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ALMATY: NASA’s Christina Koch returned to
Earth safely yesterday after  shattering the
spaceflight record for female astronauts with a
stay of almost 11 months aboard the Interna-
tional Space Station. Koch touched down at
0912 GMT on the Kazakh steppe after 328 days
in space, along with Luca Parmitano of the Eu-
ropean Space Agency and Alexander Skvortsov
of the Russian space agency.

Koch was shown seated and smiling broadly
after being extracted from the Soyuz descent
module in the Roscosmos space agency’s video
footage from the landing site.

“I am so overwhelmed and happy right now,”
said Koch, who blasted off on March 14 last year.
Parmitano pumped his fists in the air after being
lifted into his chair while Skvortsov was shown
eating an apple. Local Kazakhs on horseback
were among those to witness the capsule land-
ing in the snow-covered steppe as support
crews gathered around the three astronauts,
NASA commentator Rob Navias said.

“I’ve never seen this,” Navias exclaimed, re-
porting that the men stopped to chat with engi-
neering personnel. Koch, a 41-year-old
Michigan-born engineer, on December 28 last
year beat the previous record for a single space-
flight by a woman of 289 days, set by NASA vet-
eran Peggy Whitson in 2016-17.

Koch called three-time flyer Whitson, now
60, “a heroine of mine” and a “mentor” in the
space program after she surpassed the record.
She also spoke of her desire to “inspire the next
generation of explorers.”   Koch also made his-
tory as one half of the first-ever all-woman
spacewalk along with NASA counterpart Jessica

Meir-her classmate from NASA training-in Oc-
tober last year. 

The spacewalk was initially postponed be-
cause the space station did not have two suits of
the right size for women, leading to allegations
of sexism. Ahead of the three-and-a-half hour
journey back to Earth, Koch told NBC on Tues-
day that she would “miss microgravity”.  “It’s re-
ally fun to be in a place where you can just
bounce around between the ceiling and the floor
whenever you want,” she said, smiling as she
twisted her body around the ISS. She will now
head to NASA headquarters in Houston, via the
Kazakh city of Karaganda and Cologne in Ger-
many, where she will undergo medical testing.
Koch’s medical data will be especially valuable
to NASA scientists as the agency draws up plans
for a long-duration manned mission to Mars. 

‘Make space for women’ 
Koch’s return comes after an advert for a

skincare brand ran during an intermission in the
American football Super Bowl with a call to
“make space for women”.  The advert featured
NASA astronaut Nicole Stott and saw the com-
pany promise to donate up to $500,000 to the
non-profit Women Who Code, which works with
young women seeking careers in tech and sci-
entific fields.  

The first woman in space was Soviet cosmo-
naut Valentina Tereshkova whose spaceflight in
1963 is still the only solo mission carried out by
a woman. Russia has sent only one woman to the
ISS since expeditions began in 2000 — Yelena
Serova whose mission launched in 2014.

Both Tereshkova and Serova are now law-

makers in the Russian parliament, where they
represent the ruling United Russia party.  Unlike
Koch, whose ISS stay was extended, Parmitano
and Skvortsov were rounding off regular half-
year missions. Parmitano handed over command
of the ISS to Roscosmos’s Oleg Skripochka on
Tuesday.  The 43-year-old Italian posted regular
shots of the Earth while aboard, highlighting the

plight of the Amazon rainforest and describing
the Alps as “like a spinal column, never bending
to time”.  Four male cosmonauts have spent a
year or longer in space as part of a single mis-
sion with Russian Valery Polyakov’s 437 days the
overall record.  Scott Kelly holds the record for
a NASA astronaut, posting 340 days at the ISS
before he returned home in 2016. — AFP

US astronaut returns to Earth
after longest mission by woman

More than 100 child protection organizations
yesterday urged Facebook to halt plans for
strong encryption of all its platforms, saying
that would allow predators to operate freely.
The social network is working to extend end-
to-end encryption across its messaging appli-
cations, including Facebook Messenger and
Instagram.

The groups said they were concerned that
stronger encryption of online exchanges
would facilitate the sharing of child pornog-
raphy. “We urge you to recognize and accept
that an increased risk of child abuse being fa-
cilitated on or by Facebook is not a reasonable
trade-off to make,” the groups led by the Na-
tional Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Children said in an open letter to Facebook
founder and CEO Mark Zuckerberg.

“Children should not be put in harm’s way
either as a result of commercial decisions or
design choices.” Rights groups have applauded
Facebook’s move to stronger encryption but
the governments of countries such as the
United States, Britain and Australia have called
on the social network to allow authorities to
circumvent encryption to better fight extrem-

ism, child pornography and other crimes. The
child protection groups said they recognized
users have a legitimate interest in ensuring
their data is protected. “However, as you your-
self have stated, Facebook has a responsibility
to work with law enforcement and to prevent
the use of your sites and services for sexual
abuse,” their letter to Zuckerberg said.

The groups urged Facebook not to go
ahead with its encryption plans until safe-
guards were in place to ensure children’s
safety. Facebook already encrypts WhatsApp
exchanges from end to end-meaning only the
sender and recipient can read the messages.

“Strong encryption is critically important
to keep everyone safe from hackers and crim-
inals,” said David Miles, Facebook’s head of
safety for Europe, the Middle East and Africa.

“The rollout of end-to-end encryption is a
long-term project, protecting children online
is critically important to this effort and we are
committed to building strong safety measures
into our plans.”  Miles said Facebook was al-
ready working with law enforcement, govern-
ment and technology companies to keep
children safe online. — AFP

Guaido meets 
Trump but 
overshadowed 
by impeachment
WASHINGTON:  Venezuela’s opposition leader
Juan Guaido on Wednesday visited the White
House like a head of state, but President Donald
Trump’s impeachment drama overshadowed the
moment.

Guaido, who with US support has been seek-
ing for more than a year to topple leftist presi-
dent Nicolas Maduro, pulled up to the White
House in a black SUV as Trump gave a thumbs-
up sign to the cameras, in front of Marine sen-
tries stationed at the doors. But the White House
abruptly cancelled a press availability in the Oval
Office, which had been scheduled to take place
shortly before the Senate voted against remov-
ing Trump from office.

While Trump’s acquittal had been widely ex-
pected, he was deprived of a complete party-
line vote when Republican Senator Mitt Romney
revealed he would vote to convict the president.

Despite Washington’s focus on impeachment,
which stemmed from Trump’s pressure on
Ukraine to dig up dirt on a political rival, Guaido

appeared buoyed by the US support. Writing on
Twitter after meeting earlier in the day with Vice
President Mike Pence, Guaido said he was work-
ing together with the United States “for the free-
dom of Venezuela.”

“We appreciate the firm and clear fight from
the US government together with the Venezue-
lan people and our region,” Guaido tweeted. In
a brief statement, the White House said the
meeting “was a historic discussion about how we
can work together with our partners in the re-
gion to achieve a democratic transition in
Venezuela.” Guaido, a 36-year-old engineer
turned politician, is considered interim president
by the United States and most other Western
and Latin American nations. — AFP
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WASHINGTON, DC: US President Donald Trump
walks with Interim President of the Bolivarian Re-
public of Venezuela, after his arrival at the White
House, on Wednesday in Washington, DC. — AFP

Ground personnel carry NASA astronaut Christina Koch shortly after landing in a remote area
outside the town of Dzhezkazgan (Zhezkazgan), Kazakhstan, yesterday. — AFP
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