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Abstract 

The following texts forms a personal opinion submitted to the British Interplanetary 

Society for consideration in their debate about British involvement in the future 

exploration of space. Some recommendations are included for discussion.   

 

Recently, the United States of America announced a mission to return to the moon. 

This includes a manned landing by 2020 followed by a permanent presence by 

2024. The United States also continues to pursue other space projects such as the 

building of the international space station with its international partners. Recent 

successful planetary missions have also highlighted the success of international 

collaboration between NASA, ESA and others. This includes missions to Mars, 

impact with an asteroid and the far missions to the outer planets by the Cassini 

spacecraft. What is Britain’s response in these exciting times? 

 

It is a wonderful fact, that many British universities and industrial companies are 

involved in many of these projects. However, it is a sad fact that most of the British 

population are unaware of such collaborations. Bringing this knowledge to the 

British population must be the primary goal if we are to expect wide scale support 

in any future ambitious space endeavours by this country. If people are aware of 

the successes of such missions, this will also inspire the younger generation who 

will then view a scientific career as a rewarding one with an opportunity to get 

involved in exciting scientific discoveries. This then is the theme of my argument 

for advancing the British space program. To bring about a renaissance in the 
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education of the British population with the aim of wide scale engagement in 

British scientific space endeavours. Some of the benefits may be. 

(1) Improved education of the general population on matters relating to space 

exploration and an appreciation for the advance technological spin-offs. 

(2) The creation of a larger population of scientific talent for the British work 

industry to recruit from. 

(3) A larger interest in space mission which may impact political policies and 

enhance funding prospects by galvanising popular support. 

(4) A larger number of undergraduate applications to University physics 

departments to prevent the current decline. 

(5) A continued growth in the British space industry to compete on the 

international level. 

(6) A renewed international interest in what Britain has to offer in space 

exploration. This may bring new business to this country. 

(7) Increased employment and training opportunities, particularly for young 

people which may impact local crime statistics and quality of life where 

companies are based. 

 

It is this author’s view that a form of ‘inertia’ exists within some British academic 

circles towards our involvement in any future ‘manned exploration programs’. This 

was evident when the United States administration first made its announcement of 

an intended return to the moon. Several prominent British academics spoke out 

against the vision, maintaining that we should stick to robotic exploration and not 

become involved with the United States vision. This is an attitude that has no place 

in a progressive forward looking society. In such a society, problems are solved and 

technologies invented by the creation of a vision. Such a vision inspires people 

with passion to want to be a part of something important and worthwhile. Such 

participation can lead to technological breakthroughs through creative ideas which 
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may not otherwise have occurred. Inspiration, nurtured by appropriate motivation 

can also lead to us overcoming what appear to be insurmountable obstacles.  

“We choose to go the Moon, and do the other things, not because they are 

easy, but because they are hard.” {President J.F.Kennedy} 

 

Due to the massive costs involved, it is unlikely that Britain will in the near future 

be capable of having its own independent space program. But this is okay, as long 

as we involve ourselves in the international programs that are currently taking place 

or planned in the future. I propose that Britain should commit itself to the following 

twelve policies: 

(1) Re-join the European Space Agency and commit to the Arian 5 rocket 

program. This will produce returns on revenue from the satellite industry 

which we could have benefited from a long time ago. 

(2) The establishment of a British Astronaut Corps who are seconded (by 

agreement) to the space agencies of the United States of America, The Soviet 

Union, Europe, Japan, China and any others that make sufficient progress. 

The primary objective of these astronauts will be to train for missions into 

low earth orbit and beyond. However, the astronauts (who will be highly 

qualified) should also be involved in all aspects of the British Space 

Industry. This includes involvement in educational training, participation in 

robotic and Lander missions and as consultants to government and industry.  

(3) Creation of a new British Space Agency. Any British Astronauts should be 

placed under an umbrella organisation The British Space Agency (BSA) or 

The United Kingdom Space Agency (UKSA) which will be appropriately 

funded. In the first instance, the Agency should be headed by the British 

National Space Centre. All other academic, private, voluntary, industry space 

organisations within the country should become a section of this agency. 

This would include organisations like the British Interplanetary Society, The 
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Society for Popular Astronomy, The Royal Astronomical Society, The 

Institute of Physics – to name a few. Each organisation would have a branch 

which interacts with this agency (i.e space section). However, this agency 

should not be dominant in its administration of its smaller parts. Instead, it 

should act as a guide and director of funding/support, but allow each section 

to develop and continue in their own direction unhindered, with their own 

autonomy as is already the case with their founding independence. It is the 

passion of the individual within each section that will drive the 

achievements, not just an administrative policy directed from higher 

management. Each organisation should agree to a set of ‘goals in space’ that 

the parent agency specifies as the primary mandate for the country (as agreed 

by government, academia and industry). Space departments within private 

companies would also be connected to the parent agency by voluntary 

commitment for efficient collaboration on projects. 

