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WASHINGTON, D.C. 

THE NRO STAFF April 16, 1971 

MEMORANDUM FOR THE RECORD 

SUBJECT: Identification of Impacting Fragments from 
Space Vehic les 

On March 2, Under Secretary of State Irwin requested 
connnents from the Defense Department on the prospect of 
the United States introducing an initiative before the 

,--Committee on Peaceful Uses of Outer Spac~which among 
other things would call for the marking of space vehicle 
parts. The rationale for this initiCitive is to assure 
that appropriate liability is established in the event 
of damage caused by a failure to burn, up upon re-entry. 
Tbis initiative is very similar to one introduced by the 
French two years ago. 

HANDLE VIA 

We were requested by ASD/ISA to help frame a response 
to Mr. Irwin from:Mr. Packard. 'I worked pr"itIlarily with 
DwaYIle Anderson of ISA. Since I felt that the basic reply 
to the correspondence was too weak, ,I initiated a separate 
concurrent letter to Mr. Irwin, also to be signed by 
Mr. Packard, in the TALENT-KEYHOLE System. Th,is TALENT­
KEYHOLE letter expressed what is initially the NRO concern 
of the potential spotlighting of our reconnaissance veh:icles. 
The correspondence was agreed to by Dr. McLucas and ODDR&E 
as well as OASD/ISA. 

It is my understanding that;: State is continuing its 
interest on the subject and a meeting was held April 14. 
Mr. Packard's letters, however, had not yet reached Mr. Irwin. 
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We expect that State will back off from its ideas of marking 
and concentrate only on the issu~ of reduction of space 
debris. 

, ::-I! • 
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Fragments from Space Vehicles 
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WASHj:-.!GTC;", D. C. 20301 

HonorG).ble John N. IrWin II 
Under Secretary of State 
Wash~ngton, D. C. 20520 

I 

Dear John: 

This is in answer to your letter of 2 March, in which you 
~iscussed the issue of identifying space objects. We have 
revieWed the problem and have studied the three proposals 
you h~ve mentioned. 

In general, the feeling here in Defense is that the reasoning 
in the U. S. ~orking paper on this subject, submitted to the 
U. N. : Scientific and Technical Stj.bcommittee on 20 April 1970 
is still valid as are the conclusions reached by that 
Subcommi ttee in its report issued on 1 May 1970.' 

I 

With ~espect to propoSal (a), Defense considers that, for 
reasons of safety and economy, a marking system that would 
surv:ive re-entry is not technicGtlly practical at tb,is time. 
We al~o continue to believe that there is no significant 
diffiyulty in identifying space objects which do survive 
re-entry. 

Witll respect to proposal (b), our researchers have on several 
occasions studied the problem of ensuring that space vehicle 

I 

compoli.lents would be consumed upon re-entry into the atmosphere. 
At this time, we see no economically practical means of 
accomplishing this. 

I 

I 

With ~espept to proposal (c), the use of space shuttles 
may reduce the amount of tankage placed in near Space. 
We fe~l that the use of such shuttles to recover satellites 
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before their orbits decay might be prohibitively expensive 
for the foreseeable future. In the present early stages 
of planning for the shuttle system, it may be premature 
that the shuttle will minimize debris. Such ideas, however, 
are being explored. 

Defense personnel would, of course, be bappy to fueet with 
State and NASA experts to further eX8mice this problem and 
I understand that my staff has already been in contact with 

. Mr. Allen. to offer their assistance. 

Sincerely, 

~ .. ; ... <l-' .... ...:... .... , .... ~e. •• -_ .. ' ..... , •• .. ~ ...... ~v ..... '''·~ ... ..,.. .... __ ~~,_ fl.~.: 

G ;-:0 ~j ?-j~ • 

~ __ .. E~::~~,:=.~!i_{L.~~~~~:.:~,~~~;.:~r~1 
2 . , it 
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In reply refer to: 
1- 2732/71 

MEMORANDUM FOR THE DEPUTY SECRET&LtY OF DEFENSE 

SUBJECT: Under Secretary of State Letter on the Problem 
of Identifying Space Fragments 

On 2 March, Mr. Irwin sent you a letter (Tab B) in which 
he stated that the time .had come to take a fresh look at 
the problem of identifying deorbited space fragments. 
He also outlined three proposals which might be used as 
a basis of discussion during this fresh look. 

While we can and will meet with State and NASA on this 
issue, our knowledgeable 'people have reviewed the problem 
and have come to the conclusion that the previous U. S. 
positioi;l (Tab C) as submitted in a working paper to the 
U. N: in April 1970 is still valid. The paper makes the 
point that this marking is costly and that present means 
of identifying are largely adequate in any case. 

We have informally discussed this with NASA and they Concur 
in this view. We have also established contact with 
Mr. Allen as suggested by Mr. Irw:l.rl. A separate spec.ial 
category note to Mr. Irwin which further explains our 
pos~tion is also attached. . 

