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INTRODUCTION
2007 marks the 40th anniversary of the Outer Space Treaty (OST), providing a unique opportunity for much-
needed action on space security. It is in this context, that the Rideau Institute, in conjunction with Secure 
World Foundation, was pleased to sponsor Dr. David Wright’s visit to Ottawa on March 27, 2007. 

Dr. Wright is co-director of the U.S.-based Union of Concerned Scientists’ Global Security Program.  
Dr. Wright’s visit was part of the Rideau Institute’s ongoing program on space security and its collaborative 
efforts with the Secure World Foundation to educate and spur national debate about the dangers of space 
weapons and increasing space debris. 

Canada has never had a comprehensive, coherent, overarching space 
policy.  Instead of the current piecemeal approach, the Rideau Institute 
and Secure World Foundation, are working with parliamentarians and 
other decision makers to advance a national space policy for Canada, 
to be developed following public debate and consultation. This 
national policy should then govern and guide all future Canadian space  
activities.

The Rideau Institute is encouraging Canada to work with other like-minded countries towards international 
treaties on the prevention of an arms race in outer space and on the needed to address growing problems 
posed by increasing space debris, that threaten the viability of satellites. 

BIOGRAPHY IN BRIEF
Dr. Wright is an established expert on the technical aspects of arms control, 
particularly those related to missile defence systems, space weapons and 
missile proliferation. He has testified before Congress on arms control 
issues and is a frequently quoted source in the New York Times and on the 
U.S.A.’s National Public Radio (NPR). He has worked for many years on 
projects to help train technical arms control experts in other countries, 
especially Russia and China.

Currently a Research Affiliate in the Program on Science, Technology, and 
Society at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), Dr. Wright has 
authored numerous articles and reports on arms control and international 

security. He is a primary organizer of the International Summer Symposiums on Science and World Affairs. 
These symposiums help create an international community of scientists working on arms control and security 
issues. Wright was a co-recipient of the American Physical Society’s 2001 Joseph A. Burton Forum Award for 
his arms control research and his work with international scientists.

WRIGHT IN OTTAWA
Along with Rideau Institute Director Steven Staples and Senior Advisor Peggy Mason, Dr. Wright was inter-
viewed on his first day by Embassy magazine journalist Brian Adeba. [The resulting article on the need for 
a ban on space weapons to curb space junk is attached in Appendix I.] Later in the morning, Dr. Wright,  
Ms. Mason and Rideau Institute Program Director Anthony Salloum held a press conference on Parliament Hill 
to draw attention to the urgent need for measures to ban anti-satellite weapons (ASATs) and control space 
debris to ensure the sustainable use of outer space. During the press conference, Dr. Wright presented his 
March 27, 2007 open letter to Prime Minister Harper, calling on Canada to take action to minimize space 
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debris and safeguard the peaceful use of outer space [see UCS’s “Open Letter to Canadian Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper” in Appendix II]. 

Following the press conference, the Rideau Institute and Oakville MP Ms. Bonnie Brown hosted Dr. Wright’s 
parliamentarian luncheon and lecture, “Emerging Crisis in Space Security: The Need for Canadian Leadership.” 
Parliamentarians representing all four political parties accepted the invitation to attend the lecture and  
follow-up discussion and question period. MPs appreciated the opportunity for the in-depth discussion that took 
place at the event. Several committed to follow-up action, including drafting of motions and bills, as well as 
creation of a parliamentary network in support of peace in space. The Rideau Institute has been working with 
MPs from various political parties in the hopes of establishing such a network in fall 2007. Dr. Wright’s statements 
also appeared in the Ottawa Citizen [see “Ban satellite weapons, U.S. activist says” in Appendix III].

BACKGROUND
On January 11, 2007, China destroyed one of its aging weather satellites 
using an anti-satellite (ASAT) weapon. This action was a wake-up call to 
the international community about the looming threat of a new arms 
race in space. Throughout the world — in the U.S.A., Europe, Russia, 
China and India — nations are spending tens of millions of dollars  
developing technology for space-based strike weapons (SBWs). The 
U.S.A., in particular, is aggressively pursuing development of SBWs and 
seeking military dominance of outer space.

Although the 40-year-old international Outer  
Space Treaty (OST) bans nuclear weapons from 
being deployed in space, the treaty does not 
address the threat ASAT weapons pose to 
communication and international security. Ensuring  

the peaceful use of outer space is crucial given many countries’ increasing dependence on satellites.  
The more than 800 commercially used satellites are vital for communications, weather  
forecasting, disaster relief and environmental monitoring. Intelligence gathered by military satellites also 
is critical for reducing the risk of false alerts that can cause nuclear war. Like many nations, Canada has 
significant space assets, which are vital to the economic prosperity of the country.

