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Abstract

More than four decades have passed since the International Space Station (ISS) program began. De-
spite significant political, financial, and technical challenges—including budget reductions, redesigns, and
delays—the ISS has been successfully operated by fifteen international partners for decades. Originating
from the U.S.-led Freedom Project, the initiative evolved into the ISS after Russia joined following the end
of the Cold War. Remarkably, the station has continued to function even during periods of geopolitical
tension, including Russia’s invasions of Ukraine. The ISS therefore represents one of the most enduring
achievements of international cooperation and provides an important case study for examining how legal
and institutional frameworks can sustain long-term multinational space projects. A key factor behind
the stability of the ISS program is its comprehensive legal architecture governing cooperation among
participating states. At the center of this framework is the Intergovernmental Agreement (IGA), an inter-
national treaty ratified through the constitutional procedures of each country. The IGA establishes legal
obligations and governance mechanisms necessary for managing the multinational program. Operational
arrangements are further elaborated through Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) and implementing ar-
rangements concluded among participating space agencies. These instruments clarify resource allocation,
cost-sharing responsibilities, and crew participation rights among partners. Notably, the system relies
on a barter-based exchange mechanism rather than direct financial transactions. The ISS legal regime
also addresses jurisdictional challenges arising from multinational space activities. Each flight element is
registered by a partner state, and jurisdiction over that element is attributed to the registering country.
This structure reflects lessons learned from earlier cooperative Spacelab programs. Because astronauts
routinely move between modules belonging to different countries, provisions were introduced to address
jurisdictional issues and potential criminal conduct in orbit. Civil liability within the program is gov-
erned by a comprehensive cross-waiver mechanism that prevents partners from bringing claims against
one another for damages related to ISS activities. The agreement also includes provisions concerning
intellectual property rights, treating each module as part of the territory of the registering state. Addi-
tional safeguards protect confidential technical data and prevent unauthorized technology transfers. The
ISS legal framework continues to influence emerging international space initiatives, including the Artemis
programs including Gateway and future commercial space stations. As international space cooperation
evolves, the IGA model provides valuable guidance for designing legal frameworks that balance interna-
tional cooperation, governmental oversight, and growing private sector participation in space activities
worldwide.
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