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NEW YORK: Jeff Bezos, the richest
person in the world, is set to join the
astronaut club tomorrow on the first
crewed launch by Blue Origin, another
key moment in a big month for the
fledgling space tourism industry. The
mission comes days after Virgin
Galactic founder Richard Branson
crossed the final frontier, narrowly
besting the Amazon magnate in their
battle of the billionaires.

Blue Origin’s sights are, however, set
higher: both literally in terms of the alti-
tude to which its reusable New Shepard
craft will ascend compared to Virgin’s
spaceplane, but also in its future ambi-
tions. Bezos founded Blue Origin back
in 2000, with the goal of one day build-
ing floating space colonies with artifi-
cial gravity where millions of people
will work and live.

Today, the company is developing a
heavy-lift orbital rocket called New
Glenn and also a Moon lander it is
hoping to contract to NASA under the
Artemis program. “They’ve had 15
successful New Shepard uncrewed
flights and we’ve been waiting years to
see when they’re going to start flying
people,” Laura Forczyk, founder of
space consulting firm Astralytical, told
AFP, calling it an “exciting time” for
enthusiasts.

New Shepard will blast off at 8:00
am Central Time (1300 GMT) on July 20
from a remote facility in the west Texas

desert called Launch Site One, some 25
miles (40 kilometers) north of the near-
est town, Van Horn. The event will be
live streamed on BlueOrigin.com begin-
ning an hour and a half before.

Richest, oldest and youngest 
Joining Bezos on the ful ly

autonomous f l ight wil l  be barrier-
breaking female aviator Wally Funk,
who at 82 is set to be the oldest ever
astronaut, Dutch teenager Oliver
Daemen, the company’s first paying
customer, who wil l  become the
youngest astronaut.

Rounding out the four-member crew
is Jeff Bezos’ brother Mark, a financier
who directs the Bezos Family
Foundation and works as a volunteer
firefighter. The pair are best friends, and
Jeff shared the moment he asked his
younger sibling to join him in a viral
video on Instagram last month.

Notably absent is the mysterious
winner of a $28 million auction for a
seat, who had “scheduling conflicts” and
will take part in a future flight, and has
asked to remain anonymous, the com-
pany said. After lift-off, New Shepard
will accelerate towards space at speeds
exceeding Mach 3 using a liquid hydro-
gen/liquid oxygen engine with no car-
bon emissions.

The capsule soon separates from its
booster, and the astronauts unbuckle
and begin to experience weightlessness.

The crew will spend a few minutes
beyond the Karman line — the interna-
tionally recognized boundary between
Earth’s atmosphere and space, at 62
miles altitude (100 kilometers), as the
spacecraft peaks at 65 miles high (106
kilometers).

They will be able to admire the curva-
ture of the planet — and the inky black
of the rest of the universe — from large
windows that comprise a third of the
cabin’s surface area. The booster returns
autonomously to a landing pad just north
of its launch site, while the capsule
freefalls back to Earth before deploying
three giant parachutes, and finally a
thruster, to land gently in the west Texas
desert.

Bigger prizes 
Beyond the first flight, relatively little

is known about Blue Origin’s future
tourism plans. The company has a histo-
ry of secrecy, its existence only becom-
ing public knowledge three years after
its creation. It then pursued a policy of
“self-imposed silence” until 2015.

Unlike Virgin Galactic, Blue Origin
hasn’t officially started selling tickets —
Daemen won his spot through the auc-
tion process. The company wants two
more flights this year, then “many more”
in 2022, it told AFP.

Forczyk, the analyst, said it will all
depend on the level of demand that is
generated by these early flights, and

how well the industry recovers from
accidents “which there inevitably will
be, because spaceflight is inherently
risky.” Elon Musk’s SpaceX will enter
the fray in September with an all-civil-
ian orbital expedition on its Crew
Dragon, and is tying up with another
company, Axiom, for visits to the

International Space Station.
Beyond tourism, Blue Origin would

like to supplant SpaceX as NASA’s
leading private sector partner, and sees
New Shepard as “sort of the stepping
stone and also the way to make money
along the way for the greater ambition,”
said Forczyk. —AFP
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WEST TEXAS: File photo obtained May 19, 2021, courtesy of Blue Origin, shows a close-
up of the New Shepard rocket as it launches in West Texas. —AFP

Two bears head 
for US from 
crisis-hit Lebanon
BEIRUT: Two endangered Syrian
brown bears were headed to a new life
in the United States yesterday after
being rescued from cramped condi-
tions in a Lebanese zoo, two charities
said. Homer and Ulysses, each aged 18
and weighing 130 kilos (280 pounds),
had been living in a zoo near the
southern city of Tyre, animal rights
association Animals Lebanon said.

They were freed “after convincing
the zoo owner that they deserve better
than the small cement cages they were
kept in for over ten years”, it said in a
statement. The bears were to be flown
out of Beirut late yesterday, headed for
the Wild Animal Sanctuary in the US
state of Colorado.

Syrian brown bears are a relatively

small subspecies of the endangered
brown bear, but no longer exist in the
wild in Syria or Lebanon, the UK-
based Bear Conservation group says.
Animals Lebanon director Jason Meir
said the bears were likely imported
from eastern Europe.

