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ABSTRACT

Since its emergence, international law has always faced diverse challenges, and in the field of space law, the
beginning of SpaceX’s (Starlink’s) activities—along with the technological advancements and the support provided
by the United States government for this company—has created numerous challenges in this domain. However, this
study aims to answer the following question: What is the approach of international law regarding the participation
of Starlink satellites in the Russia—Ukraine war? It appears that international law considers this company to have
adopted a dual-use policy, encompassing both military and non-military functions. Accordingly, by examining the
rules of international law and the actions of Starlink during this war, the study reaches conclusions indicating that,
aside from a few international treaties—most importantly the 1967 Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of
States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space—the legal status of the passage of space objects through the
airspace under the sovereignty of other states remains entirely undefined, giving rise to significant legal disputes in
this area. The absence of an international treaty aligned with the advancements in this field is strongly felt in
discussions regarding Starlink’s support for Ukraine. This treaty gap, alongside issues such as space debris, state
responsibility, space insurance, and similar concerns, may serve as challenges that could pave the way for the
emergence of a third world war in outer space.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY
The rapid expansion of satellite constellations and the integration of commercial actors into military
and geopolitical conflicts have generated unprecedented challenges for international law,
particularly in the domains of space law and international humanitarian law. As global dependence
on satellite infrastructures grows, commercial mega-constellations such as Starlink have
transformed from merely civilian communication systems into potential dual-use platforms capable
of influencing military operations. Existing legal frameworks—most notably the 1967 Outer Space
Treaty—were drafted in an earlier technological era and therefore do not anticipate the scale,
autonomy, and operational flexibility of contemporary commercial constellations, nor their ability
to directly facilitate or alter battlefield outcomes. The ambiguity surrounding the legal status of
satellite constellations is intensified by the lack of clear definitions, given that even the term “satellite
constellation” itself does not appear in treaty law and is inconsistently defined in practice by states
and technical agencies (Inter-Agency Space Debris Co-ordination Committee, 2007; Jones, 2018). As
commercial constellations expand and their capabilities increasingly merge with state military
infrastructures, questions of international responsibility, state attribution, and liability have become
acute. This is especially pronounced in the Russia—Ukraine war, where allegations emerged that
Starlink played a role in enabling operational targeting, raising concerns about the legal
consequences of privately owned space systems engaging—directly or indirectly—in armed conflict.
These developments reveal profound structural gaps in the current legal regime, including
contradictions between state responsibilities for non-governmental entities under the Outer Space
Treaty and the liability standards articulated in the 1972 Liability Convention (Kettley, 2018).
Moreover, historical precedents for liability—such as Kosmos-954 and Skylab—demonstrate the
limited applicability of existing rules to modern satellite constellations whose scale, mobility, and
dual-use character far exceed the contexts envisioned in early space treaties (Iridium). The
cumulative effect of these gaps underscores the urgent need to reassess the international legal
system’s capacity to address the militarization and weaponization risks associated with commercial
mega-constellations, which now play an active role in modern warfare.
The Russia—Ukraine conflict represents the first major international armed conflict in which a
private satellite constellation became deeply intertwined with military operations, prompting
debates over the legal classification of dual-use space objects and the permissible limits of civilian
system involvement in warfare. Reports that Starlink-supported communications may have assisted
Ukrainian forces in targeting the Russian Moskva warship intensified Russian assertions that the
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system acts as a military asset, thereby losing civilian protection under the laws of armed conflict
(Agence France Presse, 2022; Axe, 2022). Russian officials, including senior military and political
figures, further warned that Starlink’s architecture could be used not only for connectivity but also
for redirecting cruise missiles, guiding Ukrainian artillery, and supporting reconnaissance
networks—claims consistent with long-standing Russian suspicions regarding U.S. commercial
satellite infrastructures. Moscow characterized these activities as direct participation in hostilities,
effectively making Starlink a military target under international humanitarian law, in line with long-
established principles distinguishing combatants from civilians and requiring that objects
contributing effectively to military action may be lawfully attacked (Ranjan, 2022). The dual-use
nature of Starlink exacerbates these dilemmas, as the same satellites simultaneously provide
essential civilian services—such as communication for hospitals, emergency responders, and civilian
populations—and operational advantages to Ukrainian military units. Assessing proportionality
becomes significantly more complex when an attack against a dual-use system would unavoidably
disrupt critical civilian infrastructure. Russian statements threatening to destroy Starlink satellites
thus engaged multiple legal issues, including the proportionality of orbital attacks, the legality of
kinetic or non-kinetic ASAT operations, and the potential generation of long-lasting debris, which
could violate emerging environmental norms in the law of armed conflict (Allen & Titcomb, 2022).
These dynamics mark a turning point in the interpretation of IHL in the space domain, complicating
long-standing doctrinal assumptions about civilian infrastructures and raising profound questions
about how to evaluate the militarization of commercial space capabilities in active conflicts.

