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Abstract

With the planned decommissioning of the International Space Station (ISS), new orbital and lunar
infrastructures are defining the next era of human spaceflight. Among these, China’s Space Station
(CSS), operational since 2022, and the planned International Lunar Research Station (ILRS) represent
two pivotal, state-led yet internationally open projects. This shift from a singular, multinational station
in Low Earth Orbit (LEO) to multiple sovereign and cooperative platforms, extending to cislunar space,
exposes critical gaps and overlaps in the existing space governance framework.

The legal regime governing the CSS operates on a dual level. Primarily, it is anchored in the foun-
dational Outer Space Treaty system, addressing core issues of jurisdiction, control, liability for damages,
and astronaut rescue. Simultaneously, its practical operation for international scientific collaboration
necessitates novel regulatory adaptations concerning intellectual property rights derived from onboard
experiments, protocols for data sharing and utilization, and the imperative of long-term orbital sustain-
ability amidst growing congestion. The CSS, while a distinct national project, inevitably exists in a
contextual dialogue with the legacy of the ISS, offering comparative insights into the legal management
of permanent human outposts.

However, the legal frontier extends further. The progression from the CSS in LEO to the ILRS
on the lunar surface mirrors a broader geopolitical and legal transition, paralleled by initiatives like
the Artemis Accords. The ILRS, conceived from its inception as an international cooperative venture,
presents more complex challenges. These include governing multinational activities in a domain lacking
clear territorial jurisdiction, defining resource utilization rights, and establishing liability frameworks for
operations in the lunar environment. This analysis argues that the evolving legal and cooperative model of
the CSS, navigating between state sovereignty and international partnership, serves as a crucial precedent.
Examining its lessons is essential for constructing a viable, equitable, and sustainable legal architecture
for the deep-space collaborative endeavors embodied by the ILRS, thereby informing the evolution of
space law for a multipolar space age.
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