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YONKERS: The date for the world’s first com-
mercial space flight is not even confirmed yet,
but future passengers’ Star Trek-like outfits are
ready and waiting.  Virgin Galactic founder
Richard Branson on Wednesday introduced the
custom suits that will be worn by the first private
astronauts.  

US sportswear designer Under Armour
“worked day and night for about two years on
this project” said Branson, who himself served
as a model at the presentation at a skydiving
simulator near New York. 

The 69-year-old British billionaire donned the
personalized royal blue suit that he plans to wear
during his company’s inaugural flight-sometime
in 2020.  “Spacesuits are a part of the iconogra-
phy of the first space age. Our visual impressions
of human spaceflight and what astronauts wear
are inextricably linked,” Branson explained. “I
love the way the spacewear looks and I love the
way it feels.” “I also love the fact that the next
time I put it on, I will be on my way to space.”

Under Armour president Kevin Plank said the
suits’ creators approached the design the same
way they would think about clothing for extreme
sports. “They approached it just like one of our
typical uniform deals,” Park said. “They started
with... understanding the sport, understanding
the needs of the athlete, understanding the ex-
treme conditions they go through.” The material

for the suits, undergarments and boots were
chosen for their ability to aid in the body’s tem-
perature and moisture regulation. A transparent
interior pocket was added so space-exploring
customers can keep pictures of their loved ones
“literally... close to the heart,” according to a
statement from Virgin Galactic.

And they are designed so wearers can fit per-
fectly into the spacecraft’s seats. Every space
tourist will get their own custom suit that they
can take home with them back on Earth, com-
plete with a label of their name and their coun-
try’s flag.  “To be able to touch the suit is
equivalent to touching the spacecraft for the first
time,” said British Trevor Beattie, one of some
600 clients already signed up for Virgin Galac-
tic’s first flights. “It’s tangible.”

“It’s a new stage that we’re involved in and
we’re closer still,” he said. “But we’re still patient,
we can wait.” Virgin Galactic, which was
founded in 2004, has spent years developing its
space program, and after a fatal accident in
2014, has twice crossed the barrier into the final
frontier. But the company has still not yet piloted
a space flight with clients on board.  

The company plans to offer weightless flights
to six passengers at a time, at $250,000
(225,750 euros) a ticket for the first customers.
The client-astronauts will be able to float around
the ship’s cabin and look out of portholes to see

the curvature of the Earth, all while surrounded
by the blackness of space. 

The Virgin Galactic suits were unveiled in the

wake of NASA’s presentation of new uniform
prototypes for “real” American astronauts, who
are set to return to the Moon in 2024. — AFP 
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LONDON: The pound weakened yesterday
after Northern Ireland’s Democratic Unionist
Party said it could not support a Brexit deal pro-
posed by Prime Minister Boris Johnson and the
European Union, though it traded close to a five-
month high. DUP leaders said in a statement that
“as things stand, we could not support what is
being suggested on customs and consent issues
and there is a lack of clarity on VAT.”

On top of that, French junior foreign affairs
minister Jean-Baptiste Lemoyne said a Brexit
deal was within “arm’s reach” but still not guar-
anteed. Talks between Britain and the EU were
continuing in Brussels as a two-day EU Summit
began, with only two days left until Oct. 19, a
deadline imposed by the British parliament on
Johnson to reach a Brexit deal.

A deal was still possible, but that goal has not
yet been reached, German Chancellor Angela
Merkel said. If a deal is not reached by then,
Johnson would have to ask the EU for another
Brexit extension, according to a law known as
the Benn Act. Market participants were expect-
ing a Brexit deal to be announced on Wednesday
before the summit began, given that Michel
Barnier, EU’s chief Brexit negotiator, had said on
Tuesday that he needed a legal text agreed by
the end of the day to recommend at the summit.

