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The First Astronaut

When history finally records the name of the first Filipino astronaut,
the nation will rightly celebrate another historic first. Schools will teach that
name, children will dutifully memorize it, and it will find its place among
the milestones that have shaped our story as a people. Yet history should
remember another pioneer as well — one who will never wear a spacesuit,
board a rocket, or cross the Karman line. Before a Filipino journeys into the
cosmos, another traveler must have gone ahead. That traveler is the law.

For a nation does not become truly spacefaring the moment it
launches a citizen into space. A nation becomes spacefaring when its laws
are prepared to accompany that citizen wherever the mission leads.
Rockets may carry an astronaut beyond the planet, but only the rule of law
can ensure that the Republic never leaves that astronaut behind.

That is the challenge now confronting the Philippines. The question is
no longer whether the country will someday produce an astronaut. Through
the Philippine Space Agency and a steadily expanding national space
program, that possibility is increasingly becoming inevitable.! It is no longer
the language of science fiction; it is the subject of legislative foresight.
Thus, if tomorrow a Filipino is called to venture into the heavens, will the
country already know how to protect the citizen who carries not only its
flag, but also its hopes, into the unknown?

In centuries past, humanity looked toward the night sky with equal
measures of awe and uncertainty. To ancient civilizations, the stars were
navigational guides and silent witnesses to the rise and fall of empires.
Sailors trusted constellations before they trusted maps. Philosophers
searched the heavens for meaning. Poets filled the darkness with stories
long before scientists explained it. Even the Bible tells us of a star guiding
the Magi to the birth of Jesus Christ.

Today, those same stars are no longer twinkles of the night, but
frontiers waiting to be crossed. Every frontier humanity has entered has
eventually demanded its own body of law. The seas, for example, gave
birth to the law of the sea. The skies demanded aviation law. The digital
age produced laws for cyberspace. Space should be no exception.

International law provides an indispensable beginning, but it cannot
be the final destination. The 1967 Outer Space Treaty — often described as
the constitution of international space law - laid the foundation for the
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peaceful exploration and use of outer space for the benefit of all
humankind.? It requires States to authorize and continually supervise
national space activities while assuming responsibility for governmental
and private missions.

Perhaps its most remarkable provision is also its most humane. It
does not first describe an astronaut as a pilot, soldier, scientist, or citizen.
It calls the astronaut an “envoy of mankind.”?® That choice of words is no
accident. In the immeasurable darkness where political borders disappear
beneath a single blue planet, the law reminds humanity that before we
belong to nations, we belong to one another.

That humanitarian vision did not remain a legal doctrine. It found
concrete expression in the 1968 Rescue Agreement, which obliges States
to rescue astronauts in distress and return them safely,* and in the 1972
Liability Convention, which assigns responsibility for damage arising from
space activities.> Collectively, these treaties ensure that humanity’s newest
frontier does not become its first lawless one.

Yet every treaty eventually reaches the limits of its own reach.
International law teaches nations how to deal with one another, but it
cannot teach a nation how to care for its own. It does not determine how
Filipino astronauts should be selected, how their health after years of
exposure to radiation should be protected, how mission-related disabilities
should be compensated, how their biomedical data should be safeguarded,
or how their families should be cared for while they wait beneath the same
sky. Only Philippine law can promise that the Republic itself will never
abandon the citizen who carries its flag into the darkness. Within that
promise lies a silence that only Congress can give voice to.

For this reason, the Philippines should legislate not merely another
statute, but a comprehensive national human spaceflight legal framework
that anticipates the demands of exploration before they become the
consequences of neglect. For just as a spacecraft cannot be built from a
single piece of steel, a just system of human spaceflight cannot be built
from scattered laws. Both require every part to be sound before either is
trusted with human life.
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Its cornerstone should be a Philippine Human Spaceflight Act — the
nation’s fundamental charter for human spaceflight. It should define the
authority of the Philippine Space Agency over astronaut certification,
mission authorization, operational safety, emergency preparedness, and
commercial human spaceflight. Above all, it should declare that no Filipino
shall leave Earth’s atmosphere until every medical, scientific, engineering,
and ethical safeguard required by law has been satisfied.