They had been supposed to travel
in late 2019, but banking restrictions
linked to Lebanon’s economic crisis,
then the coronavirus pandemic had
postponed the trip. Four Paws, an
international organisation also taking
part in the relocation, said it had first
met the bears in November 2019.

“Trapped in tiny cages, some small-
er than a ping-pong table, the bears
had no water, sporadic food, and inad-
equate shelter from the weather,” it
said in a statement. “Both bears not
only suffered from malnutrition but
also extreme stress.” Meir said he was
aware of about 30 lions and tigers as
well as around 10 more bears still kept
as exotic pets and in private zoos in
the Mediterranean country. —AFP

TYRE: One of two Syrian brown bears is sedated and examined before
being prepared to be transferred to the United States by members of the
global animal welfare organisation Four Paws yesterday. —AFP

Historic flood engulfs 
renowned Belgian 
chocolate factory 
CHAUDFONTAINE: As the floodwaters receded in the
river valleys of industrial eastern Belgium, the smell of
cocoa was mixed with the stench of spilled fuel oil and
churned up river mud. Among the many businesses
knocked temporarily out of action by the unprecedented
inundation was the Galler factory, home to one of the
country’s iconic luxury chocolate brands.

Built on the banks of the now churning Vesdre river, in
Vaux-sous-Chevremont in Chaudfontaine commune out-
side the city of Liege, the plant ships high-end bars to afi-
cionados as far away as Japan. In Belgium, which styles itself
the world capital of chocolate, it is accredited to supply the
royal court of Philippe, king of the Belgians, alongside the
likes of Godiva and Leonidas. But, after a week of torrential
rains sent waves of water surging down the narrow valleys
of this former coal-mining area near the German border,
part of the front wall of the plant has collapsed.

Taking stock 
Tools and workstations are swept into piles, and muddy

water has stained the walls 1.8 metres (six feet) above its

normal level. “It’s time to take stock,” said Valerie
Stefenatto, the 32-year-old communications manager, as
she walked the premises in rubber boots, telephone in
hand. “The priority now is to secure the factory and to get
the electricity back on, to see if the machines are still work-
ing or not.” Vats of raw ingredients had been knocked over
or burst and the smell of chocolate drifted through the air.

At Galler and at other businesses across the south and
east of the country, questions will be asked. Why were
meteorologists’ and climate scientists’ warnings unheed-
ed? Why did the government not act? Here, when the river
level started to rise on Wednesday, staff stacked sandbags
and shut off production, but they had no way of predicting
the wall of water that hit on Thursday.

“The factory has been here since 1976. We’ve never
known a flood in Vaux-sous-Chevremont,” Stefenatto
sighed. Things could have been worse. Stocks of finished
chocolate were stored in a depot on higher ground, north of
Liege, and the wider commune has seen five residents killed
and dozens left homeless. “We have colleagues who have
lost everything,” Stefenatto said, as exhausted workers
found plastic chairs on the parking area. “To get get back on
our feet, we’ll have to focus on the morale of the troops.”

Plans on hold 
But a delivery truck and its 10 metre container has been

tossed across the loading area, and it’s too soon to say
when the 60-strong workforce will be able to get back to
work. Before the coronavirus pandemic, Galler produced

1,700 tonnes of chocolate per year and turned over 30
million euros. It had ambitious expansion plans, backed by
a Liege consortium and by foreign investors.

“We don’t yet know how long it’s going to take. One,
two, three months? It’ll depend whether we decide to
focus on certain markets, Belgian or European,”
Stefenatto told AFP. The storms have now moved east
and south, bringing devastation to Germany and threat-
ening Austria’s Alpine valleys. The final economic and
human toll in Belgium, where a least 27 are dead, is not
yet known. —AFP

Space tourism 
lifts off
LONDON: After years of waiting, Richard Branson’s
journey to space this month on a Virgin Galactic vessel
was supposed to be a triumphant homecoming. Instead,
the jaunt attracted significant criticism — about its car-
bon footprint.

With Jeff Bezos set to launch on a Blue Origin rock-
et tomorrow, and Elon Musk’s SpaceX planning an all-
civilian orbital mission in September, the nascent space
tourism industry finds itself facing tough questions
about its environmental impact. Right now, rocket
launches as a whole don’t happen often enough to pol-
lute significantly. “The carbon dioxide emissions are
totally negligible compared to other human activities or
even commercial aviation,” NASA’s chief climate advi-
sor Gavin Schmidt told AFP.

But some scientists are worried about the potential
for longer term harm as the industry is poised for major
growth, particularly impacts to the ozone layer in the still
poorly understood upper atmosphere. Virgin Galactic,
which came under fire in op-eds on CNN and Forbes, as
well as on social media, for sending its billionaire founder
to space for a few minutes in a fossil fuel-guzzling
spaceship, says its carbon emissions are about equiva-
lent to a business-class ticket from London to New York.

