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The Infrastructure Road to Recovery Conquering Space

Interview with Andy Thomas

Above: Australian-born astronaut Dr. Andy
Thomas has been an outspoken promoter
of Australia to join the International Space
Station. He has flown on two Space Shuttle
missions, and spent 130 days on the Rus-
sian Mir space station. Photo: NASA

Above Right: In this photograph, taken
aboard Mir, Andy Thomas is taking a sam-
ple for the Microbial Collection Device which
monitors the safety of the water on the sta-
tion. Photo: NASA

Below Right: When 600 million people
watched Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin
walk on the Moon in July 1969, the images
they were seeing were received by this ra-
dio telescope at the Parkes Observatory,
relayed to NASA, and televised all over the
world. Photo: Parkes Observatory

Australian-born astronaut
Andy Thomas has made two

flights on the Space Shuttle, and
spent 130 days on the Russian
Mir station. Dr. Thomas, a PhD.
in mechanical engineering from
the University of Adelaide, has
given many public lectures in
Australia, and has been an out-
spoken advocate for Australia to
join the international communi-
ty in its manned space programs.

Dr. Thomas was asked to provide
his ideas on the future opportuni-
ties for Australia in space before the
International Space Advisory
Group, in the Summer of 2001. The
Group is chaired by Australian-
born former Space Shuttle payload
specialist Dr. Paul Scully-Power.

Dr. Thomas was interviewed in
the United States by Marsha Free-
man on November 7, 2001.

Q: What were your recommen-
dations to the International Space
Advisory Group?

Thomas: My role was to give
them some ideas, particularly
about possible involvement in
the International Space Station.
We were talking about a poten-
tial landing site for the X-38 ve-
hicle, and a landing site for a crew
return vehicle for the space sta-
tion, should it evolve from the ex-
perimental X-38, because Austral-
ia is a big, wide open space that
is easy to hit with a crew return
vehicle. It is very attractive for a
landing site.

Q: Which areas of Australia
would be considered to be appro-
priate for such a landing site?

Thomas: There are actually a
number of possible landing sites,
but the most probable is a test
range in the northern part of
South Australia called Woomera.

I think it would certainly be
very much in the Australian Gov-
ernment’s interest to do that, to
support the infrastructure, be-
cause it is a very unique test range.

Q: In what way?
Thomas: It’s got good geogra-

phy, good topography, the cli-
mate is very stable and usually,
very good. It’s very isolated and
it’s very large. It’s not overflown
by a lot of commercial aircraft, it’s
not on the jet routes, and that
makes it very desirable. There are
not many places in the western
world that offer that kind of re-
source.

Q: Australia already has a large
program in Earth remote sensing,
being one of the large, somewhat
undeveloped countries. Could
that expertise be applied to re-
search on the International Space
Station?

Thomas: That was one of the
things I also suggested. That is
an area where Australia could do
something with the space station
which would provide a capabili-
ty that would be unique for Aus-
tralia, in resource management,
sensing of geography of the land,
sensing of the surrounding
oceans, for ecological and re-
source management, and environ-
mental management. I think that
would be very useful for Austral-
ia to do that. The question you
have to address is, are you best
off doing that on a space station,
on a human-tended vehicle, or a
free-flyer?

The conventional answer is
that a free-flyer is the best way to
go, but I made the point that that
doesn’t account for the fact that
if you do it on a space station,
you have a person in the loop and
can make real-time decisions,
you can modify your instrument,
you can fix your instrument if
there is a problem with it, and you
can bring your instrument back

to the ground and refurbish it. On
a satellite it stays up there if it
works or not. If it doesn’t work
on a space station, you bring it
back and fix it. Those are decid-
ed advantages for doing remote
sensing, not just for Australia, but
for anybody, on the space station.

If Australia was to do it, they
would have a device that would
be applicable not just to Austral-
ia, and they would be able to do
collaborative ventures with oth-
er countries, to use the same data
sources that they generate.

Q:  Beside remote sensing,
what other areas could Australia
participate in?

Thomas: In all of the areas of
research that goes on on the space
station, which are life sciences,
microgravity science, and basic
physics and so on, Australia has
the educational capacity to con-
tribute to any of those. There are
investigators that have the skills
and knowledge to be active prin-
cipal investigators in any of those
fields.

Life sciences is one that comes
to mind, because Australia does
have a very strong medical com-
munity and there is a lot of inter-
est in medical issues that you face
in long-duration space flight as it
applies to people on the ground,
so Australia could certainly help
out there.

I believe they did have a mini-
workshop in August 2001 to ad-
dress that issue, which had some
participation from people at
NASA. They were looking at life
sciences issues, and defining are-
as where Australia could be in-
volved.

In microgravity sciences there
are the basic skills in the universi-
ties. There are the skills in basic
physics, in remote sensing. In any
of those areas, Australia could do
collaborative science, and I made
a big push for them to do that. I
think it would be very much in the
country’s best interest because
you leverage the resources and
start getting a community of edu-
cated people building up in the
society.