Complementing this should be a Philippine Astronaut Welfare Act,
devoted entirely to the welfare of those who willingly accept the
extraordinary burdens of exploration. Human spaceflight asks more of the
human body than perhaps any profession in history. Radiation leaves marks
the eye cannot immediately see.® Weightlessness weakens muscles and
bones.” Isolation quietly tests the mind.® These are dangers that courage
alone cannot defeat.

While the law cannot silence the dangers of space, it can ensure that
no astronaut bears them alone. Thus, it should guarantee transparent and
merit-based selection, comprehensive medical examinations, lifetime
health monitoring, mental health care, rehabilitation, disability
compensation, government-backed insurance, retirement benefits, and
financial security for surviving dependents. Doing so will give practical
meaning to the principle that extraordinary sacrifice deserves extraordinary
legal protection.

The future of human spaceflight also raises questions beyond physical
safety. Every mission will generate unprecedented stores of biomedical,
neurological, and genetic information capable of advancing scientific
knowledge while exposing deeply personal aspects of those who produce
it.° Scientific progress should never require the surrender of human dignity.
A Space Medicine and Bioethics Act should therefore establish clear rules
on informed consent, privacy, data ownership, research ethics, and the
responsible use of astronaut health information. The pursuit of knowledge
must never come at the expense of the person from whom that knowledge
is gained; otherwise, every scientific triumph becomes a moral failure.

Nor should the Republic concern itself only with success. Wisdom
prepares for failure long before failure arrives. A National Space Liability
and Rescue Act should establish clear rules governing liability among
government agencies, private contractors, manufacturers, insurers, and
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commercial launch providers. Likewise, it should provide procedures for
accident investigation, emergency evacuation, diplomatic protection, legal
assistance abroad, compensation, and repatriation. International treaties
may determine which State answers to the world, but Philippine law must
determine who answers to the Filipino.

Laws, however carefully written, remain only ink of legislation until
institutions give them life. Congress should therefore establish a National
Human Spaceflight Council, composed of the Philippine Space Agency, the
Department of Science and Technology, the Department of Health, the
Department of Foreign Affairs, the Department of Labor and Employment,
and other relevant agencies. It should coordinate astronaut certification,
formulate regulations, oversee mission readiness, investigate accidents,
recommend legislative reforms, and ensure compliance with international
obligations. Human spaceflight requires not only scientific coordination, but
also legal stewardship.

Fortunately, the Philippines need not build this framework upon a
blank page. Our 1987 Constitution has long been waiting. Long before
Filipinos dreamed of walking among the stars, it had already proclaimed
principles expansive enough to follow them there. It affirms the dignity of
every human person, safeguards life and health, promotes science and
technology, and commands the State to afford full protection to labor.1°
Those guarantees do not lose their force simply because a Filipino leaves
into outer space. As the Supreme Court recognized in the landmark case of
Oposa v. Factoran, constitutional interpretation must not remain
imprisoned by the present generation but must account for the interests of
generations yet unborn.!! Simply put, human spaceflight is a future waiting
for the Constitution to embrace.

History, however, offers a caution. Too often, the law has arrived only
after tragedy. Fire codes followed infernos. Maritime regulations followed
shipwrecks. Aviation standards were strengthened only after lives had
already been lost. Human spaceflight presents the Philippines with a rare
opportunity to reverse that pattern. For once, the law need not follow
tragedy. It can lead it.

When history finally records the name of the first Filipino astronaut,
another pioneer should already have completed the greater mission. It will
leave no launchpad, ignite no engines, and wear no helmet. Yet it will travel
farther than any spacecraft because it will carry the Republic wherever a
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Filipino dares to go. The Philippines’ first astronaut should not be a person.
It should be the law.

(Word count: 1,458 words excluding the title and byline, the footnotes, and this line)



