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AbstractmRecent  advances in astronomy indicate that the universe is spectacularly vast. Apparently, our 
Sun is like billions of  other stars around which planets may circle; within just  a thousand fight years of 
Earth, for example, there are more than a million stars like the Sun. Within the Milky Way (only one of 
100 billion observabl~galaxies~are an estimated 300-400 billion stars. ~cientists now think that there are 
probably between 10 ~ and 10~'s tars  in the universe. 

With so many stars, it is highly probable that we are not alone. 
Just how likely extraterrestrial intelligence is or in how many places and varieties it will be found is 

impossible now to say.. Serious scientists have constructed an equation to calculate the possibility, but the 
range of  estimates ot  the number of  other civilizations in the universe is so wide - anywhere from 200 
million to less than 10 - and our understanding of astrophysics and cosmic evolution so primitive, that we 
could encounter extraterrestrials (El ' s)  well before it can be proved on paper that they have existed or  
could exist[l]. 

In fact, the capability to search for extraterrestrial intelligence will increase over the next five years at a 
rate and scale greater than at any time in human history. For example, a Harvard University observatory 
announced in Oc tober  1985 that it had linkea a raaio telescope to a new computerized multichannel 
spectrum ana l~e r  and created a listening post (known as Pi'oject Meta) capable of simultaneously 
scanning up to 8.4 million radio channels. T h i s  development replaces a system ~vhose capacity to search 
simultaneously and record radio signals was a mere 180,000 radio channels. The Hubble Space 
Telescope, when it is operational, will extend our present vision some seven times and possibly to the 
edge of  the universe itself. If other planetary systems exist, this new instrument might locate them. And 
by the end of this decade, NASA will probably have begun a search for signals across the entire 
microwave spectrum while other  researchers wi i /have  developed the instruments to search for large 
planets in orbit around some 200 nearby stars. If there is someone or  thing out there trying to 
communicate with Earth, within the next three to five years we increasingly will know where to look and 
listen. 

This essay focuses on what to do when these or other research projects indicate that extraterrestrial 
intelligence exists. 

1. T H E  NEED F O R  DIPLOMACY 

While the body of literature on the science of 
the search for extraterrestrial intelligence 
(SETI) is serious and growing[2], there are no 
studies of the diplomacy for handling the first 
contact. In part, this is due to skepticism about 
the feasibility of interstellar travel[3]. 

The predominant expectation in scientific 
circles is that such contact will be via 
electromagnetic radiation at microwave 
frequencies[4] (where natural cosmic status is at 
a minimum). Scientific measure disabuses me 
of the expectation of facile physical contact: 
light years of distance separates the Earth from 
those stars nearest it which might be capable of 
supporting intelligent life. The Pioneer and 
Voyager satellites, travelling at a speed of 25,000 
miles per hour, will require more than a quarter 
million years to reach such stars[5]. 

Radio communication, travelling at the speed 
of light[6], would certainly be more swift and 
practicable. The round-trip transmission time 
for a message and response still, of course, 
could be an entire lifetime; it could also be a 
quarter of a century or less, if some of the Sun- 
like stars nearest to Earth were the origin of 
signals from extraterrestrial intelligence. Recent 
data from the Infrared Astronomy Satellite, 

moreover, suggest that about 10% of these 
nearby stars may be surrounded by planets in 
some stage of formation[7]. 

On none of these issues am I in a position, as 
a political scientist, to take a stand. This article 
is based on the assumption that contact with 
extraterrestrial intelligence will be made in some 
way and that it is prudent to begin thinking 
about how we would and should respond. 

2. EXISTING TREATIES 

Unlike other aspects of space exploration 
SETI is not the subject of any international 
treaty, agreement, or national research policy. 
The 1967 UN Treaty on Principles Governing 
the Activities of States in the Exploration and 
Use of Outer Space, which has been ratified by 
86 countries, does establish some general 
principles that by extrapolation could be applied 
to SETI programs. The Treaty provides that the 
exploration of space should be undertaken for 
the common benefit of mankind, establishes that 
states are responsible for consultations about 
activities, public or private, that its nationals 
undertake in space, requires international 
consultations about activities that might 
interfere with those of other states, and accords 
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to astronauts the status of envoy. But this treaty 
does not go far enough in my view to cover the 
contingency of success in SETI, especially the 
conditions under which such a development 
should be announced and the information 
derived from it shared. 