The company “has already taken steps to offset the
carbon emissions from its test flights and is examining
opportunities to offset the carbon emissions for future
customer flights, and reduce our supply chain’s carbon
footprint,” it said in a statement to AFP. But while
transatlantic flights carry hundreds of people, Virgin’s
emissions work out to around 4.5 tonnes per passenger
in a six passenger flight, according to an analysis pub-
lished by French astrophysicist Roland Lehoucq and col-
leagues in The Conversation.

That’s roughly equivalent to driving a typical car
around the Earth, and more than twice the individual
annual carbon budget recommended to meet the objec-
tives of the Paris climate accord. “The issue here is really
one of disproportionate impacts,” Darin Toohey, an
atmospheric scientist at the University of Colorado,
Boulder told AFP.

“I actually grew up on the space program and that
got me into science.... but if someone offered me a free
ride, I would be very nervous taking it because I would
know that my own footprint is way larger than it should
be,” he said. 

Cleaner fuels possible 
Virgin Galactic’s SpaceShipTwo uses a type of syn-

thetic rubber as fuel and burns it in nitrous oxide, a
powerful greenhouse gas. The fuel pumps black carbon
into upper stratosphere, 30-50 kilometers (18 to 30
miles) high.

Once there, these particles can have multiple impacts,
from reflecting sunlight and causing a nuclear winter
effect, to accelerating chemical reactions that deplete the
ozone layer, which is vital to protecting people from
harmful radiation. “We could be at a dangerous point,”
said Toohey, who wants more scientific investigations into
these effects before the launches become more frequent.
Virgin has said it wants to conduct 400 flights a year.

Compared to Virgin Galactic’s SpaceShipTwo
spaceplanes, Blue Origin’s are much cleaner, according
to a recent paper by scientist Martin Ross of
Aerospace, which Bezos’ company plugged on Twitter.
That’s because it burns liquid hydrogen and liquid oxy-
gen, which combusts as water vapor. Ross’ paper found
Blue Origin’s vertical launch reusable rocket causes a
hundred times less ozone loss and 750 times less cli-
mate forcing magnitude than Virgin’s, according to
ballpark calculations. But that doesn’t mean it’s totally
clean. “It takes electricity to make liquid oxygen and
liquid hydrogen,” Ross told AFP. “You could go back
and calculate how much electricity was used to make
the propellant,” he said. “It depends how far back in the
supply chain you look.” —AFP

CHAUDFONTAINE: Photo shows piled up material at the
Galler chocolate factory, destroyed by a severe flood-
ing following heavy rainfalls, in Vaux-sous-
Chevremont, near Chaudfontaine. —AFP

As clock strikes 
midnight, LA 
reinstates masks 
LOS ANGELES: In a West Hollywood nightclub, peo-
ple flirted, danced, and got close-all mostly
unmasked-despite the fact that at midnight, Los
Angeles became the first US city to order a return to
masks indoors. At Revolver, a bar blasting out
Madonna’s best hits, clubbers were warned in the
queue-no mask, no entry.

The ultimatum sent one young man, David,
scrambling to the nearest supermarket to buy one so
as to not miss precious dancing time. But once inside
the venue, despite rising COVID infection rates, it
was a different story. “I feel a little out of place,” said
22-year-old Ashley Gutierrrez, one of the few wear-
ing a mask. Many of those that AFP spoke to on the

dancefloor espoused a similar view-with so many
coronavirus vaccine doses available, why should
those who have already been inoculated have to suf-
fer because of those who aren’t? “If you’re refusing
to get the vaccine, that’s on you now,” said Stephen
Bennett, 21. Anthony Bawn, a 36-year-old screen-
writer, agreed. “Why should we feel responsible for
individuals who don’t want to protect their own
body?” he asked. “If they force me to (wear a mask),
I’m going to go home.”

‘Not my problem’ 
For Los Angeles authorities, who announced the

return to mandatory mask wearing in the middle of
the week, there’s a delicate balance to strike-the city
has only really reopened in the last few weeks, and
no-one wants to spoil the party.

But thanks to the Delta variant, COVID-19 cases
are the highest they’ve been since March, and the
United States has not yet introduced any form of vac-
cine passport. Many have chafed at the mask reintro-
duction, however. The Los Angeles county sheriff’s

office has already announced that it will not enforce
the new mandate, which according to the sheriff, is
not based on science.

“It’s going to be hard to enforce,” said Ruben,
manager of Trunks bar. “There’s nothing we can do.”
“I’m not going to shove them on people’s faces,”
sighed another bar manager. As midnight struck at
Micky’s, a worker tapped on his watch and hurriedly
distributed masks to the establishment’s dancers.

The barmen hesitated, before masking up them-
selves-but on the dancefloor, nothing much changed.
Leo Johnson had his mask in his pocket. “I’m vaccinat-
ed,” he said. “I have my mask in my pocket... I will not
wear my mask if they don’t ask me to.” 

It was, he pointed out, difficult to chat people up
with half your face covered-a position shared by
Adrian Barrios, 26. “In a bar setting, so much of your
communication is through your smile and body lan-
guage,” he said. “A lot of that is inhibited through
masks.” For 26-year-old Krista, however, the solution
was to lean in: resplendent in a rhinestoned mask, she
chose to protect herself, but do it in style. —AFP


