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ALMATY: An American astronaut and two
Russian cosmonauts touched down safely on the
Kazakhstan steppe yesterday, completing a 196-
day mission that began with the first launch
under lockdown conditions. NASA astronaut
Chris Cassidy and Russian cosmonauts Anatoly
Ivanishin and Ivan Vagner landed around 150
kilometers southeast of the Kazakh city of
Zhezkazgan at 0254 GMT, footage broadcast by
the Russian space agency Roscosmos showed. 

Footage from the landing site showed a
seated Cassidy bumping elbows with one mem-
ber of the crew at the recovery site and saluting
another after they exited the Soyuz MS-16
spacecraft, before they were taken to medical
tents ahead of their onward journeys to Moscow
and Houston. “How are things?” asked Cassidy
in Russian, smiling. The three-man crew had
blasted off minus the unusual fanfare in April
with around half the world’s population living
under national lockdowns imposed to contain

the spread of the coronavirus. They did not face
questions from a press pack in Baikonur and
were not waved off by family and friends-both
time-honoured traditions before the pandemic.

Their pre-flight quarantine was also intensi-
fied as they eschewed customary sightseeing
trips to Moscow from their training base outside
the Russian capital. Their mission also coincided
with the arrival at the space station in May of
the first astronauts to blast off from US soil for
almost a decade. The mission, carried out by ty-
coon Elon Musk’s SpaceX company as part of
NASA’s Commercial Crew Program, has helped
fuel talk of a new “space race” between a num-
ber of countries.

But Russia’s Roscosmos, which enjoyed a lu-
crative monopoloy on travel to and from the
space station from 2011, remains the fastest
player in the game in terms of travel to and from
the ISS. Robert Behnken and Doug Hurley’s May
journey to the space station and August return

to Earth in the SpaceX craft saw the pair spend
the best part of two days in transit. Cassidy,
Ivanishin and Vagner’s touchdown on Thursday
by contrast came less than three-and-a-half
hours after undocking, while a three-person
crew reached the ISS from Baikonur in just three
hours and three minutes last week, setting a new
absolute record.

Prior to returning from his third mission in
space, former US Navy SEAL Cassidy, 50,
tweeted a picture of blood samples that astro-
nauts have to submit at various points in their
mission, including just before undocking. “What
is the price of a return ride back to Earth?....8
tubes of blood!! The 7 shown in this picture
were taken in the morning to be placed in our
deep freezer, and the 8th will be drawn just prior
to undock for ground processing soon after
landing,” sudoku puzzle fan Cassidy wrote. 

First-time-flyer Vagner was a rare Roscos-
mos presence on the micro-blogging platform,

where most NASA astronauts have a profile.
“Mama, I’m coming home,” the 35-year-old
tweeted on Wednesday. Ivanishin, 51, is wrap-
ping up his third mission, after NASA’s Kathleen
Rubins, with whom he launched to the ISS in
2016, arrived for a second stint aboard the sta-
tion last Wednesday along with Sergey Ryzhikov
and Sergey Kud-Sverchkov of Roscosmos.

The ISS has been a rare example of cooper-
ation between Moscow and Washington. Mem-
bers recently reported issues with the oxygen
production system, a toilet and the oven for
preparing food. But Roscosmos said in a state-
ment on Tuesday that the issues had been “fully
resolved by the crew”. “All the systems of the
station are working well and there is no danger
to the crew or the ISS.” Next month will mark
the 20th anniversary of the orbital lab being
permanently occupied by humans, but the sta-
tion is expected to be decommissioned in the
next decade due to structural fatigue.—AFP

Three-man US-Russian crew 
returns to Earth from ISS

American, Russian cosmonauts complete a 196-day mission

American lawmakers 
urge US to boycott 
Saudi-hosted G20
RIYADH: Forty-five American lawmakers have urged the US gov-
ernment to boycott next month’s G20 summit in Riyadh unless
Saudi authorities address key human rights concerns, according to
correspondence released Wednesday. The letter from US Congress
members to Secretary of State Mike Pompeo comes after Euro-
pean lawmakers passed a resolution this month calling for the Eu-
ropean Union to downgrade its attendance at the summit, also over
human rights. The developments are a source of embarrassment
for the kingdom, the current G20 president, as it gears up to host
world leaders next month at what is widely seen as a crucial event
for Saudi international diplomacy. Among a suite of demands, Con-
gress members called on Riyadh to release jailed activists including
several women, end its military campaign in neighboring Yemen
and provide accountability for the 2018 murder of journalist Jamal
Khashoggi in Istanbul.

