
WASHINGTON: SpaceX managed to land its
prototype Starship rocket at its Texas base with-
out blowing it up on Wednesday, the first time it
has succeeded in doing so in five attempts.

The test flight represents a major win for the
hard-charging company, which eventually wants
to carry crew inside Starship for missions to
Mars. “Starship landing nominal!” tweeted
founder Elon Musk triumphantly, after the last
four tries ended in big explosions.

“Nominal” means normal in the context of
spaceflight. The execution wasn’t quite perfect,
with a small fire engulfing the base of the 50
meter- (160 feet-) high rocket, dubbed SN15,
shortly after landing.

SpaceX webcaster John Insprucker ex-
plained this was “not unusual with the methane
fuel we’re using,” adding engineers were still
working out design issues. The flames were
quickly put out with water cannons, footage
showed. Earlier, the rocket took off at around
5:25 pm local time (2225 GMT) from the Star-
base in Boca Chica in southern Texas, reached
an altitude of 10 kilometers (6 miles) and per-
formed a series of maneuvers, including a hori-
zontal descent called a “belly flop.”

SpaceX was facing added pressure to suc-

ceed with Wednesday’s flight after NASA last
month announced a version of Starship will be
used as a lunar lander when the space agency
returns humans to the Moon.  But the $2.9 billion
contract is currently suspended after two rival
companies, Jeff Bezos’ Blue Origin and Dynetics,
lodged a protest.

Nevertheless, if the award is eventually con-
firmed, it will transform Starship from Musk’s pet
project to a major tax payer-funded venture,
with all the scrutiny that entails. The first two
flight tests of Starship, SN8 and SN9, both crash
landed and exploded when they launched in De-
cember and February, respectively. The next,
SN10, successfully landed then blew up a few
minutes later on March 3. 

The video feed cut out during the test flight
of the fourth, SN11, with Musk later confirming
it too had exploded, this time in mid-flight. Even-
tually, SpaceX plans to combine the Starship
spaceship with a Super Heavy rocket, creating a
fully reusable system to explore deep into our
solar system. This final version will stand 394
feet (120 meters) tall and will be able to carry
100 metric tonnes into Earth orbit-the most
powerful launch vehicle ever developed.

Musk wants to use this to help realize his goal

of transforming humanity into a multiplanetary
species with a colony on Mars. The planned
lunar version of Starship would however serve a
more modest goal-docking with a future lunar
orbital station, collecting astronauts, then setting

them down on the Moon. To get the astronauts
to the lunar station in the first place, NASA has
a more traditional plan in mind: using its own
giant SLS rocket with a crew capsule called
Orion affixed on top. — AFP
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Touchdown! SpaceX lands 
Starship rocket successfully

Test flight represents a major win for hard-charging company 

Once a stop on 
smuggling route, Kenya
now a heroin hub
NAIROBI: Esther Wanjiru started using heroin at 16 to dull the
pain after her baby died, first smoking, and now injecting the opioid
which has become increasingly cheap and abundant in Kenya.

“I am a heavy junkie, I usually need two doses,” said Wanjiru,
22, as she puts the needle to a damaged vein, surrounded by about
60 other addicts in a clearing behind a church in a Nairobi slum.
Once just a passing stop on the trafficking route to Europe, Kenya
is becoming a major destination in itself for heroin, with addiction
rising as tons of powder pass through East Africa.

These days a hit costs as little as 120 shillings ($1.10/0.90 euros),
creating a devastating path to dependence for poor, troubled
Kenyans like Wanjiru. Wanjiru says she will do anything-even crime
or prostitution-to get hold of the drug. Heroin once reached Europe
via the “Balkan Route”: smuggled from the poppy fields of
Afghanistan overland through the Middle East to capitals in the west.

But the Syrian conflict and border controls that tightened as
waves of migrants sought refuge in Europe forced traffickers to
change tack.  They turned to the sea to get around the problem.
Heroin was put on ships and sailed across the Indian Ocean to the
porous eastern coast of Africa, and muled northward to Europe.

The Kenya connect 
Mombasa became the main port of arrival. Kenya, a beacon of

security in a volatile region, but rife with corruption and lacking
oversight, offered smugglers a reliable place to offload their prod-
uct.  “Narcotraffickers are really identifying Kenya as being one of

the most stable countries in the region,” said Amado De Andres, a
former regional director for East Africa at the United Nations Of-
fice on Drugs and Crime (UNODC).

The lion’s share of the heroin hauled ashore-estimated by
UNODC at 42 tons annually-was earmarked for distant markets.
But in time, local interest steadily grew. Traffickers kept around five
tons aside for regional sale as demand for heroin flourished into a
$150-million (125-million-euro) business, with most buyers in
Kenya. “Kenya was formerly a transit route, and has increasingly
become a destination for heroin,” said Victor Okioma, the head of
the government-run National Authority for the Campaign Against
Alcohol and Drug Abuse (NACADA).

In 2018, the Ministry of Health estimated 27,000 people were
injecting or smoking heroin in a survey of one-third of Kenya’s
counties. The Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized
Crime, a Geneva-based NGO, estimated 55,000 injectors alone,
pointing to a higher overall figure.

It is now the second-most consumed drug in the country of
nearly 50 million behind cannabis, NACADA says. Around 1 per-
cent of teenagers aged 14-18 years had admitted using the highly
addictive drug, Okioma said.  “Heroin is being consumed even in
primary schools,” he said.

COVID curse 
Kenya created a coastguard in 2018, bolstered container checks

at Mombasa’s ports, and recently began participating in an Inter-
pol-led drug detection program at its international airport in
Nairobi. Seizures of heroin and morphine have increased tenfold
in Africa between 2008 and 2018 and the majority were made in
East Africa, according to the UNODC.  But heroin still finds its way
to users like Wanjiru, and others facing hard times. “I can assure
you, the number of users is growing also because now of the situ-
ation of Covid,” John Kimani, the executive director of KeNPUD,
a Kenyan harm reduction program. —AFP

In this photo screengrab made from SpaceX’s live webcast shows the Starship SN15 launching from Boca Chica, Texas,
Wednesday. — AFP

EU opens ‘military 
mobility’ project 
to US, allies
BRUSSELS: EU defense ministers yesterday approved
the participation of NATO members the United States,
Canada and Norway in a project aimed at speeding up
the movement of troops around Europe.

The decision marks the first time the bloc has opened
up an initiative from its Permanent Structured Coopera-
tion (PESCO) pact to involvement from outside nations.
German Defense Minister Annegret Kramp-Karren-
bauer hailed the move as a “quantum leap in concrete
cooperation when it comes to ensuring that troops can
be deployed in Europe across national borders”.  “This
is a very important topic, not only for the European
Union, but also for NATO,” she said.  The push to facil-
itate troop transfers around the continent has gathered
steam in the face of increased anxiety over Russian ag-
gression since Moscow’s annexation of Crimea from
Ukraine in 2014.

EU foreign policy chief Josep Borrell said the joint
project would make the bloc’s “defense more efficient and
contribute to strengthen our security”. The EU has des-
ignated 1.7 billion euros ($2 billion) over the next seven
years to helping bolster “military mobility” including by
upgrading infrastructure like bridges, rail and roads.  The
Dutch-led project aims to cut bureaucratic waiting times
for the cross-border movement of troops. —AFP


