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Mal aysi a's dreamtakes flight

Prof Dr Mazl an O hman

"TI UNGSAT i s depl oyed. " These words were uttered i n Russian, but in that
instant the years of frustrati on and soneti nmes hel pl essness, negative
feelings | had struggled to rise on top of, sinply evaporated. And in that
instant, my heart was flooded with joy and | felt free, like | was al so
floating with Ti ungSAT, 600km above in the perfect bl ue sky.

Nor hi zamRi t chi e de Souza, Fadzil Sayuti and Ramesh Ramasany were t he
| ucky ATSB engi neers who had the | ast physical contact with her but
TiungSAT will rermain etched in the hearts and nenori es of the peopl e who
gave birth to the idea of building a mcrosatellite, nurtured it and
finally launched it.

Nor di n Baharuddi n, director of Binariang, first alerted me to the
opportunity of launching a mcrosatellite when Bi nari ang was negoti ating
the launch of Measat 1.

Hal i mHanmi d, Dr Chuang Kwang Li and Ali Ebadi, al so fromBinariang, took
over fromthere and together we had the first neeting of interested
parties that included the private sector, universities and governnent
agenci es.

We had regul ar neetings to discuss the ultinmate objective of the
programe and our strategies to achieve them

Ent husi asmwas hi gh: for instance, Prof Khalid Mohd Nor from Universiti
Mal aya was i nterested i n power systens, Prof |brahi mSeeni fromUniversiti
Teknol ogi Mal aysi a gave advi ce on canera systens, etc. But we had no
fundi ng and t he mechani smfor inplenmentati on was non-exi stent.

Baksa (t he Space Science Divisioninthe Mnistry of Science, Technol ogy
and Environnent) by itself did not have the human resources to execute the
proj ect and we were acutely aware of the need to nove quickly, efficiently
and effectively.

These inpediments led us to the idea of setting up a nmicrosatellite
national commttee consisting of high-level decision nmakers. It was at the
first meeting of this conmittee, chaired by Tan Sri Ahmad Sarji Abdul
Ham d, that it was decided that the project would be executed within the
framewor k of a governnent - owned conpany.

Dat uk V. Danabal an, who was then director-general of the Mnistry of
Sci ence, Technol ogy and Environment, and Dat uk Hadenan Jalil of the
M nistry of Finance, oversawthe formation of ATSB and Datuk Seri Abdul
Ghani Aziz, the fornmer Chief of the Air Force, was appoi nted the board's
first non-executive chairman.

Tan Sri Omar Abdul Rahman, the Science Adviser to the Prime M nister,
was added to the board which was thereafter instrumental in overseeing
the i npl enentation of the project.

At this point, Dr Sabirin Arshad fromUniversiti Sains Ml aysi a was
appoi nted t he project manager and we despat ched ei ght engi neers under the
| eadershi p of Dr Zai nol Abidin Rashid fromUniversiti Kebangsaan Ml aysi a
to Surrey University in England to build the mcrosatellite al ongsi de the
Surrey engi neers.

We nmoved qui ckly as the circunstances all owed us to neet the 1997 | aunch
deadl i ne set by Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohaned, who, kept
inclose touch with all aspects of the work.

We were originally prom sed a | aunch set for Cctober 1997, pi ggy-backing
the OKEAN satel | ite aboard a Russi an Zenit rocket. But October 1997 came
and went wi thout any sign of the | aunch. W decided to take the bull by



the horns to solve the | aunch probl emoursel ves. And what a feisty bull it
turned out to bel!

We had al nost no experience in the | aunch busi ness; we di d not even have
a conplete list of launch providers. Ofers for | aunch woul d appear and
t hen di sappear.

W expl ored a sea-launch, a submarine | aunch, and then an air | aunch. At
one tine, we even envi saged | aunchi ng Ti ungSAT from Mal aysi an soil onboard
a converted Russian | CBM

We cane very close to sealing a deal with the Indians, while the
Chi nese, Japanese, American and French had no i nm nent | aunch
opportunities to offer us.