Banning the destruction of satellites is crucial if we are to  
continue to use space safely. Destruction of the single small Chinese 
weather satellite increased space junk by 20 per cent and created 
over 40,000 pieces of debris large enough to damage satellites [see  
“Debris from China’s Kinetic Energy Anti-Satellite Test” in Appendix 
IV]. In June 2007, NASA (the U.S.A.’s National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration) had to move the orbit of its Terra environmental space-
craft to prevent a possible collision with the orbiting cloud of debris.

Destruction of a single large military reconnaissance satellite would be 
much more serious, doubling the amount of large debris in outer space 
and resulting in an estimated 250,000 pieces of debris large enough to 
damage satellites in collision. Military destruction of satellites would 
mean that large areas of outer space would be littered and unusable 
for satellites. 

Ensuring the peaceful use of outer 
space is crucial given many countries’ 
increasing dependence on satellites
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CANADA’S HISTORICAL INVOLVEMENT IN OUTER SPACE
Canada has a long history of activity in outer space. In 1962, Canada became the third country in the world 
to design and build its own satellite, when it launched the Alouette I research satellite. Also first in the world 
was the Canadian operational satellite ANIK, which was launched into the geostationary orbit in order to 
provide domestic telecommunications and TV transmissions throughout Canada. Canada’s space program has 
been designed primarily to serve specific domestic needs in this vast, relatively sparsely populated country. 
Canadian space programs are an important economic activity and have become indispensable for national 
security and environmental protection. 

To date, Canada has played an important role in informing international debate 
and dialogue on space security through the Space Security Index. This annual 
index is the product of the collaborative research of Spacesecurity.org — a  
consortium of academic, governmental, and non-governmental organizations, 
such as Secure World Foundation. The federal government has provided funding 
for this consortium since 2003. Using primary, open source research, the Space 
Security Index provides a policy-neutral fact base of trends and developments 
in space security to inform a debate that has become unnecessarily polarized. Building on the consortium’s 
work, the Department of Foreign Affairs published a consultative working paper on a “space security index” 
in 2004 with the aim of establishing an agreed body of knowledge from which to commence negotiations on 
an arms control treaty for outer space.

RECOMMENDED ACTION FOR CANADA
Since debris cannot be effectively removed from orbit, controlling the production of debris is essential if we 
are to preserve the long-term use of space. “Banning the testing and use of destructive anti-satellite weapons 

should be an urgent priority for the international community,” 
said David Wright. Banning ASAT weapons would also improve 
international security by preventing satellite failures from 
being erroneously interpreted as resulting from deliberate 
attacks by enemy states.

Although there are currently no weapons in outer space, 
Dr. Wright fears that, in the absence of decisive action, 
the recent ASAT test could lead to an arms race in space. 
While the Department of Foreign Affairs has called for an 
immediate moratorium on the use of ASATs, further action 
is required. In his letter to Prime Minister Harper, Dr. Wright 
urged Canada to use its international moral suasion to lead 
an international campaign to ban the testing and use of ASAT 
weapons. 

The ASAT ban is one component of a broader international 
treaty on the prevention of an arms race in outer space 
(PAROS) that is required to ensure the peaceful long-
term use of outer space. This treaty also needs to include  
guidelines governing the launch and retirement of satellites 
to minimize the production of additional space debris. 
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Banning the testing and use of 
destructive anti-satellite weapons 
should be an urgent priority for 
the international community  
— David Wright.
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Given Canada’s international 
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security, Canada is in an  
excellent position to lead  
the way in supporting  
initiatives for the drafting  
and ratification of a  
PAROS treaty and an  
ASAT weapons ban

Given Canada’s international reputation for promoting disarmament and space security, Canada is in an 
excellent position to lead the way in supporting initiatives for the drafting and ratification of a PAROS treaty 
and an ASAT weapons ban. The Rideau Institute has been advocating for Canadian leadership on both the 
PAROS treaty and an ASAT weapons ban. To date, Canada has played an important role in increasing dialogue 
on space security through the Space Security Index. However, the time has come for Canada to do more 
— namely, openly declare its support for the negotiation of a PAROS treaty. There is no better time to do this 
than the 40th anniversary of the Outer Space Treaty. 

This is urgent. As Nobel Peace Prize–nominated peace activist Helen Caldicott puts it, “We must act today if 
we are to avoid a war in heaven tomorrow.”

FOR MORE INFORMATION: please refer to The Rideau Institute’s Blue Note Briefing Paper Increased Threat 
to Space Underscores Need for New Space Treaty.

Produced by:

The Rideau Institute On International Affairs 
30 Metcalfe Street, Suite 500, Ottawa, ON K1P 5L4 
Tel: 613-565-4994 • Fax: 613-565-7720 
operations@rideauinstitute.ca 
www.rideauinstitute.ca

The Rideau Institute on International Affairs is a public policy research, 
consulting and advocacy group based in Ottawa. It provides independent 
research, analysis and commentary on public policy issues to decision 
makers, opinion leaders and the public.
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Ottawa Citizen, March 27, 2007
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