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SETI and Policy
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re have seen in the previous chapter that

different groups may respond in differ-

ent ways to news of a detection depending

upon circumstances as well as group charac-

teristics. Governments will have to respond to

a detection and to subsequent events, and

some groups will seek to influence the gov-

emmental decision-making processes. This

section outlines some ways in which political

groups and governments might react, includ-

ing how governments could act at the intema-

tional level. While such reactions are not

entirely predictable, we suggest here some

policy approaches that could be adopted at

national and international levels to manage

political responses in considered and effective

ways.

Political Reactions to an ETI

Signal Detection

Domestic and National Reactions

<he distances and times involved in inter-

stellar communication are such that there

is no essential immediacy in contemplating a

reply, should humanity detect an ETI signal or

message. However, there may well be a

measure of urgency within political systems in

deciding how governing bodies might react or

publicly respond to the detection. Therc^s no

exact analog in our experience that would help

Michael Michaud, the Couselor for Science,

Technology and Environment at the American

Embassy in Paris.

us predict political reactions to this event.

The SETI-related literature mentions studies

of political reactions to events such as nuclear

accidents and earthquakes (Logsdon and

Anderson, 1990), but these events are qualita-

lively different from an ETI detection.

The political reactions to detection of a signal

would depend on the circumstances that pre-
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vail at the time and also on the nature of the

signal itself. At one extreme, the signal may

be little more than the equivalent of a dial

tone, containing no information beyond the

fact that its senders exist. As an intermediate

possibility a signal may contain information,

but the information may be very limited, diffi-

cult to decipher, or ambiguous when deci-

phered. This would be an "information-poor"

signal. At the other extreme a signal might be

"information-rich", comprehensible and deliv-

ered in a form that gives us a lot of unambigu-

ous information. The nature and form of an

ETI transmission, wherever it might lie within

this spectrum of possibilities, will influence

political reactions to the signal and will deter-

mine the tuning, nature, and content of any

contemplated reply that may be sent from

Earth.

All of the various social groups discussed in

Chapter 3 could compete for political recogni-

tion and power to serve their goals in one way

or another. Many could be expected to react

in ways intended to capitalize on (or to dis-

credit) the new factor. Religious groups or

scientists, for example, might also see the

detection as an opportunity to enhance their \

own political influence. Political parties and \

political leaders would certainly want to capi- (

talize on the event and its attendant publicity

for political gain (or prevent others from capi-

talizing on it). Governments could attempt to

control or monopolize the information in

efforts to maximize their political benefit.

Significant partisan political consequences

could result from successful or unsuccessful

management of the information that accompa-

nies detection. If the signal is information-

rich, firms, consortia, and other economic

entities might compete for access to ETI infor-

mation and might try to limit the access of

competitors to that information. Some parts

of national economies, perhaps including aero-

space and defense industries, might see the

detection of a signal as an argument for con-

tinued or enhanced commitment of resources

to their programs.

Some political entities in the nation making

the discovery might disagree with the view

that information about the detection should be

shared with other nations. They may well

argue that the discovering nation - particularly

if it had made a substantial investment in the

search - should have prior access (if not

exclusive rights) to the information. Thus,

information about an ETI detection is a poten-

tial stimulus for many political manipulations,

especially if the signal is information-rich and

takes a long time to decipher.

Efforts to limit early information dissemina-

tion are not likely to be successful, given the

extensive scientific network involved and the

need for the first observers of a genuine signal

to obtain verification by their scientific col-

leagues. The 1958 act that created NASA and

the Freedom of Information Act also created a

legal expectation m the United States that

information acquu-ed by NASA programs will

be made available to the public. Despite legal

safeguards, the assurance by NASA that all

information will be released, and knowledge

of the practical impossibility of limiting public

access to information, it is possible that some

groups, individuals, or institutions are likely to

claim for their own purposes that information

is being withheld. (Note that, if the detection

were made by a private organization rather

than by a governmental program, the informa-

tion might not be in the public domain.)

