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The UAE aims to be an ac-
tive contributor to the in-
ternational space commu-
nity and its missions, a top 

official at the UAE’s space centre 
said ahead of the selection of the 
country’s first astronaut corps.

Salem Al Marri, assistant direc-
tor-general of the Mohammed Bin 
Rashid Space Centre (MBRSC), 
spoke to Khaleej Times on what kind 
of impact the UAE’s space industry 
will have by sending the first Emi-
rati to space in April next year.

He said the historic achievement 
will not only make the UAE an ac-
tive player in the international 
space community, but, will also 
help create ‘Emirati versions of 
Elon Musks and Jeff Bezos’. “For 
me, human space flight is the pin-
nacle of space exploration. Getting 
a human into space and then keep-
ing him alive, getting him to work 
and to interact is not easy and that’s 
why every country doesn’t do that 
and why every country doesn’t 
have astronauts. I think, for us, get-
ting to that level sends a clear mes-
sage that the country has a long-
term commitment to space and its 
exploration objective,” he said.

“The objective of the UAE Nation-
al Space Programme is to build hu-
man capabilities and knowledge, 
and to focus on peaceful exploration. 
It also sends a message that the UAE 
is an active player in space flight and 
exploration and that we are doing 
this as part our global citizen role.”

Al Marri hoped that the Emirati 
children will be inspired by the his-
toric move the UAE will achieve in 
April next year, when it sends its 
first astronaut into space. “If we are 
able to inspire tens of thousands of 
10-year-olds to think about tech-
nology in space and research, what 
are those children going to come 
up with when they are 30 or 40? 
Going back to the Apollo days, in 
the 1960s during the moon land-
ing, a lot of innovators whom we 

dubai — The final interviews for 
the UAE’s first Emirati astronaut 
corps selection are starting today 
and one of them will be heading 
to space early next year on a 10-
day mission.

It has been a grueling series of 
medical tests, psychological ex-
ams and interviews since January 
for 4,000 candidates who dreamt 
of becoming astronauts. The re-
maining 39 will be taking part in 
their final interviews this week 
and four will be chosen soon as 
the country’s first astronaut corps. 
One of the final four will head to 
the International Space Station 
onboard the Russian Soyouz MS-
12 spacecraft in April.

Ahead of the final interviews, 
Salem Al Marri, assistant direc-
tor-general of the Mohammed 
Bin Rashid Space Centre 
(MBRSC), told Khaleej Times that 
the candidates come from differ-
ent professions.

“I think if you are looking at the 

original numbers we announced 
previously, 60 per cent were engi-
neers and scientists, mainly these 
numbers have stayed stable. We 
have a lot of engineers and scien-
tists. We do also have a good 
number of pilots — civilian and 
military. We have people who 
come from a teaching back-
ground and medical background. 
These candidates have been with 
us for the past three months and 
since the 4,000 were announced, 
we have been assessing them 
continuously and the numbers 
are going down and down,” he 
said.

“Whether they have been as-
sessed from a medical or psycho-
logical perspective, they’ve han-
dled the interviews and they’re 
going through another interview 
as well. There’s a lot of informa-
tion we have built on each indi-
vidual candidate. Then we start 
to tailor questions, we start get-
ting concerns or get better clarifi-

cations just to see if this person is 
the right person to represent the 
UAE in space. We also check for 
someone who would be able to 
work very well in a group, with 
the rest of the astronauts and in 
confined and dangerous spaces. 
These are the type of persons 
who can work in that field.”

The mission to the Internation-
al Space Station will take off from 
Russia in April onboard Russia’s 
Soyouz MS-12 spacecraft. Al 
Marri said that three astronauts 
will be part of the flight, including 
an American flight engineer, a 
Russian commander and an Emi-
rati astronaut.

The names of four Emiratis 
who will form UAE’s first astro-
naut corps will be announced af-
ter the final interviews are com-
pleted this month. After that the 
name of the astronaut who will 
jet off into space in April will be 
announced later this year. 
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Final interviews of Emirati 
astronauts to start today

uae seeks to be an active 
player in space arena: mbrsc
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The objective of the UAE National Space Programme is to build human capabilities and knowledge, and to focus on peaceful exploration. 

dubai — The Mohammed Bin 
Rashid Space Centre (MBRSC) will 
start planning longer duration 
space missions of up to six months 
once the first one in April is suc-
cessfully completed, Salem Al Mar-
ri, assistant director-general of the 
centre, has said.

Al Marri told Khaleej Times that 
the 10-day mission at the Interna-
tional Space Station will help the 
UAE achieve and advance in their 
scientific objectives, allowing them 
to explore further and go on longer 
missions. The agreement to work 
with Russia’s space agency, Ros-
cosmos, was signed last month in 
Vienna during a convention.

“I think the unique aspect of this 
mission is that it’s a short duration. 
It’s about 10 days It’s great to expe-

rience 10 days in orbit and go 
through the whole process, learn 
and build our scientific objective 
and experiments in that period. Af-
ter that, we aim for a longer-term 
mission, where you’re talking about 
a month or six months,” he said.

