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Mazl an | ooks to space

Dazman Manan

HER office is suspended on a | edge, "hangi ng" am dst towering trees
overl ooking the road |l eading to her workplace in Jal an Perdana, Kual a
Lumpur .

The aerial sense of drift and buoyance provides a perfect amnbience for
Prof Datuk Dr Mazlan O hman, director-general of the new y-set-up National
Space Agency (NSA).

"I"'mhappy to be working here. The scenery is breathtaking," she says.

The view fromthe top probably rem nds her of her chil dhood days in
Ser enban where, she discloses, clinbing trees was a routine.

She still clinmbs, but on a higher scale. "W just got back from an
expedition to Mount Kinabalu," says Mzl an.

"Yeah, we clinbed right to the top of it," her seven-year-old daughter
Elida lzani Ibrahiminterjects.

The bright-eyed girl, who speaks fluent German and is into Indian
cl assi cal dance, shares the sane passion as her nother. "Wen | grow up |
want to becone an astrogeol ogist."

Quite a nmouthful for a little lass but this is no surprise when you
consi der that Mzl an's eldest child, Adi Johan Sal ehudin, 21, is studying
aerospace engi neering at the University of Washington, Seattle. Her
husband Prof Dr IbrahimKono is director of the Institute for Environnment
and Devel oprment at Universiti Kebangsaan Ml aysi a (UKM .

Mazl an and her famly are high achievers. Her name was nentioned first
by Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad when he spoke of
achi evenents of Ml aysi an wonen at the Umo general assenbly two years
ago.

Al t hough Dr Mahat hir al so named ot her successful wonmen, many woul d have
been forgiven if they had thought Mazl an was a man. Her name was coi ned
from Mal aysi a and New Zeal and, where her father was when she was born.

An astrophysicist by profession, Mazlan returned to Ml aysia two-and-a-
hal f weeks ago from Vienna, Austria where she was the first wonan froma
devel opi ng country to be appointed director of the United Nations Ofice
for Quter Space Affairs there. She was chosen from over 100 international
candi dates for this post.

Prior to that, she was director-general of the Quter Space Studies
Division of the Mnistry of Science, Technol ogy and Environnent.

This short-haired acti ve wonan, who earned her stripes in studies and
sports at Tunku Kurshiah College, studied at the University of Gtago in
New Zeal and where she specialised in astrophysics.

After obtaining her doctorate, Mazlan returned to serve at UKM s
Department of Applied Physics until her appointnent as director-general at
the Mnistry.

During her nine years at the Mnistry, Mazlan was instrunmental in
setting up the National Planetarium and spreadi ng the nmessage on the
i mportance of space science.

O her stint of two years and eight nonths in Vienna, which is nore
di pl omati ¢ than managerial, the 50-year-old oversaw UN space activities to
pronot e peaceful uses of space and space technol ogy.

"My Vienna experience was nore of international networking. If | had
stayed here, it would be 10 years before | could nmake the sanme sort of
i nternational connections.

"After all, the Ofice for Quter Space Affairs is in Vienna and the



committee for the peaceful uses of outer space neets in Vienna three tines
a year."

She says it was "great fun working with governnents and trying to see
space on a gl obal context™".

Now t hat she is back, her current position requires her to see space in
a national context and she is el ated.

Simlar to the National Aeronautics and Space Adm nistration (Nasa) in
the US, the NSA's main aimis to co-ordinate Mal aysia's requirenents in
aerospace and satellite technol ogy.

It has also been entrusted with the tasks of identifying necessary
infrastructure, formulating a national space policy, and planning space
and satellite progranmes.

The agency, which is under the Mnistry of Science, Technol ogy and

Envi ronnent, may eventually be located in Putrajaya in a few years' tine
and it will be Iinked with the universities, industries as well as other
M ni stri es.

On the fact that some quarters feel that Malaysia is too small a country
to have sonething like the NSA, she says: "It's not a matter of size. W
are |l ooking at the opportunities there are in space; scientific,

t echnol ogi cal and busi ness.