If the detected signal contained a message of

some kind, the political impact would be

greater and would persist much longer than if

it were information-poor. The impacts would

depend on the content of the message and the

time needed to decipher it. If the message

could not be quickly interpreted, accusations
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that information had been intentionally with-

held or manipulated would be likely, jKrtential-

ly fueling fears that the message contained

threats to Earth that were being kept from the

public. The ubiquity of science fiction films,

many of which present extraterrestrial intelli-

gence as threatening, would, for a large seg-

ment of the population, lend a certain plausi-

bility to this view.

Various groups could use suspicion of a cover-

up for their own purposes. As discussed in

Chapter 3, millennial or even paranoid

responses are possible by certain groups, some

of which might try to provoke public anxieties

and capitalize on them. The possibility of

such responses is sufficiently high to justify

preparation and planning for responses

designed to forestall adverse public reactions

akin to that following the Orson Welles radio

broadcast of a Martian invasion. Scientists

and the international scientific community

could be particularly important in such a situa-

tion by explaining details of the received sig-

nal and reasons for the length of time needed

for deciphering it, and by maintaining a sense

of objectivity and calm professional "pres-

ence" in a situation ripe for exploitation and

distortion.

The issue of when to release information, even

with an essential commitment to openness,

raises difficult questions that could cause con-

flict with the established, cautious practices of

the scientific community. (This is discussed

in detail in Chapter 5.) Despite the approach

employed and no matter how much care is

exercised, there is no way to prevent accusa-

tions from skeptical groups (or those who

choose to use the issue for their own purpos-

es) that information is being manipulated.

International Reactions

'mmediate international political effects

-would surround the drama of the initial

announcement of detection of intelligent life

elsewhere in the universe. The announcement

by itself could translate into a measure of

international prestige comparable to that

enjoyed by the United States when the

Voyager spacecraft sent images from the outer

planets or when the Viking spacecraft reported

results of life detection experiments on Mars.

Prestige would accme not only to the nation

making the first detection and announcement

but also to that country in which the primary

detection technology was located. The host

country would be likely to have a considerable

interest in sharing the resulting international

attention. This initial political prestige would

probably not persist for long if the signal had

no information content and if the civilization

from which it came were many tens or hun-

dreds of light years away. As a restraining

factor, the intense public attention attracted by

a detection announcement would result in con-

siderable embarrassment if the claim of detec-

tion later proved to be unfounded.

In most foreseeable scenarios there is likely to

be substantial ambiguity surrounding a possi-

ble detection. A great deal of dialog and

debate within the scientific community would

probably be required before any widely-

accepted conclusion could be reached that a

signal was artificial and of ETI origin (see

Chapter 5). If so, the element of surprise

would be much reduced and there would be

less immediate political value to any of the

countries involved, when the long-delayed

conclusion was finally announced.

In the special case of detection of an informa-

tion-rich signal that is weak and not immedi-

ately decipherable, a concerted (and possibly
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costly) effort might be required to improve the

signal-to-noise ratio and to conduct a poten-

tially time-consuming program of decoding.

In such circumstances, the existence of the

signal is likely to receive continued public

attention and the nation taking the lead in the

decoding effort could capitalize on the politi-

cal benefits of that attention.

It is possible, though unlikely, that the detec-

tion of a very weak signal (or a signal in a

region of the spectmm not easily observed by

most instruments) could lead to a situation in

which only one nation had the technical

means to study the signal. While such a

unique capability could eventually be dupli-

cated by other nations, a detecting nation that

excluded international participation might

enjoy an advantage for some time, possibly

provoking resentment or political maneuver-

ing by other nations.

The unequal ability of nations to participate in

SETI or in the excitement and activities sur-

rounding a detection might be a further irritant

in existing political divisions, especially in

North-South relations. It is also possible that

a government or a non-govemmental institu-

tion controlling a powerful transmitter might

seek to jam or interfere with the signal for

various political or ideological reasons. While

technically difficult outside a local area, such

an action would be likely to call for political

(and possibly other) responses by other affect-

ed governments.