(4) The focus of the British Space program on specific mission objectives. 

This may include objectives in the areas of: Astronautics (as discussed 

above); astronomical observations; planetary exploration; space education. It 

is likely that Britain already has specific expertise in certain areas and these 

should be identified and investment increased massively. An example would 

be the mini-satellite achievements of Surrey Satellite Technology. The 

proposal by Martin Sweeting for Britain to send a robotic mission to the 

moon should be supported completely. Especially considering the 

compelling argument that ‘space is now affordable’ for Britain to compete 

and undertake ambitious missions. Such mission goals could be along the 

lines of ‘To understand the internal composition of each planet in the solar 

system’ or ‘to contribute towards a permanent manned habitat on the moon’. 

The nature of each goal is a matter for debate. 
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(5) The advancement of a jet/rocket powered vehicle that is capable of 

reaching 100-200km altitude from a British runway. Several designs do exist 

within this country and many have received significant attention by the 

media in connection with the ‘x-prize’ competition. A design should be 

chosen which is well thought through, relatively low cost, low risk and 

where considerable concept design studies have already been undertaken. It 

is this author’s view that ‘The Bristol Space Plane’ project or ‘Ascender’ as 

proposed by David Ashford and his team is such an example. The use of 

such a vehicle in this country will bring about the development of a new 

tourism industry and provide a novel platform for academic zero gravity 

experiments. 

(6) The creation of a new diploma/A level standard course which is 

dedicated to ‘Space Studies’. Such a course should include the elements of 

mathematics, physics, orbital mechanics, spacecraft and satellite technology, 

astronomy and astrophysics. Completion of this course (in conjunction with 

other relevant courses) should enable entry onto a UK degree program in the 

engineering and physical sciences. The course should be high in academic 

standard and allow for practical studies in astronomy as well as residential 

visits to industrial companies (i.e SST, Astrium) to participate in some space 

related project. The course should be structured in such a way that merit can 

be gained not just by high academic grades but by the recognition of a 

students performance in other skills which demonstrate his potential 

contributions to a larger industry, where one’s quality of character is likely 

to be just as important as the attainment of academic standards. 

(7) Improved dialogue between the scientific community and the religious 

community. The achievements of space are magnificent but have not 

properly been conveyed to the world’s religions. Those interested in space 

are generally in awe at the magnificence of the universe, the explosion of the 
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big bang, the beauty of the planets, the billions of stars and galaxies. This 

vision needs to be shared with our communities so that we can all share in a 

common understanding and take comfort from it together. This ‘feeling’ of 

being both a ‘participant’ in the space program of our nation and the 

knowledge that our fate is coupled together will likely have a positive impact 

on our communities regardless of cultural or spiritual beliefs. People need to 

be shown that there is a whole universe out there, and that their role in it is 

important. The general population should be educated to understand that 

religions need not be overly concerned about the impact of scientific 

discoveries on their belief systems. Equally, scientists need to show more 

tolerance of religious belief and its fundamental role in our community. 

(8) The purchase of astronomical tools for schools. It is a sad fact that most of 

the British population has probably never looked through a telescope. This 

should be corrected and all schools should be donated with a medium quality 

telescope with charged couple device capacity (funded by government) to 

observe the planets, stars and galaxies. How can we expect young people to 

choose a higher education in astronomy for example when they have only 

seen another planet close up on a television screen? We must win their 

attention at an early age before their malleable minds are attracted to other 

distractions. 

(9) Larger involvement with the non-sciences in space exploration. This 

includes the arts such as photography, art, poetry. The different viewpoint of 

these various fields has something to offer in our quest to conquer space. 

Space is not just the domain of the scientist and all scientific discoveries 

need to be examined from every conceivable perspective. This will teach us 

both knowledge and humility. 

(10) Industry and academic support for gifted communicators of science 

who can better carry the message of what we are trying to accomplish and 



Britain in Space/K.F.Long 

 

7 

why. Where are the Carl Sagan’s and Richard Feynman’s of Britain today? 

This should also include support for so called ‘British eccentric inventors’ 

who have many creative ideas to contribute but are often met with obstacles 

by the larger companies. The television program ‘The Sky at Night’ is very 

popular within the country but only televised once a month. We need more 

Patrick Moore’s to engage us. The media has a large role to play here and 

must take some responsibility for the education of our citizens. 