3 Enclosures 
Tab A - Ltr for Signature 
Tab B - Ltr fm Un.$ecStdte 
Tab C - u. S.· Position 
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USAF - Dr. J.L.McLucas~ Under Secretaty 
DDR&E - E. Rethtin, Principal Deputy 
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Honorable John N. Irwin, II 
Under Secretary of State 
liJashington, D. C. 20520 

Dear John: 

"'''-''', 

VV;;'SElNG7C:'.J, D. c. 20Z01 

This is in answer to your letter of 2 March, in Ivhich you dis cussed the 
issue of identifying space objects. We have reviewed the problem and 
have studied the three proposals you have mentioned. 

In generaJ., the feeling here in Defense is that the reasoning in the 
United States working paper em this subject, submitted to the United 
Nations Scientific and Technical Sub cO:rnmi ttee on 20 April 1970 ,is still 
valid as are the conclusions reached by that Sub cornmi ttee in its report 
issu.ed on 1 May 1970. 

\,Jith respect to proposal (a), Defense considers that, for reasons of 
safety and economy, a marking system that would survive re-entry is not 
technically practical at this time. We also continue to believe that 
there is no significant difficulty in identifying space objects which 

. do s urvi ve re...,.en try. . 

With respect to proposal (b), our researchers have on several occasions 
studied the problem of ensuring .that space vehicle. components would be 
cons umed upon re-entry into the at.lJ..losphere. At this time, we see no 
econolJ..lically practical means of accomplishing this. 

~.Jith respect to proposal (c), the use of space shuttles may reduce the 
amount of tankage placed in near space. We feel that the use of such 
shuttles to recover satellites before their orbits decay might be pro­
hibitively expensive for. the foreseeable future. In the present early 
stages of planning for the shuttle system, it may be pr~m~ture that the 
shuttle will minimize deb ris. Such ide~s, however, are being e:A'-plored. 

Defense personnel would, of course, be happy to meet .. lith State and NASA 
experts to further examine this problem and I understand that my staff 
has already been in contact with Mr. 41le~ to offer their assistance. 

Sincerely) 

.. '" '~.','.:::':.!'''.::.' .... :-.-:- .. : . .:.-;:", '. :~:>l 

: ". . .. ~ : : 

·~-u-----'.r-------~--~------~~----"----"~~----~----'Mr-----------------------------~-----------
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(~', ~~:~j~~,l;E':T E<~) ONLY 

.1 

·iH~ DEPUTY SECR~T ARY 0;: DEr-i;NSiE 
\NAS! .. :!:~G"i'CN, D. C. 20301 

Honorable John N. Irwin 
Under Secretary of State 
Washington, D. C. 20520 

Dear John: 

HANDLE VIA L:\LEin· 
'KfiHDLt CU;\i'H-JELS 
.... 0 N l Y 

With regard to your letter of 2 March, I share your concern 
that the Soviets have failed to acknowledge ownership of 
the.ir fragments which came down in the Middle West last 
su~~er. I also appreciate your desire to obtain a satis­
factory conclusion to the overall liability issue through 
the U. N. Outer Space Cmmnittee. 

I am sending you this letter since I feel that there should 
be further aTl1plific.ation of my confidential reply through 
this channel since Ward Allen in your department does not 
have access to the information on our reconnaissance programs. 

I am concerned that your p~oposed initiative may force the 
U. S. into a costly and potentially dangerous identification 
program for our photo reconnaissance and Sigint satellites. 
Should one of these satellites be spotlighted through a 
failure to completely burn up arid clearly traced 'by markings 
to U. S. ownership, the present tacit understanding we have 
with the Soviets may be irreparably altered. Moreover, I 
feel that we should not at this time risk drawing world 
attention to our own nor the Soviet's covert reconnaissance 
activities. 

As you know, we air .... retrieve our photographic payloads. 
Should. an initiative force the U. S. to explicitly itemize 
which of its payloads do not buril upon re-entry, we WOi.ild 
be obliged to reveal what I consider to be highly sensitive 
data on our intelligence gathering procedure. 

EYES ONLY 

• I , 
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For these reasons, I propose that we work together with 
NASA, focusing only on those non-sensitive issues, such 

~'>:~E V[A TAt~;~T· 
I(C;"~~".J:;"~" G~-L~Li"~E~S 

as spa~e shuttle applications for debris reduction and 
studies to minimize space debris, and not the issues ""vhich 
could cause danger to our-reconnaissance efforts. I feel 
it would be unwise to introduce any initiatives at the 
forthcoming sessions of the U. N. Outer Space Committee 
arid its sUcbcommittees before we can jointly study the 
problems in depth. . 

Best regards 

• - _. '" - ~.,"-;o 

." - ". '" :~.~ ~ ~ 
," '.~. 1_ 

-'11- • 
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THE UNDER SECRETARY OF STATE 

WASHINGTON 

CONY I PEi~ '!' J:l1L 

March '2, 1971 

Oear Dave: 

The time has come for our experts. in POD, NASA, 
and State to take a ~:J;e~h ahd urgent look at the 
p:J;obJ.em of identifying impacting fragments from space 
vehicles in the context of establishing liability .under 
the Outer Space Treaty and the negotiations for an 
Outer Space Liability Convention. . Accordingly, I aJ."1t' 

writing both the Acting Administrator of NASA and you 
to propose the following topics for consideration. 

