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IS SPACE THE NEW WILD WEST OF THE 21ST CENTURY?

Abstract

This study examines the evolving legal landscape surrounding space resource appropriation, drawing
comparisons between historical principles of public international law and contemporary frameworks gov-
erning outer space. The central question, whether space constitutes the ”Wild West” of the 21st century,
is explored through an analysis of resource ownership, sovereignty, and regulatory mechanisms.

The research employs a comparative legal methodology to assess the theoretical compatibility between
two key principles: the principle of permanent sovereignty over natural resources and the emerging doctrine
of space resource appropriation. Legislative milestones, including the 1967 Outer Space Treaty, the 2015
U.S. Space Act, and the 2020 Artemis Accords, are critically analysed to illustrate the transition from
multilateral governance to a fragmented, state-driven regulatory approach. The study evaluates the legal
implications of these developments, particularly in light of the principle of non-appropriation, and explores
how its reinterpretation has influenced the commercial utilization of extraterrestrial resources.

Findings reveal a significant shift in legal discourse from the prohibition of resource appropriation
to a pragmatic focus on regulation, ownership modalities, and benefit-sharing. The study demonstrates
that contemporary space law appears to tacitly endorse a ‘first come, first served’” model, wherein initial
possession may equate to de facto ownership. This evolving interpretation creates legal ambiguity and
underscores the urgent need for a robust international framework to ensure equitable access and prevent
monopolization by dominant space-faring nations and private entities.

The paper further explores the legal parallels between terrestrial and extraterrestrial resource gov-
ernance, arguing that the established doctrine of permanent sovereignty over natural resources could be
adapted to space law. Traditionally, this principle mandates that a nation’s natural wealth is held in trust
for its citizens, ensuring equitable distribution and sustainable management. Applying these norms to
space resource governance could provide a coherent legal foundation that balances commercial interests
with global equity and environmental sustainability.

The study concludes that without a structured and enforceable legal regime, space resource exploitation
risks becoming an unregulated frontier driven by economic interests rather than international cooperation.
By integrating established legal doctrines into space law, a more equitable and sustainable approach can
be developed, ensuring that the exploration and utilization of outer space serve the collective interests
of humanity. The research highlights the need for comprehensive international agreements to mitigate
regulatory gaps and establish clear legal guidelines for the governance of extraterrestrial resources.
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