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Abstract

In almost 60 years of space activities, more than 5250 launches have resulted in
some 42 000 tracked objects in orbit, of which about 23 000 remain in space. Only a
small fraction — about 1200 — are intact, operational satellites today. This large
amount of space hardware has a total mass of more than 7500 tonnes. Mitigation
measures will reduce the growth, but long-term proliferation is still expected, even
with full mitigation compliance, and even if all launch activities are halted. This is an
indication that the population of large and massive objects has reached a critical
concentration in LEO.

ESA, as a space technology and operations agency, has contributed to international
mitigation Guidelines, introduced regulatory measures on its missions and identified
active removal technologies as a strategic goal. Active Debris Removal (ADR) is
necessary to stabilise the growth of space debris, but even more important is that
any newly launched objects comply with post-mission disposal guidelines —
especially orbital decay in less than 25 years.
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