The massiveness of the Soviet fragments which 
ca.-'ne down in our Middle West last August, and the 
refusal of the USSR to acknovlledge ownership of them, 
sugge,st possible complications when the UN Outer Space 
Cormnittee resumes negotiations' on the draft liability' 
Convention and, when the Committee considers proposals 
by the Canadians, French and others for an inter­
hational system to facilitate identificati6n of 
fragments which survive re-entry and impact on the 
earth I s surface. . 

As a basis f.or discussion, I suggest that our 
experts consider the following possible proposals: 

(a) The space powers (or the U.S. Govern­
.ment unilaterally) might voluntarily put into effect, 
perhaps in gl;adual stages, a program of marking only 
those components which they believe most likely to 
survive re-entry (and hence., are strong enough to 
undergo some marking process without danger of struc"" 
tural weakening). The space powers might also include 

The Honorable 
David Packard, 

Deputy\ Secretary of Defense. 

eOMP I DEN'±' Il'.& 

Sec Det 

i~ r, 

\f.~" , 

(:; :3 /;? l./I 
·....,··--.... lII----------,---.., • ..----rI'"":.,"'":----.-----""IIIifr-· --------........ --r--........ ----.~.-.-. 
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a description of the· marking or other identifying 
data in the information provided for the UN Secretary 
GeneralIs Space Vehicle Registry. 

(b) The space pOl"ers (or the U. S. Govern .... 
ment unilaterally) might announce to thG Outer Space 
COIT~ittee that they will study measures which might 
be taken to assure that, to the extent possible, 
space vehicles and their components wili burn up in 
the atmosphe~e upon re-entry. 

(c) The space powers (or the U. S. Govern­
ment unilaterally) might announce their willingness 
to explore, over theionger run, the possibility of 
eventually eliminating dangerous space debris by 
placing satellites in orbit from reuseable space 
shuttles rather than booster engines and, similarly, 
using space shuttles to recover satellites before 
thedecClY of their orbits. 

! would appreciate your early comments on this 
I 

proposal,and I suggest that our respective expert;; 
meet in the near future to begin. formulating a U. S. 
Government position. I havedesignat:ed Mr. Ward P. 
AlJen, Deputy Assistant Secretary· in the Bureau of 
International Organization Affairs, as the Department 
of Statels contact man in this effort and suggest 
that your working level people get in touch with him. 

With warm regards, 

Sincerely, 

,>r~ 
/ JO}1.~· n j. Irwin 

I ' . / 
.' I L/ . 

II 

COHF IDHN'±' IAL 

--Il·--... Ii...--.-;--.;.-,--------.----II--...... r-",r-,r-, -----""'I!""-------------"!"'--------
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r'-. TOP 5EtRET'~' 
~~'~Dl~_VIA . __ .-

TALE~(·KEYROlE 

)?f NATIONAL RECONNAISSANCE OFFICE 
WASHINGTON, D.C. 

March 24, 1971 

MEMORANDUM FOR DR. MC LUCAS 

SUBJECT: Mr. Packard's Replies to Mr. Irwin 

CONTROL SYSTEM 

To the right are two l~tt~rs which have been prepared 
'for Mr. Packard's signature to respond to a letter sent by 
Under Secretary of State Irwin. 

Mr. Irwin has solicited DOD comments and support on 
a proposed U. S. i,nitiative to the U. N. :tor the marking 
of space vehicles and also to study the potential for 
minimi?:ing space debri.is, This initiative would be intro­
duced before the Legal Subcommittee of the Connnittee on 
Peaceful Uses of Ollter Space in the interests of promoting 
a liability convention for space, 

Mr,' Nutter, OASD (ISA) has the action for the response 
and we have worked with his staff and ODDR&E in preparing 
the two letters to the right. Two letters are proposed 
because the State action office is not cleared for access 
to our reconnaissance programs and the confidential reply 
to Mr. Irwin's letter is, ·by necessity, unenthusiastic. 
The Talent-Keyhole reply for Mr. lrwin's eyes more fully 
explains the DOP concerns. It is our understanding that 

,NASA is also responding in an unenthusiastic manner to the 
State proposal. 

RECOMMENDATION: That you coordinate on the OSD staff 
coordination sheet provided at the right. 

~~.~E' JR. 
Major, USAF 

CONTROL NO Internal" 
iT ALENT ~KEYHOLE TOP SEeRET 

EXCLUDED FROM AU'T'OM·ATlC REGRADING 

.00.0 DI~ECTIVE 5200.10 00£5 NOT APPLY 

COPY_~_OF_~_COPI.ES 

PAGE,_-,-l_ OF_l ____ -'-PAGES CONTROl. SYSTEM 
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