“As the world’s leading democracy and purveyor of human
rights, our government should demand dramatic changes to Saudi
Arabia’s dismal record of human rights violations,” said the letter,
seen by AFP. “Should the Saudi government fail to take immediate
steps to address this record, we should withdraw from the Saudi-
led G20 summit and commit to making human rights reforms a con-
dition of all future dealings with Saudi Arabia’s government.”

Jan Schakowsky and Ilhan Omar, Democratic members of the
US House of Representatives, were among the 45 lawmakers who
signed the letter, which was supported by advocacy group Free-
dom Forward. There was no immediate reaction from the Saudi
government or Pompeo. The administration of US President Donald
Trump is a key ally and supporter of Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, Saudi Arabia’s de facto ruler. —AFP

Nuclear weapons 
ban treaty nears 
coming into force
GENEVA: An international treaty banning nuclear weapons is
on the verge of coming into force, campaigners said Wednes-
day, with the last few necessary ratifications expected within
weeks. The Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons -
which bans the use, development, production, testing, station-
ing, stockpiling and threat of use of such weapons - was
adopted by the UN General Assembly in July 2017 with the ap-
proval of 122 countries. 

Since then, 84 states have signed the treaty, which will come
into force 90 days after 50 of those signatories ratify the doc-
ument. The 75th anniversary of the nuclear bomb attacks on
Nagasaki and Hiroshima, marked in August, has seen a wave of
countries ratify in recent months. They include Nigeria,
Malaysia, Ireland, Malta, and most recently Tuvalu on October
12, bringing the number up to 47.

A 48th country is expected to ratify in the coming days,
with others thought to be on the brink of doing likewise within
weeks. “This is a really big deal that the treaty is about to
enter into force,” said Beatrice Fihn, the executive director of
the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons
(ICAN). “It could be in a matter of days. It’s really quite im-
minent, we think.” ICAN, a coalition of non-governmental or-
ganizations, won the 2017 Nobel Peace Prize for its key role
in bringing the treaty to fruition.

‘Historic milestone’ 
“That these countries have done this, despite the pandemic

and enormous pressure from nuclear-armed states, is really
quite impressive,” Fihn told reporters at the United Nations
in Geneva. “This would be a really historic milestone. This
treaty will complete the bans on weapons of mass destruc-

tion. It will stand next to the ban on biological weapons and
chemical weapons.”

Thailand, Mexico, South Africa, Bangladesh, New Zealand,
Vietnam and the Vatican are among the countries who have al-
ready ratified the treaty. The clutch of nuclear weapons-pos-
sessing states, including the United States, Britain, France, China
and Russia, have not signed the treaty. However, campaigners
hope that it coming into force will have the same impact as pre-
vious international treaties on landmines and cluster munitions,
bringing a stigma to their stockpiling and use, and thereby a
change in behavior even in countries that did not sign up.

Nuclear-armed states argue their arsenals serve as a deter-
rent and say they remain committed to the nuclear Non-Prolif-
eration Treaty, which seeks to prevent the spread of nuclear
weapons. Fihn said the surge of ratifications around the 75th
anniversary of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki attacks came with
states keen to see the treaty implemented within the lifetime of
the last remaining survivors. “They should see the day when nu-
clear weapons become banned,” she said. —AFP

TOULON: This undated handout picture shows new French navy nuclear attack
submarine Suffren, a Barracuda class, during tests in Toulon’s harbor.  —AFP