"You have to | ook at what the present space infrastructure can provide
us and you'll see very quickly that what they have in place is not
necessarily suitable for us.

"I'f you |l ook at the present satellites right now and the services they
provide us, you may find that not all the services suit us. For exanple,
we are not able to get information fast enough or often enough. And, to
get these we have to think of a solution that will best suit us. The
agency is there to make sure we have the solutions.”

Mazl an stresses that one has to view space in the context of the future.
She says that even now, it is a multi-billion dollar industry. So, why
shoul d we not get a part of that because it is econom c devel opnent as
wel | as technol ogi cal, she asks.

"I'f you |l ook at the American space progranme, they claimthat for every
dol lar they put in, they get back between US$22 and US$27 in terns of
spi n-of fs of space technol ogy.

"This is what we should be |ooking at. There are various aspects of
space industry - electronics, software, materials, etc. Space is one
enterprise that pushes technol ogy."

One of the goals of the agency is also to sell the space business to the
worl d. At present, Ml aysia and Thailand are the only Asean countries with
their own satellites.

"Mal aysia's Measat 1 and Measat 2 sell tel ecomunication services and
that is taken care of by Astro, Binariang and Maxis. W want to cone to a
poi nt where we will be selling our space technol ogy.

"The agency can look into issues |ike what do we need to put in place so
that we have a viable and profitable space industry.

"W want to study what is required so that the informati on we get from
space becones a part of day-to-day decision-making in fields Iike
agriculture, defence, maritine surveillance and many nore."

The NSA is linked with many countries including the US, Britain, France,
Chi na, South Korea and | ndonesi a.

"W al ready have the international connection through various activities
that are going on right now.

"For a start, we have Measat 1 and Measat 2 (built by the Anerican
Hughes Corporation) both | aunched by the Ariane rocket (a European rocket
mai nl y owned by the French).

"And we now have another satellite, a mcro-satellite called Ti ungSAT,



built with the British (University of Surrey) and | aunched by the
Russi ans. "

She is optimstic that Malaysia would send its first astronaut into
space by the year 2020. She says the astronaut - possibly on a mssion to
Mars - could be trained either by the Americans or Russians.

"Qur astronaut programme will involve several agencies. However, there
are no details yet on the scope of research,” she says, adding that the
programe woul d be submitted to the Cabinet for approval.

She hopes that a Mal aysi an woul d al so be selected to participate in
manned m ssions by other countries to explore Mars.

"This is our expectation - that a Malaysian will be able to venture
forth and step onto another planet as a representative of humanity."

Her love for the space wasn't as definite as her children's. "Wen | was
younger there wasn't nuch exposure to space as it was hard to gain access
to books.

"I went to school in the early 60s and there wasn't much awareness about
space then. | charted this path as a result of ny |love for physics, not
space, " she expl ai ns.

"Havi ng gone through physics which has a variety of aspects to it, |
di scovered that astrophysics offered nme the scope | wanted because | was
interested in its arts (there is a clear beauty in space) and phil osophy
(there are lots of phil osophies about the universe as it relates to
civilisation, religion, etc).

"All these, to nme, make astrophysics the nost exciting branch of physics
as a whole."

According to her, there are now many students interested in astronony
and astrophysics. However, she says there are various ways to access the
study of space - space engineering as well as science.

"Today, you can |learn sone aspects of space even if you are a geol ogi st
because if you're tal king about Mars, the focus is on its geol ogy.

"Or, if you are a climatol ogist, the nost inportant aspect of Mars that
we need to know now is its clinmate.

"Another thing that is inportant to space currently is nmedicine as in
order to survive in space, we need to know how the body functions in
space. Sinmlarly, we need to know biology in order to find out whether
l[ife can exist in Mars."

She adds that one can access space through many fields in science, not
j ust physics.

"That's the exciting part about space. It enconpasses and enbodi es al
of the sciences.”

* The witer can be contacted at dazman@stp. com ny
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