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Extraordinary Emissaries: Formulating a Domestic Legal Framework for
the Welfare of Future Filipino Astronauts

Historically, the law has kept its feet planted on the ground. When legal scholars
discuss the intersection of law and outer space, the discourse typically orbits around
state liability, the registration of assets, or the mitigation of satellite debris. Space law,
effectively functioning as a highly specialized extension of international law, comprises
a vast web of treaties, agreements, and United Nations resolutions.! Yet, as the
threshold for human spaceflight lowers and commercial entities join state-sponsored
programs in the cosmos, a profound legal shift is underway. The focus is and should
inevitably turn from the preservation of sovereign property to the preservation of
human life.

For the Philippines, this shift is no longer a distant abstraction. Through the
Philippine Space Agency (PhilSA), the nation is rapidly consolidating its technological
footprint. And while current efforts rightly focus on uncrewed satellites, the logical
culmination of these initiatives is crewed exploration. This reality forces a critical,
preemptive inquiry.

Lex Lata of the Philippine Space Regime

The foundational architecture for Philippine space activity was laid with the
passage of Republic Act No. 11363.2 Its Implementing Rules and Regulations (IRR)3
are unambiguous about the State’s geopolitical and scientific ambitions. Rule 1 legally
mandates the government to “safeguard Philippine sovereignty, territorial integrity,
Philippine interest, and the right to self-determination,” framing access to space “as a
sovereign right.”4

At present, Philippine space law remains largely data-centric, focusing on
satellites like Diwata and Maya for Earth observation. Yet the law also mandates the
use of science and technology to accelerate social progress—a goal that will eventually
require human spaceflight. When a Filipino crosses the Karman line, they will enter a
legal void if domestic laws remain focused solely on hardware. Although the 1967
Outer Space Treaty recognizes astronauts as “envoys of mankind,” that status offers
diplomatic protection, not safeguards against the hazards of space. The Philippines
must therefore adopt domestic laws that protect astronauts as workers operating in
one of the most dangerous environments imaginable.

Legislating Physiology
Space is actively hostile to human biology. Because of this, the legal frameworks

governing space habitats must derive their core logic from the unique bioecological
demands placed.5
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One cannot simply paste terrestrial employment law into an orbital context.
Prolonged weightlessness triggers a cascade of aberrant physiological characteristics.
Microgravity forces a negative pressure in the body’s extremities and pushes fluid
toward the head—a phenomenon that induces intense dizziness and a pronounced,
measurable slowness in both physical and intellectual reactions.® The endocrine
system’s normal flow is disrupted. Bodily homeostasis, including base chemical
composition and thermal regulation, becomes volatile.

Recognizing this, the Philippine legislature must elevate space medicine from a
set of agency “best practices” to a strict statutory duty. National rules are the absolute
bedrock of astronaut health and safety, requiring uncompromising legal standards for
medical monitoring, sleep management, and physical exertion.” By law, prospective
and active spacefarers must undergo hyper-specific diagnostic surveillance. For
example, to combat spaceflight-associated neuro-ocular syndrome, domestic
frameworks should mandate the use of optical coherence tomography to regularly scan
astronauts’ optic nerve heads. Sustenance, too, requires legal anchoring. Domestic law
should legally mandate protocols like the Hazardous Analysis Critical Control Points
(HACCP) system to guarantee food safety, ensuring exact dietary demands are met
while eliminating the risk of foodborne infections in a fragile closed-loop
environment.8

Occupational Safety

Protecting an astronaut is not exclusively a medical hurdle — it is also an issue
of labor rights and organizational culture. Establishing a legally protected feedback
system for continuous, transparent safety reporting is quite literally a matter of life
and death.

