 European Commission

•	 The United Nations Office for 
Outer Space Affairs (UNOOSA)

•	 The World Economic Forum (WEF)

•	 The Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC)

Regulators are promoting 
responsible space practices among 
satellite operators and encouraging 
them to design and operate 
their satellites in a manner that 
minimizes space debris. The FCC’s 
involvement focuses on orbital 
debris mitigation plans addressing:

•	 Post-mission disposal: Requiring 
satellite operators to complete 
disposal of their satellites no 
more than five years following the 
end of mission, which is different 
from the current UNOOSA 25-
year disposal guideline 

•	 Collision avoidance: Metric to 
minimize the risk of collision 
with other space objects, 
such as providing the overall 
collision probability of a satellite 
during its lifetime, using the 
National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA) Debris 
Assessment Software, among 
other tools

•	 Propulsion needs: Appropriate 
capabilities to meet a proposal 
for reserved propulsion for 
station-keeping and collision 
avoidance maneuvers

•	 Satellite constellations’ impact: 
Requiring constellation operators 
to continue coordinating with 
NASA to avoid the loss of launch 
and reentry opportunities

As space operations increase, 
countries are enforcing newly 
formulated space safety regulations 
to secure exploration and a shared 
utilization of outer space. While 
space safety focuses on immediate 
risks associated with space 
activities, space sustainability, in 
contrast, involves the long-term 
use and preservation of space 
resources. For example, the Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) 
has implemented space safety 
rules related to orbital debris, 
which contribute to the long-
term sustainability of outer space, 
focusing on mitigation measures, 
collision avoidance, post-mission 
disposal, and record-keeping. 

As a result of this regulatory 
trend, space operators are 
proactively adapting their networks, 
implementing safety measures, 
and integrating best practices 
into their operations to ensure 
compliance. Space operators are 
also engaged in a dialogue with the 
FCC and other regulators to ensure 
these new rules do not stifle the 
growth of this important industry. 
Several players are involved in 
these efforts, including national 
space and regulatory agencies, 
international organizations, 
military and defense agencies, 

https://consult.industry.gov.au/space-launches-and-returns-rules-amendments
https://www.asc-csa.gc.ca/eng/transparency/consultations/consulting-canadians-framework-future-space-exploration-activities.asp
http://english.scio.gov.cn/whitepapers/2022-01/28/content_78016877_3.htm
http://leyes.senado.gov.co/proyectos/images/documentos/Textos Radicados/proyectos de ley/2021 - 2022/PL-380-2022S-integridad-territorial-en-el-ambito-espacial.pdf
https://presse.economie.gouv.fr/23012023-cp-consultation-aupres-des-operateurs-spatiaux-sur-les-enjeux-du-new-space/
https://www.spiegel.de/wissenschaft/weltall/bundesregierung-plant-neue-strategie-fuer-die-raumfahrt-a-a8a71693-2d0c-46c9-8e90-9e90a33ad202
https://space-agency.public.lu/en/news-media/news/2022/nationalspacestrategy-2023-2027.html
https://www.mbie.govt.nz/dmsdocument/23736-new-zealand-space-policy-review-consultation-document
https://www.cst.gov.sa/ar/mediacenter/pressreleases/Pages/2022110602.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-announces-package-of-new-measures-to-drive-space-sustainability
https://www.fcc.gov/document/fcc-updates-orbital-debris-mitigation-rules-new-space-age-0
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/preliminary-market-consultation-implementation-future-union-secure-connectivity-programme_en
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/topics/space-debris/index.html#:~:text=The%20treaty%20requires%20that%20States,of%20any%20such%20discovered%20objects.
https://www.unoosa.org/oosa/en/ourwork/topics/space-debris/index.html#:~:text=The%20treaty%20requires%20that%20States,of%20any%20such%20discovered%20objects.
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Space_Industry_Debris_Mitigation_Recommendations_2023.pdf
https://www.fcc.gov/
https://www.fcc.gov/


3

DLAPIPER.COM

•	 Satellite’s impact on science 
missions: Potentially requiring 
operators to coordinate 
with NASA and the National 
Science Foundation to avoid 
impacting science missions 
involving astronomy

•	 Orbital separation among 
satellites: For instance, required 
separation between orbital 
locations of constellations 

•	 Disclosure requirements: 
For instance, providing 
information to support space 
situational awareness (SSA), 
minimize debris generated by 
release of persistent liquids 
from a deployed satellite, and 
identify planned rendezvous and 
proximity operations

In the US 
In the United States, the 
Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA), Commerce Department, 
and State Department are 
also engaged in space safety 
efforts. The FAA has established 

licensing requirements and 
safety regulations for commercial 
space launch, reentries, and 
launch sites, including conditions 
for launch vehicle designs, 
operations, and safety practices. 
The FAA also conducts safety 
inspections of launch vehicles, 
sites, and associated facilities to 
ensure compliance. 

