
 
 

Contribution of the United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs to the review of the United 
Nations Open-ended Informal Consultative Process on Oceans and Law of the Sea and Report 

of the Secretary-General on Oceans and Law of the Sea 
 
 
The Office for Outer Space Affairs has taken note of the invitation by DOALOS to contribute to the 
review of the Consultative Process. The Office has examined the substantive reports of the previous 
meetings of the Process (2000-2008), and would like to submit for consideration by DOALOS some 
information on coordination mechanisms and recent development relevant to the aim of the 
Consultative Process. 
 
There are several areas covered by the Consultative Process where the use and application of space 
science and technology, such as remote sensing, navigation/positioning and communication are 
increasingly important. The Office for Outer Space Affairs has selected the following two main 
areas covered by the Consultative Process, where recent developments in the work of the United 
Nations Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space and under the mandate of the Office for 
Outer Space Affairs merit attention in the review of the Consultative Process: 
 

• Maritime security and safety/safety of navigation 
• Disaster management and emergency response 

 
In particular three space-related coordination mechanisms could be addressed in the review of the 
Consultative Process and reported in the next Secretary-General report on Oceans and Law of the 
Sea, as appropriate: 
 

A. International coordination and cooperation within the framework of COSPAS-SARSAT 
B. The establishment of the International Committee on Global Navigation Satellite Systems 

(ICG) 
C. The establishment of the United Nations Platform for Space-based Information for Disaster 

Management and Emergency Response (UN-SPIDER) 
 
A. COSPAS-SARSAT 
 
Detection and location of an aircraft crash or maritime distress is of paramount importance to the 
Search and Rescue (SAR) teams and to the potential survivors. Studies show that while the initial 
survivors have less than a 10% chance of survival if rescue is delayed beyond two days, the survival 
rate is over 60% if the rescue can be accomplished within eight hours. Furthermore, accurate 
location of the distress can significantly reduce both SAR costs and the exposure of rescue teams to 
hazardous conditions. The International Satellite System for Search and Rescue (COSPAS-
SARSAT) was created to reduce the time required to detect and locate distress events worldwide. 
 
COSPAS-SARSAT is a satellite and ground system designed to help SAR operations at sea, in the 
air or on land. The system works with emergency beacons which send distress alert signals and 
location information via satellites to the SAR centers providing information to rescue teams. 
Founded in the late 1970s the system started operating in 1982. Since then, it has assisted in saving 
more than 24,700 people in over 6,760 distress situations. In 26 years the four original member 
nations (Canada, France, Russian Federation, and United States of America) have been joined by 36 
other nations that now operate 66 ground stations and 29 Mission Control Centers worldwide or 
serve as SAR points of contact. The system is available to any country on a non-discriminatory 
basis and is free of charge for the end-user in distress.  
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Since 1999, the Office for Outer Space Affairs, under the United Nations Programme on Space 
Applications, has regularly conducted training courses on COSPAS-SARSAT and capacity-
building, jointly organized with Member States. The goal of these courses are to make 
representatives from government institutions from a particular geographical region aware of both 
practical and cost-effective space-based solutions that are currently and in future would be available 
through the COSPAS-SARSAT Satellite system in order to improve infrastructure of system and 
consequently, to improve its operation. In addition to the basic system concept and applications, the 
training courses have recently introduced new features of the system such as: (i) personal location 
beacons; (ii) GNSS signal incorporation; and (iii) the Ship Security Alert (SSAS) system, providing 
ships with two alarm buttons, which can be activated in case of an attack. The alarm is a covert 
signal, which will have no sound and no flashing lights so that it is in no way obvious to any 
intruders on board the ship. SSAS is capable of discreetly raising the alarm to the relevant 
authorities and tracking the vessel if the security of the vessel is compromised. 
 
In order to make the COSPAS-SARSAT system more efficient, the satellite processing of distress 
signals from analogue 121.5/243 MHz emergency beacons will be terminated by 1 February 2009. 
Users will need to switch to digital beacons operating at 406 MHz if they want to be detected by 
satellites. Because of the digital nature of 406 MHz beacons, every beacon in the world has a 
unique ID encoded in its signal. As long as the beacon is registered, search and rescue teams can 
quickly confirm that the distress is real and have access to important information about the beacon 
owner. A major factor in the decision to stop satellite processing of 121.5/243 MHz signals is due to 
problems in this frequency band which inundate SAR authorities with false alerts, adversely 
impacting the effectiveness of lifesaving services.  
 
Further information on COSPAS-SARSAT is available at: www.cospas-sarsat.org 
 
B. International Committee on Global Navigation Satellite Systems (ICG)  
 
Global Navigation Satellite Systems (GNSS) provide the fastest and most accurate method for 
mariners to navigate, measure speed, and determine location. This leads to increased levels of safety 
and efficiency for mariners worldwide. While at sea, accurate position, speed, and heading are 
needed to ensure the vessel reaches its destination in the safest, most economical and timely fashion 
that conditions will permit. Mariners and oceanographers are increasingly using GNSS for 
underwater surveying, buoy placement, and navigational hazard location and mapping.  
 
Pursuant to recommendations of the Third United Nations Conference on the Exploration and 
Peaceful Uses of Outer Space (UNISPACE III), and under the guidance of the Office for Outer 
Space Affairs, a new international mechanism for coordination of positioning, navigation, and 
timing through satellite systems, the International Committee on Global Navigation Satellite 
Systems (ICG), was established in 2005, and held its annual meetings at the United Nations Office 
at Vienna (2006), India (2007), and United States (2008) to review and discuss matters relating to 
GNSS and their applications. The 2009 meeting of ICG will be held in the Russian Federation. 
 