More optimistically, the receipt of an ETI sig-

nal and its consequent decipherment might

contribute to the emergence of a "global vil-

lage" atmosphere. Here a sense of humanity's

common identity, as contrasted with the extra-

terrestrial identity of the senders of the signal,

could serve to put racial and ethnic differences

on Earth in a new perspective. This effect

might persist if political leadership emerged

that was able to capitalize on the new mood

and move disparate and contentious political

forces toward greater international coopera-

tion, conciliation, and resolution of differ-

ences.

In the past, perceived threats or opportuni-

ties that appear to involve most of

humankind (such as proliferation of nuclear

weapons or destruction of the ozone layer as

a result of human activities) have had limit-

ed but significant effects on international

political cooperation. Nations have built

substantial institutions and mechanisms for

international cooperation in the following

instances:

• To counter certain threats (for example,

nuclear weapons proliferation or small-

pox);

• When cooperation was necessary to

exploit a technology (for example, the

world-wide allocation of the radio fre-

quency spectrum to competing services);

• When evident externalities had to be

dealt with (for example, in limiting ocean

dumping);

• When costs were too high for one nation

to bear (for example, particle physics in

Europe or the development of a magnetic

fusion reactor);

• When exploration or exploitation of

resources beyond national territories was

contemplated (for example, the Antarctic

and Outer Space treaties).

In the absence of an imminent threat (or

prospect of immediate gain for humanity)

from a detection of ETI, there is little reason

to expect that any new sense of shared

human destiny that might follow detection
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would last long enough to create substantial

prospects for new levels of cooperation. It is

more likely that there would be little lasting

political change in the near term.

While it is not possible to identify with any

certainty the political or social groups that

would gain in power, prestige, or influence as

a result of an ETI detection, we may speculate

that some groups might try to exploit such a

situation for their advantage. These include

the governments of countries directly

involved, those of other countries with

advanced space and communications capabili-

ties, scientists and industries engaged in astro-

nomical and space research programs, advo-

cates of UFO's, practitioners of channeling

and other mystical beliefs involving alien civi-

lizations, and perhaps millenarian and apoca-

lyptic groups in general. Whether the claims

of these groups would be effective would

depend upon the details of the detection and

on presently-unpredictable responses by gov-

emments, media, the public, and other social

groups. It does not seem possible to identify

specific groups that would lose power or pres-

tige other than by comparison with those that

would gain.

Long Term Implications

'n the very long run, the new realization that

-life on Earth is not unique in the universe

would undoubtedly have cultural (and conse-

quently political) effects, perhaps of compara-

ble power to those generated by the earlier

revolutions due to Copemicus and Darwin.

This would seem particularly likely if the sig-

nal received were from a civilization close

enough that a two-way communication could

be begun, even if question-and-answer

exchanges would necessarily require many

years.

It might be asked what political effects might

result from a search program that continues

for years without detecting any signal that can

be confidently attributed to ETI's. Obviously

that result would not prove that there is no

other intelligent life in the universe. Over

time, however, consistently negative results of

SETI programs might reinforce a conviction

that intelligent life on the Earth is in fact

unique. Perhaps that would eventually lead to

greater realization of the significance of

human life and the importance of preserving

what would then appear to be the sole exam-

pie of intelligent life in the universe.
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Existing Processes for

Handling a Detection

t present we know of no formally institu-

Ltionalized processes at national or inter-

national levels for addressing a discovery of

extraterrestrial intelligence.

In 1977, the question of extraterrestrial civi-

lizations was raised in the United Nations

Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer

Space. A number of delegations addressed the

question, including those of Austria,

Czechoslovakia, and Indonesia, with the last

proposing that the question be assigned to the

Scientific and Technical Subcommittee

(United Nations document A/AC. 105/206,

1977). In 1978, the General Assembly briefly

considered the question and invited interested

countries to coordinate their scientific research

on extraterrestrial life and to inform the

Secretary General of the results of their activi-

ties (General Assembly decision 33/426,

1978). However, there was little response to

this invitation and the subject has not been

raised since then.

