View From The Top

Mind your head!
Editor - Amy Saunders
I read an interesting fact recently: No human has yet been killed by space junk.
Five Japanese sailors were reportedly injured in 1969, and one woman in the USA
was grazed by a rocket fragment in 1997, but not one human has died. How can that be possible?
The answer is a combination of the responsibility of existing space users – most of whom are extremely careful to cause
as little harm as possible to the space environment, or indeed the Earth beneath it – and the fact that, despite global
population warnings, most of the Earth remains uninhabited. After all, the surface is largely water, so beyond the smattering
of fishing vessels, cruise ships, oil tankers, etc., we’re really not taking up that much space.
As the global population grows, and with it, the number of satellites in orbit, the threat to human life expands. Looking
ahead, the threat of space junk is about to expand exponentially; with tens of thousands of small satellites due for launch in
the next decade, many of which have no clear retirement plan, the threat to human life is about to become a lot more real.
Unlike the large GEO communications satellites, which have a 15-year lifespan and are almost always moved to a graveyard
orbit at their end of life, this new wave of small LEO and MEO satellites are good for only 1-5 years each, and many cannot
be moved out of the way at the end of their lifetime. Additionally, due to the threat of debris to other existing satellites in orbit,
some newer models are now being designed to fall out of orbit sooner than ever before to prevent a ‘Gravity’-like situation in
which space becomes unusable.
All this adds up to a lot more space junk falling out of the sky. Of course, much of it will burn up upon re-entry into the
atmosphere, but there will always be pieces that do not. So, will we soon be going about our business equipped with steel
umbrellas? Given that the speed of re-orbiting space junk is enough to penetrate a house, there really is no way for the
everyday citizen to protect themselves, assuming that they don’t live in a subway tunnel or nuclear bunker.
In due course, we can expect to see the first human fatalities as a direct result of the satellite industry. A sobering thought
for the start of the year!
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