The 1979 UN-sponsored Agreement 
governing the Activities of States on the Moon 
and Other Celestial Bodies is the other 
international document that is at all relevant. 
This agreement suggests that there should be 
prompt and public release of information when 
states discover any indication of organic life in 
space. But is has been signed by only 11 
countries and ratified by five: none of these 
countries are presently engaging in SETI or 
planning to do so. And even if this agreement 
were adopted widely, I do not think it would be 
effective in covering the range of ways SETI is 
conducted or the possibility that radio 
astronomers might be uncertain for many years 
that the signals they detect are indicative of 
organic life[8]. 

3. C U R R E N T  SETI PLANS 

With respect to national space exploration and 
research policies, I have surveyed all current and 
past SETI projects and their directors and so far 
have found that no technical cooperation 
agreements have been developed to cover a 
successful SETI[9]. There is, in fact, 
considerable variation in opinion on what should 
be done, were a search to prove successful. 
Such opinion ranges from the view that there 
should be prompt and public announcement, to 
the need to process any announcement through 
national scientific and security agencies, to the 
view that what to say and when should be 
decided by the head of state in the country 
where the discovery is made. 

The governments, agencies and observatories 
currently engaged in SETI differ widely about 
how to respond to a successful contact. There 
are now more than two dozen ongoing searches 
devoted entirely to SETI; 8 are in the US; 5 in 
the USSR and 2 others in Europe. Some are 
government efforts undertaken by civilian space 
agencies, some are experiments by or on 
military installations; and some are under 
entirely private research auspices[10]. 

The private US SETI searchers have not yet 
thought through the protocols they would follow 
in the event of success. NASA's SETI Project 
has not yet established an official protocol 
although one is currently being developed. Dr. 
Bernard Oliver, the Project Director, told me 

that his first step would be to seek confirmation 
of a signal detection by checking with other 
observatories and thus making the fact of 
potential discovery more or less public. Soviet 
SETI searchers, in contrast, do not apparently 
practice such a confirmation procedure and 
already have announced several contacts, only to 
have discovered later that their receivers picked 
up secret, encoded US intelligence satellite 
signals. The experience of British radio 
astronomers provides yet another variant on 
how such a discovery might be handled. When 
(in 1967) they discovered what was first thought 
to be signals from interstellar beacons and later 
proved to be pulsars, they refrained from any 
announcement for more than half a year while 
they tried to develop an explanation. 

4. S U G G E S T E D  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  C O D E  OR 
C O N D U C T  

Given these examples, there is a need for 
discussion that anticipates, at least, successful 
electromagnetic contact from another 
civilization in space. The significance of such an 
event surely should compel all countries to 
recognize their common heritage and tenancy 
on Earth within the much vaster universe. But 
will the requirement for global diplomacy be 
overwhelmingly self-evident to all nations? 

For example, we should be prepared at least 
for the possibility that we will intercept a 
communication signal not meant for us but one 
which contains a wealth of data about the source 
which sent it. This type of "communication" 
should be treated as global property, free to all. 
But, at present, there is no guarantee that a 
nation which intercepts it would feel obliged to 
share. In fact, I suggest that the temptation to 
restrict dissemination - especially if the contents 
of the signal contain important scientific and 
technological data that would be commercially 
or militarily valuable - would be quite strong if 
such a signal were intercepted by a superpower 
or during a time of global or regional tension. 
There is a real risk, moreover, that SETI could 
become politicized as the military investment in 
national space exploration activities increases - 
as, for example, it is projected to do in the 
United States in the wake of the Challenger 
disaster - or if space-based research facilities 
play a major role in developing strategic defense 
systems. 