The objectives of the ICG are: 
(a)  To benefit users of GNSS services through promoting consultations among members of the 
ICG; 
(b)  To encourage coordination among providers of GNSS core systems and augmentations in 
order to ensure greater compatibility and interoperability; 
(c)  To encourage and promote the introduction and utilization of satellite positioning, 
navigation and timing services, particularly in developing countries, through assistance for the 
integration of GNSS services into their infrastructures; 
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(d)  To assist the members of the ICG and the international user community by, inter alia, 
serving as the focal point for international information exchange related to GNSS activities, 
respecting the roles and functions of GNSS service providers and intergovernmental bodies such as 
the International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the International Civil Aviation Organization 
(ICAO) and the International Maritime Organization (IMO); 
(e)  To better address future user needs in the GNSS development plans and applications; and 
(f)  To report periodically on its activities to the Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer 
Space. 
 
These objectives are accomplished by an indicative workplan. The current workplan of ICG 
includes compatibility and interoperability of GNSS systems; enhancement of performance of 
GNSS services; information dissemination and capacity-building; and interaction with national and 
regional authorities and relevant international organizations. Members of ICG cooperate on matters 
of mutual interest related to civil satellite-based positioning, navigation, timing and value-added 
services. In particular, they cooperate to the maximum extent practicable to maintain radio 
frequency compatibility in spectrum use between different GNSS systems in accordance with the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU) Radio Regulations. Within ICG, representatives 
from industry, academia, and governments share views on GNSS compatibility and interoperability.  
 
As part of ICG, a Providers Forum was established in 2007 with the aim to promote greater 
compatibility and interoperability among current and future providers of GNSS. The current 
members of the Providers Forum, including China, India, Japan, the European Community, the 
Russian Federation and the United States, address key issues such as ensuring protection of GNSS 
spectrum and matters related to orbital debris/orbit de-confliction. 
 
Since 2005, the Office for Outer Space Affairs is organizing annual workshops to address the use of 
GNSS in areas such as agriculture and environmental management, tele-health and landscape 
epidemiology, civil aviation and inland waterway/maritime transportation, as well as providing an 
overview of available education and training in GNSS and its applications.  
 
Further information on ICG is available at: www.icgsecretariat.org 
 
C.  United Nations Platform for Space-based Information for Disaster Management and 
Emergency Response (UN-SPIDER) 
 
The General Assembly, in its resolution 61/110 of 14 December 2006, established the United 
Nations Platform for Space-based Information for Disaster Management and Emergency Response 
(UN-SPIDER) as a programme within the United Nations to provide to all countries and all relevant 
international and regional organizations universal access to all types of space-based information and 
services relevant to risk and disaster management to support the full disaster management cycle. 
The General Assembly recognized that space technology and its applications can play a vital role in 
supporting disaster relief operations by providing accurate and timely information and 
communication support, and also recognized the important role that coordinated applications of 
space technology can play in the implementation of the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015: 
Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters, adopted by the World Conference 
on Disaster Reduction, held at Kobe, Japan, from 18 to 22 January 2005. 
 
The programme is being implemented by the Office for Outer Space Affairs, and focuses on the 
need to ensure access to and use of space solutions during all phases of a disaster, including the risk 
reduction phase. The programme is focusing on being a gateway to space information for disaster 
management support, serving as a bridge to connect the disaster management and space 
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communities and being a facilitator of capacity-building and institutional strengthening, in 
particular for developing countries. The programme supports the disaster cycle including disasters 
such as tsunamis, as well as the impact on coastal communities and small island developing states 
(SIDS). 
 
UN-SPIDER activities include awareness-raising, regional and country profiles, supporting national 
activities and supporting the establishment of national disaster management planning and policies, 
systematic compilation of relevant information, ensuring that relevant information is easily 
accessible and disseminated to all interested end-users, establishing communities of practice, 
managing and transferring knowledge and maintaining the platform for fostering alliances, outreach 
activities and support to capacity-building.  
 
A community of disaster management and geospatial practitioners was formed in the Caribbean 
region with UN-SPIDER support during the "United Nations Regional UN-SPIDER Workshop: 
Building Upon Regional Space-based Solutions for Disaster Management and Emergency Response 
for the Caribbean", held in Barbados, from 8 to 11 July 2008. UN-SPIDER also convened a 
community of disaster management and geospatial practitioners in the Pacific Region during the 
"United Nations Regional UN-SPIDER Workshop: Building Upon Regional Space-based Solutions 
for Disaster Management and Emergency Response for the Pacific Region", held in Suva, Fiji, from 
16 to 19 September 2008.   
 
The UN-SPIDER programme contributed significantly in 2008 to ensuring that available 
opportunities are more readily accessible and used by interested end-users, including the 
International Charter “Space and Major Disasters”. Any entity of the United Nations system can 
access the International Charter “Space and Major Disasters” and request satellite imagery to 
support a disaster response, through the Office for Outer Space Affairs, which has been a 
Cooperating Body to the Charter since March 2003. Due to the active support of the Office in 
triggering the Charter, the United Nations has become the single largest beneficiary and user of the 
Charter, and has triggered the Charter, by the end of 2008 a total of 55 times, 12 times in 2008.  
 
Further information on UN-SPIDER is available at: www.unspider.org 
 
Further information on the Charter is available at: www.disasterscharter.org 
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