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ABSTRACT

The asteroid impact threat described in PDC 2023 reflects a scenario with global
implications. It threatens a potential ground strike to a diversity of nations: two North
America states, fifteen African states, and with 48% of the potential swath regions
over the Pacific or Atlantic oceans. The scenario begins in 2023 with a potential
Earth impact thirteen years later, in 2036. The asteroid’s orbit, size, composition, and
projected impact location and consequences would continue to evolve and be
refined with future observations leading up to the potential impact date. Therefore,
the planning of a potential Earth- and space-based mitigation and response
campaign will have to begin and proceed with an worrying amount of uncertainty.

All of these elements, from the diversity of states threatened, to the competing time
pressures to begin work and the opposite rationale to wait for more and better data
and predictions, will act as stressors to degrade the national and international
decision-making and coordination efforts. Disparate national planetary defense
capabilities and approaches will place further stress on the political and legal
coordination tasks necessary to face the 2036 projected impact. National and
international deliberations and decisions will be required regarding: the duty to warn;
the duty to act; the choice of NEO threat responses; the sharing of tasks and
responsibilities; and the exposure to potential legal and political consequences of a
mismanaged or unsuccessful planetary defense program.

This paper will discuss the legal and political contexts and implications of a uncertain
and potentially catastrophic NEO impact with the stressors on decision-making and
international legal responsibility and liability described above. It will offer a checklist
of national and international tasks for states to deliberate upon, as pragmatic steps
to settle the questions that need to be settled before a real planetary defense
scenario similar to the PDC 2023 scenario arises.
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