Sabirin trudged t he snow of Moscow nmany times before we were given a
concrete offer by the Russian Space Agency.

The good news is that during the period that TiungSAT was | anguishing in
the lab, we were not idle.

Toget her with the Surrey engi neers, our engi neers added a new experi ment
to measure cosm c rays, changed the transmtter filter, etc. And since
Ti ungSAT operates on amateur radi o frequenci es, Sangat Singh, an origina
stalwart of the project, put us through t he paces of radi o communi cation
theory to |icense us as hanradi o operators.

| remenber well the gruelling hours in the radi o shack at the
Pl anetarium |earning to receive and send norse code. To | essen the pain
and to entice us to attend cl asses, Sangat's wi fe supplied hone-nade
chapatti and chicken curry.

Meanwhi | e, Sci ence, Technol ogy and Envi ronnment M ni ster Datuk Law Hi eng
Di ng, al ways supportive, had the onerous task of answering Cabi net and
Parliamentary queries regardi ng t he del ay.

The wheel s that took us to the launch ground sl ow y as our Anmbassador in
Moscow, Dat uk Yahya Baba, negoti at ed and negoti at ed sone nore. Eventual ly,
Kosnotras gave us a definite |launch date and we finally had count down.

As i s common know edge, the excitenent that was built up towards the
Aug 25 attenpted | aunch was dashed because of engi ne mal function. But we
| earnt sonething even fromthat: there was a possibility we m ght have to
I aunch Ti ungSAT t he next day with a possi bl e change in |l aunching tinme and
soin afewshort intense hours we were forced to cal cul ate and anal yse
the risks to the spacecraft if she had to be put into orbit during an
unf avourabl e position of the sun. This was somet hi ng we woul d not have
under gone had the delay not arisen

Despi t e advancenents i n rocket technol ogy and rocket science, thereis
still a significant amount of uncertainty and risk involved in |launching a
rocket and the failure or success of a launch is veritably in the hands of
God.

And so it was on Sept 26, under perfect blue skies, a week short of the
43rd anni versary of the | aunch of Sputnik 1, Ti ungSAT, nodestly named
after our Mynah bird, took her place in the sky, anmong the ot her
satellites of the world.

For a while | thought | had achi eved cl osure on anot her turbul ent but
chal | engi ng chapter of ny life, but obviously real success i s neasured by
how wel | Ti ungSAT now functions i n space. The question we should all ask
ourselves is: where do we go fromhere?

My answer is: the road to self-reliance is still a very long one for us.
Ti ungSAT' s desi gn was not ours and we built her in soneone else's | ab
Hence, it is not yet tinme to pat ourselves on our backs.

Morever, we built her conventionally, because we did not know any better
then, togotoahighinclination orbit. What we really ought to do nowis
to build one of our own design and pl ace her in near equatorial orbit,
even t hough nobody has done it before, because that is where we are on the



gl obe.

The challenge to do thisis in front of us. It has been said that the
space business is not for the faint-hearted and after our adventure with
Ti ungSAT, we certainly subscribe to this sentinent.

W now have a deeper insight into the intricacies of the business and we
are better aware of what the critical enabling technol ogi es are. But above
all, it has taught us what our own space infrastructure should be in order
to sol ve our own special problens.

Wth the spirit of our teamof young engi neers at ATSB, such as the
i kes of Dr Nafizah Gori man Khan, Annant han Naranayasany, How Chee Hua,
Zairy Yusof, etc., our future is indeed bright.

Qur forays into the exclusive space comunity have al so forged strong
col | aborations with newtechnol ogy partners, such as the Sout h Kor eans and
the Anericans.

W shoul d, therefore, keep our doors open to whi chever technol ogy,
whoever it bel ongs to, to conpl ement our own.

In that way, we can build a robust capability in space that serves our
own specific needs and will eventual |y al |l ow Mal aysi ans to venture forth
into space and ot her worl ds.

W must continue to persevere to surnount i nnunerabl e obstacl es and
remain true to the spirit and ideals of using space for the benefit of al
humanity. God willing, we will be successful.
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