A company has plans to mine asteroids that zip close by Earth, both to provide supplies for future interplanetary
travellers and to bring back precious metals

KENNETH CHANG

ERHAPS it wili he a platinum
rushi that finally opens up the [i-
nal frontier.

Tuesday. a new company calied
Manetary Resources Inc. will unveil
its plans to mine asteroids that zip
close by Earth, both te provide sup-
plies for future interplanetary travei-
ers and to bring back precious metals
like platinum.

The venture may sound far
fetched—perhaps along che lines
of New: Gingrich’s campaign
promiise to colonize the moon—Dbut
il has already attracted some big-
pame investors, incloding Larry
Page and Eric Schniidi of Google,
as well as profitable technology de-
velopment contracts,

“If you believe that resources in
space are critical towards a space-far-
ing future, you will inevitably come
to the result that the asteroids—in
fact, the near-Eurth asweroids—are
the stepping stenes o the rest of the
solar systern ” Eric C, Anderson. one
of the company’s co-founders, said in
a telephone interview.

He was quick o add that the
company's business premise was
not as impractical as it might sound.
Because an astercid is devoid of
and its gravitational pull is negiigi-
ble, getting theve is relatively easy
Unlike larding oo the moon or
Mars. a robolic mining spacecraft

wouid not need parachutes or a
large engine to fly up to and attach
freeif 1o a small asteroid.

{here are probably about 1,500
a-Farth asteroids that are energer
iriily easier to reach than the surface
of the moor,” Anderson said.

Some of the asterolds are icy—up
10 20 percent water—and the water
could be drawn oul by melting the
ice. 'The water couid be taken to sup-
piy stapovers for future astronauts or
broken down into brearhable oxygen
or propellant for spacecrait on inter-
planetary missions,

Otker asteroids are rocky and
mietaliic, A throng of robotic mining
a‘t could grind up pieces of
srojd and smelt it o capture
precious metals within.

Platinum—which is tsed for jew-
elry, electronics comapoenents and au-
tomobile  catalytic  converters—
fetches about $3,500 an ounce these
davs, so a singie spacecratt would nor
have te bring back a lot of it for the
enterprise to make money. More
common metais like iron could per-
haps be used as raw materials in
space tactories, chiuming out space-
craft and other structures.

Anderson and Peter H. Diaman-
dis, the cther founcar of Flanetary
Resources, are already in the space
tourism business with a company
called Space Adventures, which has
arranged eighi irips 1o the Interna-
lional Svace Station. While that ven-
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ture has been a "reasonably good suc-
cess story,” Diamandis said, “the re-
alisation, at least for us, was it was-
't on track o really drive humanity
opening the space frontier at the level
that we desire.”

About three years ago, Diamandis
recalled, he and Anderson asked the
question, “So what's next?”

They set up Planetary Resources
a couple of years ago but have kept
quiet about it until now. The presi-
dent and chief engineer is Christo-
pher A. Lewicki. who previously

Jr., chairman of Perot Systems; and
Charles Simonyi, a former chief soft-
ware architect for Microsoft and one
of the space tourists who has visited
the space station. Thomas D. Jones,
a former NASA shuttle astronaut and
James Cameron, the filmmaker and
deep-sea explorer, are advisers.

Anderson declined to say exactly
how much money the company has
raised.

“It's plenty,” Anderson said. “The
collective net worth of our investors is
like $50 billion, and they know what

“If you believe that resources in space are critical
towards a space-faring future, you will inevitably come
to the result that the asteroids—in fact, the near-Earth
asteroids—are the stepping stones to the rest of the
solar system,” said Eric C Anderson, one of the

company’s co founders

worked 4s & manager on Mars mis-
sions at NASAs Jet Propulsion Labora-
tory. Based 1n Bellevue, Washington,
the company employs about 25 engi-
neers and has development contracts
for technologies like laser commiuni-
cations that it believes it will need for
prospecting and mining missions.

“The company is cash flow posi-
tive, aireadv.” Anderson said.

In addition Lo the leaders of
Google, investors include Ross Perot

&

they're gerting into.”

The plan is to launch the first
spacecraft—a small telescope 1o find
small nearby asteroids—within the
next two years. Next, the company
would send out a batch of small ex-
plorers to visit some of them. Actual
mining would begin after that, first
targeting water and then platinum.

From meteorites that have landed
on Earth, scientists know that some
asteroids have concenuations of plat-

inum 20 times that of ore 1 a plat-
inum mine on Farth. But the concen-
tration of the platinum would siili be
tiny—perhaps a few hundred atoms
per million-—and the company would
need to develop robodc technology
to extract the element from the rocks.

“To do large, large-scale mining of
asteroids, you're talking about
decades,” Anderson said.

One possibility the company is
considering is to nudge a small aster-
oid, perhaps one as long as a tootball
field. into an orbit around Earth
closer than the moon. Then Planetary
Resources—and possibly other com-
panies—could trv out their idees of
how 1o set up a mining operation.

“As one of the many eptiens of
how we couid stan the resource de-
velopment, that’s certainly among
them,” said lewicki, the company
president.

Drawing on niearby asteroids for
natural resources is actually a very old
idea. In 1926, Konstanrin Tsiolkovsky,
a Russian scientist who worked out
many of the basic requirements of
rockets and space travel, listed colont-
sation of the asteroid beit as number
12 of 16 steps in his “plan of space ex-
ploratian.” Other dreamers have
come along more recently.

“This is actually the fifth or sixth
company that has been invented for
purpose of doing it,” said John .
Lewis, a retired University of Arizona
professor who wrote a 1997 book,
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A decade ago, Benson marde
promises simila; 1o the ones Plane-
tary Resources has. Spaceles
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Eatth Asteroid Prospectn was o ren-
dezvous with an asteyoid, conduat
sciemific observations and claun it as
private property. It wac never huilt
{While Spaceltev never got w orbl
the company, now pall ot Sier
Nevada Corn., did have & notable
space achievement, [ts motors pow-
ered the SpaceshipOne. the firs i
ly financed manned {Hghts to
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Richard Branson's upcoming Virg
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Lewis thinks that Planetary Re-
sources has a better chol st gerting to
the asteroids=--he was invorved with
both American and Spaceliov and is
also an adviser 1o Maneciary Re-
sources—because unlike previous
venrures, “this vne has the dstinct
advantage in that ir has rechnicai
savvy and adequare capitalisation 1o
gerstarted.” NYT






