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Inspiration 4. “It’s really exciting that finally, after so long this
stuff is finally happening,” said space industry analyst Laura
Seward Forczyk, author of the forthcoming book “Becoming
Off-Worldly,” intended to prepare future space travelers.

But it was William Shatner, who played the swashbuckling
Captain Kirk on the 1960s TV series “Star Trek,” who stole
the show with a moving account of his experience. “What
you’re looking down on is Mother Earth, and it needs pro-
tecting,” he told reporters. A Russian crew shot the first fea-
ture film in space aboard the International Space Station
(ISS) in 2021, and Japanese tourists made their own visit
there on a Russian rocket.

For a few minutes on December 11, there were a record 19
humans in space when Blue Origin carried out its third
crewed mission, the Japanese team were on the ISS along
with its normal crew, and Chinese taikonauts were in posi-
tion on their station. The sight of wealthy elites gallivanting
in the cosmos hasn’t been to everyone’s liking, however, and
the nascent space tourism sector triggered a backlash from
some who said there were more pressing issues to face, such
as climate change, here on Earth.

Globalization of space 
During the Cold War, space was dominated by the United

States and the former Soviet Union. Now, in addition to the
explosion of the commercial sector, which is sending up
satellites at a dizzying pace, China, India and others are in-
creasingly flexing their space flight muscles.

China’s Tiangong (Palace in the Sky) space station-its first
long-term outpost-was launched in April, while its first Mars
rover, Zhurong, landed in May, making it the only the second
country to achieve such an exploit. “In the past 20 years since
China finally decided to go big on space, they’ve been in catch
up mode,” said McDowall. “And now they’re kind of there, and
they’re starting to do things that the US hasn’t done.”

The UAE placed a probe into Martian orbit in February, be-
coming the first Arab nation and fifth overall to reach the planet.
Russia meanwhile launched a missile at one of its own satellites,
becoming the fourth country to hit a spacecraft from the ground,
in a move that reignited concerns about the growing space arms
race. Washington slammed Moscow for its “reckless” test, which
generated over 1,500 pieces of large orbital debris, dangerous
for low Earth orbit missions such as the ISS.

Coming soon... 
The year closed out with the launch of the James Webb

Space Telescope, a $10 billion marvel that will make use of

infrared technology to peer back 13 billion years in time. “It’s
arguably the most expensive, single scientific platform ever
created,” said Casey Drier, chief advocate of the Planetary
Society.

“To push the boundaries of our knowledge about the cos-
mos, we had to build something capable of accessing that
ancient past,” he added. It will reach Lagrange Point 2, a
space landmark a million miles from Earth, in a matter of
weeks, then gradually start up and calibrate its systems,
coming online around June. Also next year, the launch of
Artemis 1 - when NASA’s giant Space Launch System (SLS)
will carry the Orion capsule to the Moon and back, in prepa-

ration for America’s return with humans later this decade.
NASA plans to build lunar habitats and use lessons

learned there for forward missions to Mars in the 2030s. Ob-
servers are encouraged that the program launched by former
president Donald Trump has continued under Joe Biden-even
if he hasn’t been as vocal in his support. Finally, sometime
next fall, NASA’s DART probe will smash into an asteroid to
kick it off course. The proof-of-concept test is a dry run
should humanity ever need to stop a giant space rock from
wiping out life on Earth, as seen in Netflix’s new hit film
“Don’t Look Up.”—AFP

Photo shows a Soyuz-2.1b rocket booster with a Fregat upper stage and satellites of British firm OneWeb blasting off from a
launchpad at the Baikonur Cosmodrome. 

Photo shows a Soyuz-2.1b rocket booster with a Fregat upper stage and satellites of British firm
OneWeb blasting off from a launchpad at the Baikonur Cosmodrome.

Arianespace’s Ariane 5 rocket with NASA’s James Webb Space Telescope onboard lifts up from
the launchpad, at the Europe’s Spaceport, the Guiana Space Center in Kourou, French Guiana. The
telescope, the most powerful space observatory ever built, is now tentatively set for launch on
Christmas Day, after decades of waiting. An engineering marvel, it will help answer fundamental
questions about the Universe, peering back in time 13 billion years. 