(11) Improved academic courses. The pursuit of a PhD doctoral program in 

astronomy or other fields has historically been viewed as an elite pursuit. 

Opportunities by organisations like the Open University have demonstrated 

that adults can study such programs part-time and make high quality 

contributions to the various scientific fields. Often, such individuals did not 

receive an acceptable standard of school education, despite clearly 

demonstrating later in life the capacity to excel. With the many observations 

undertaken by the professional astronomers for example, there must be lots 

of data to analyse. Share this information widely and reward hard work 

appropriately. 

(12) Increased opportunities for public involvement. Programs like the 

search for extra-terrestrial intelligence online have demonstrated the 

willingness for personal involvement. People want to be a part and make 

their unique contribution. This is what gives our life greater meaning. 

 

Whatever direction the future British space program eventually takes, it is 

important that it has both leadership and vision if it is to achieve its missions and 

inspire the nation. The vision should be sufficiently credible so that it can capture 

the imagination of people throughout the country and should have the spiritual, 

moral and economic basis to convince people that the vision is worth supporting. 



Britain in Space/K.F.Long 

 

8 

The spiritual aspects can be achieved by a wider appreciation for our place in the 

universe and the wonder that beholds our cosmos. 

“For we are the local embodiment of a Cosmos grown to self-awareness. We 

have begun to contemplate our origins; star stuff pondering the stars; organised 

assemblages of ten billion billion atoms considering the evolution of atoms; tracing 

the long journey by which, here at least consciousness arose.” {Carl Sagan}.  

The moral aspects can be achieved by convincing people of the benefits to mankind 

of space exploration and the need for our population to grow beyond its natural 

biological boundaries. 

“Earth is the cradle of mankind, but one does not live in the cradle forever.”   

                                                                                 {Konstantin Tsiolkovsky}  

The economic aspects can be achieved by demonstrating a clear business argument 

on how British industry would benefit from greater involvement in space 

exploration. The involvement of private industry is an essential ingredient for the 

attainment of technological breakthroughs. The exploration of space cannot be 

conquered by the volunteer alone, and must utilise a financial driver. 

 

I would like to close with some comments about what any future British space 

program should not be. It should not be unaffordable to the tax payer if funding is 

to be continually justified under successive parliaments. It should not be merely 

government funded, but also supported by industry who would share in the 

success. It should not be exclusive to a few elite, but open for opportunities for 

participation at all levels (like with amateur-professional astronomy). Its goals 

should not be unrealistic, but also not lacking in vision. It should not be overly 

administrated. 
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I include a short few paragraphs from one of sciences greatest proponents to 

illustrate that such wonderful pieces of work can cause passion’s in those who read 

them and therefore have the potential to cause actions. 

“We Succeeded in taking that picture [from deep space], and, if you look at it, you see a 

dot. That’s here. That’s home. That’s us. On it, everyone you ever heard of, every human being 

who ever lived, lived out their lives. The aggregate of all our joys and sufferings, thousands of 

confident religions, ideologies and economic doctrines, every hunter and forager, every hero and 

coward, every creator and destroyer of civilizations, every king and peasant, every young couple 

in love, every hopeful child, every mother and father, every inventor and explorer, every teacher 

of morals, every corrupt politician, every superstar, every supreme leader, every saint and sinner 

in the history of our species, lived there on a mote of dust, suspended in a sunbeam.” 

“The earth is a very small stage in a vast cosmic arena. Think of the rivers of blood spilled 

by all those generals and emperors so that in glory and triumph they could become the 

momentary masters of a fraction of a dot. Think of the endless cruelties visited by the inhabitants 

of one corner of the dot on scarcely distinguishable inhabitants of some other corner of the dot. 

How frequent their misunderstandings, how eager they are to kill one another, how fervent their 

hatreds. Our posturings, our imagined self-importance, the delusion that we have some privileged 

position in the universe, are challenged by this point of pale light.” 

 

“Our planet is a lonely speck in the great enveloping cosmic dark. In our obscurity – in all 

this vastness – there is no hint that help will come from elsewhere to save us from ourselves. It is 

up to us. It’s been said that astronomy is humbling, and I might add, a character-building 

experience. To my mind, there is perhaps no better demonstration of the folly of human conceits 

that this distant image of our tiny world. To me, it underscores our responsibility to deal more 

kindly and compassionately with one another and to preserve and cherish that pale blue dot, the 

only home weve ever known.” {Carl Sagan}. 
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The views expressed in this document are the personal opinion of the author 

created as a discussion piece for consideration within the UK space industry 

on our future direction. 
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