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Abstract

Safety zones around space installations have attracted growing scholarly and diplomatic attention,
particularly since the Artemis Accords formalized the concept in 2020. Yet the discussion has focused
overwhelmingly on celestial body surface installations. The question of safety zones for space stations,
whether those stations are in low Earth orbit, cislunar space, or beyond, has received comparatively little
treatment, despite its near-term legal significance.

This paper addresses that gap. It begins by examining how safety zones have been operationalized
for the International Space Station through its approach ellipsoid and keep-out sphere. These zones were
established not through general international space law but through bilateral arrangements among ISS
partners and visiting vehicle operators. The paper argues that while this bilateral model has proven
effective for a single cooperative station operating within a defined partnership framework, it is unlikely
to remain sufficient as the space station landscape diversifies.

The paper then turns to three near-term contexts. First, Tiangong, the Chinese space station, whose
operational zones are established unilaterally. Second, planned commercial LEO stations, for which safety
zones may be established through service agreements with visiting vehicle providers. This approach is
useful but limited, particularly with respect to third parties and uncooperative actors. Third, the Lunar
Gateway, which presents unique issues, given that the cislunar operating environment falls within the
scope of the Artemis Accords’ safety zone provisions.

The paper concludes that the bilateral approach to space station safety zones, while proven in the ISS
context, cannot by itself support the emerging diversity of stations, operators, and orbital environments.
As space station activities expand beyond LEO and beyond established partnership frameworks, the
international community will need to develop more generally applicable norms for the establishment and
observance of safety zones around space stations – basic tenets of these norms will then be presented in
the paper for discussion.
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