The Commerce Department has 
also developed guidelines for SSA 
and has established a Space Policy 
Directive to promote sustainable 
space activities, which directed 
the Office of Space Commerce 

(OSC) to release a Request for 
Information, seeking industry input 
on the proposed capabilities of the 
SSA service that the OSC expects 
to provide, such as warnings 
of potential collisions, launch 
collision avoidance screenings, and 
forecasting object reentries. 

In May, the State Department 
released a Strategic Framework for 
Space Diplomacy, promoting space 
safety and security cooperation and 
stating that it will pursue a rules-
based international framework for 
outer space activities, including the 
long-term sustainability of space.

US policy, country-specific 
international rules, and commercial 
and federal efforts are the trends 
in space safety regulations. 
We expect regulators to become 
more restrictive in managing 
space activities. Between federal 
and commercial operators, 
the number of satellites continues 
to grow exponentially, leading to 
potential for orbital congestion. 
If not managed carefully, orbital 
congestion can limit the availability 
of valuable positions for future 
space activity and contribute to 
the growth of graveyard orbits. 

Although such regulatory objectives are necessary, 
they must be executed carefully because the benefits 
resulting from space operations, including global 
connectivity, are essential for the world’s economy  
and for ensuring the quality of life on Earth.

https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/presidential-actions/space-policy-directive-3-national-space-traffic-management-policy/
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.federalregister.gov%2Fdocuments%2F2023%2F01%2F26%2F2023-01556%2Frequest-for-information-on-scope-of-civil-space-situational-awareness-services&data=05%7C01%7CRaymond.Navarro%40us.dlapiper.com%7Cfa048647d4d04aa29d2c08db04a42960%7Cfb7083da754c45a48b6ba05941a3a3e9%7C0%7C0%7C638108875329342338%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=38ZEqKHrbGGwz0w0I1Sb3FY3O7gDhTpJXIytzAyen%2Bo%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.federalregister.gov%2Fdocuments%2F2023%2F01%2F26%2F2023-01556%2Frequest-for-information-on-scope-of-civil-space-situational-awareness-services&data=05%7C01%7CRaymond.Navarro%40us.dlapiper.com%7Cfa048647d4d04aa29d2c08db04a42960%7Cfb7083da754c45a48b6ba05941a3a3e9%7C0%7C0%7C638108875329342338%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=38ZEqKHrbGGwz0w0I1Sb3FY3O7gDhTpJXIytzAyen%2Bo%3D&reserved=0
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Space-Framework-Clean-2-May-2023-Final-Updated-Accessible-5.25.2023.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Space-Framework-Clean-2-May-2023-Final-Updated-Accessible-5.25.2023.pdf
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Global objectives
The FCC, as a global regulatory leader, will continue supporting 
the use of outer space while closely monitoring operators’ 
space activities, implementing rules and license conditions to 
minimize orbital debris. Other space agencies and internal 
regulatory bodies will likely adapt and/or support space safety 
rules to protect space, our shared resource. For example the 
WEF recently released guidelines for mitigating orbital debris, 
supporting the FCC’s post-mission disposal rule of five years 
after end of life of spacecraft, among other recommendations. 
The United Nations also released a policy paper, identifying 
challenges caused by the increasing amounts of orbital debris 
and continuing efforts to address space diplomacy ahead of a 
2024 UN conference called Summit of the Future. 

Although such regulatory objectives are necessary, they must 
be executed carefully because the benefits resulting from space 
operations, including global connectivity, are essential for the 
world’s economy and for ensuring the quality of life on Earth. 

The voice of business stakeholders
While significant progress has been made in addressing these 
issues, much work remains to be done. Our team understands 
the existing and proposed rules and recognizes both the threat 
and opportunity of space safety and sustainability. We are actively 
tracking this issue and ensuring that the voice of business 
stakeholders is represented in the policy-making process. 
We encourage anyone with questions or concerns to reach out 
for further explanation of these important trends. Reach out to 
any of the authors or any member of our team to learn more.
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