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Abstract

A Planetary Protection Policy has been developed by the Committee on Space Research (COSPAR),
which serves as an international forum for consultation on space research. International planetary pro-
tection standards are established through discussions between COSPAR’s Panel on Planetary Protection
(PPP), the scientific community, national space agencies and the private sector. The resulting COSPAR
International Policy is non-binding, allowing flexibility as scientific knowledge advances. while guiding all
stekeholders in complying with Article IX of the Outer Space Treaty, which prohibits harmful contami-
nation (Coustenis et al., 2025; Hedman et al., 2026).

The primary objective of the COSPAR PPP is to develop, maintain, and promote planetary protection
policy and requirements to assist nations in complying with the Treaty and to prevent harmful forward
and backward contamination:

• Scientific investigations into possible extraterrestrial life, its precursors, or remnants must not be
compromised.

• Earth must be protected from potential hazards posed by extraterrestrial material returned by
spacecraft from interplanetary missions.

The policy is grounded in the most current peer-reviewed scientific knowledge and is designed to
enable, not hinder, the exploration of the Solar System.

Recent Panel activities have focused on different Solar System bodies. While no policy changes were
required for missions to small bodies or Venus, the Panel conducted a comprehensive review of current
knowledge concerning “Icy Worlds”—defined as outer Solar System moons and dwarf planets like Pluto,
excluding more primitive bodies-. Based on this review, the COSPAR International Policy was updated
in 2026 to introduce an overarching Icy Worlds categorization founded on established biological limits for
life, particularly regarding temperature and water activity (COSPAR, 2026; Doran et al., 2026).

Policy updates are published in COSPAR’s official outlets, and peer-reviewed journals (special issue
in RAS PTA, 2026).

Reporting to COSPAR ensures that planetary protection measures respond to evolving mission needs
while maintaining scientific rigor and due diligence.
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