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Photo shows the entrance of the Mohammed Bin
Rashid Space Centre (MBRSC), in the Gulf city of
Dubai. — AFP 

T
he oil-rich United Arab Emirates has built a
nuclear power program and sent a man to space,
and now plans to join another elite club by send-

ing a probe to Mars. Only the United States, India, the
former Soviet Union, and the European Space Agency
have successfully sent missions to orbit the Red Planet,
while China is preparing to launch its first Mars rover
later this month.

The UAE-a collection of sheikhdoms better known
for its skyscrapers, palm-shaped islands and mega
attractions-is now pushing to join their ranks in what
will be a first for the Arab world. It will mark the 50th
anniversary of its unification with “Hope”, an
unmanned spacecraft expected to reach its target in
February after being launched on July 15 from Japan’s
Tanegashima Space Centre.

While the mission objective is to provide a compre-
hensive image of the weather dynamics in Mars’
atmosphere and pave the way for scientific break-
throughs, the probe is a foundation for a much bigger
goal-building a human settlement on Mars within the
next 100 years. Dubai has hired architects to imagine
what a Martian city might look like and recreate it in
its desert as “Science City”, at a cost of around 500
million dirhams (135 million dollars).

And last September, Hazza al-Mansouri became the
first Emirati in space, part of a three-member crew
that blasted off on a Soyuz rocket from Kazakhstan,
returning home after an eight-day mission in which he
became the first Arab to visit the International Space
Station. “Our grandparents followed the stars during
their voyages in order to build their glories. Today, our
children look at them to build their future,” said
Dubai’s ruler Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al
Maktoum in a tweet on Tuesday.

Global standing
The young Gulf nation-whose influence extends to

Yemen, the Horn of Africa and Libya-hopes to elevate
its status as a key regional player, building on its suc-
cess in establishing itself as a centre for tourism, bank-
ing and services despite an economic downturn in
recent years. Despite criticism of its involvement in the
conflict in Yemen, which has turned into a quagmire for
the Saudi-led military coalition, the UAE has elevated
its standing with moves like hosting the first papal visit
to the Arabian Peninsula and becoming the first Arab
country to green-light a nuclear power plant.

And over the last few decades it has become a hub
for young Arabs aspiring to build professional careers
and raise families in a safe environment, in a region too
often blighted by war and political crises. For a coun-
try charting a course beyond the oil industry that it
was built on, exploration is part of a long-term strate-
gy. “UAE figured out that space is very important for
our development and sustainability. It’s a bridge to the
future,” Mohammed Al-Ahbabi, director general of the
UAE Space Agency, told AFP.

Sarah al-Amiri, 33, the mission’s deputy project
manager and also the UAE Minister of State for
Advanced Sciences, said the trip to Mars is “a mes-
sage of hope for the region, to set an example of what
is possible if we take the talent of the youth and use
them positively, this is what’s possible”. “We’ve worked
on investing in our space sector for over 15 years... it’s
about ensuring that this talent is developed for the rest
of the region,” she told AFP from Tokyo. In the runup
to the Mars mission, the UAE announced it was open-
ing its doors to Arabs across the region to take part in
a three-year space program.

“They can come in and gain experience and be
the vehicles of change for the entire region. We can-
not go about saying that this region is volatile and
remain passive about it,” Amiri said. “People want
stabil ity, want opportunities,” she added. The
Mohammed Bin Rashid Space Centre (MBRSC),
which spearheaded the Mars project on which some
450 people worked, more than half of them Emirati,
is abuzz with excitement. “This mission is showcas-
ing that this is something we don’t normally dream
about... but understanding that these opportunities
are there,” said Mohsen al-Awadhi, the lead missions
systems engineer.— AFP 

Mars may now be considered a barren, icy desert
but did Earth’s nearest neighbor once harbor
life? It is a question that has preoccupied scien-

tists for centuries and fired up sci-fi imaginings. Now
three space exploration projects are gearing up to launch
some of the most ambitious bids yet to find an answer.
Scientists believe that four billion years ago the two plan-
ets both had the potential to nurture life-but much of
Mars’ intervening history is an enigma. The new Mars
probes from the United States, United Arab Emirates and
China will launch this summer. Their goal is not to find
Martian life-scientists believe nothing would survive
there now-but to search for possible traces of past life-
forms. These vast and costly programs could prove futile.
But astrobiologists say the red planet is still our best
hope for finding a record of life on other planets. 

