29/ 03/ 2002

The prom se of space

ITis a testanent to the pace of technol ogical change that what m ght have
seened literally outlandish a few short years ago now not only nakes
excell ent sense but is, in fact, already manifest reality. The inpendi ng
formati on of Malaysia's National Space Agency this July will cone seven
years after Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad first decl ared

t hat aerospace devel opnent would be a priority for Ml aysia. Since that
1995 overture, Malaysian satellites sent into orbit include Binariang' s
Measat comuni cations birds and the TiungSat-1 neteorol ogi cal and Eart h-

i magi ng package, with the new NSA | ooking to send up anot her renote-
sensing satellite with Russian technol ogy.

Associ ated with these innovations have been rapid advances in the |evel
of local aerospace expertise and the size of the industry in both manpower
and val ue. Aerospace devel opnent is also a prine crucible of co-operation
bet ween the Governnent and the private sector, and anong Ml aysia and the
nati ons assisting us in these endeavours. Bilateral relations with Russia,
in particular, are soaring to new heights on Malaysia's desire to advance
our expertise in extrene science, technol ogy, engineering and nedicine, be
it in outer space or in Antarctica. As such, these initiatives are also
playing an inportant role in hel ping restructure internationa
relationships to fit the 21st Century.

Even if the sky is no longer the limt, however, flying off "to infinity
and beyond" is a very down-to-earth matter of devel opi ng the necessary
skills and expertise. At this stage of human exploration, the true
chal | enge of space is still in the effort to get there. Yet, as
t echnol ogi cal advance remains the single nost potent indicator of socio-
econom ¢ devel opnent, Malaysia's initiatives in space are a holding brief
on behalf of all devel opi ng nati ons agai nst being left even further behind
as the devel oped world clinbs exponentially to escape velocity.

Far fromindulging in science-fiction fantasies, this is about ensuring
that the benefits of |eading-edge science and technol ogy becone a fact of
life down here on Earth. For all we know, or will know with our new
renot e- sensi ng net eorol ogi cal technol ogy, sonewhere in |ow earth orbit
m ght even be found the solution to the filthy water slopping out of our
t aps.
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