
MIAMI: SpaceX chief Elon Musk hailed a
“revolution in spaceflight” on Thursday
after blasting off a recycled rocket for
the first time, a feat that could dramati-
cal ly  lower the cost  of  space travel .
Experts cheered the launch and landing
of the previously used booster as a “his-
toric” moment for spaceflight, particular-
ly private industry, as companies like
SpaceX and its competitors scramble to
make space exploration cheaper and
more efficient.

The slightly scuffed Falcon 9 rocket
soared into the sky over Cape Canaveral,
Florida at 6.27 pm (2227 GMT), on a mission
to send a communications satellite for
Luxembourg-based company SES into a
distant orbit. Its tall, columnar portion
known as the first stage, or booster, had
already propelled the unmanned Dragon
cargo ship to space in April 2016. About 10
minutes after launch, screams and applause
erupted at SpaceX mission control in
Hawthorne, California as the re-used rocket
powered its engines and landed upright on
a drone ship in the Atlantic Ocean marked
with the words “Of Course I Still Love You.” 

The landing marked the ninth success-
ful touchdown of a first stage rocket for
SpaceX-six on ocean platforms, or drone
ships, and three on land. It also marked

the first time a single rocket booster had
ever been launched-and landed-twice.
SpaceX, the California-based company
headed by visionary entrepreneur Musk,
has for 15 years been honing the technol-
ogy of powering its boosters back to
careful Earth landings on solid ground
and in the water. 

The goal of the entire effort, Musk has
said,  is  to make rocket parts just  as
reusable as cars, planes or bicycles. He
said it is also a crucial part of his plan to
one day establish human colonies on
Mars. “It is an amazing day, I think, for
space (and) as whole for the space indus-
try,” Musk said in a video message after
the launch. “It means you can fly and refly
an orbital class booster which is the most
expensive part of the rocket,” he added.
“This is going to be ultimately a huge rev-
olution in spaceflight.” Currently, millions
of dollars’ worth of rocket parts are jetti-
soned after each launch.

SpaceX officials have said that reusing
hardware could slash costs-with each
Falcon 9 launch costing over $61 million-
by about 30 percent. While the exact life of
the re-used boosters is uncertain, Musk
said they could be redeployed anywhere
from 10 to 100 or even 1,000 times,
depending on how much refurbishment is

needed. SpaceX competitor Blue Origin,
run by Amazon.com founder Jeff Bezos,
has also successfully landed its New
Shepard booster after launch, by powering
its engines to guide it down for a con-
trolled, upright landing.

Flight-proven
Praise and congratulations for SpaceX

poured in on Twitter. “Congratulations on
another historic launch,” the US space
agency NASA wrote on Twitter.  “Congrats,
SpaceX,” said the Defense Advances
Research Projects agency (DARPA).
“DARPA facilitated the first SpaceX launch,
and now commercial space is coming into
its own.” As for the cost of Thursday’s
launch, Martin Halliwell, chief technology
officer at SES, has declined to say publicly
the exact amount.

However, he dismissed “naysayers” this
week and stressed the historic nature of
the launch on what he has described as a
“flight-proven” rocket. “People said we
were taking a huge risk. I always said,
‘We’re not.’” he told reporters after
Thursday’s launch. “We had access to infor-
mation that gave us confidence,” he said,
adding he was “hugely excited” that
SpaceX was opening “the door to a whole
new era of spaceflight.” — AFP 
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WASHINGTON: When FBI Director James Comey
teased that he had joined the world of social media
with secret Instagram and Twitter accounts, tech writer
Ashley Feinberg took the dare. After four hours of FBI-
level sleuthing, she was pretty sure she had the answer:
On both he was using the name of US Protestant the-
ologian Reinhold Niebuhr. Embarrassing: He had only
one Twitter follower. All it took, Feinberg said on the
Gizmodo website where she is a senior reporter, was
for Comey to tell an audience of security professionals
Wednesday night that he had very cautiously joined
the social networking age to keep up with family.

“I care deeply about privacy, treasure it. I have an
Instagram account with nine followers. Nobody is get-
ting in. They’re all immediate relatives, and one
daughter’s serious boyfriend,” Comey let slip.

Feinberg’s interest was piqued.  “Who am I to say no to
a challenge?” she wrote. She tracked down Comey’s
family members, eventually discovering his son Brien’s
Instagram account by way of a photo of him with an
Instagram tag.

That led to a potential dead end: A protected
account which she could not view. But when she asked
to be invited by Brien Comey to view his account,
Instagram popped up with offers to follow other
accounts that included Brien’s mother and a mysteri-
ous “Reinhold Niebuhr,” who had just nine followers.
And a Google check easily showed that Niebuhr was
the subject of James Comey’s 1982 university thesis.

The Federal Bureau of Investigation chief, who car-
ries the mammoth political burden of investigating the
Trump administration’s suspected links to Russia as

both political parties eye him suspiciously, unsurpris-
ingly also had a protected account. But from there to
Twitter was easy. Feinberg found seven Niebuhrs there,
but only one with secretive identity: @projectexile7.
That was the name of a program to battle gun-related
crime that Comey helped develop. 

That account had no tweets in three years, and fol-
lowed only 27 other accounts. But those were
reporters who cover the FBI, and law enforcement-
related accounts. And Donald Trump. And the one fol-
lower was a prominent expert in national security law
and a friend of Comey’s.Bingo. So much for secrecy.
The FBI had no comment late Thursday, but the
Twitter-verse was convinced. Hours after Feinberg’s
report, Comey had more than 8,000 followers. Pretty
good for never tweeting. —AFP 

FBI director’s secret Twitter account outed?

Twitter eases on its

140-character limit 

NEW YORK: Twitter has found more creative
ways to ease its 140-character limit without
officially raising it. Now, the company says
that when you reply to someone - or to a
group -  usernames wil l  no longer count
toward those 140 characters. This will be
especially helpful with group conversations,
where replying to two, three or more users at
a time could be especially difficult with the
character constraints.

When users reply, the names of the people
they are replying to will be on top of the text of
the actual tweet, rather than a part of it. Last
year, Twitter said it would stop counting pho-
tos, videos, quote tweets, polls and GIF anima-
tions toward the character limit. Twitter also
said it would stop counting usernames, but the
change did not go into effect until now.

Twitter, which has been struggling to attract
new users, has been trying to appeal to both
proponents and opponents by sticking to the
current limit while allowing more freedom to
express thoughts, or rants, through images and
other media.

Twitter’s character limit was created so that
tweets could fit into a single text message,
back in the heyday of SMS messaging. But
now, most people use Twitter through its
mobile app. There isn’t the same technical con-
straint, just a desire on Twitter’s part to stay
true to its roots. Of course, there are ways to
get around the limit , such as sending out mul-
ti-part tweets, or taking screenshots of text
typed elsewhere. —AP

FLORIDA: SpaceX’s Falcon 9 rocket lifts off from space launch complex 39A at Kennedy Space Center, Florida yesterday with an
SES communications satellite. — AFP

SpaceX hails revolution after 

recycled rocket launch, landing

SAN JOSE: This file photo shows the icon for
the Twitter app on an iPhone in San Jose,
California. —AP