Mars is “the only planet with concrete chances of
finding traces of extraterrestrial life because we know
that billions of years ago it was inhabitable,” said Jean-
Yves Le Gall, president of French space agency CNES in
a conference call with journalists this week. Le Gall is one
of the architects of NASA’s Mars 2020 exploratory
probe, which is scheduled for launch at the end of July
when Earth and Mars will be the closest for more than
two years. The more than $2.5 billion project is the latest-
and most technologically advanced-attempt to uncover
Mars’ deep buried secrets. But it is not alone, as enthusi-
asm for space exploration has reignited.

‘News from Mars’ 
Scientific enquiry of the red planet began in earnest

in the 17th Century. In 1609 Italian Galileo Galilei

observed Mars with a primitive telescope and in doing
so became the first person to use the new technology
for astronomical purposes. Fifty years later Dutch
astronomer Christiaan Huygens used a more advanced
telescope of his own design to make the first ever top-
ographical drawing of the planet.

Mars-compared to the “desolate, empty” moon-has
long seemed promising for potential inhabitability by
microorganisms, wrote astrophysicist Francis Rocard in
his recent essay “Latest News from Mars”. But the
20th century presented setbacks.  In the 1960s, as the
race to put a man on the moon was accelerating
towards its dazzling “Giant Leap”, Dian Hitchcock and
James Lovelock were putting a dampener on hopes of
finding life on Mars. Their research analyzed the plan-
et’s atmosphere looking for a chemical imbalance, gas-
es reacting with each other, which would hint at life.

“If there is no reaction, then there is probably no life
there,” Lovelock told AFP. “And that was the case-Mars
has an atmosphere that is completely inactive as far as
chemistry is concerned.” Their conclusion was con-
firmed a decade later, when the Viking landers took
atmospheric and soil samples that showed the planet
was no longer inhabitable. This discovery was a “real
tanker” for Mars research, Rocard told AFP. Mars pro-
grams essentially paused for 20 years. Then in 2000
scientists made a game-changing discovery: they found
that water had once flowed over its surface.

Follow the water 
This tantalizing finding helped rekindle the latent

interest in Mars exploration. Scientists pored over

images of gullies, ravines, scouring the Martian sur-
face for evidence of liquid water. More than 10 years
later, in 2011, they definitively found it. The “follow the
water, follow the carbon, follow the light” strategy has
paid off, Rocard said. Every mission since the discov-
ery of water has brought “more and more evidence to
light that Mars is not quite as dead as we thought,”
Michel Viso, an astrobiologist at CNES, told AFP.

The latest US rover to make the journey-aptly
named Perseverance-is scheduled to touch down in
February of next year after a six-month journey from
launch time. The probe is perhaps the most highly-
awaited yet. Its landing spot, the Jezero Crater, may
have once been a wide, 45-kilometre river delta. Rich
in sedimentary rocks, such as clay and carbonates-the
same types of rocks that hold fossil traces on Earth-
Jezero could be a treasure trove.  Or perhaps not. 

“We know that water once flowed, but the question
remains: for how long?” asked Rocard. “We don’t
even know how long it took for life to appear on
Earth.” If the mission can bring these rocks back to
Earth they might yield answers to the questions that
have long confounded scientists. But they will have to
wait at least 10 years for the analysis to be available.
Viso said the results will likely be “a bundle of clues”
rather than a clear answer.—AFP

In this file photo, NASA engineers and technicians examine the descent stage of the Mars 2020 spacecraft dur-
ing a media tour of the Mars2020 Spacecraft Assembly Facility clean room at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory
in Pasadena, California. — AFP photos 

This handout picture shows Jezero Crater on Mars, the
landing site for NASA’s Mars 2020 mission.  

A picture shows the entrance of the Mohammed Bin
Rashid Space Centre (MBRSC), in the Gulf city of
Dubai. 

Employees work at the control room of the Mars
Mission at the Mohammed Bin Rashid Space Centre
(MBRSC), in the Gulf city of Dubai. 

In this file photo, a man takes a picture of an illustra-
tion depicting an astronaut with the Emirati national
flag outside Mohammed Bin Rashid Space Centre
(MBRSC) in Dubai. — AFP photos


