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Getting Off Planet 

Carl L. DeVito 

I believe there are many “forces” present in society today that will cause us to 

move out into space. The egos of some people are already pushing them to target 

Mars, and there is no effort to stop them. Some sort of international oversight must 

be put in place now before pristine areas of the solar system, which may hold 

information of immense value to science, are biologically contaminated, or 

irreparably polluted by thoughtless individuals.  

Another consideration is the tantalizing prospect of commercial gain from mining 

the asteroids. No nation would want their competitors to have an advantage here, 

and, sadly, there is also the worry that some may use space for some unforeseen 

military advantage. Nations will, as on Earth, keep watch on each other. 

The solar system, apart from Earth, is very hostile to human life. We couldn’t 

survive on any of the other planets. People speak about colonizing Mars as though 

this would be easy. Mars is, at its closest, half an astronomical unit away. Compare 

this with the distance to the Moon, the farthest humans have reached, which is 

0.0027 astronomical units away. Even setting up a small settlement on Mars would 

be a major, and very dangerous, undertaking. It is not clear that we could make 

such a settlement self-sustaining, meaning frequent supply trips from Earth would 
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be needed just to keep the inhabitants alive. Planetary colonization is not how we 

will get off planet. 

Our expansion into space will happen, but it will not be a mass migration. The 

solar system is too hostile for that. I envision, as a first step, some sort of 

astronomical facility on the dark side of the Moon. There is a strong feeling among 

astronomers that keeping the dark side radio quiet should be a top priority. China is 

already planning to send a space craft there. This might start a new space race but, 

more likely, there will be international co-operation in building an observatory 

there. The site is perfect for some excellent astronomical work including SETI. At 

a settlement here, with researchers coming and going as at the International Space 

Station, we will do what we should have been doing since the Apollo missions; 

learning to construct facilities for people to live and carry out scientific work in an 

environment with low gravity, wide temperature swings, and no atmosphere to 

block the high levels of radiation and micro meteor bombardment.  

We also have to learn to make better use of solar energy. This will be the main 

source of external energy for any space settlement and a break thorough here may 

spur the development of such settlements. There is also the concern about choosing 

the right people to live in a space habitat. Those there will be together in close 

quarters for some time. This has been studied by those involved in the International 

Space Station. What was learned there will be of great value. I see this station as 
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the first step towards the creation of artificial settlements located further from 

Earth. 

  The beginning of our expansion may be a result of attempts at mining the 

asteroids. This will necessarily lead to the creation of artificial settlements. 

Nothing as grand as the O’Neal colonies (they were to be cylinders four miles in 

diameter and twenty miles long) at first, but places for those involved to base their 

work. These working bases may start simple but, like the international space 

station, may grow to provide more comfortable conditions. Some of these bases 

may become the permanent home to individuals who, for whatever reason, may not 

want to return to Earth. As we learn more we may find other advantages to having 

space habitats at key positions in the solar system. Perhaps at the Lagrange points 

of the Sun and some other planet. Also at places convenient for scientific 

expeditions aimed at studying the moons of Jupiter and Saturn, and carrying out 

investigations of the outer solar system.  

Such places may grow and require a more amenable living conditions for their 

people. This may lead to the creation of a more self-sustaining habitat with 

facilities for some kind of food production. Researchers at Biosphere 2, in Arizona, 

are currently studying closed ecological systems. The knowledge obtained there 

may help in the development of a real, permanent, living facility somewhere out 

there. Maybe the old dream of the L-5 society (they wanted an O’Neal colony at 
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one of the stable Lagrange points of the Earth –Moon system) will become a 

reality but not before we learn a great deal more about living and working in space. 

  I don’t think there is any way to prevent this, nor do I think we should try to 

prevent it. What we should do is try to develop some sort of international control 

over how these things are done. A Wild West approach is not the way to go, but 

that is what it will become unless we give serious, international, thought to our 

inevitable expansion now.   

Once we have some experience at building space habitats we can place them in 

strategic locations for scientific exploration of the solar system.  

We can never land on the gas giants, but we do need to study them and the only 

way to do that is from an orbiting craft. The times involved in traveling out there 

mean we cannot have people coming and going. We will need some permanence. 

Scientists residing in a space habitat circling a planet can monitor the planet and, in 

the case of a rocky planet, maybe even visit it. In this way we would learn about 

its’ biosphere (if any) with minimal disruption. There would also be a ‘buffer’ zone 

where and microbes and other life (if any) could be studied without bringing them 

to Earth, and where, if it is deemed necessary, researchers could be safely 

quarantined to check for medical problems. 
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 There is a great deal to be learned out there and it would be wise to plan early and 

in detail about how best to go about learning it. Of course we can’t hope for 

complete control over the actions of nations, and perhaps even some very wealthy 

individuals, but we can try to minimize the damage such actions may do. The cost, 

the difficulty, and the danger in going into space plus the advantages of sharing 

that cost and those difficulties will be a help in keeping the expansion 

international. There is also the advantage of knowing that potentially useful 

scientific knowledge will be shared by all. The hostility of the solar system, a 

distinct disadvantage in connection with planetary colonization, may prove to be a 

very great advantage to our moving off planet because it will force us to learn to 

live in space habitats. This will enhance human survival, something I consider a 

very worthy goal. For example asteroid strikes, which may threaten the Earth can 

be avoided by moving the habitat. Those living in space need not worry about 

earthquakes, hurricanes or tornados. The reason for cylindrical habitats is that by 

spinning the cylinder on its axis we can simulate gravity. By varying the speed of 

rotation one can make the force of this artificial gravity suitable for the residents or 

for whatever work is being done on that habitat.  

This all may seem farfetched, but remember I am talking about a gradual, very 

long term, process. The main problem I see is in finding raw materials for 

constructing these space habitats. It may be that the asteroids contain sufficient 
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material for this. I hope so. Otherwise some will turn to mining the Earth and this 

can have a devastating effect. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


