U.S. Saturn V rocket launched Apollo 11 to
the Moon, July 16, 1967

Chinese Chang’e 1 launched a Lunar satellite, October 24, 2007

Indian Chandrayaan-1 launched India’s first
Moon mission, October 22, 2008

Back to the Moon
There’s a new race to the Moon and the U.S. and Russia
aren't in the starting blocks.

T

he world’s first space race began way back in 1957. The United
States and the Soviet Union were the only competitors. The Soviet

Union jumped ahead by launching the first Earth satellite and the first man
in space. But the U.S. quickly caught up and went on to be the only nation
to land people on the Moon and then led in the development of the International Space Station (ISS). Today, the Soviet Union no longer exists.
Russia continues to launch satellites and transport people to the ISS, but
its space effort is greatly reduced from its heyday. The U.S. Space Shuttle
fleet will stop flying in 2010. A new rocket is planned to fly in 2015. Meanwhile, astronauts will have to fly on Russian rockets to get to the ISS. The
old competitors seem tired and weary. But there are a group of new boys
on the space block who are lean and mean and ready to go—the Asians.
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The Asian Wave of the Future
Throughout the twentieth century, rocketry and space exploration
was led by Europe, the United States, and the Soviet Union (now
Russia). But in the beginning of the twenty-first century, Asian countries are coming on strong. They are designing their own rockets and
launching their own satellites. They are planning their own space stations and they have started exploring the Moon. How and Why?
Space: Not Just for the Few and Powerful

Here Come the Asians
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And then there is Helium-3.
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Helium-3 and the Coming Land Grab
launched probes to the Moon. India’s probe
launched in 2008 will map the surface of the
Moon to find locations that might be mined for
helium-3. India hopes to land a human on the
Moon by 2020, ahead of a planned landing by
China in 2024. The United States has announced that it too plans to return to the
Moon, but U.S. space leaders predict that China will get there first. And India might be there
Our Sun produces enormous quantities of helium-3. Particles of helium-3 are sent throughout the solar system by the solar wind. The
Moon appears to have substantially more helium-3 than the Earth.

to greet everybody..
A Lunar Land Grab in Our Future?

Mining Space for Energy
On the first lunar landing, Neil Armstrong
brought back soil samples that included the
isotope helium-3. There is very
little helium-3 on Earth but there
appears to be a large amount on
the Moon. Why is this important?
Helium-3 is the key energy source for a
fusion reactor. In theory, a fusion reactor is far
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Moon.
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the Moon has never been signed by any na-

plants a week in order to meet their needs. As

tion that can put people into space. Our future
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pretty.
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Back to the Moon | Key Terms
fusion reactor

An experimental nuclear power generator that is much safer and far less
polluting than today’s fission reactors.

Helium-3

A light non-radioactive isotope of use in fusion reactors. It is rare on the
Earth but is thought to be more plentiful on the Moon.

isotope

One or more atoms in an element that has a specific mass. Example:
“Helium-3” represents the element (helium) and the mass of the isotope
(3).

satellite

Any object in space that orbits another object. The Moon is the only natural
Earth satellite. Sputnik was the first man-made satellite.

Soviet Union

A former country in eastern Europe that was established in 1922 and included the nations of Russia and 14 other republics. It was dissolved in
1991. Most of the republics have become independent nations and Russia
has for the most part returned to its pre-1922 boundaries.

Discussion Points
1. The rapid growth of the Asian space programs points to substantial growth of their science
and technology capabilities. Can you think of other examples where Asian nations have
challenged Europe, Canada, and the United States in science and technology?
2. Space technology is closely allied with military technology. Do you think there is anything to
be concerned about militarily related to Asian nations success in space?
3. Many people believe competition is critical for technological progress. The idea is that competition—like a football match—inspires people to work harder and smarter to win. But
space exploration is very expensive. The military benefits may give an advantage to one
country over another. Instead of competition, countries could combine their research, share
the costs of development, and share the benefits as well. Compare the benefits (good) and
liabilities (bad) of space competition versus space cooperation.
4. The Moon does not belong to anyone or any country. Do you think nations should be able
to claim territory on the Moon for mining or any other purpose? What do you think would be
a good arrangement?
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