You develop very unique ad-
vanced skills. They may not stay
in the space program, but those
skills diffuse into the community
and after 10 years you start to see
them paying dividends in other
areas, in other innovative technol-
ogies, start-up companies, and ven-
ture funds and all kinds of things.
That’s where the big payoff would
be for Australia, aside from the fact
that doing these things enriches
the community just in its own
right. People find it exciting and
that’s enough justification in its
own right to do it.

Q: It would seem that Australia
could also develop modest pieces
of hardware for the space station,
as any even small involvement is
a foot in the door into this interna-
tional effort.

Thomas: I suggested develop-
ing flight hardware of some kind
to support the space station. I don’t
think Australia is fiscally in a po-
sition to develop a module. How-
ever, it could easily develop com-
ponents of modules for another
agency, such as the European
Space Agency or the Canadians.
There are a lot of collaborative op-
portunities, where Australia has
the technology skills to do it.

When I suggest that, the ques-
tion I get is, “Why should Austral-
ia develop something to support a
space station module? What does
Australia get out of it?”

Australia would actually get a
lot. For example, if Australia de-
veloped a life support system for a
space station module, Australia
would get all that technology,

which has applications, for exam-
ple, to submarines. Well, Austral-
ia is building a fleet of submarines
for itself, and that life support
technology has immediate appli-
cation there. It also has applica-
tion in the refurbishment and
maintenance of commercial air-
craft, which is a big business in
Australia because it’s attractive,
financially.

If Australia provided communi-
cations systems for a station mod-
ule, that would also have applica-
tions to systems for military vehi-
cles, as well as commercial vehi-
cles on the ground.

If Australia had a full-time sup-
port capability for an emergency
landing site for the space station
crew return vehicle, which is an-
other option, Australia would re-
quire search and rescue capabili-
ty and special medical vehicles,
and things like that, to be de-
ployed in the event of an emer-
gency on the space station.

But those resources would be
available to Australia in times of
national need. It wouldn’t be
something that would be sitting
there gathering dust, it could be
functioning, supporting the com-
munities in the remote areas of
Australia, at the same time that it
is on call to support the space sta-
tion. That’s the approach that I
took in my briefing. I said that all
of these things are not something
that are done in isolation, just to
support the space program. They
all have application to the needs
of the country. In that sense, you
are enriching the capabilities of
the country by doing these things
because you are gaining access to
the technologies and capabilities
that you would not otherwise
have.

Q: Is it correct that at this point,
there is no Australian space office,
or agency comparable to NASA?

Thomas: That is correct. I made
a push for that. I thought that with
the various activities that Austral-
ia could participate in, either
through ISS or through the
Woomera test range, or the work
going on at Christmas Island
[launch site], that Australia did
need to have a focused, central-
ised space office which would re-
port to a cabinet minister at a high
level, and have a clearly defined
mandate and budget and goals.

That would avoid some of the
turf battles you get when you have

multiple organisations trying to
do things. You’d have someone
clearly in charge, and I think that
is very important.

Q: Why has it been so difficult
to establish a centralised space
agency?

Thomas: There have been at-
tempts to do that in the past, but
space and those really long-term
investments in research are not
part of the Australian culture. Tra-
ditionally, Australia doesn’t do
that. They fund more near-term
things.

Australia has had, in fairness to
the political leaders, some eco-
nomic problems that required pret-
ty immediate action, so there
hasn’t been the sources to do this.
I am of the opinion that the world
is changing and the 21st Century
will be a world of very sophisti-
cated technologies, and certainly
remote sensing has suddenly be-
come of a whole new importance
since September 11.

I think you have to look and see
what will be the values of the 21st
Century world. They’re going to
be in high technology systems, re-
search and development, of which
one element is space-based activ-
ities.

I think if any country is going
to be a player on the world stage,
an active participant on the world
stage, and therefore, an active play-
er in the world economy, then that
country needs to embrace those
values, and that is the message I
try to give to Australia when I
make my speeches. That is some-
thing Australian political leaders
need to do.

Q: There is, very often, a dis-
connect between the political
leadership of a country and the
kinds of programs that would be
supported by the citizens of that
country. What kind of response do
you get when you give talks about
space in Australia?

Thomas: I’ve generally found
the reception from the people I
talk to, the man in the street, so to
speak, as well as educated lay per-
sons, has been extremely positive
about human space flight and be-
ing involved. There’s great excite-
ment there. For young people, of
course, that’s undeniably true, but
it’s not just young people, it’s also
the people at large. I think some
of that has been picked up on by
the political leaders, too.

I had the great privilege to ad-
dress the Australian Federal Cabi-
net in July [made up of] the vari-
ous ministers who report to the
Prime Minister. That was a great
honour. I briefed them about the
space station and about Austral-
ia’s unique capabilities by virtue
of its geography, which includes
Christmas Island and Woomera,
and I made a big push for Austral-
ia to get involved in these activi-
ties, because I think there will be
a significant economic benefit to
the country in years to come.

It won’t be a near-term econom-
ic gain; these things never are,
they are a long-term economic
gain. But I think Australia is well
positioned to be a participant in
those because it has a good tech-
nology infrastructure, it has a
good education system, it has a
good R&D base, it’s very stable
politically, and it is an English-
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