At the international level, international law

and practice do not address SETI issues

du-ectly. However existing agreements may

provide some broad guidelines that could be

\j extrapolated to address the formulation of an

initial international response to an ETI detec-

tion. Major international agreements that

form the basis for international space law

ah-eady contain some principles and norms

that could be interpreted to provide limited

guidance. Perhaps the most relevant is Article

XI of the 1967 Outer Space Treaty, which

states that:

States parties to the treaty will inform the

Secretary General of the United Nations as

well as the public and the international sci-

entific community, to the greatest extent

feasible and practicable, of the nature, con-

duct, locations and results of their activities

in outer space relating to its peaceful use

(United Nations, 1967).

This article also provides that the Secretary

General should be prepared to disseminate

such information immediately and effectively.

The 1979 Agreement Governing Activities of

States on the Moon and Other Celestial

Bodies (to which the United States and most

other industrialized nations are not parties, and

to which only eight nations adhered during the

first 13 years of its existence) states that:

In carrying out activities under this agree-

ment, States parties shall promptly inform

the Secretary-General, as well as the public

and the international scientific community,

of any phenomena they discover in outer

space, including the Moon, which could

endanger human life or health, as well as of

any indication of organic life (United

Nations, 1979).

This is as close as current international law

gets to addressing the question of extraterres-

trial life forms.

In the international regulatory field, the Radio

Regulations of the International Telecom-

munication Union (ITU) reserve some fre-

quencies for communication to and from

spacecraft and for radio astronomy and space

research. The Regulations include a footnote

stating that research is being conducted by

some countries that search for intentional

transmissions of extraterrestrial origin (ITU,

1982).

While such guidance may be helpful in a

broad sense, the fact remains that governments

have not agreed how they should deal with

contact with an extraterrestrial civilization.

SETI AND POLICY

Although it is not an intergovernmental agree-

ment, the Declaration of Principles

Concerning Activities Following the Detection

of Extraterrestrial Intelligence (hereafter the

Declaration) takes a small step in that direc-

tion. The Declaration, endorsed by several

international non-govemmental scientific and

space organizations, grew out of a series of

discussions within the SETI Committee of the

International Academy of Astronautics and the

International Institute of Space Law. This

document is open for signature by individuals,

agencies, or organizations that conduct scien-

tific searches for extraterrestrial intelligence.

Signatories voluntarily agree to observe cer-

tain principles if they believe they may have

detected ETI's, above all to:

(1) Verify in cooperation with other signato-

ries that what they have found is credible

evidence of ETI, and

(2) Announce any verified discovery and

make information about it available to the

public.

In addition, signatories agree to observe other

specified scientific procedures in theu- treat-

ment of data. The Declaration states that no

messages should be sent in reply to any

detected ETI signals without appropriate inter-

national consultations. The procedures for

such consultations are not set out in the

Declaration but would be the subject of

another declaration or agreement.

The Declaration is not legally binding and

has no enforcement provisions. However,

there is an incentive for SETI organizations

and researchers to sign, in that signatories get

early access to information about any discov-

ery. The text of the Declaration is given in

Appendix A.

Issues Governments Would

Face

i^iven the absence of applicable laws, pro-

cedures and policies, governments sup-

porting SETI programs should develop plans

for actions they would take if a detection of

ETI occurred. Outlined below are some pro-

cedural and institutional steps that might be

taken at the national level to better prepare for

and manage the aftermath of a detection of

extraterrestrial intelligence. To illustrate the

issues involved, we use the United States of

America as an example. We recognize that

other nations may have different procedures

and institutional considerations, though we

expect that many of them will be similar in

nature.

Any governmental organization conducting

SETI searches, including NASA in the US,

needs to establish a post-detection verification

and notification process. Within the US gov-

emment, NASA would want to notify the

Executive Office of the President, the

Department of State, NASA'S Authorization

and Appropriations committees in both the

Senate and the House of Representatives, the

Foreign Affairs and the Intelligence commit-

tees of both Houses, and the Congressional

leaders of the two major political parties. As

a way of beginning, it would also be useful for

NASA to endorse (by signing) the

Declaration, as it delineates some global stan-

dards for post-detection activities.

