
Virgin Galactic
takes another
step toward
space tourism
MOJAVE, Calif:  A Virgin Galactic rocket
plane on Friday soared to the edge of space
with a test passenger for the first time, nudg-
ing British billionaire Richard Branson’s com-
pany closer to its goal of suborbital flights
for space tourists.

Virgin Galactic’s chief astronaut instruc-
tor Beth Moses, who will train future space
tourists, joined pilots onboard
SpaceShipTwo VSS Unity to evaluate the
customer experience and cabin.

“This is what we’re here to do, we’re here
to fly people in the back of our spaceship,
that’s what it’s all about,” said pilot David
Mackay, who is now the first Scottish-born

astronaut. “So for me it was an important
step towards that operation.” The
WhiteKnightTwo carrier airplane took off
soon after 8 am local time (11 am ET) from
the Mojave Air and Space Port in California.
It released the SpaceShipTwo passenger
craft at an altitude of about 44,000 feet and
then the spaceship was catapulted to 55
miles above Earth.

The reusable SpaceShipTwo craft previ-
ously flew to an altitude of more than 51
miles in December 2018, marking the first
US commercial human flight beyond the
atmosphere since the end of America’s shut-
tle program in 2011.

Hundreds of spectators, including Virgin
Galactic ticket holders and CEO George
Whitesides, gathered on a clear morning in
the desert to watch this latest test flight. The
flight was postponed from Wednesday due
to winds.

“We’re in the 50th anniversary year of
Apollo, and just like they had to do each
step, we have to expand the envelope and do
something more,” Whitesides told the crowd.
Moses, now the first woman to fly onboard a

commercial space vehicle, called it an “inde-
scribable ride,” adding: “Richard, you’re
going to love it.”

Branson is racing against competitors
such as Blue Origin, the space business of
Amazon.com Inc founder Jeff Bezos, and
Elon Musk’s SpaceX to bring tourists into
space. Branson has said he plans to be the
first passenger on SpaceShipTwo’s first
commercial flight in mid-2019. More than
600 people from 58 countries, including
actor Leonardo DiCaprio and pop star Justin
Bieber, have paid or put down deposits to fly
on one of Virgin’s suborbital flights. Some of
Virgin Galactic’s ticket holders have been
waiting over 14 years for their trip.

A 90-minute flight, which allows passen-
gers to experience a few minutes of weight-
lessness and see the Earth’s curvature, costs
$250,000. Whitesides said he expected that
price would initially increase before going
down. After he founded the company in
2004, Branson’s ambitious timeline for taking
customers into space suffered delays and a
fatal setback when the original
SpaceShipTwo crashed on a test flight in

2014 that killed the co-pilot and seriously
injured the pilot.

The company’s two latest test flights mark
the only times a crewed spaceship built to
carry private passengers has reached what
NASA defines as the boundary of space.

Bezos’ New Shepard rocket has already
reached the Karman line, an internationally
recognized space boundary at 62 miles
above the Earth and a higher point than
reached by SpaceShipTwo, but Blue Origin’s
trips did not carry humans. — Reuters
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WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump said on
Friday a trade summit with Chinese leader Xi Jinping
was likely next month, and hailed two days of “very
good talks” by negotiators. The negotiations were
extended through Sunday as officials race to reach a
deal ahead of a deadline next week when US duty
rates are due to rise sharply.

But Trump again said he was considering pushing
back the deadline for raising tariffs on more than
$200 billion in Chinese exports. “We expect to have a
meeting sometime in a not too distant future,” he said
of the meeting with Xi. “Probably fairly soon in the
month of March.”

Xi also sounded a positive note in a letter delivered
to Trump by China’s lead negotiator Liu He.

The Chinese president expressed hope that the
talks maintain “a mutually respectful, cooperative and
win-win attitude” and lead to a “mutually beneficial”
agreement.

“I am ready to maintain close contact with the
President through various means,” state-run China
Central Television quoted Xi’s letter saying. Details

remained scant about any concrete progress in the
seven-month-old trade war, which has rattled global
markets and prompted stark warnings about the risks
to the world economy. “I think there is a very, very
good chance that a deal can be made,” Trump told
reporters at the White House on a second day of trade
negotiations with Chinese officials.

“If we are doing well, I could see extending that”
deadline for the end of the three month tariff truce.

And Trump said an agreement on currency manip-
ulation will be included in the trade pact. Officials
from Beijing also expressed optimism about a posi-
tive outcome.

“From China, we believe that it is very likely that it
will happen,” Liu said, speaking through an interpreter.

Winning streak 
Global stock markets were higher on expectations

the two sides would avoid further deterioration in their
trade relations. Wall Street rose to a banner finish,
posting its longest streak of weekly gains in nearly 24
years. Analysts say the two sides are likely to trumpet

mutual agreements to resolve the easier parts of the
trade dispute-increasing purchases of American
goods, more open investment in China and tougher
protections for intellectual property and proprietary
technology.

The harder parts covering issues like scaling back
China’s ambitious industrial strategy for global preemi-
nence, are another question.

Christine Lagarde, head of the International
Monetary Fund, again warned that the US-China trade
tensions a “major risk” to world economic growth.
Since July, the countries have hit out with tariffs on
more than $360 billion in two-way trade. While the
tariffs alone are having “minimal” effect on global
trade, they are damaging business confidence and
weighing on stock markets, Lagarde told the US radio
program Marketplace on Thursday.

“I cross my fingers every morning and my toes
every evening because I hope that it is going to end up
with a way to fix the system, not break it,” she said.

The IMF has cut its forecast for global growth this
year due to the combined impact of the trade war.

Good faith 
Beijing has reportedly proposed an increase in its

imports of US energy and agricultural exports signifi-
cantly.  US Agriculture Secretary Sonny Perdue tweet-
ed that China has committed to buying “an additional”
10 million metric tons of soybeans as a “show of good
faith,” but he did not give any details or specify the
timeframe.

Still, a broader deal could be difficult given the US
demands for far-reaching structural changes. Gary
Clyde Hufbauer, a trade expert at the Peterson Institute
for International Economics, said China may have to
remove its tariffs in order to increase purchases of US
goods, but Trump may feel no pressure to roll back the
duties he imposed last year. “The big surprise would be
a complete removal of tariffs by Trump but I’m expect-
ing an asymmetrical removal of tariffs by China in order
to get to some of these numbers,” he said.

China’s retaliation has hit US farm exports hard. The
US Agriculture Department estimated this month that
US soy exports would not turn to their pre-trade war
levels for another six years. —AFP 
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WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump (right) takes part in a meeting with China’s Vice Premier Liu He (left) in the Oval Office of the White House in Washington, DC Friday. — AFP
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