Terrestrially, the Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) Standards Law?
guarantees workers the “Right to Refuse Unsafe Work” when faced with imminent
danger, insulating them from reprisal.’ Extending this legal shield to the launchpad
is non-negotiable. History provides brutal lessons on the cost of institutional silence.
Workplace discrimination or hierarchical silencing can single-handedly destroy flight
safety. Even under normal circumstances, aerospace engineers frequently hesitate to
voice dissenting technical opinions.

When technical experts are pressured to hold back their concerns, the results
are catastrophic. The disintegration of the Space Shuttles Challenger and Columbia,
claiming 14 lives, both occurred because management actively suppressed dissenting
technical views. Engineers on the ground knew the Challenger’s O-rings would fail in
freezing temperatures. They knew the foam strike on Columbia’s wing risked
catastrophic reentry failure. In both instances, leadership dismissed these red flags to
maintain launch schedules.* In a highly politicized or fear-driven space agency,
eliciting such dissent becomes nearly impossible.
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To prevent the next tragedy, Congress must legislate a “Spaceflight Safety and
Whistleblower Protection Act.” This would carve out a legally impervious, independent
reporting channel within PhilSA. Aerospace engineers, technicians, and medical
officers must possess statutory authority to halt operations or flag critical defects
without facing administrative retaliation, effectively stripping mission schedule
pressures of their lethal influence.

Research Subject

The State’s liability toward its astronauts cannot magically dissolve upon
splashdown. Legally and bioethically, an astronaut’s return to Earth is, in itself, a
continuing research project. The physiological toll of extended microgravity mimics
the severe degradation seen in bedridden hospital patients; studying returning
spacefarers offers profound insights for terrestrial medicine.2

Yet, a glaring blind spot exists in global space policy: post-retirement
monitoring. Because veteran astronauts generally have no contractual obligation to
submit to clinical studies once their active duty ends, science lacks vital long-term data
regarding late-in-life impacts of deep-space hazards, particularly cosmic radiation.
NASA astronauts like Suni Williams and Barry Wilmore, currently nearing the twilight
of their careers, highlight this exact demographic need.s

The Philippines can address this gap through an Astronaut Duty of Care
Doctrine, requiring the State to provide lifelong healthcare and medical monitoring
for retired astronauts. The framework should balance the need for long-term scientific
research with the astronaut's rights to privacy and bodily autonomy, ensuring post-
flight participation is voluntary, informed, and fairly compensated.

Geopolitical Cooperation

The country must also confront economic realism. Crewed spaceflight imposes
an exorbitant fiscal and technological burden. A developing economy cannot shoulder
this burden in isolation without compromising safety. Robust multilateral diplomacy
is the only viable path forward.

Presently, the majority of Southeast Asian nations are non-spacefaring. While
they engage in cooperative ventures with established space powers, the reality of these
relationships is highly transactional. Advanced nations typically provide assistance
strictly on a reimbursement basis and carefully guard their proprietary know-how,
ensuring developing nations remain technologically dependent. 4

To break this cycle, the region must integrate. Several states—including the
Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam—have
established their own domestic space agencies. 15 However, the region severely lacks
concrete, unified operational cooperation.’® Philippine domestic law should legally
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mandate the Department of Foreign Affairs to aggressively pursue a binding ASEAN
Space Treaty. By pooling sovereign wealth, sharing astronaut training infrastructure,
and establishing mutual launch and recovery protocols, Southeast Asia can
dramatically increase the safety and survivability of its collective space programs.

As our jurisdiction inevitably expands outward into the solar system, the laws
governing that ascent must remain fiercely anchored in the sanctity of human life.
Preparing the Philippines for human spaceflight is much more than an engineering
milestone—it is a profound jurisprudential test.

By legally acknowledging the intense bioecological demands of the cosmos,
shielding dissenting voices against institutional pressure, and binding regional
neighbors in cooperative treaties, the Philippines can ensure its future astronauts are
safeguarded from the launchpad to the end of their lives. In drafting these protections
today, the Republic positions itself not merely as a participant in the modern space
race, but as a pioneer in human-centric space law.
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