In the event that a signal is detected, policy

for regular dissemination of information about

the signal to the public would be necessary.

This requires identifying an office or institu-

tion responsible for providing data to scien-

tists and the public. The National Space

Science Data Center at NASA'S Goddard

Spaceflight Center might be a logical location
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at which to archive the data and make them

available to users. One possible US model for

data archiving and sharing is the policy

announced in 1991 for data on global climate

change (National Science Foundation, 1991).

Government decision-makers in general

should be informed about SETI research and

its implications so that they are better pre-

pared to anticipate and deal with subsequent

events if there is a signal detection. Means of

doing this would include briefings for selected

officials and legislators and the broad distribu-

tion of publications on SETI and its implica-

tions.

A list of technical experts who would be

available to provide briefings to decision-mak-

ers and the media on short notice could be

useful. NASA would be a logical agency to

assemble and maintain such a list.

Further analyses of the consequences of con-

tact, including the political, economic, and

sociological dimensions of possible public and

institutional responses, would be helpful.

Possible sponsoring institutions include

NASA and the National Science Foundation.

In the best of worlds, activities following

detection of an ETI signal would largely

involve activation of processes set up in antic-

ipation of detection. The level of effort need-

ed to establish those procedures is not high,

and a modest investment in preparation now

would help to ensure a calm and measured

public and political response to a detection in

the future.

Issues at the International

Level

t the international level, governments and

jntemational organizations would also

benefit from advance preparations for the

event. These preparations could include sev-

eral measures. Agencies involved in SETI

research should inform officials of appropriate

international organizations, and national repre-

sentatives to those organizations, about SETI

and its possible outcomes. Briefings, publica-

tions, and discussions would be appropriate to

convey the information. In the case of the

United Nations, a logical approach would be

to have NASA brief the Scientific and

Technical Subcommittee (STS) of the

Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer

Space (COPUOS). The International

Astronautical Federation and the Committee

on Space Research would also make presenta-

tions to the STS, as these non-govemmental

organizations have expertise and can offer

independent advice. The STS would then be

in a position to report on its discussion to the

full COPUOS and the General Assembly. The

International Telecommunication Union

(ITU), which regulates the use of the radio

frequency spectmm, should also be informed

in advance.

Agencies involved in SETI research, together

with their sponsoring national governments,

could consult with agencies and officials of

international organizations to identify a chan-

nel for formal notification of appropriate inter-

national organizations in the event of a con-

firmed detection. In the case of notification to

the United Nations, this would require that a

member state notify the Secretary General

through its foreign ministry or its representa-

tives to the UN. Similar channels might be

identified for notifying other international

bodies, such as the International
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Telecommunication Union, as quick action to

protect certain radio frequencies might be

required. The agencies might also formally or

informally agree in advance upon the level of

ETI signal confirmation required to initiate

official intergovernmental notification and the

content of such notification. (The latter might

include information on the source of the

detected ETI signal, the nature of the signal,

and contacts for further information.)

The United Nations has routine procedures for

disseminating official notifications submitted

to the Secretary-General by member govem-

ments. These take the form of an official doc-

ument to all governments. (The process is

slow. We note that the extraordinary event of

an ETI detection, which would be well report-

ed in the press, might require more rapid han-

dling.) Appropriate international scientific

bodies (such as the Committee on Space

Research) have already been identified as

organizations to be informed in the

Declaration.

The government of the discovering nation

could commence discussions of possible fol-

low-up actions within appropriate intemation-

al organizations. In the case of the United

Nations, this might require a special session of

COPUOS (which is not in session most of the

year) with later discussion in the General

Assembly. Special studies and reports (whose

nature would be dictated by the circumstances

of the detection and any information derivable

from the signal) might be commissioned and

the results submitted to the United Nations for

distribution to members of COPUOS for con-

sideration at the next meeting. Appropriate

bodies of the ITU could also recommend

actions (such as protecting the frequency of

the extraterrestrial signal from interference).