From the perspective of international law, the involvement of a private company in an armed conflict
does not diminish the responsibility of the launching state, which remains fully accountable under
Article VI of the Outer Space Treaty. This provision clearly states that states bear international
responsibility for national activities in outer space, whether conducted by governmental or non-
governmental entities, and must authorize and continuously supervise such activities. The United
States, having registered Starlink satellites under the Registration Convention, is therefore the
“launching state” with legal responsibility for the system’s actions (United Nations; United Nations
Office for Outer Space; United States of America, 2021). This attribution has significant implications
for the legal status of Starlink’s support for Ukraine, as it potentially transforms a private commercial
act into an internationally attributable state action. Furthermore, Russian interpretations of
collective self-defense have invoked Article 51 of the UN Charter—traditionally reserved for
responses to armed attacks by states—to justify possible countermeasures against Starlink, framing
the satellites as instruments enabling hostile operations against Russian armed forces (United
Nations, 2016; United States Marine Corps Training Command). Some scholars have argued that the
U.S. interpretation of collective self-defense has expanded in recent decades to include the protection
of non-state actors and partner forces, thereby potentially legitimizing Russia’s argument—at least
rhetorically—that it may act in defense against systems supporting Ukrainian strikes (Martin, 2015;
Pothelet, 2018). For Russia, Starlink’s alleged role in guiding Ukrainian missiles was sufficient to
characterize the system as a direct participant in hostilities, eliminating its civilian protection and
enabling Moscow to claim legal justification for targeting the satellites under established THL
principles (The International Red Cross Society). Although these arguments remain controversial,
they expose substantial tensions within the contemporary interpretation of self-defense, attribution,
and state responsibility in outer space.

At the same time, environmental and safety considerations significantly complicate the legality of
potential attacks against orbital infrastructure. Kinetic anti-satellite operations pose substantial
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long-term risks by generating debris capable of damaging other satellites—both civilian and
military—and undermining the stability of the entire orbital environment. Such harm may
contravene emerging principles against long-term environmental damage in armed conflict,
prohibiting the use of methods expected to cause widespread, long-lasting, or severe harm to the
natural environment (The International Red Cross Society). Russia, however, possesses—and has
repeatedly tested—an array of counterspace capabilities, including direct-ascent ASAT missiles, co-
orbital “inspector satellites,” and directed-energy weapons, any of which could theoretically be used
against Starlink. Prior Russian interference efforts, including jamming and cyber operations, have
already targeted Starlink terminals, though many were reportedly neutralized through rapid
software adaptations by SpaceX engineers (Losey, 2022). The dual-use character of Starlink
complicates risk-mitigation mechanisms, because any impairment of the constellation could
simultaneously disrupt civilian internet access across Ukraine, humanitarian operations, and
broader regional communications. Furthermore, Russia’s public announcement of potential attacks
even included claims that such actions would be accompanied by precautionary warnings—a
requirement under IHL for attacks expected to harm civilians (Freund, 2022; Geraschenko, 2022).
Despite these statements, the unpredictable consequences of orbital debris generation challenge the
feasibility of ensuring proportionality or effective precautions. These uncertainties illustrate the
inadequacy of traditional IHL principles when applied to complex orbital infrastructures and
highlight the urgent need for updated norms or binding instruments addressing the protection and
permissible targeting of space-based civilian systems in armed conflict.

The legal ambiguities surrounding Starlink’s involvement in the Russia—Ukraine war reveal deeper
structural problems in the governance of commercial military capabilities and the blurred
boundaries between public and private actors in outer space. The United States’ own National
Security Space Strategy asserts that intentional interference with U.S. space systems constitutes a
violation of national rights and may trigger deliberate responses (National Security Space Strategy,
2011). Yet Starlink’s activities—if interpreted as a form of unsanctioned private military assistance—
complicate the U.S. ability to maintain a consistent legal position. The American government has no
clear domestic framework for authorizing or restraining commercial space operators who intervene
in foreign conflicts, despite the Outer Space Treaty’s unambiguous requirement for “authorization
and continuing supervision.” Additionally, the growing integration of commercial satellite services
with national defense architectures, as seen through initiatives such as the Commercial Integration
Cell, accelerates the convergence of civilian and military space functions (Official Starlink, 2020;
Patrikarakos, 2022). This convergence undermines traditional distinctions between military and
civilian space objects, making it increasingly difficult to apply established legal concepts such as
“military objective,” “civilian object,” or “direct participation in hostilities” to modern orbital
systems. Russia’s threat to destroy Starlink satellites also directly contravenes Article 2(4) of the UN
Charter, which prohibits threats or use of force against the territorial integrity or political
independence of any state—a provision frequently invoked in analyses of space security due to the
physical impossibility of separating orbital systems from state sovereignty (Klein, 2019). Altogether,
these developments point to a rapidly evolving strategic environment in which legal rules written for
the space age of the 1960s are no longer sufficient to regulate the behavior of technologically
advanced states and powerful commercial actors.

In conclusion, the Russia—Ukraine war has exposed profound structural weaknesses in the
international legal frameworks governing space activities and highlighted the urgent need for
updated norms capable of addressing the realities of commercial mega-constellations, dual-use
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infrastructures, and private participation in armed conflict. Starlink’s central role in modern military
operations demonstrates that commercial actors can now influence the balance of power in ways
previously reserved for states, raising new questions about responsibility, attribution, and lawful
targets in outer space. As satellite constellations continue to expand and their integration into
terrestrial conflicts deepens, the absence of contemporary legal instruments risks escalating
geopolitical tensions and increasing the likelihood of miscalculation in the space domain. Only
through comprehensive revision of international space law, coupled with clearer rules on private
sector responsibilities and precise safeguards for civilian infrastructures, can the international
community mitigate the potential for future conflict extending into outer space.
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