
The Space Race – Artemis vs. ILRS 

Context: In January 2026, the ideological split in outer space became formal. NASA announced the 

expansion of the Artemis Accords to 61 nations, while China and Russia jointly released the updated 

roadmap for the International Lunar Research Station (ILRS), confirming new partners from the 

Global South. Key Theme: The Bifurcation of Space Law. Keywords: Safety Zones, Wolf Amendment, 

Water Ice, The Outer Space Treaty (OST) Vacuum, Lunar South Pole. 

1. The Context: Two Camps, One Moon 

For 50 years, space was governed by the vague Outer Space Treaty (1967). In 2026, that era is over. 

The Moon is now divided into two rival legal & technical blocs: 

 The Artemis Bloc (US-Led): Focuses on "Norms of Behavior" (transparency, interoperability). 

It views space commerce (mining) as a right. 

 The ILRS Bloc (China-Russia Led): Focuses on "Joint Construction." It views the Moon as a 

"Common Heritage" managed by a state-led consortium, explicitly challenging the US model 

of private-sector dominance. 

2. The Jan 2026 Updates: Delays vs. Delivery 

The narrative in January 2026 was defined by a stark contrast in timelines. 

 Artemis Stumble: NASA officially confirmed that Artemis III (the crewed landing) is delayed 

to 2028 due to heat shield issues on the Orion capsule and delays in the Starship lander. This 

"confidence gap" is worrying allies. 

 ILRS Advance: In contrast, China announced that Chang’e-8 (launching 2028) is on schedule 

to test in-situ resource utilization (3D printing with lunar soil). 

 Geopolitical Impact: The delay hurts US soft power. Nations like Thailand and Senegal, which 

recently joined the ILRS, cited "timeline reliability" as a factor—betting that China might put 

a base on the Moon before the US returns humans there. 

3. The Legal Conflict: 'Safety Zones' vs. 'Appropriation' 

The biggest bone of contention remains the "Safety Zone" clause in the Artemis Accords. 

 The US View: If NASA sets up a base, it declares a "Safety Zone" around it to prevent dust 

interference. 

 The China/Russia View: They argue this is "De Facto Sovereignty" (violating Article II of the 

Outer Space Treaty). If you block others from entering an area, you have effectively 

"annexed" it. 

 Jan 2026 Escalation: At the UN COPUOS meeting in Vienna this month, China demanded a 

ban on "Exclusionary Zones," directly targeting the Artemis legal framework. 

4. The 'Wolf Amendment' Barrier 

Why can't they just cooperate? 

 The Law: The US Wolf Amendment (2011) prohibits NASA from using federal funds to 

cooperate with China. 



 The Consequence: This law has forced China to build a completely parallel ecosystem 

(separate docking ports, separate communication frequencies). 

 The Risk: With both sides targeting the same craters at the Lunar South Pole (Shackleton, 

Haworth) for water ice, the lack of a "Hotline" or "Interoperability" increases the risk of a 

collision or accidental interference. In Jan 2026, scientific bodies urged the US Congress to 

repeal the Wolf Amendment to allow for at least "Space Traffic Management" talks. 

5. Mains Analysis: The "Colonization" of the Global South 

 Space Diplomacy: Both sides are aggressively courting the Global South. 

o US Offer: "Sign Artemis, and we give your astronauts a ride" (e.g., India's Gaganyatri 

to ISS). 

o China Offer: "Join ILRS, and we build a satellite for you" (e.g., helping Egypt/Senegal). 

 Conclusion: Space is no longer a sanctuary; it is a domain of Great Power Competition. The 

winner of this race will not just control the Moon; they will write the "Rules of the Road" for 

the next century of resource extraction (Helium-3, Asteroid Mining). 

 


