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Abstract

As climate change intensifies, the need for accurate, real-time data has never been greater. From
tracking extreme weather patterns to assessing long-term environmental shifts, space-based Earth obser-
vation has become an invaluable tool for safeguarding communities, infrastructure, and ecosystems. In
South Africa, where climate disasters such as droughts, floods, and wildfires are becoming more frequent,
institutions like the South African National Space Agency (SANSA), the South African Weather Service
(SAWS), the South African Environmental Observation Network (SAEON), and the National Disaster
Management Centre (NDMC) rely on satellite data to inform decision-making, improve early warning
systems, and strengthen disaster preparedness. However, as the commercialization of remote sensing
grows, and data governance becomes more complex, legal frameworks governing space and environmental
law must work together to ensure fair access to critical climate information. South Africa is bound by
both international space treaties such as the Outer Space Treaty, the Liability Convention, and the UN
Remote Sensing Principles, as well as global climate agreements like the Paris Agreement and the Sendai
Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction. At the national level, laws such as the Disaster Management
Act (2002) and the Climate Change Bill (2022) provide the legal framework for disaster risk reduction
and climate adaptation planning. While these laws emphasise the importance of data and early warning
systems, they do not explicitly define the governance, sharing, or use of remote sensing and satellite data
for climate monitoring and disaster response. As climate risks grow, legal challenges emerge around who
controls and shares satellite-derived climate data while balancing national security, intellectual property,
and global commitments. While the UN Remote Sensing Principles (1986) promote open access, dis-
parities remain. States also face obligations in using remote sensing for climate monitoring and disaster
response, yet the Liability Convention (1972) lacks clarity on accountability for withheld or misused data.
This paper will explore the intersection of space law and climate governance, highlighting the critical role
of legal frameworks in ensuring that remote sensing technologies are used responsibly and effectively. It
examines South Africa legal frameworks for climate and space. By connecting space law with climate and
environmental policies, this paper will underscore the urgent need for stronger collaboration, legal clarity,
and policy alignment to protect South Africa’s most vulnerable communities from the growing impacts
of climate change.
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