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Panic in the Sky - Lesson from an Unexpected Risk
Editorial: Panic in the Sky - Lesson from an Unexpected Risk

 A volcanic explosion in Iceland has forced the cancellation of flights in and out of Europe, causing damage to many industries. The resumption of flights depends on the movement of the volcanic ash cloud revealing this explosion's huge impact on the Northern Hemisphere. This explosion brought home to us the fact that our life is fraught with unexpected risks.

 Airports were closed in parts of Europe, which serves as the hub of global air transportation, stranding passengers. Trains, ferries and other transportation means became extremely crowded.

 Moreover, Europe is so large that trains and ferries are not a suitable alternative for airplanes. When it comes to passenger transport between Europe and other areas, the airplane is the only realistic means of travel.

 The impact on cargo is also devastating. Many industries use air transportation to ship medicines, fresh food, and electronic parts. Some of these products are difficult to find in areas other than Europe. The effect is spreading, affecting international conferences, sports competitions and other events.

 Here in Japan, many people have been waiting in airport lobbies for the resumption of flights. In addition, the bridal industry has been affected because flower imports from Holland have stopped and inspection work cannot be performed due to shortages of perishable medicines in some medical institutions.

 It is unknown how long this explosion will continue. As the Golden Week holidays are drawing near in Japan, the impact on the travel industry is also a matter of concern.

 The most impacted industry is the airline industry. The damage is reported to be larger than that of 9/11. It is also important to note that this incident occurred when demand had dropped due to the economic crisis and most airline companies in the world were already in the red.

 European airline companies carried out test flights and are trying to convince aviation authorities to reopen airports. However, it is understandable that European aviation authorities are very cautious since volcanic ash could affect the airplane engines.

 It is highly unlikely that a serious earthquake could occur in Northern Europe with its stable geology. This region is less affected by crustal movement than Japan, which has many volcanoes and earthquakes.

 However, Iceland, located northwest of Northern Europe, has cracks in the Earth's crust from which magma flows out. Following a large explosion, the volcanic ash cloud moves toward Europe due to the Westerlies. Jet airplanes are sensitive to volcanic ash, unlike propeller-driven airplanes. The combination of these factors caused this confusion.

 Humans have taken a variety of measures to reduce the impact of natural disasters. However, this sky panic, which spread from Europe to other areas of the world, made us realize that new risks could emerge at any time.

Source: The Mainichi Newspapers, April 20, 2010

Front Page Editorial: Watching Saturn with the Observatory Telescope on a Spring Evening...

 I watched Saturn with an observatory telescope on a spring evening. Although Saturn's ring became invisible last year as a result of dissipation phenomenon, it returned again and the thin line was clearly visible. "There's the ring!" I felt like shouting for joy as if I were a child. An unmanned probe "Cassini" has been orbiting this planet with its mysterious ring for several years. Recent observations suggest that the ring could contain iron and carbon compounds. Although I wish I could watch the planet in the vicinity, it is too far away. How about a nearer planet? According to the new space program announced by U.S. President Obama, the U.S. government plans to develop a new spacecraft within fifteen years and make the first visit to an asteroid. Human beings could reach Mars' orbit by the middle of the 2030s. President Obama bluntly turned down the Bush administration's plan to return to the Moon, saying, "We've already been on the Moon." But, why Mars? A simple reason is that there is no other celestial object where humans could possibly land except for the Moon. Some people say a goal is necessary to go forward. Without a major goal, the identity of being a superpower in the space industry could be weakened. One practical reason is to ensure job security. When the Obama administration decided to cancel the manned moon exploration project in February, an increase in unemployment became an issue. This was a consideration in the latest speech. For example, job creation for 10,000 or more people is emphasized. It was decided this year to prolong the operation of Cassini. President Obama also announced a focus on unmanned exploration. President JFK proudly pledged to go to the Moon in 1961, the year in which President Obama was born. Perhaps President Obama will be remembered as the man who pledged to go to Mars.

Source: The Mainichi Newspapers, April 19, 2010