A senior EU official said yesterday there
would be no Brexit negotiations with Johnson at
the summit, adding that “maybe we will have a
deal, maybe not.” The official also said: “We are

still patient, but we still did not receive text of
Brexit agreement.” Sterling was down 0.2 per-
cent at $1.2804, not far from the five-month high
of $1.2877 reached the day before. It strenght-
ened slightly after Bloomberg reported Barnier
saying Northern’s consent was not an obstacle
to a deal and that a deal was almost completed.

Against the euro, the pound was down 0.3
percent at 86.63 pence , after rising on Wednes-
day by the same extent as against the dollar. In
less than a week, sterling had managed to gain
more than 6 percent in value against the dollar
as hopes of a Brexit deal by the end of Oct. 31
have risen.

Analysts revised up their expectations of a
Brexit deal by the end of the October deadline
and traders cut back their short positions on the
British currency.

Sterling shorts were already low, the latest
data from the Commodity Futures Trading Com-
mission showed. In the week to Oct. 8, positions
fell to $5.58 billion, the lowest in three months.

“It’s difficult to see a return of a no-deal
Brexit risk,” said Lee Hardman, a currency an-
alyst at MUFG. The bank now attached a 60
percent probability to a deal, and has lowered
the probability of a no-deal Brexit to 30 per-
cent. If a deal is reached, MUFG sees
sterling/dollar rising back to between $1.30 and
$1.35, it said. In case of a no-deal, the pound
would fall sharply back towards $1.20 and be-
yond, the bank added. — Reuters

Kenya president 
refuses to sign 
the budget 
over rate cap
NAIROBI: Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta
has demanded that lawmakers remove a cap
on commercial lending rates, refusing to ap-
prove the 2019/20 (July-June) budget unless
the limit is lifted, a document sent to parlia-
ment from the presidency showed yesterday.

The move was the latest in a running dis-
pute over the rates cap, which the government
and banking officials say is debilitating to the
economy because it stalls lending. In 2016, the
government limited rates banks can charge
customers to four percentage points above
the central bank’s benchmark - currently 9
percent - saying they were concerned about
high rates.

Last month, lawmakers rejected a June re-
quest by the Treasury to remove the cap, say-
ing lenders had not proven they could be
trusted to lower rates without pressure.

The move was the second attempt by the
government to repeal the cap after a similar
try last year was blocked by lawmakers. “The
capping of interest rates has not addressed
the intended objective particularly in expand-
ing credit access,” Kenyatta said in the note

to parliament. Kenyan bank shares surged on
the Nairobi bourse after the news.

The cap has cut private sector credit
growth as commercial banks cut off millions
of low-income customers deemed too risky to
lend to, government officials and bank execu-
tives say. It has also had a knock-on effect on
the real economy as credit-starved businesses
lay off workers and real estate developers find
it hard to sell homes to a credit-short market.
“Investors will react positively to this news, in
light of the harmful effects of the loan rate cap
on Kenya’s growth prospects, and the unnec-
essary complication that it creates for policy,”
said Razia Khan, head of research for Africa
at Standard Chartered in London.

The central bank, which found in a study
last year that the cap had probably cut 0.4
percent from 2017’s economic growth, has
complained that the cap has also made it hard
it to transmit its monetary policy signals. It
takes an average of 3-5 months longer for pol-
icy decisions to be transmitted under the cap-
ping regime compared with a free interest rate
regime, Kenyatta said, citing research by the
central bank.

Loansharks and other unregulated lenders
have seized advantage of the gap created by
the cap, charging desperate borrowers exor-
bitant rates, he said.

Lawmakers have the option of removing
the cap from the bill or overruling the presi-
dent if two thirds of the 349 members vote to
override his position, said Aden Duale, parlia-
ment’s majority leader. — Reuters

NEW YORK: (Left to right) Virgin Galactic Founder Sir Richard Branson, Under Armour CEO
Kevin Plank and Commercial director of Virgin Galactic Stephen Attenborough watch a
presentation at an event on Wednesday in New York. — AFP

Sterling weakens amid mixed 
Brexit signals from Brussels


