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Abstract

The commercial space stations of the future will be a multi-tenant, multi-jurisdictional environment
in which research organizations, private astronauts, and industrial users from different nations conduct
simultaneous operations under individually negotiated access agreements. Each of those agreements will
allocate risk, establish governing law, and define the relationship between a single tenant and the station
operator. None of them will establish the overarching legal order within which all tenant relationships
operate at once. This is a critical limitation inherent to bilateral contracting, and no amount of careful
drafting can overcome it. What is needed before the first access agreement is signed is a different instru-
ment entirely. This paper argues that commercially operated and crewed space stations require a master
governance document sitting above individual access agreements and establishing the constitutional ar-
chitecture of the station.

The argument is threefold. The first examines why existing instruments are insufficient. Station access
agreements will govern the operator-tenant relationship but cannot bind tenants to each other, cannot
establish uniform behavioral norms across the station environment, and cannot create the dispute reso-
lution hierarchy that multi-party incidents will require. The second develops the essential components of
a master governance document for commercial human space stations: the applicable law framework es-
tablishing which legal order governs conduct within the station environment, behavioral norms and their
enforcement mechanisms, inter-tenant liability allocation for incidents arising from shared operations,
baseline intellectual property protections for research and manufacturing conducted in shared facilities,
emergency authority hierarchies, and dispute resolution tiers. The third examines how a privately con-
structed governance instrument of this kind interacts with the international treaty frameworks governing
state responsibility, registration, and liability without displacing them. Article VI of the Outer Space
Treaty ensures that the state does not disappear in this environment. But its instruments were not de-
signed to govern what happens between private actors on a commercially owned and operated station.
That is the gap this paper sets out to fill.
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