Al Marri said the agreement with 
Roscosmos was negotiated and 
prepared much before the conven-
tion last month. “Why Russia? 
Right now, no one other than Rus-
sia can send astronauts into space. 

American astronauts go on the 
same Soyouz spacecraft. We’ll have 
a Russian commander with us, an 
American female astronaut and the 
third one will be an Emirati astro-
naut. Currently, the only way to get 
into space is using a Russian rocket. 
There are obviously options com-
ing forward — SpaceX and Boeing, 
for example,” he said.

“Looking at what the Russians 
can provide, they offer 50 to 60 
years of experience. The Soyouz 
has been launched over 100 times 
and it’s very safe, no accidents have 
happened, I think, for the past 50 
years. So, it’s a reliable and safe 
work force.”

Al Marri said that they plan on 
adding more astronauts to their 
corps later on as they carry out 
more missions into space. 

“These four will form our first 
astronaut corps. They will have ba-

sic and mission-specific trainings 
over a number of years. We are 
very lucky that we have been able 
to secure our first flight next April. 
However, there will be the next five 
to 10 years of continuous training 
for these four. Also, we will be add-
ing additional astronauts to this 
corps, training them and looking 
for flight opportunities for longer 
durations.

“This mission is for 10 days, 
imagine if we send an astronaut for 
six months. You’ve got someone 
from the UAE living in space for 
half a year and every day he’s con-
necting with the community, the 
education sector, with kids and sci-
entists for that 180-day period. I 
think these kinds of objectives go-
ing into the next five or 10 years 
are very tangible and are objectives 
that are very important.
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knowledge-building

Salem Al Marri, 
assistant director-general of the MBRSC

If we are able to inspire tens of thousands of 
10-year-olds to think about technology in space and 
research, what are those children going to come up 
with when they are 30 or 40?

Imagine if we send an astronaut for six months. 
You’ve got someone from the UAE living in space 
for half a year and every day he’s connecting with 
the community for that 180-day period.

Looking at what the Russians can provide, they offer 
50 to 60 years of experience. The Soyouz has been 
launched over 100 times and it’s very safe, no ac-
cidents have happened for the past 50 years.

The objective here is not to make money or to 
necessarily support the economy directly, it’s more 
of building knowledge and capabilities and being an 
active player in space exploration.”

Right now, no 
one other than Russia 
can send astronauts 
into space. American 
astronauts also go on 
the same spacecraft.”

Salem Al Marri, assistant  

director-general, MBRSC
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First Emirati astronaut will take off from Russia in April next year 
onboard Russia’s Soyouz MS-12 spacecraft. 

see in the US today — Jeff Bezos 
and Elon Musk are two of them — 
go back to when Neil Armstrong 
landed on the moon and that is 
what inspired them,” he said.

“We would hope that looking 
forward 10, 20, or 30 years later, 
we have our own Jeff Bezos and 
Elon Musks who are developing in-
dustries, those related to space and 

others as well. And they can use the 
first Emirati going to space memo-
ry and knowledge as inspiration. I 
think that’s important.”

He said the UAE’s progress in 
reaching space and further explora-
tion will help the country advance its 
space industry, which will also “indi-
rectly boost the economy”. “Every 
dollar that you spend on space will 
bring you a return of three, four or 
five dollars, whatever it may be. But, 
it’s not necessary that it’s a direct re-
turn, it could be an indirect return. 
The objective here is not to make 
money or to necessarily support the 
economy directly, it’s more of build-
ing knowledge and capabilities and 
being an active player in space ex-

ploration,” he said.
“Along with that, there are re-

search entities that get developed in 
universities, a lot of joint work that 
happens and exchange of knowl-
edge, science and researchers from 
this region to the US and vice versa. 
A lot of such knowledge generates 
capabilities and then comes back 
into the economy indirectly — for 
example, businesses opening, spin-
offs coming out, technologies being 
developed. And you have a society 
that’s based on knowledge and indi-
viduals who can contribute back to 
the country in many different ways. 
That’s what we see happening with 
space and innovation.”
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ThE MiSSioN  
iN A NUTShEll
> The uae is set to have its 
first astronaut corps of 
four this year
> One of them will go on 
their first mission to space 
in april, 2019
> The mission will take 
off in Russia on board the 
Sayouz MS-12 spacecraft
> It will be a 10-day mission
> A russian commander, 
american and emirati 
astronauts will be on board
> The Mohammed bin 
Rashid Space Centre will 
add more astronauts to 
the corps as they achieve 
a growing number of 
successful space missions.
> The 39 candidates left 
after the screening will 
take their final interviews 
starting today
> MBRSC’s assistant 
director general Salem Al 
Marri hopes emirati youth 
will be inspired by the 
mission

4 
Members of the UAE 
Astronaut Corps will 
be selected this year


