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What happens to the International Space Station (ISS) after 2024?

By Shaya Ismail

International Space Station (ISS) is a laboratory and an observatory constructed in
space about 400km above Earth [1]. The construction of ISS was carried out by 15
countries including United States of America (USA), Russia and Japan. The ISS
project began in 1998 and finished in 2011. The ISS station weighs more than 460
tonnes and is approximately the size of a football field [1]. Figure 1 shows a picture
of ISS [2].

Figure 1: International Space Station [2]

The ISS has provided many benefits to science [3] during the last 20 years. Some of
these include:

Knowledge about the effects of space environment on our human body
Study on micro-organisms like bacteria in space

Growing crystals for medicine

Improve our understanding of cosmic rays and dark matter
Combustion of fuels.
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Current Thinking: The ISS was designed to operate until 2024. The participating
countries have started discussing to extend the operation of ISS to another 4 years
[4]. It is not clear what will happen to the ISS after 2024. There are reports that it
could be deorbited, recycled for future space stations in orbit or simply left as space
junk [4].

If ISS is left in space and do nothing the station will slowly start to drift and then fall
on to earth. If this happens the space will get more debris and the large parts when
they fall may harm humans and the environment [5].

My Proposal: 1 propose to use the ISS to build a laboratory on the surface of the
moon. This would cost lot of money. But I think we now have the right technology
to do this, for example the rocket technology developed by Elon Musk’s company
SpaceX.

Figure 2: SpaceX Rocket [6]

Do we really need to dispose one of the biggest achievements in the field of
astronomy? It took thirteen years to build the ISS and has provided many benefits to
science and humanity. Do we need to destroy it? The frequent answer to this
question would be “What do we do with it”. We could simply leave it out in space
but as mentioned before it would pose a threat to earth if we left it as space junk. The

2



most rational option is to reuse it. We could easily reuse it by permitting it to be a
space station on the moon. This is good as NASA is working on building a space
station for the moon anyway, and it is called the Lunar Gateway [7]. The Lunar
Gateway is designed to basically do what the ISS does, but on the moon it would
provide a place to do experiments, make robots and of course house astronauts on
the moon. The Lunar Gateway is planned to launch in 2024 which is in 3 long years.
The ISS is more preferable to be a “‘moon’ station as it is already made and has all the
functions that the Lunar Gateway has. This is a great idea if you think about it, but of
course there are many challenges too.

In May this year, SpaceX has successfully launched and landed a rocketship that can
be used to land astronauts on the moon and send people to Mars [8]. And in April
this year the NASA selected SpaceX to land humans on the moon as part of their
Artemis Program [9]. So it is very clear that SpaceX has the technology to transport a
station like ISS to the moon.

To transport ISS, rockets can be installed on the ISS as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Installing SpaceX rockets onto 1SS

Moon is the closest terrestrial body to us. A permanent settlement on the moon
would benefit in many ways. The gravity on the moon will be much less than earth.
Therefore it will be more energy efficient to launch space missions to other planets
from the moon. Moon can also be used to make construction materials and transport
it to earth; out-of-earth tourism and pest-free agriculture [10].

Let’s give ISS a home on the surface of the moon!
3



References

[1] History and Timeline of the ISS
https:/ /www.issnationallab.org/about/iss-timeline/

[2] Small air leak detected in on international space station
https:/ /www.scientificamerican.com/ article/ small-air-leak-detected-on-international-

space-station/

[3] Five key findings from 15 years of the International Space Station
https:/ /theconversation.com/ five-key-findings-from-15-years-of-the-international-space-
station-51540

[4] Elizabeth Howell, International Space Station: Facts, History & Tracking, Feb. 2018
https:/ /www.space.com/16748-international-space-station.html

[5] Meghan Bartels, The International Space Station can't last forever. Here's how it will
eventually die by fire, November 2021
https:/ /www.space.com/how-to-destroy-a-space-station-safely

[6] Rafael Rigues, From Falcon to Starship: discover the evolution of SpaceX rockets, April
2021

https:/ /olhardigital.com.br/en/2021/04/19/science-and-space/ from-falcon-to-starship-
get-to-know-the-evolution-of-spacex-rockets/

[7] NASA Gateway
]https:/ /www.nasa.gov/ gateway/overview

[8] SpaceX finally launches and successfully lands its futuristic Starship
https:/ /www.theguardian.com/science/2021/may/05/spacex-elon-musk-starship-
landing-successful

[11] Casey Dreier, Why NASA Picked SpaceX to Land Humans on the Moon, April 2021
https:/ /www.planetary.org/articles/ why-nasa-picked-spacex-to-land-humans-on-the-
moon

[10] Noah Davis, Should We Colonize the Moon? And How Much Would It Cost?, June 2017
https:/ /psmag.com/environment/ colonize-moon-much-cost-81543

Acknowledgments

I would like to thank my dad, mum and sister, Shanza for proof reading my report
and suggesting improvements.


https://www.issnationallab.org/about/iss-timeline/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/small-air-leak-detected-on-international-space-station/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/small-air-leak-detected-on-international-space-station/
https://theconversation.com/five-key-findings-from-15-years-of-the-international-space-station-51540
https://theconversation.com/five-key-findings-from-15-years-of-the-international-space-station-51540
https://www.space.com/16748-international-space-station.html
https://www.space.com/how-to-destroy-a-space-station-safely
https://olhardigital.com.br/en/2021/04/19/science-and-space/from-falcon-to-starship-get-to-know-the-evolution-of-spacex-rockets/
https://olhardigital.com.br/en/2021/04/19/science-and-space/from-falcon-to-starship-get-to-know-the-evolution-of-spacex-rockets/
https://www.nasa.gov/gateway/overview
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2021/may/05/spacex-elon-musk-starship-landing-successful
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2021/may/05/spacex-elon-musk-starship-landing-successful
https://www.planetary.org/articles/why-nasa-picked-spacex-to-land-humans-on-the-moon
https://www.planetary.org/articles/why-nasa-picked-spacex-to-land-humans-on-the-moon
https://psmag.com/environment/colonize-moon-much-cost-81543