One way to avoid this risk is to develop now 
an international code of conduct based on the 
principle that the search for and any contact 
with extraterrestrials is to be undertaken on 
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behalf of the Earth and for the purpose of 
sharing and emending knowledge. The 
following operational principles derive from this 
basic tenet: 

Sdentists, observatories, and governmental 
agencies should freely and publicly announce 
the detection of any communication or radio 
signal suspected to originate from a non- 
natural extraterrestrial source. Discovery of 
an extraterrestrial spacecraft or habitat 
should also be freely and publicly 
announced. 
Any response to extraterrestrial 
communication or signals or plan for 
investigation of extraterrestrial artifacts 
should be formulated by a process of 
international consultation among concerned 
governmental authorities and scientists. 
Visiting extraterrestrials should be regarded 
as envoys entitled to diplomatic immunity, 
protection, or aid in the event of an accident, 
distress or emergency. Such status should be 
accorded ET's regardless of the form in 
which they arrive or their apparent 
communication capability. 
In the event that extraterrestrials appear to 
pose a threat to human health or peace, no 
nation should act without first consulting the 
Security Council of the United Nations. 

This code of conduct could be developed and 
negotiated under the auspices of the United 
Nations, but doing so runs the risk that it would 
become politicized along east-west or north- 
south lines in a way that would make it 
impossible for many key countries to ratify. An 
alternative process, suggested by the Deputy 
Chief of the Outer Space Affairs Division of the 
UN, would be to begin by developing a technical 
cooperation agreement between those agencies 
and scientists engaged in SETI and follow this 
up with governmental agreements only when 
tenable and widely accepted protocols have 
emerged. Such an agreement could then 
become the basis for an international treaty 
negotiated between the concerned countries; as 
such, the agreement could be opened to general 
ratification through the United Nations. 

While my survey of international law and 
SETI projects found that such a code of conduct 
does not exist, it also revealed growing concern 
by those engaged in exploring outer space about 
the impact of their work on national space policy 
generally, and whether their research would be 
politicized, if successful. Such concern has been 
discussed by only a handful of diplomats and 
national leaders[ll]; those who presently set the 
foreign policy agenda do not regard SETI as a 

pressing issue. Whatever one may think about 
the likelihood of extraterrestrial civilizations or 
how well earthlings might manage contact with 
them, however, development now of an 
international code of conduct could assure that 
the present and projected SETI activities of all 
countries take place in an atmosphere of 
international cooperation and public trust. 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

There are two principle objections to the 
effort to develop a SETI code of conduct in 
advance of a successful contact. The first is that 
countries or scientists will not necessarily feel 
bound by such a code once such a contact is 
made, especially if it happens in an 
unanticipated way or form. This is a standard - 
and discredited - line of argument against most 
international laws and treaties. Of course there 
are scofflaws and some international treaties are 
not consistently honored. But an overwhelming 
number of laws and treaties are observed and, 
generally speaking, nations find it in their 
interest to honor such conventions. 

A SETI code of conduct in advance of a 
contact will not assure that nations will honor it. 
However, it will cause those contemplating 
proceeding or tempted to proceed in a different 
way to think twice about ignoring internationally 
endorsed rules. 

The second general type of objection to a 
SETI code of conduct is that contact may be 
made by facilities or space explorations or 
missions where secrecy is required or expected. 
There is no question that space exploration and 
research is increasingly a mission of national 
military establishments and will become more so 
as the search for an effective, space-based 
Strategic Defense Initiative intensifies. Should 
these trends continue, there is all the more 
reason to try to assure that a discovery of 
sitnaifieance to an entire planet - and which may 
require the brains of many nations to appreciate 
and interpret - should be shielded from the 
pressures of secrecy and national rivalries. A 
code of conduct can provide such a shield. 

So the initiative not only of searching for 
extraterrestrial intelligence but also of 
anticipating its diplomatic consequences lies 
with the scientific community today. This 
should by now be a familiar role for scientists 
and explorers. For throughout human history 
the discoverers of new worlds are usually the 
ones who, at least initially, decide how to relate 
to the civilizations they encounter. 
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