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THE Soyuz spacecraft carrying the
hopes and dreams of Malaysians is
moving steadily towards the Interna-
tional Space Station.

And Malaysia’s first astronaut, Dr
Sheikh Muszaphar Shukor, is well on
his way to create history.

He has settled in very well and the
\three-member crew of the Soyuz is set
'to dock at the ISS tonight.
| While on the ISS, Dr Muszaphar will
conduct several experiments, includ-
ing on motion sickness and lower back

‘pain. :

| The others on the flight are flight
commander American Peggy Whitson
and Russian  cosmonaut Yuri
|Malechenko.

| Astronautic Technology Sdn Bhd
chief executive officer Datuk Dr Ah-
mad Sabirin Arshad said the crew was
in contact with Mission Control Centre
in Moscow. :

“The spacecraft is able to communi-
\cate with Mission Control Centre each
time it orbits above Moscow,” he said in
Baikonur yesterday. “This occurs ev-
ery 90 minutes.”

Sabirin said it was normal for the
spacecraft to take several attempts to
dock successfully as the crew would
{have to manoeuvre the Soyuz until it
|joined perfectly with the ISS.
| Malaysians watched with pride on

Wednesday night as the Soyuz lifted off
\at9.21pm.

The ascending spacecraft took just
- minutes to reach its initial orbit.

This month marks the 50th anniver-

sary of the start of modern space trav-
| el, which dates from the Soviet Union’s
|launch of the first satellite, Sputnik 1,
 from Baikonur on Oct 4, 1957.
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‘We shou

Id take small steps’

Five years ago, Datuk Dr Mazlan Othman left her job in Vienna as United Nations director of
outer space affairs to set up the National Space Agency here. On Wednesday, she watched with

pride as the country’s first angkasawan lifted off. MINDERJEET KAUR finds out if the space

programme under the agency and the Science, Technology and Innovation Ministry is viable for

the future

Q: Some politicians have asked if
the next step should be to send a
Malaysian to the moon? Is it possi-
ble for us to go to the moon?

A: We should take small steps. If
you are talking about having our
own technology to send someone to
space and into orbit, that requires
a lot of commitment such as finan-
cial input and human capital.

There are only three countries in
the world — the United States, Rus-
sia and China — that have the capa-
bility to send humans into space.
And the amount of money they have
putinis alot.

Each of these countries has thou-
sands of people working on their
space programme. The US spent
about US$16 billion (RM56 billion)
onits Nasa programme.

We cannot be comparing with
them. So when we talk about build-
ing a rocket and sending a man into
space it might eventually be a reality
but not now. We haven't even built
our own aeroplanes. Which is why
we need to take small steps.

But it does not mean that just be-
cause we have not built rockets, we
shouldn’t send a man to space or

launch a satellite. What we can do is
to save money by using someone’s
rocket. There are different ways of
doing things.

Q: What sort of steps should we
take before building our own rock-
ets and spacecraft?

A We startsmall by having more en-
gineers trained for rocket engineer-
ing, aeronautic engineering, space
engineering and scientists to look at
innovative fuels, among other things.

Q: Are we ready to send another
astronaut to the International
Space Station next year?

A: To be able to send somebody
next year will be good. However,
even if we donot send someone for
the next few! years, our experi-
ments and research can still con-
tinue as we will be working with
the US, European and Japanese
Space Agency.|

Q: How long:will it take for our
f_l[lllz_l?ce programme to be success-

|

A: It depends on how much money
is putinto it. If we spend money like
China, then we can build rockets
and go to space very fast. India will
also be sending a man to space
soon.

Q: How lon
Malaysia to
capital?

A: When we talk about technology
transfer, we should also talk about
our readiness to receive the tech-
nology transfer.

Sometimes, we think we pay mon-
ey to another company and we can
do it. It doesn’t mean we are ready.
There are so many levels of readi-
ness. It takes time.

Throwing in money to get some-
thing is one way. But by taking
shortcuts, we lose out on certain
levels because we do not go deep in-
to it. The government should build a
programme, then build the human
capital around it.

Q: What should be done so that the
younger generation would be able
to build rockets and come up with
world-class experiments?

will it take for
evelop the human

A: We need a good education sgs-
tem. I have always advocated that
it should start from the primary
level. People should be able to see
jobs in the space industry as a ca-
reer. But if the country only needs
five space engineers, then no one is
g;)ing toseeit asa career, Itis up to
e government.

Q: Other than going for road
shows and giving talks, what other
long-term plans are there for Dr
Sheikh Muszaphar Shukor when
he returns?

A: The programme should have a
long-term impact. That is the de-
velopment that we want to see.
This is why when we embarked on
the programme, we were very
clear that we were going to'do this
together with other scientists
worldwide. For instance, a lot of
equipment that Dr Muszaphar will
be using in space was obtained
from the United States. We will also
carry our experiments for motion
sickness and lower back pain for
the European Space Agency. For
the Japanese Space Agency, our
study revolves around the develop-