Agencies currently involved in SETI research

could make efforts to broaden international

Alison Tucher, student attendee from Los

Angeles.

participation in research and the exchange of

information concerning SETI. These agencies

could provide training and technical assistance

to interested scientists of nations that are

potentially able to participate in SETI

research. Guest scientists from countries

without SETI programs could be invited to

participate in SETI research in host countries

in order to improve their ability to discuss

SETI issues with their respective publics, to

broaden informed dialog, and to contribute to

the research. Agencies of nations with the

most advanced SETI capabilities, such as

NASA in the case of the United States, might

take the lead in these endeavors, possibly in

cooperation with appropriate national or inter-

national organizations.

The United Nations, with its specialized agen-

cies, is not the only intergovernmental organi-

zation that might have to address the conse-
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Nandi Jasentuliyana, Director of the United

Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs.

long-term relations with ETI. At the same

time, it could be a mistake to formalize

approaches to communication and the conduct

of relations into law and treaties before per-

suasive evidence of extraterrestrial intelli-

gence is actually found. Czech legal scholar

Vladimir Kopal, former Director of the Outer

Space Affairs Division of the United Nations,

has written that

It would not be wise to request an imme-

diate consideration of a special regulation

governing the SETI/CETI activities.. . The

consideration of a legislative process can

only be started when the boundary between

possibilities and well-established realities

has been crossed (Kopal, 1990).

Recommendations

ecause existing institutions, processes,

and agreements generally neglect the pos-

sibility of an ETI detection, it is clear that

much remains to be done to prepare for policy

responses to a detection. Work could be

addressed in two broad categories: first begin

the educational and infonnational processes

necessary to prepare government bodies and

international institutions most likely to be

affected by an ETI detection, and second

begin establishing procedures and mechanisms

similar to those outlined in this chapter to

make humankind's responses to detection

more effective. Specifically, we recommend:

(1) Establish post-detecdon notification

processes within and among concerned

national governments and inter-govem-

mental bodies;

(2) Establish policy and procedures on the

public dissemination of information about

the detection by agencies sponsoring

searches, governments, and international

organizations;

(3) Inform national governments and intema-

tional organizations about SETI and the

implications of detection;

(4) Conduct further analyses of the political

consequences of detection;

(5) Work with governments and international

organizations to develop national and

international procedures for the responses

to detection;

(6) Broaden international participation in

SETI through training and technical assis-

tance.
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Chapter 5

SETI, Education, News, and Entertainment

Members: Andrew Fraknoi and Julie Lutz (coordinators); John Billingham, Julia

Koppich, Victor McElheny, David Milne, Tom Pierson, Vivian Sobchack

Introduction

^ election of an ETI civilization by the

'NASA HRMS endeavor is likely to have

diverse (and perhaps dramatic) effects on

institutions and processes that inform and edu-

cate the public. Preparations for the full range

of these effects and assessment of their likely

magnitudes would entail activities and

detailed studies of the kinds recommended at

the end of this chapter. For present purposes,

we can begin to anticipate some of the likely

effects and responses by listing the kinds of

institutions and processes that would probably

be affected and by identifying historical exam-

pies of partially-analogous ideas, discoveries,

and research whose past effects on educational

or news-propagatmg processes can be docu-

mented. (Our analyses and recommendations

apply almost exclusively to systems and

events in the United States. Further studies of

these issues as they apply in other cultural set-

tings are essential, given that SETI research is

international and that the findings are of rele-

vance to people worldwide.)

In the following, we consider institutions that

inform the public in three separate ways: edu-

cation, dissemination of news, and entertain-

ment. We focus initially on the roles of these

instititions, then examine ways in which an

ETI detection might influence their activities

(and ultimately the public).

Andy Fraknoi, Executive Director of the

Astronomical Society of the Pacific and Chair

of the Foothill College Astronomy Department.

Educational Institutions and

Processes

"nstitutions and processes that inform and

-educate the western public can be grouped

in three categories (Table 5-1). First are insti-

tutions of the formal educational network, the

schools, colleges and universities whose pri-

mary missions are to convey knowledge.
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